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She has become an old woman. She looks out from the door-
way of her own home but seems puzzled by the scene, the bruised 
evening sky and the crab scurry of leaves on the shoreline below. 
These are the bluffs at the lakeside edge of Scarborough. This is 
the season named fall.

‘You should step in,’ she says, reaching for the security chain but 
finding it already dangling freely. Her eyes only then darting up to 
meet mine.

I crouch to unlace my shoes, avoiding the stool that has always 
been untrustworthy. I hang my coat on the peg tucked invisibly 
beside the fuse-box. She notices these gestures and slows with 
thought while leading me through this shipwreck of a home. The 
same drafts and groaning floors, the same wildlife calendar with 
the moose of September 1987, now two years out of date. In the 
kitchen, she sets a kettle on the element and turns the stove dial 
while saying ‘on.’ Then checks again to make sure.

The gas has been disconnected. I see this immediately and 
know that we will wait in vain for the flame to catch or the kettle to 
scratch to a boil. She is silent now and her eyes are downcast and 
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away from me. There’s a cavernous rhythm that seems to emanate 
from the floorboards and rafters, though this is only the lake hav-
ing its say in the quiet of our brooding. This could continue for a 
long time. With the sun going its way and the shadows thickening 
around us. With this old woman, my mother, so entirely unwilling 
to admit that she has forgotten me. With both of us free from our 
past.

I do this.
I stand and unbuckle my belt. I unbutton and zip down and let 

my pants fall to my knees. Mother doesn’t laugh at me advancing 
with wobbly duck steps. She doesn’t panic when her hand is held 
and guided to the skin of a dark young man.

Here. Press your fingers against the walnut-shaped lump of bone 
at the side of my knee. Hold them there until my knee bends and 
some rogue tendon bunches against that lump and against your fin-
gers before suddenly snapping over. With a click. My body’s trick.

Her smile.
‘He have strange bones,’ she says. ‘Quarrels deep in he flesh.’
‘Your son.…’
‘He grandmother too. You can’t do nothing for bones. They like 

history. But you can boil zaboca leaves to remedy body ache. And 
planten leaves to slow bleeding. And there used to be something 
called scientific plant which could protect you against curses and 
bad magic.…’

‘Your son. Your youngest son. Remember, Mother?’
‘Aloe on light burns. Everyone does remember that. But there 

was something else. Something wet and pithy they could give you 
when you burns was brutal. When you skin was gloving off.…’



�

I stay with Mother, though I haven’t truly been invited to stay. 
On that first evening of my return, Mother walks suddenly out of 
the kitchen and up the stairs to her bedroom on the second floor. 
I hear the low grate of a deadbolt. Later, I make my way up to 
the other bedroom on the second floor. The bunk bed that I once 
shared with my brother is still made, though the sheets and pillows 
smell of dampness.

My bedroom window looks out over the weathered edge of the 
bluffs to a great lake touched by the dying light of the city. Below, 
some forty feet down, a few trees lean about on a shore of sand 
and waterlogged litter. Dancing leaves and the tumble of an empty 
potato chip bag. Despite the view and the fact that many consider 
the surrounding neighbourhood ‘a good part of Scarborough,’ our 
place is difficult to boast of. We are alone in a cul-de-sac once used 
as a dump for real-estate developers. The house is old and bracing 
now for the final assaults of erosion. Even in summer, all windows 
facing south are kept shut. Because of the railway track, scarcely 
ten feet away. 

I’m jolted awake during the night. The house has taken on some 
brutal energy, and dust motes have turned the slanting moonlight 
from the window into solid beams. The noise peaks and only then 
is it clear to me that a freight train is passing. I wait for the caboose 
to pass and the lake sounds to pool back. I watch the wind blowing 
ghosts into the drapes. I dream, close to waking, of the sound of 
footsteps in the air above me.

In the morning, I walk in on a young woman sitting with Moth-
er at the kitchen table and reading a book. She has hair of wild 
bronze, frizzy mixed-girl hair barely kept in check by an elastic, 



10

and she is wearing the white two-pocketed shirt that Mother used 
to make me put on for special occasions. She has apparently set 
food in front of my mother, cornmeal porridge with sugar and va-
nilla essence beaten in. A pot of tea so strong that it seems to stain 
the cups and corrode the spoons. Seeing me, she stands abruptly, 
her hand darting involuntarily to a mark on her neck. For the short-
est while, she reads my face and body before dropping her hand 
and sitting back down.

‘I’m her son,’ I say.
She picks up an eating spoon to offer some of the porridge to 

Mother, who purses her lips but otherwise doesn’t move her face. 
The book is now splayed cover up on the table. The Diatonic Mode 
in Modern Music, the title reads. The mark on her neck is red. A 
puzzle against the light brown of her skin, the sharpness of her col-
larbone. A birthmark most likely.

‘Are you a nurse?’ I ask. ‘I’m just visiting. I won’t get in your 
way.’

‘How considerate of you,’ she replies.
And then ignores me, though her eyes look like they’re thinking 

far beyond her continued attempts to feed Mother. I nod and leave 
quietly, spending most of the morning and afternoon in my room 
and staying clear.

In the evening, I’m alone in the sitting room when I hear from 
above the sounds of a faucet squeaking open and the deepening 
rush of water in the bathroom tub. I hear two voices and muffled 
splashes, then the young woman singing and Mother joining in 
without hesitation or flaw. I want to hear more of this singing and to 
know how Mother can manage to carry any song at all in her condi-
tion. I wait for the bath noises to stop and the drain to stop sucking, 
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but I walk upstairs and into Mother’s room before it’s at all safe to 
do so. Mother is topless and facing me, and the young woman is 
standing behind her, giving her a massage. Mother’s eyes are closed 
and she is still humming, her voice grating as the young woman 
kneads into the flesh hidden from my sight. The glossy wrinkles 
on Mother’s upper shoulders and neck, the portents of her body’s 
true damage. There’s an oily thickness in the air and on my tongue, 
and the nakedness and intimacy humiliates me somehow. I turn to 
leave but not before the young woman catches my discomfort and 
smiles wickedly.

I hear it that night. Unmistakable this time, the young woman 
in the attic above. The creak of her movements.

The next morning, I enter the kitchen just as the young woman 
and Mother are sitting down to breakfast. Cornmeal porridge again 
and more of the vicious tea, but also a mango with a thin knife laid 
out beside it. The lake is unusually quiet and the sun has turned 
the kitchen walls lemon.

‘I’d like to help out with the groceries,’ I say. ‘I just need to know 
what to buy. I could cook too. I’m not such a bad cook.’

The young woman shrugs and picks up the mango and the 
knife, but this time Mother’s stare transforms into unmistakable 
nervousness. I do my best to smile reassuringly, but Mother looks 
away and then steals glances at me while adding spoon after heap-
ing spoon of wet brown sugar to her tea. She has created a warm 
and overflowing cup of syrup before she finally manages to articu-
late her worry.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asks. The woman is looking up 
and waiting for an answer too, the knife motionless in her hand and 
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the juices from the mango inching down her arm.
I don’t know how to answer this question. I don’t even know 

how Mother is reading me. As a stranger who suddenly roams her 
home, or as her younger son who has mysteriously returned af-
ter discovering, two years earlier, just how impossible it was to be 
around her. I don’t know if Mother has been hurt by my absence, 
or if she’s even noticed it. I don’t know what meaning there can be 
between us now.

‘You mean you don’t remember, Mother?’ I try.
This works perfectly. Mother steels her eyes and tightens her 

mouth. She finds her old pride.
‘Of course I remember,’ she says, bringing her cup to her lips.

Long ago, she began to forget. It started with ordinary things. 
Shopping lists and recipes, bus change and savings cards, pens 
for jotting down those household tasks that always manage to slip 
away. But then Mother began to forget in far more creative ways. 
She began to forget names and places, goals and meanings. She 
began to forget the laws of language and the routes to salvation and 
the proper things to do with one’s body. She began to excuse herself 
from the world we knew.

My brother and I were the first to notice. We were young chil-
dren when it started and naturally alert for the smallest signs of adult 
weakness. When Mother wasn’t looking, we’d climb up to the cup-
boards and eat peanut butter and corn syrup, lime pickle and molas-
ses. Also the most perverse delicacy we could then imagine, Crisco 
shortening, spooning up the white sludge with our fingers and leav-
ing greasy prints on the cupboard doors and the walls and the door-
knobs. Mother couldn’t understand why she never remembered to 
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replenish her cooking goods. Why she never remembered to give 
the home a good all-round scrubbing. We were never caught.

Of course Mother was minding five or six other children in 
those early days. Her wits were already strained to the limit. Friday 
evenings, the children’s parents would come and apologize for the 
days when they were forced to work overtime at their offices without 
proper warning. They would smile apologetically when handing 
Mother envelopes. But what messages were these people passing 
her, really? What kind of people envelop their words? This was still 
the earliest stage of Mother’s condition and she had already learned 
to conceal her confusion from others and trust that in time things 
would become clear. She would wave the children’s parents good-
bye and open the envelopes carefully with a knife, sorting through 
the small number of fives and tens. Dirty numbers. Meaning new 
safety boots for her husband and belts for her boys and, of course, 
more endlessly dwindling cooking goods. Money was still too pre-
cious a meaning to forget.

But soon there came the times when Mother hurriedly dressed 
one boy in his snowmobile suit and ushered him to his parents 
waiting outside. Only then to remember (too late) that these par-
ents had a girl. That girl with the haunting glass-marble eyes and 
the brilliant golden hair. Or brown. She would have had brown 
hair, Mother reminded herself. Mother would laughingly explain 
to the parents just how difficult it was to tell the difference between 
boys and girls these days. Just look at the rock stars, she would say. 
Nanny standup. But her jokes fell flat and Mother steadily lost her 
jobs. She was supposed to be minding children, after all. She was 
living on the edge of the bluffs, near an active railway.

Metal monsters in the night. Dirty numbers and greasy door-
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knobs. This was our belonging. Memory was a carpet stain that 
nobody would confess to. History was a television set left on all 
night. The car chases and gun fights sponsored by oil companies. 
The anthems at the end of broadcast days.

Then a crisis in something called ‘the economy.’ Father was laid 
off at the factory but later rehired as a temp after two agonizing 
weeks. The work was erratic. The factory wouldn’t need him for 
weeks on end, but then, faced with a last minute order to fill, it 
would suddenly call upon him round the clock. Father became a 
maniac on those days, a blur of energy bursting through the front 
door to bolt cold dal and rice from tupperware in the fridge. Frantic 
nap. Bathroom. Frantic nap. Chugging lukewarm cups of instant 
coffee, then back out to catch another shift, a toppled milk carton 
in his wake, pattering white upon the floor.

Mother’s jokes continued to fall flat. One afternoon, Father 
took his first long chug from his coffee mug before running to the 
kitchen sink to retch endlessly. Waving away our concern as an-
other belt of sickness took him. Mother had accidentally filled the 
sugar bowl with salt, and Father had unknowingly made himself a 
briny pickle of a coffee. All four of us were in the kitchen that day, 
three sitting quietly until Father’s spasms at the sink had passed. 
Such an awesome sight, his big shoulders heaving up. It was my 
brother who finally broke the silence.

‘It’s April Fool’s Day. Right, Mother?’
‘What you say, child?’
‘You know. April Fool’s Day. When people do jokes and nobody 

suspects because nobody remembers what day it is anyway?’
‘Yes …’ said Mother, ‘you’s right, child. It certainly is that day. 
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Merry April Fool Day, Roger.’
‘You know, girl,’ said Father, finding his breath, ‘thirty years, 

and I still don’t know how to celebrate in this country.’

My brother always knew the right thing to say. He was older 
than me but also surer in his talk and more sensitive to manners 
and gestures and tones of voice. He figured out a while ago that 
Mother’s condition offered him a special freedom, and so instead 
of going to school he spent most weekdays alone in his bedroom.

‘Child,’ Mother might ask, ‘why you ain’t at school?’
‘It’s a PD day, Mother.’
‘PD day?’
‘A professional development day. When the teachers get a day 

off and spend their time smoking and thinking up trick questions. 
Don’t you remember, Mother?’

‘Of course I remember, child. You think you the only intelligent 
person in this house?’

Meanwhile, my brother screened all of the letters that appeared 
in our mailbox. He could tell a report card envelope merely by 
its density and weight. He used a flashlight or a bright bulb to 
spot official school seals through unopened letters, and so he in-
tercepted and destroyed messages from guidance counsellors who 
were expressing their concern that my brother was skipping even 
the most practical courses in shop and automobile repair. Some of 
the letters explained in simple and patient terms that schools were 
now learning to respond to hands-on students ‘just like yours.’ One 
of them came with a glossy pamphlet describing a new program 
where students would get to work in ‘relevant’ settings for half of 
the school year. Behind the cash register in fast food restaurants, for 
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instance. ‘Real-life business skills.… Common-sense education.…’ 
The pamphlet showed a rainbow of coloured faces.

But my brother wasn’t interested in school. He was going to be 
a poet.

I didn’t know this at first because we rarely spoke. Like our fa-
ther, he seemed inaccessible and slow to meet your eyes. He was 
big too, and with a bruised edge to himself that you weren’t ever in 
a hurry to poke at and ask what’s the matter. But then, one sharp 
spring morning, my brother told me to make two peanut butter 
sandwiches with the crusts cut off and to take two bananas from 
the fruit bowl and to come with him for a while.

He carried a red toolbox which he normally kept locked under-
neath our bunk bed. We walked to a secret edge of the bluffs near 
the back of our home, and we slid-stepped down the slope of clay, 
holding onto brush and radically leaning trees and even thistles 
when a fall suddenly threatened. We reached the shore and walked 
east until we got to that place where a fenced sewer pipe from the 
old factory blocked us from going farther. A gull was perched on 
the inside lip of the pipe, its feathers puffed up and ragged and its 
legs forking a trickle of water that moved like oil. We climbed over 
the fence and sewer pipe, and did ten minutes of wobbly walking 
along the stones and washed up trash until we got to a place where 
you could squint your mind and imagine that you were elsewhere. 
The wet skins of lake-smoothed stones. The bones of driftwood 
bleached by the sun. The dense silence of the bluffs towering 
above. And of course, the great lake with its unmarred horizon. 

We sat on driftwood and ate our sandwiches immediately, tak-
ing a bite of banana with each bite of peanut butter, the way Fa-
ther once showed us. After this, my brother unlocked his toolbox 
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and showed me what he hid from everyone else. Books. A battered 
Gideon Bible, perhaps stolen from a nearby car motel. A book enti-
tled Surviving Menopause by one Philip G. Winkler, MD. A Finn-
ish cookbook with the cover ripped off. A very old leather-bound 
book written in some strange but beautifully sinuous script. An-
other book that merely listed chemical compounds following some 
obscure principle of organization. Other strange choices too. And 
why not? Why shouldn’t a poet know a lot and draw from all lan-
guages and meanings? My brother took his books one by one out 
of the box and placed them carefully on the stones. He removed a 
real fountain pen and a notebook with handmade paper, the sort all 
rough with invitation. He sat there not writing but as if he were just 
about to write, and he held that pose for a long time before me.

I don’t remember my brother ever writing anything that day. I 
remember him pointing out to me the smeared toothpaste of clouds 
upon the sky and the guerrilla art of bird shit on the rocks. I remem-
ber him describing the oatmeal of lake scum and the constellations 
of trash and plastic bottles that had washed up on shore. I remember 
my brother fishing a packet of chewing tobacco from his coat pocket 
and how he found in the trash around us a juice bottle chipped at 
the rim but good enough. I sat there with my brother well into the 
arcing afternoon, chewing and spitting. I never spoke to him about 
Mother’s condition or Father’s increasing distress because we were 
talking about poetry that day and mindful of things far greater than 
our personal circumstances and fears. I remember the bite of the 
wind on my face and the endless steel of the waters. I remember 
feeling light and almost dizzy with an exultation only partly due to 
the tobacco. I remember watching our spit rising in the bottle, all 
swirling amber and leather in the sun. That stuff so precious.
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But Mother still staggered into forgetfulness. She wandered 
the streets of our neighbourhood and upturned people’s garbage 
bins, looking for ‘the good things these wasteful people does throw 
away.’ She ‘borrowed’ things from corner stores and people’s garages, 
failing to recall the concept of private property. Relying on some 
deeply Caribbean hunch, she kicked any dog that approached her, 
once sending a miniature poodle spinning around its owner like 
a tetherball. She became easy prey for the most unimaginative of 
crank callers, and she’d answer and listen for long moments before 
calling out for us to catch the refrigerator since ‘it running,’ her hand 
cupping the wrong end of the phone for privacy. Left alone at home, 
she’d forget where the washroom was and would be forced to wait 
for agonizing hours until someone came home to show her. Later 
she’d see no reason why she should wait, and we began to notice 
that certain potted plants smelled of urine. We tried to stop her from 
accomplishing many household tasks like washing clothes, but we 
didn’t always succeed. She performed experiments with bleach and 
vinegar on our shirts and jeans, and we ended up wearing the acid 
wash look in entirely the wrong year for us to be considered fashion-
able.

One afternoon, she left a pot of milk on the stove that soon 
bubbled over and filled the air with acrid smoke. Returning from 
school, I smelled the calamity and ran up the stairs to a scene of 
confusion and teary eyes with Mother running about the house try-
ing to find and rescue a three-year-old child from the imagined fire. 
When she crashed into me she screamed not with relief but with 
outrage. How could I be a teenager already?

‘Tell me, how!? How!? ’
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Always her questions.
‘How old are you?’
‘Twelve and a half.’
‘How old are you?’
‘Thirteen next week.’
‘What’s your name?’
‘Mother … I wish … I mean, I’m scared sometimes, Mother.…
‘Don’t be stupid, child. I does know what your name is. I just 

wanting you to say it properly. Caramba, child, just say it properly 
for me, nuh, and stop setting up your face like some baby…!’

The week I turned fourteen, Father took us out to an all-you-can-
eat buffet. He was uncharacteristically happy. He’d voted for the 
winning Conservative party in the past election, and he felt that 
he had thus contributed in some small way to the strengthening 
economy that the newspapers were describing. There’d surely be 
the chance for full-time work at the factory or somewhere else very 
soon. My brother was also happy. He’d attended a poetry reading in 
the city and some old guy in khakis had approached him and urged 
him to keep writing and to begin submitting his work to magazines. 
My brother explained to us that he wasn’t ready to show his stuff to 
anyone just yet, but he added that he was happy to know that there 
were people out there. People who cared about these things. Father 
said a quiet grace and then ordered my sixteen-year-old brother a 
beer, to my amazement and secret jealousy. We then laughingly 
set out on what my brother called our hunting operations, with 
the goal of happily confirming beyond all doubt what others in 
the restaurant might have already suspected about the appetites of 
dark-skinned people. We were sitting down with plates piled high 
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when we noticed that Mother had disappeared.
We split up and searched everywhere. We went to the ladies’ 

washroom and called into it and asked women who looked at us 
suspiciously to please check the stalls. We angered a raccoon while 
checking the dumpsters behind the restaurant. We asked people ta-
ble by table if they saw someone leave. A black woman. Excuse me, 
but would you by any chance have noticed a black woman? Finally 
the manager pushed open a door and found Mother in the staff 
dressing room, sitting in a corner. Her hands were clasped around 
her knees and her long pleated skirt fanned out neatly on the floor. 
Her head was down but we could see that her makeup was streaked. 
I waited for my brother to say something reassuring, something ap-
propriate, but he was quiet. I waited for Father to act but he re-
mained quiet and still, though he clenched and unclenched his 
thick fingers. I called to Mother, but she didn’t answer.

I lowered myself beside her. I sat there reading the soap bucket 
stains on the floor with her for a few moments. A zag like a ‘w,’ an 
unclosed ‘o.’ I took her hand in mine. Mother raised her head and 
looked at me. It took a while, but then she smiled.

We all returned to our table and quietly ate the food now cold 
and gelid on our plates. We skipped the dessert bar with the volup-
tuous strawberry tarts we had earlier noticed. Mother sat beside me 
on the bus ride home, and at one point she cupped her hand on 
top of my own.

‘I knew it,’ she whispered just for me to hear. ‘I knew you would 
never leave me.’

I started to think about Father’s paralysis that night. The clench-
ing and unclenching of his fingers. The futile grasping. There were 
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money matters to consider since Mother couldn’t mind any children 
now. We couldn’t afford to lose this income. And what if Mother 
needed special treatments? What unimaginable end was she travel-
ling toward? Weeks later, we found that the papers were right and 
that something called ‘the economy’ did indeed strengthen, but 
the factory still laid off dozens of full-time workers, and temporary 
work became even more scarce. 

Dirty numbers. But perhaps Father was thinking of something 
else, of the relationship that he once had with his wife. It’s never 
good to think deeply about the relationship between one’s parents, 
that most unbelievable of relationships. But Mother was black and 
Father was South Asian, and though they met here, they both came 
from a place where there were serious misgivings between these 
peoples. There was something special in their relationship. Despite 
history and tradition, they had loved each other.

But now things were changing. I witnessed moments when 
Mother would pause and stutter when she tried to call her husband 
by name. Those dreadful moments when Mother sitting empty-
eyed might suddenly look down to see Father’s fingers laced in 
hers, some coolie-man’s dark fingers laced in hers, before politely 
freeing herself.

‘Father? ’
He didn’t answer me at first. He was sitting at the kitchen table, 

his ritual before anyone else woke up, morning light upon the pol-
ished darkness of his skin. He had stopped attending church a few 
years ago in order to free up time on the weekends to work, but 
he insisted on reading the Bible all the way through over and over 
again, straining to commit to memory whatever he could, even the 
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ponderous genealogies. His lips were now moving silently through 
The Book of Numbers. 

And these are the names of the men that shall stand with you: of 
the tribe of Reuben; Elizur the son of Shedeur.

Of Simeon; Shelumiel the son of Zurishaddai.
Of Judah; Nahshon the son of Amminadab.
Of Issachar; Nethaneel the son of Zuar.…
‘Father? Could we see a doctor?’
‘We already seen a doctor, boy.’
‘But what about another doctor? Maybe someone who could 

help her.’
‘Ain’t nobody who can help her. She gone far beyond the help 

of men, boy.’
There was a muffled voice. Mother had left the TV on again 

and an early morning news anchor was reporting on some distant 
disaster or atrocity. Was it famine? Genocide? When do we re-
member these things? I only remember Father turning back to The 
Book of Numbers. Elizur the son of Shedeur, Shelumiel the son of 
Zurishaddai.… I must have moved or made a strange sound for he 
looked up sharply. His face softening.

‘Hey, boy. Stop that now. She only forgetting. Worser thing have 
happen.’

But this was the problem. Mother wasn’t simply forgetting. She 
might be standing near the kitchen window, looking out over the 
rippled granite of the waters, when a word would slip from her 
mind and pronounce itself upon her lips.

‘Carenage,’ she might say, almost surprised that she had done 
so. ‘We was moved by the soldiers to an old village name Carenage. 
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Named after the Spanish ships that anchored there long ago to get 
careen. Clean up from barnacle, yes? Free up from they weight 
and make smooth again after the trip from Africa. There was an 
old woman who did know. A woman with long memory and the 
proper names of things. We was moved, but there was a boy who 
get sick with the cough. He woulda dead, but she tell us what to 
make. A tea of shado beni and other bush. We all laugh, laugh in 
relief when she spoon the stuff to he lips. He bitter face and the 
flutter of he hands trying to push the taste away. He first sign of 
fight in days.…’

‘Kakashat,’ she said another time. ‘For sugars and blood pres-
sure and growths.…’

‘Zootie. You wouldn’t know it unless you had wisdom. It stings 
when you touch it. But in a tea it could save you life when you body 
won’t give up it water.…’

Mother never deliberately explained to me her past, but I 
learned anyway. Of lagahoos, and douens, and other spectres of 
long-ago meaning.

‘Soucouyant,’ Mother said aloud to herself one day. ‘I saw one in 
the morning. A morning thick with burnt light. I walking a narrow 
path of dirt, you see, my ankles painted cool by wet grasses.…’

Her voice trailed off. She noticed me sitting beside her.
‘You know what a soucouyant is, child?’
‘Isn’t she an evil spirit? Someone who sucks your blood at 

night?’
‘Yes,’ Mother answered after a pause, really only the shortest 

pause. ‘Yes, child, you is absolutely correct.’

‘How old are you?’
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‘Fifteen. My … my name is …’
‘You telling me you name? You think a mother could forget she 

own child name? You think I going crazy? Answer me! You think 
I going crazy? Well, suppose I show you what really crazy? This … 
this now … is crazy…!’

Our last dinner together as a family. We still had dinner to-
gether though Mother had become less interested in eating. Father 
said a prayer, thanking the Lord for the strength he gives to all who 
suffer, the protection he gives from the spirits of darkness. Mother 
was fine for a while, but then she started drifting. She was using 
the serving spoon to poke at the obscene dish of beef and macaroni 
that Father had poured for us from a can when she stopped to touch 
the back of her head and afterward the thin scar at her chin. She 
traced the lacy roughness as if discovering it for the first time. A 
braille, it told a story.

‘Chaguaramas,’ she explained. ‘She loss she skin at the military 
base in Chaguaramas. She wore a dress of fire before it go ruin her. 
I wore a hat of orange light, a sheet of pain, yes, on my head and 
neck. I turning to her, turning to help and undo it all, but I trip up. 
My chin busting up against something sharp. Darkness washing 
me all over. When I wake, I back in our home in Carenage. They 
call the old woman and she here now reaching up into the tall parts 
of the house. Reaching and stretching like she appealing to the 
creatures of corners and ceilings. She gathering cobwebs, you see. 
I remember that she put a pillow for my head, and that she tell me 
lie face up. I remember the numbness at the back of my head and 
the cobwebs falling light like a spell upon me, the blood no longer 
itching down my neck. And I remember the one they laid beside 
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me like a mother. She head completely tie up in whitest gauze. She 
muffled sounds not quite like crying.’

Silence around the table. Father was mechanically forking food 
to his mouth, spooning on more and more hot sauce and cool-
ing his tongue with short intakes of breath. My brother didn’t look 
up either and seemed preoccupied with the task of arranging the 
macaroni on his plate into a series of commas without words. Only 
the great lake spoke its piece, its wash and roll and wash.

‘Hugh Jazz? ’ Mother asked us, holding the phone. ‘Is you all see 
a Hugh Jazz here?’ 

We each left Mother in our own ways. Father left first and in 
a hurry as usual. In a fraction of a second, the foreman informed 
us, after the guillotine strike of a falling sheet of steel. Mother was 
already in the midst of a particularly bad week and couldn’t seem 
to understand the situation or be persuaded to leave the house. 
My brother was eighteen at the time and so he went to identify the 
body. I persuaded him to take me too, dizzily watching as they slid 
the body into sight at the morgue. The iron waft of blood made me 
think of Mother’s misplaced menstrual pads. I noticed the slashed 
flesh on Father’s neck which leered out at me like a tongue. I no-
ticed the dark skin which had lost its beauty and turned to grey 
wax. I noticed Father’s chest which didn’t sport a single hair. Would 
someone have shaved his body after death? Was he always so hair-
less? Why hadn’t I ever noticed this before? I looked at Father’s 
hands and saw for the first time a pin-prick beauty mark on the 
back of his wrist.
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‘Sir…?’
My brother was silent. He wasn’t looking at the body at all. 
‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It’s him. Our father.’
Later, at a hastily arranged meeting in the factory office, a 

group of lawyers and foremen told my brother, Mother, and me 
that Father was very distracted that day and was simply not paying 
attention. This made sense. We were all getting more and more 
distracted these days. Why hadn’t Father recognized this? Why 
wasn’t he more careful? My brother shook his head silently and 
one of the lawyers misunderstood and ensured us once more, both 
gently and firmly, that it was indeed the error of the deceased. We 
didn’t argue but we also sat silently for some time, each of us lost in 
our thoughts. We heard someone clear a throat but we continued 
to sit silently, not knowing what we were supposed to accomplish 
here amongst these suited men and women. After this last awkward 
pause, two of the lawyers whispered to each other and finally one 
stated aloud that the company would be most desirous to provide a 
reasonable out-of-court settlement, especially in order to avoid any 
potential legal misunderstandings or grievances.

‘We are nothing if not desirous,’ the lawyer explained. ‘Indeed, 
we are prepared to offer you all something indubitably substantial. 
Something the wife of the deceased might draw upon throughout 
her retirement. We’re talking about stability. It’s what we all want, 
isn’t it? I’m sure that’s what your father would have wanted.’

They were right, though my brother wasn’t listening at this 
point. He seemed to be mesmerized by a streak of bird shit on the 
office window. Exclamation point, he murmured just loud enough 
for me to hear, but that was all. Mother was completely silent and 
unresponsive. When the time came, I touched her arm and placed 
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the pen in her hand and pointed to the lines she needed to sign. 
Her signature seemed to change on each new page. Mother’s cre-
ative writing. But nobody seemed to care.

My brother went next. He was growing more and more gloomy 
and introverted. He stopped speaking to Mother and me, though 
he assumed a new role as the working man of the family. He got 
a job at the Happy Chicken restaurant in a strip mall deeper in 
the city. He wore a disposable paper hat. He watched an employee 
training video that opened with an animated caveman bonking a 
woolly mammoth on the head with a club, the voice-over explain-
ing that the obtaining of tasty yet convenient food had been impor-
tant since the dawn of Western Civilization. My brother memo-
rized the specials of the day exactly as they were told to him. The 
maximum satisfaction pack and the super-maximum satisfaction 
pack. Fast food language. The poetics of the sale.

He became someone else in those days. Someone fuller and more 
potent in people’s imaginations. Late one evening when we were 
both waiting for a bus, he noticed a woman looking over at us with 
what appeared to be gradually mounting nervousness. My brother 
looked at me and then behind us and then back at the woman, who 
at first smiled nervously and then panicked and walked briskly off 
towards safety, her heels clicking on the pavement. Riding the bus 
with me a couple days later, my brother looked up from his old and 
barely legible edition of A Girl’s Gay Garland of Verse to see a man 
in a suit stifling a laugh. What the hell was this guy’s problem? 
What exactly was so funny about seeing a young man read a book? 
My brother carefully marked his page before approaching the man 
and addressing him in a deep but even voice.
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‘Something funny? Incongruent, motherfucker?’
Soon nobody at all was smiling at my brother. He came to be 

‘known’ by teachers, neighbourhood watch volunteers, and po-
lice throughout ‘the good neighbourhood’ where we lived. Could 
this be the worst of all possible fates, to be known by professional 
knowers? My brother reacted by becoming increasingly quiet and 
withdrawn, his body toughening around him like a carapace. He 
stopped communicating to anyone, including Mother and me.

He still sat with us for supper, his final familial obligation. But 
there came the day when Mother leaned over to me and whispered 
that dreadful and inevitable question.

‘Who is that one sitting across from us?’
My brother heard, but he didn’t seem hurt. His eyes gave noth-

ing to us as he left the table and walked upstairs to our bedroom. 
He spent the rest of the night packing up. Early in the morning, I 
heard the front door open and noticed my bedroom drapes rustling 
with the changing air pressure of the house. The door closed and 
there was more rustling of the drapes. And that was it.

I was looking out of the window at his departing figure when I 
sensed her behind me. I turned and saw Mother with a pink rub-
ber shower cap on her head, her night-shirt open, her breasts partly 
exposed. 

‘What wrong?’ she asked. ‘It look like there something wrong 
in you face.’

‘Nothing’s wrong, Mother.’
‘Don’t lie to me, dear. I know when something wrong. I you 

mother, you know.’

Then my own leaving. I wouldn’t just leave her, of course. I’d first 
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alert all of the crucial people at the bank and the phone and cable 
companies. I’d arrange for monthly withdrawals from Father’s in-
surance for necessities. I’d contact social services as well as Moth-
er’s friend, Mrs Christopher. I’d make all sorts of provisions for my 
departure.

‘Do you understand, Mother? I’m making provisions.’
‘Ground provisions? Eddoes? Cassava? Cush Cush? Yam? Since 

when you learn to cook, child…?’
I packed one afternoon as she kneeled at the bathtub faucet, 

cupping her hand under the weight of the water and then releas-
ing. Cupping again and releasing. I stuffed the rest of my clothes 
into my burlap bag. I slipped downstairs to the kitchen and began 
stuffing slices of bread into the lint-filled pockets of my windbreak-
er when she caught up with me. Mother had splashed water on 
her dress and was now pinching the damp material away from her 
thighs and looking at me with childish embarrassment. She had 
left the tap running upstairs, and water had already begun to drip 
from the cracked and sagging ceiling of the sitting room. Mother 
watched me shoulder my bag and then smiled.

‘You’s getting milk?’ she asked.
‘You already have milk, Mother. It’s in the blue carton.’
‘Blue,’ she said softly, as if tasting the word. ‘The colour blue.…’
I caught a bus heading west toward the city. I sat in coffee shops 

for hours, cold skins of white surfacing and clinging to the edges 
of my paper cups. At night, I found a hostel room which smelled of 
cabbage and stale piss. I slept hard, so hard, and never again paid 
any attention to dreams.

‘You crying,’ she had asked, just before I left. ‘Why you crying, 
child of mine?’
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The city was for me a place of forgetting. I found my anonymity 
in a series of rent-by-the-week rooms, in under-the-counter jobs as 
a dishwasher and holiday flower-seller and hot-dog vendor. I met 
others who were fleeing their pasts, the discontents of nations and 
cultures, tribes and families. I roomed for a while with a kid, barely 
sixteen, who was born in a logging town in British Columbia but 
who hitched a ride here in the cargo bin of a train. It was a risky 
trick, his journey east, and not everyone could manage it. Not ev-
eryone could handle the cold and dark, or know that one can drink 
piss to stave off dehydration. And not everyone had the insight to 
prepare themselves for life as a world-famous rapper by carefully 
studying the best of the best. Grandmaster Flash and the Furious 
Five, Run DMC, and, most recently, Public Enemy.

‘Damn straight, homeboy. Know-what-I’m-saying?’
Once, I got us a gig cleaning cutting surfaces and machinery in 

a poultry processing plant to the north of the city. We were bussed 
to a site where all of the regular labourers were brown and spoke 
Spanish to each other. We were told where to point the hoses of 
superheated chlorinated water. We weren’t advised to wear gloves 
or masks though, and so, when my symptoms emerged, I was told 
with the rest of the workers not to panic and that the blisters and 
wheezing would soon pass.

‘Homeboy’s Canadian too,’ my friend explained to the shift 
boss, cradling his wrist and nodding in my direction.

‘Yeah?’ said the boss, turning to me and lowering his voice. 
‘Better get your dumb ass to a hospital, Canadian.’

‘What the hell is wrong with you, homeboy?’ asked my friend 
a couple days later. We were sitting on a bench in the downtown 
train station, looking up at the crazily high ceilings. Our hands 
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were plastered with band-aids and leaking a thin pink fluid, and my 
friend was chain-smoking menthol cigarettes. To cool his throat, 
he explained. I expected him to be mad at me for setting us up 
with such a stupid job, but he was mad at me for some other strange 
reason.

‘What’s your story, homeboy? You’re always visiting bookstores 
and reading poetry and shit. You talk all good. Man, you talk as 
if you’re whiter than me, and my grandfather was in the bloody 
Asiatic Exclusion League! What’s up, homeboy? What’s your prob-
lem?’

‘I don’t know.’
‘You’re a fool, homeboy! A total fool! You should have ’nuff duc-

ats by now. Nigga’s got to get his…!’

I gave in to his coaxing. I responded to job ads in papers, but 
never seemed to leave an impression on anyone. I landed a few 
interviews but always got through these poorly, responding vaguely 
and unsatisfactorily, no doubt, when the questions began to get a 
bit personal. I eventually landed a job in an all-night coffee shop 
on Bloor Street, not far from the financial district. A rotating staff 
of coloured women, a posted schedule reminding us of the benefits 
of ‘flexible hours,’ a shift manager with an MA in economics from 
University of Makerere, Kampala. It was better than the poultry 
factory, though. And there were even small perks. On slow Monday 
evenings, I’d invite my friend to visit and offer him one of those 
hot chocolates that dribbled out of a noisy machine into a large 
Styrofoam cup.

‘That’s right!’ he’d say while the machine whirred. ‘Straight-up 
big ass beverage, gee. Yaaaahhh, Boooyeee…!’

We’d find a seat and spoon the top-froth into our mouths before 
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adding whiskey from a concealed flask. We’d drink quickly and 
wait for the happy war of sugar and alcohol and caffeine in our 
blood. Lionel Richie played about us in a continuous loop, and the 
downtown lights glimmered. We had arrived. We were at the heart 
of it all. One of my co-workers, a woman named Carla, mentioned 
that branches of this shop had opened in Japan and South Africa. 
They were even thinking of opening in Cuba. The same patented 
coffee-blend. ‘The same damned Lionel Richie.’ I was feeling the 
alcohol and struggling to think. We were everywhere at once? We 
were nowhere at all? Had we each, in our own ways, escaped?

In any case, I wandered back.

I’ll explain it this way. During our lives, we struggle to forget. 
And it’s foolish to assume that forgetting is altogether a bad thing. 
Memory is a bruise still tender. History is a rusted pile of blades 
and manacles. And forgetting can sometimes be the most creative 
and life-sustaining thing that we can ever hope to accomplish. The 
problem happens when we become too good at forgetting. When 
somehow we forget to forget, and we blunder into circumstances 
that we consciously should have avoided. This is how we awaken to 
the stories buried deep within our sleeping selves or trafficked qui-
etly through the touch of others. This is how we’re shaken by vague 
scents or tastes. How we’re stolen by an obscure word, an undertow 
dragging us back and down and away.

‘What? ’ my friend asked.
I rubbed my eyes. A dark room, the smell from the garbage 

dumpster, a cheap digital clock showing 3:34 a.m.
‘Sorry…?’ I answered.
‘You were mumbling something. Sookoo … sookooya…?’
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‘Nothing. Sorry. I must have been dreaming.’
‘Try dreaming to yourself, homeboy.’
But it was simpler than that. I wanted to see her again. I wanted 

to see the life in her face. I longed for her as any son would for his 
mother, even so frightening a mother as she had become. And so, 
two years after leaving her, I dropped everything and returned to 
her a stranger.

I’ve forgotten how the monsters strike. Sometimes, you won’t 
even hear the approach. Ripples will appear in vases and teacups. 
Chairs will buzz and glasses chime. With the fastest beasts, the pas-
senger trains on transnational trips, you’ll imagine the house itself 
tugging and swaying as if alone through the violence of sound. A 
thunderclap. A blur across the west-side window of the sitting room, 
and only if you already happen to be looking in that direction.

It’s late into the second afternoon of my return, and Mother 
is napping upstairs in her room. I’m in the sitting room floating 
my eyes over a newspaper, some heated editorial on the Multicul-
turalism Act passed over a year ago. The young woman, Mother’s 
nurse, is here too, and she’s claimed the entire couch for herself. 
She stretches out on her side, absorbed in a book, the tangled mass 
of her hair like a pillow. She’s been ignoring me, but when the train 
passes, she lifts her head to the window in time to see the buckling 
curtains, the gulls lifting up in panic from the shore below. After-
wards, she looks up at the ceiling where a tarnished chandelier still 
swings slightly. Dust falling from one of the ceiling screws in a thin 
ribbon.

‘It’s OK,’ I say, smiling. ‘It’s an old place, but I figure we’ve got at 
least a couple of weeks before it collapses.’
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She blinks irritably at this and returns to her book. I still haven’t 
been able to draw her into a conversation. I don’t even know her 
name. She’s reading another weird title. Electroless and Other Non-
electrolytic Plating Techniques: Recent Developments. I try not to 
stare, but her birthmark looks a bit like one of those symbols on a 
weather map.

I’m about to leave the room and fix something to eat in the 
kitchen when I hear it. The sound, from upstairs, of the bathroom 
faucet squeaking open and the deepening bang of water in the 
tub.

‘I should check on her,’ I offer.
‘Excellent idea,’ the young woman replies dryly and still with-

out looking at me.
Mother sits on the edge of the tub. She’s in her bathrobe and 

she’s passing her hands through the flowing water. She reaches 
down and begins to stroke the glossy grey stain that funnels to-
wards the drain. A residue impervious all these years to even the 
most aggressive chemical cleaners. She doesn’t seem to notice the 
dampness growing on her sleeves. Mother’s wrists, the freckles on 
her knuckles, the veins upon the backs of her hand. She notices me 
and smiles, then cups her hands once more under the solid weight 
of the water.

‘Come,’ she says.
I step nearer and she holds her hands above me, releasing the 

water upon my head. Water breaks upon me, pebbles rolling down 
my head and blossoming on my shirt. Mother does this again, and 
once more. My shirt now soaked, the bathroom mat changing to 
deep green.

‘This is it,’ she says.
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‘What, Mother?’
‘This is how you grandmother blessed us. She led us to the sea. 

You was too scared to go under the waters, and so she cupped some 
over your head. You licked the salt from you lips. Such a face.…’

I don’t remember this. I remember a single trip to Mother’s 
birthplace as a young child, but I don’t remember the blessing at 
all. It’s possible that it never happened and that Mother is mixing 
things up. But does this matter? Mother lifts some more water and 
washes me again. And again. It matters that I stay still for her. It 
matters that I stay like this for as long as Mother can recognize me 
and continue.

But she stops now and frowns at something just over my shoul-
der. She spots through the combination of bathroom mirrors a 
creeping scar beneath the hair on the back of her head. She ges-
tures to touch this, but she then brings her hand to her chin, run-
ning her fingertips along the lacy script.

She looks at me. Her face a question.
‘Chaguaramas,’ I explain. ‘There was a fire. Your chin was cut 

and an old woman healed you with cobwebs.’
‘Cobwebs…?’
‘It doesn’t matter, Mother. It happened long ago. A faraway 

place.’
‘I know,’ she says. ‘I remember.’


