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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
We Rip the World Apart


“For fans of Brit Bennett’s The Vanishing Half and Charmaine Wilkerson’s Black Cake, Charlene Carr’s latest is both a charged emotional epic and a gentle exploration of the nuances of love. Motherhood, autonomy, race, politics, grief—every brushstroke works to paint a complex and important picture of the world as it is, and as it could be. This novel is sure to inspire book club discussion and personal reflection, and to stay on your mind long after the final page is turned. Truly a can’t-miss read!” —MARISSA STAPLEY, New York Times bestselling author of Lucky


“Charlene Carr’s eye for examining life’s most complicated spaces is at its sharpest in this frank, fearless reflection on race, identity, and parenthood. Spanning generations and brimming with family secrets, We Rip the World Apart is page-turning and propulsive, heartbreaking and hopeful in turn. An important and necessary book that will stay with me for a long time.” —SHELBY VAN PELT, New York Times bestselling author of Remarkably Bright Creatures


“Intimate and epic. Charlene Carr crafts a sweeping portrait of motherhood and a woman’s right to choose across three generations of a Jamaican-Canadian family overcoming generational trauma. We Rip the World Apart explores the experiences of interracial couples and their biracial children, telling a nuanced tale of hurt and hope, all about finding yourself and your community.” —WILLIAM PING, author of Hollow Bamboo









“Charlene Carr’s deep dive into the complexities of race and belonging force, in the gentlest of ways, all of us to confront our own role in making the world a safer place. Carr’s exploration of unresolved grief and the impact on family is one we need to hear; one we need to understand. A story of family and the decisions we make, We Rip the World Apart is a truly human exploration full of doubt, regret, and most importantly, love. A remarkable story from a remarkable storyteller.” —AMANDA PETERS, bestselling author of The Berry Pickers


“The novel has the raw feel of a protest, while retaining the heart that sees a family keep trying to connect despite generations of trauma. Moving, intelligent, and complex, it deftly explores our struggle to understand even those who are closest to us, the different types of violence we perpetrate on one another, the identities we fight against and the ones we choose to project, and the different ways in which we cope and respond, despite our uncertainty that any of our choices are the correct ones. The novel is at times a raised fist, at others a much-needed embrace.” —CRAIG SHREVE, author of The African Samurai
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For my grandmother Violet, who died before I was even a thought. It was wondering about your life, who you may have been and what my parents’ and family’s lives may have been like if you were with us, that led to the first inklings of this story.


And for my father: you lost your mother when you were so young you have no stories to tell, only a few scant memories, along with the sense, at times, that seeing me gives you glimpses of her.









This novel portrays scenarios that are deeply disturbing and highlight some of the worst beliefs and behaviours of our society, particularly in relation to racial and physical violence. Please be kind to yourself as you read. Set the book aside or speak with someone you trust if you need time or help to process your emotions.









NOTE: When Kareela refers to “Brown” people in the novel, the word denotes not physical colour, but origin: people of African descent who more recently have emigrated from the Caribbean (or “West Indies”), and who, in the community I grew up in, which would be similar to that of my characters, thought of that term as an acknowledgement of cultural connection and a natural way to differentiate themselves from Black people not from the Caribbean.









Kareela


HALIFAX


MAY 25, 2022


A small wave undulates in the depths of my abdomen as I sink to the edge of the tub. Phone in hand, I stare at the lighted screen, at numbers in little boxes that seem like they can’t be true but are. The wave, almost imperceptible, ripples again—not nausea, but something else. Expansion. The body making room. I’d read about this during a scare six or seven years ago. My first year in uni, weeks after a night I’d drunk to excess, gone home with a stranger, then felt the sheer relief when the twenty-five-dollar test stick revealed a single bright line.


I scroll back through the calendar in front of me, my breath quickening, the sickness that brought me to the bathroom taking on a terrifying meaning. Phone still in hand, pressing against my brow, I lower my other palm to my abdomen, hold it there. The body making room—whether I want it to or not.


I stand and hurry through the bathroom door, then sink to the couch, pulling my already open laptop toward me, searching for another explanation. For symptoms that could confirm or deny what I already know. I scan the first page, then another, everything I see making the fear mount. I turn to my phone again and stare. Fourteen days.


The screen buzzes. A message from Jasmine—Girl, where are you? That belly bug doing better yet? ’Cause it’s time to MARCH! [image: image]


The rally.


I look to the clock on my phone, see I’m already late. But my eyes draw back to the calendar. Fourteen days from the last day I would have guessed I’d have my period, which is so irregular, I never really know when it’ll show. Fourteen days, which would make me at least six weeks along. Yet as pressing as this feels, I don’t have to make a decision this minute. I have time. I can go to the rally. I will—despite the promise I made all those years ago. Despite the fear that creeps at the thought of it.


The door to the apartment opens and I slam the laptop shut, then slide it onto the coffee table. Thomas grins at me, his blue eyes lit with something between happiness and relief, the blond wave of his hair falling across the side of his forehead as he shakes it back, uselessly. “So glad I didn’t miss you. You ready to head out?” He gestures toward the door.


“Huh?”


“To the rally.” He laughs. “Didn’t you say we were going?”


I stand. Realization and unease twist inside me like a rag between nervous hands. A lump of something seems to stick in my throat. “I said I was going.”


“Yeah, so let’s—” Thomas stops, something in my voice or expression cluing him in. “You don’t want me to come?”


“It’s just—” I take a step toward him, uncertain how to express this resistance to his presence. Not wanting to hurt him. “I mean, I’m meeting my colleagues.”


“Uh-huh.” He steps inside. Closes the door. And I imagine, like me, feels the problem, though he can’t quite make sense of it. The way I felt it the first time we were together in their presence, my colleagues’ tight smiles at him—the only white face in the crowd—putting a rancid taste in the back of my throat. How seeing their surprise made me wonder at the politics of race in choosing a partner, something I’d never wondered much about before. As I smiled back, made introductions, saw the discomfort from both sides and realized what it stemmed from, it wasn’t embarrassment that filled me, it wasn’t shame, but something uncomfortably similar to both.


“And there’s that plan for Black people to arrive early. To be alone. To . . .” My voice trails off, but not before cracking. I can’t risk that feeling again today. That awkwardness and uncertainty about whether—if this is the life I am leaning toward, with this community—he can be a part of it.


He nods. “I just thought I’d wait nearby. Meet up with you after.”


I open my mouth, then close it, my own insecurity forefront. I don’t even know if I have a right to be there, I think, but can’t say. Not quite Black. Not white. Both and neither.


“And with my brother . . .”


“All the more reason—” He stops, catching himself. About Antony, he never pushes. “Okay.” His smile looks genuine, but hurt rests in his eyes. “If that’s what you want.”


“It is.” I smile back, my thoughts shifting from us to the rally—the promise I’m about to break—but also to what’s growing inside me, whether the hurt in his eyes will multiply, fester, if I decide to stop that growth. I reach for my bag and clench my fingers over the strap as it falls across my chest. My mouth opens again. Thomas, I should say, then let the rest come out. But my mouth closes. I lean forward and rest a hand on his chest, then place a chaste kiss on his lips, too chickenshit to speak.


BREATHLESS, THE LIBERATED curls I’m still learning how to take care of frizzing in the heat, I arrive at Spring Garden Road, just between the entrance to the Public Gardens and Victoria Park. My heart pounds from the exertion, but also from the fact that I’m here at last, doing what my father wanted to do in his final days.


I’m fifteen minutes late—two years and fifteen minutes—having missed the time for racial solitude, to sit and memorialize not just the loss of a life that’s brought us here today, but all the losses before and after, and the crowd is growing by the minute. Hundreds. Maybe thousands. A sea of Black and Brown faces. Other faces, too. Every colour, every ethnicity. But it’s the Black and Brown that strike me. More than I’ve ever seen congregated in the city, more than I knew existed. The streets are blocked off, with only police cruisers anywhere in sight on the road ahead. I manoeuvre my way toward the front of the massive crowd, knowing that’s where Jasmine will be, but with her nowhere in sight, I pull out my phone. Before I have a chance to dial, a hand lands on my shoulder. I’m spun and embraced. I step back to the sight of her in a T-shirt displaying a fist similar to the ones in her text.


“You better?” Jasmine looks at me, head cocked to the side, hands on my shoulders.


When I nod, fighting to conceal the fear and uncertainty welling within me, she nods back, then grabs my hand, drawing us through the crush of bodies. Before we’ve reached the front, the march begins. Hands still clamped together, our arms raise in the air. Our voices, too, in unison, not just with each other, but with all the voices around us. Chanting words that are more than chants. More than a plea. A battle cry erupting through our throats: not just our voices, but the voices of our parents, our grandparents. Our grandparents’ grandparents’ grandparents.


NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE.


BLACK LIVES MATTER.


NO JUSTICE, NO PEACE.


BLACK LIVES MATTER.


As we pass one block, then another and another, and turn onto Barrington Street, the thrum in my chest syncing with the rhythm of our voices is like nothing I’ve ever felt. The whole experience like nothing I imagined. The tears. The joy. Connection. I thought I’d feel guilt—shame that this is my first time. I thought I’d feel like an imposter.


Instead, I feel known.


We turn into Grand Parade, where a stage, the type usually used for concerts, is set up. I’m uncertain if everyone will fit but, almost as if it’s been scripted, it’s the Black and Brown bodies that enter the space, the others waiting, allowing us room. As I move forward, Jasmine still beside me, all that fear that kept me away until now, the things I’d seen on television—rubber bullets, tear gas, barricades—and the things I knew of more intimately, seem a world away. There is none of it. Instead, peace. Camaraderie.


Mostly.


As we find a spot in the crowd, my gaze falls upon the officers lining the sides—there to ensure the protest remains peaceful—and the eyes of at least three of them hold what I dreaded: the desire to step out of line, to attack. These officers, one young, one old, one middle-aged, gaze at us as if they itch to pull out their clubs, bash them against us. See the blood flow.


Yet they stay still.


I tear my gaze away, telling myself I’m seeing things, that my mind’s recreating the look I imagined on the faces of three other officers. With the thrust of the crowd, I move forward, until they’re out of sight and—the people around me still chanting, singing, gyrating—almost out of mind.


A man steps onto the stage, others behind him. He comes to the centre, and a hush settles. The others, five on each side, flank out in a motion that feels choreographed, imitating the motion of birds in flight. The man takes a knee, and two by two, so do the others. So do we. A screen I’ve only just noticed blinks to life. A countdown. Eight minutes and forty-six seconds.


Sobs, choking breaths, stifled gasps fill the air, mixing with the distant whir of cars in the unblocked streets. My chest shakes, my eyes burn, as the minutes, then seconds, count down. Then we stand—all of us—refusing to be held down any longer, feeling empowered, feeling as if we’ve taken something back.


And yet . . .


My throat is closing, pushing away that joy, that connection that existed just minutes ago. I came. I marched. But nothing tangible has changed.


The man on the stage speaks, though I only catch snippets—the way the city painted “Black Lives Matter” on the street without involving the Black community, how these decisions need to be in our hands. How words are great, but action, systemic change, is what’s needed. I try to focus, but the thought that nothing tangible has changed pulsates, drowning out his words. And then the question: Will it ever?


Antony marched. Antony spoke on a podium. But still we’re here. Because of another death. Because of so many. There are more words, more speakers, but all I hear is my own mind’s refrain. Will it ever? Will it ever? As the rally comes to a close, the joyous energy around me clashes with the sudden defeat and anger that crushes through me.


I’m bumped and jostled, as all these bodies attempt to clear the space, and I lose sight of Jasmine, who I suddenly want desperately. Another one of my coworkers grabs my hand. “Why weren’t you up there?” She’s grinning, her expression euphoric. Like this is fun. Like we’ve accomplished something. “You should have been up there!”


Not noticing the way my body goes rigid, she raises a fist before being swept away in the dispersing crowd. “Challenge the state! Challenge the system!”


I stare blankly. My heart pounds.


Antony stood tall before a crowd.


“Kareela.”


I swallow, a blast of fear coursing through me as I picture those eyes. Feel the hate. Know that despite our protest, this rally, truly nothing has changed. Because we can’t refuse. Not when it counts. That, after all, is the reason we gathered. When they decide to hold us down, they hold us down. When they decide to shoot, the bullets fly.


“Earth to—”


A hand grasps my arm and I whip my head around to see Jasmine, a question on her face. “You okay?”


“Yeah. Yes.”


She’s silent, her hand still on my arm. She squeezes. “Okay. Well, we’re heading to our spot. The one on Quinpool. You coming?”


I nod, then shake my head. “Soon.” My voice squeaks. “Just going to find a bathroom.”


“Your stomach again?” Her expression crinkles with concern. “I can wait.”


“No, no.” I wave a hand, as if it’s nothing. “You go.”


She’s reluctant. But a woman I vaguely recognize grasps Jasmine’s arm, and she shrugs, waves, and lets herself get pulled along.


As the crowd thins, I stand alone—bits of paper, posters, and plastic peeled off water bottles all tumbling past, like leaves in autumn—and the emptiness of the square seems to seep inside of me. A bright red reach-extender darts out, snatching up errant trash, and I snap my gaze to meet the eye of the smiling man collecting litter. He tilts his chin, the way we do, and continues on. I step back as volunteers do their all to make it look like nothing has happened, nothing has changed, and the emptiness grows. A crinkled bottle rolls past me and I pick it up, walk to the nearest bin. One more sign of this gathering tossed away.


A vibration presses against my bottom and I pull my phone out of my pocket to see Thomas’s smiling face, reminding me of what I can hardly believe slipped from my mind this past hour. But I can’t speak to him. Not right now. I swipe to decline the call, then slide the device back into my pocket, surveying, once more, this littered square.


By the time I’m standing in front of the restaurant, my phone is vibrating again, in sync with that slight, almost undetectable undulation of my womb. A wave of guilt floods me, that I didn’t tell him the moment I realized. That I’m not happy. I pull the phone out of my pocket once more, decline the call again, but swipe to my messages.


Just heading into a restaurant with some friends from the rally, I text. Will come home once we’re done. XOXO.


I put the phone away and push open the restaurant door to a burst of laughter, to another, smaller sea of Black and Brown faces. They’ve brought tables together, taking up long sections of space. It still feels odd, stepping into a restaurant, knowing we can eat here, talk without masks and sanitizer and six feet of distance, without people looking at us as if we’re even more suspect than before, because for some inexplicable reason, even to them, the colour of our skin makes us seem more prone to infection, to passing it along.


It feels odd, too, to be part of this group, but also like the realization of something I’ve always wanted. They are loud. Boisterous. Joyful and serious in the same breath, and as I cross the restaurant, I witness Jasmine’s face light up at the sight of mine, and a blast of that oneness I felt in the early minutes of the march bubbles through me.


“Kareela, over here.” Jasmine stands and waves me to the centre of the largest row of tables, motioning for people to make room on the wooden bench. She clasps her hand on my shoulder, gestures for me to sit, then turns to the man beside her, the one onstage at the protest. “Kareela’s who I was telling you about. Her bro—”


“Antony. Antony Jackson.” His gaze locks with mine. “I know. Say their names.”


“Say their names,” half a dozen voices echo.


“I was thinking,” says Jasmine, “maybe Kareela could—”


His gaze still on mine, he smiles slightly. “We won’t talk about that today.” He stops—“I’m Carson, by the way”—then reaches for a menu, passes it to me. “Hungry?”


I nod, thankful for the opportunity to avert my gaze, focus on something other than the eyes now focused on me. They think I’m one of them. Think this is something I’ve been doing my entire life. Think I’m here for Antony. And I am. But mainly, I’m here for my father. Because when he stared at his tablet, replaying those eight minutes and forty-six seconds over and over again, eyes bloodshot, drink in hand, irate when I told him to stop, he turned his body away from me. Because when he hunched over the screen as I pleaded it made no difference, watching it, trying to understand, that it wouldn’t bring him back—neither of us knowing which him I was referring to—clearly, I should have said something else.


I’m here because when I saw him standing, hair combed, dressed for the first time in months, ready to travel to a protest and raise his fist, I was afraid. Upon seeing a glimpse of the father I hadn’t seen since childhood—who’d been strong and solid when he wrapped his arms around me, pushing away all fears—I wanted to say yes. But the fears the world held were bigger, stronger, than both of us. So I told him no, and as he fell back onto the couch, that glimpse of the father I once knew disappeared.


“There’s a drink menu, too,” says Carson as I raise my head, witness the look of concern crossing his features.


I’m here because, as I stared at my father’s shrunken form, I told him it was too dangerous. We don’t even have masks yet, I said, though that was the least of my worries. We can watch it on TV.


I’m here because that was the last time I saw him properly dressed. And despite the promise to my mother, I owe something to my father, too.









Evelyn


TORONTO


1986


Evelyn Jackson tramped through the snow: the bottom layer a thick slush from the heat of the black asphalt, the middle a mix of salt and dirt and all manner of detritus from the city, the top attempting to be fresh and pure but dulled by the haze of pollution it had pressed through on its way down.


She stifled a sigh at the way the grey slush dampened her pants—new, pulled from her closet to mark this special occasion. She raised her gaze and yelled, “Don’t eat it!” Antony was stopped in front of her, face to the sky, arms and tongue out. At her words, his look of glee transformed to one of despair and obstinacy. He withdrew his tongue, crossed his arms, then stuck his tongue out again tentatively, staring at her instead of the clouds, waiting for a reaction.


She wanted to grab his arm, chastise him for this attempt at defiance. She wanted to wrap her arms around him, hold him close, kiss his cheeks, his forehead, to make up for not having the heart to explain that snow was now dirty, rain dangerous. Acid, falling from the sky.


His brown and only slightly rosy cheeks crept upward into an almost-there smile too cute for words. She smiled back, deciding she’d let him do what he wanted. He should be able to stick his tongue out, let the flakes fall and tingle and melt. Be a child. She knew all too well that childhood could be ripped away faster than a Band-Aid torn from tender flesh.


Antony’s grin blossomed, his tongue out all the way now. She reached for his hand. “Come on. We don’t want to miss our trolley.” She squeezed, smiling, remembering her own rare joy at catching the falling snow—a girl in a field, spinning, letting her cares melt along with those flakes on her tongue, able, for a few minutes, to forget what waited at home.


It was easier to smile now, to focus on the good times. Everything easier than it had been when she’d fled Nova Scotia, and then, years later, when they’d fled Jamaica, Antony still a babe in arms and fear for everyone they’d left in Kingston making her perpetually on edge.


Back then, trying to push the dread aside, she’d pushed her baby through the slush in a rickety stroller or carried him in a makeshift sling—the way the women on the island had shown her but that seemed foreign to the women here. The white women, at least, who’d lean their heads in to see—Is that a baby you’ve got in there?—then pull back, their smiles twitching or faltering or vanishing altogether.


Antony tugged at her. “Can I surf?”


Evelyn laughed. “Yes, sweetie. If there’s space. Now, come on!” She tugged, but gently, eager to race the trolley gaining on them. It pulled to a stop just seconds after they did, the doors opening to blast them with a gush of hot, stale air. Antony skipped up the steps, waving at the conductor as Evelyn dropped their tokens into the receptacle, the sound clanging over the voices of the other passengers. Antony strode to the back, walking tall, proud, just the way his papa did, and spread his arms in front of a seat—reserved just for her. Evelyn sat, nodded primly, as if he were a porter and she a fine lady. Just the way he liked it. “I can surf?” he asked again, his gap-toothed smile making it hard to hold back her grin.


“If you’re careful.”


Antony positioned his feet and arms, a look of pure determination crossing his features. Evelyn kept an eye out for the people crowding in, conscious of assuring that no one was getting too close or giving looks that might turn into a complaint. Then she looked at Antony—riding the trolley, exuberance flowing from him as if he really were out in the ocean, conquering a massive wave. He’d been asking to surf the streetcars and trolleys almost since before he could string together a coherent sentence. When you’re six, she’d told him, again and again and again, thinking by then she’d feel ready, thinking six was ages away. It had come so fast.


As the gentle sway of the bus took them deeper into the city, joy bubbled up in Evelyn. The look of her son’s face, the sun glinting off the snow on the awnings of buildings, which, from this far away, looked almost as white as the snow of her childhood.


Life had been hard, with only patches of good times. Those first years after she’d moved to Jamaica were the golden standard, before fear crept into every day, reminding her of what she’d tried to escape in Juniper Cove. But the fear in Kingston was different; unrest, politics on everyone’s tongue, war in the streets. And since returning to Canada, it’d been a different fear again, a different struggle—adjusting to city life, to the stares, to never knowing whether she and her family would be accepted or judged or worse. Here, life was full of so many little disappointments and frustrations: regarding Kingsley’s education and then job search, always trying to make ends meet, all of it taking years longer than they’d intended; regarding the slights and injustices they could never quite prove. It’d been exhausting. Not at all what she expected. But they were, at last, on track. And she wanted to believe this wouldn’t simply be a “good patch,” as transient as the snow, but their life now.


Except situations popped up, every day, that made it hard to believe.


Her joy fizzled when she saw the newspaper in the hands of a man across the aisle. Words in bold black letters. A war. But not the kind that sent soldiers to faraway lands. The man stood up at the next stop, leaving the paper on the seat beside him. Evelyn crossed the aisle and held it in her hands, reading beyond the headline. A war against drugs, Mulroney’s sanctioned message said. But everything else pointed to no, not really. She’d heard chatter on the streets and on radio shows, seen signs of the discontent brewing, the outrage toward the “Uzi-toting Jamaican thugs,” who spread through the city in “murderous posses.”


And now here it was, in black and white: a war against Kingsley. Against Antony. Even though they had nothing to do with it. A war against Caribbean men—Jamaicans, specifically—demonizing them. As if they were all derelicts. As if it were a part of their genetic makeup.


She pulled the cord for their stop, trying to force the article out of her mind—the fear it prompted. They were on their way to Dulcie’s Fresh and Tasty Authentic Jamaican Cuisine. Not Evelyn’s first choice, nor Kingsley’s. It was food they could make at home, though didn’t often, but Antony had begged, his interest in all things Jamaican seeming to increase by the day, so they’d agreed, because today was meant to be a celebration—Kingsley, at long last Assistant Professor at City University—but the words on that newspaper robbed her of any sense of festivity. Evelyn knew more than most what headlines could do to a city. How articles and talk shows on politics transformed into fighting in the street, guns, violence, bloodshed.


Like the slogan that had covered Kingston’s newspapers in the early days, Prime Minister Manley shouting it from podiums, making sure it was in every newspaper: “Better must come!” And the tongue-in-cheek truth that followed on whispered lips: “Dem say better must come, but fe sure, bitter did come.”


Evelyn looked again to the article, a sense of foreboding working its way through her bones. They’d fled to Canada to get away from that unrest. To give them all, and Antony specifically, a better life. To keep him safe. Yet the words, discarded on the trolley seat, swam before Evelyn’s eyes. She stood, gripped her son’s hand, and walked away from the paper, the fear it prompted. She was ready to walk into this next phase of their life. Their good, solid, finally-where-they-wanted-it life. However, as she watched her skipping boy, dread and frustration seeped through her at the realization that danger seemed to follow them always, that despite how much she tried, she’d never be able to keep the ones she loved safe.









Evelyn


TORONTO


1997


Over a decade later, Kingsley embraced Evelyn, tilted her head back, then pressed his lips to hers, long and full of feeling—the way he used to when they were two kids standing in the island sun, warm breezes dancing around them, her dress flowing in a way that made that scrawny-legged girl from Nova Scotia seem like another person entirely.


Kingsley released her and clapped a hand on Antony’s shoulder. At seventeen, he was still a scrawny kid, with shoulders that were starting to broaden, a chin that was losing its baby-faced softness as it morphed into the defined lines she’d fallen in love with on his father.


“Full professor.” Evelyn took Kingsley’s hand. “A new house.” After three apartments, and in Scarborough Junction, the type of neighbourhood they’d dreamed of.


“We’ve made it.” He squeezed her hand back as they headed toward Dulcie’s yet again, his easy island gait, which was never as easy in him as in other men, nearly a thing of the past.


“We’ve made it,” echoed Evelyn. Except that “it” should have happened at least five years ago. They should have been celebrating tenure by now. The men who started alongside Kingsley had been tenured for two, three, one as long as five, years. Twice as hard for half as much, Evelyn had heard people say. But with his drive, his determination, she’d somehow thought Kingsley would escape that. She somehow thought—despite the derision she’d heard from time to time in her childhood, despite having never even seen a Black person until, at eighteen, she’d moved to Jamaica—that here, in Toronto, a place with culture and diversity, the saying wouldn’t apply.


But it had. Just as they’d quickly learned she needed to be the one to show up at apartment viewings or meetings at the bank. That if she wasn’t the one behind the wheel, they were exponentially less likely to get where they were going without being stopped. She hated it, but it was the way things were.


Lately, Antony had been pushing for his licence, and they’d been pushing back, saying it was an unnecessary luxury. Which was true, of course. Transit would take him anywhere he wanted to go. But so many other things were true, too.


“What’ll it be?” Kingsley pulled up a chair in the small restaurant, looking somewhat out of place in his dress shirt and tie, suit jacket, hair perfectly combed and cropped close. But the venue was used to that, and used to her, the only white woman in this long-standing hole-in-the-wall.


Only Antony looked like he belonged, with clothing that adhered to what she’d learned was “hip-hop culture” and short, poky dreads Kingsley despised but had given up arguing about. Because when it came to Antony, it was pointless to argue.


“Ackee, for sure,” said Antony, scanning the menu with the excitement of that six-year-old he once was. “Rice and peas. Oxtail. Curry goat. Ma, you in the mood for jerk today?”


“Whatever you want.”


Antony nodded. “It’s a celebration, right? Let’s do it up.”


“Yes.” Kingsley leaned back, smiling at his son. “Rundown too. Plantain chips. Festivals. And pudding for dessert.”


“Where do you suppose we’ll put it all?” Evelyn laughed.


“In this growing boy. And we’ll pack what’s left if we need to.” Kingsley grasped her hand under the table. His eyes, the twinkle in them, even after all these years, made her stomach flip-flop, made her able to fool herself—just for a moment—that life had turned out the way she’d envisioned. Kingsley looked to Antony. “Place the order?”


“On it.”


Once Antony was out of earshot, Kingsley turned to Evelyn. “How much longer do you think we can hold off driving lessons?”


“Not long.”


“Where did de time go?”


A grin spread across Evelyn’s face, for the double nostalgia, the lilt and hardened the that had slipped in, such a rarity these days.


“Wish we’d had more.” He sighed before bringing back the grin. “But if one is all we get, what a one!”


Evelyn forced a smile, the now-familiar guilt what flipped her stomach this time. It was a choice they should have made together. But also, it was her body. She who would have had to go back to lugging a stroller through these crowded streets, take time off work, endure the looks she received in this city—which held more vitriol for some reason when it was a baby she held in her arms rather than a child who walked beside her. And so she’d gone to the doctor. Such tiny pills—that let her determine her own life. That let her deceive this man who, in every other way, she loved more than herself. “What a one, indeed.”


Antony leaned against the counter, grinning at the young girl who worked the cash, who clearly was enamoured of their son despite being at least five years his senior. It was hard not to be enamoured. Antony. Vivacious. Smart. Passionate: as a child, about G.I. Joe, Transformers, and oceans, equally; as a young teen, about track and basketball and the harms of pollution, making them set up recycling stations throughout their house, urging them to reduce and reuse; and in the past year, about Jamaican culture, about politics, opportunity, civil rights, anything and everything about what it meant to be a Black man in the world, about making the world better for Black people.


Antony plopped a tray with three waters on the table, splashing the liquid. He sat, legs spread, slouched, one arm dangling over the back of his chair. Kingsley, with his proper posture, proper presentation, held back the criticism that would typically pour from his lips. Evelyn squeezed his knee in appreciation.


“Pretty lady there,” said Kingsley, winking at Antony. “Know her name?”


“Sure. Lily.”


“Seems to have an eye for you.”


“To joke.” Antony grabbed a straw, ripped the paper, then played with it, folding it in his hands, looking at it rather than Evelyn or his father.


“What do you mean?” Kingsley leaned forward.


“I mean . . .” He scrunched up the paper, then tossed it on the table. “She knows I’m a zebra.”


“A zebra?” Alarm flared through Evelyn.


“Girls like her,” said Antony, seemingly missing the question, “aren’t likely to get with someone like me. Which is the weirdest thing, because in Jamaica, it’s not such a big deal, right? There’s lots of mixing?”


Kingsley looked to Evelyn, his jaw tightening, his eyes softening, then back to Antony. “It wasn’t uncommon, no.”


“Yeah. Exactly.” Antony laughed, the sound brittle and short. “Isn’t that the motto? Out of many, one people?”


Kingsley nodded.


“Here it’s like . . . I don’t know. They can’t be sure whether I’m white with black stripes or Black with white.”


“You’re neither,” said Kingsley. “You’re a man, not an animal. You don’t have stripes.”


“A man?” Antony straightened, eyes wide. “That’s the first time you’ve said that.”


“Well, you are,” said Kingsley. “Or you will be soon.”


Evelyn’s chest tightened. A zebra. She’d not heard that one before. Oreo. Checkerboard. Whitewashed. She wanted to smack the smirk off whatever kid had called her son that. She wanted to take her family to a place where none of this mattered, where they could teach him to drive—the only words of caution to make sure he was conscientious and careful, rather than to make sure he was aware of how his skin, his hair, his clothes could draw undue attention.


“A man drives,” said Antony, snapping Evelyn’s attention back to the conversation.


“A man drives.” Kingsley nodded. He tapped his fingers on the table, staring at their son. “I’ll take you out this weekend.”


Antony whooped, pulling his fist down to his side in victory.


Evelyn inhaled, wishing the impossible, that they were back in Jamaica—not the country that existed now, but the Jamaica that they had intended to live in—raising their children, many instead of one.


She sipped her drink, her gaze on her son, his tan skin, a perfect fifty-fifty mix between her and Kingsley. And her anger simmered to a thread of hope. If that girl over there saw him as different, not “one of them,” maybe the people she worried about would, too. Maybe life here wouldn’t be so bad for him or as hard as it’d been for Kingsley.


A zebra. A checkerboard. A coconut.


Maybe it would help.









Violet


JUNIPER COVE


MAY 25, 2022


“When did you first notice the symptoms?”


The symptoms?


Me gaze travel from the hazy poster on the wall, grotesque in its intricacies of the female anatomy, past another, displaying the inner workings of the lungs, the stomach, intestines, over some cluttered mess of items—pens, me think, and swabs most likely, a baby’s scale, more. This not be like the clean, sterile clinics of home. At last I stare at the doctor. There, sitting so confident, like he got ne’er a care in the world. Like he never been hungry a day in he life. Never walk down the street afraid of too many things to count.


The symptoms.


They started long, long ago. Back when me own grandmammy be picking in the field, in the too hot sun. Not having choice. Not knowing there be anything better. Then me think, no, farther back than that. Maybe to me grandmammy’s grandmammy, far off, someplace in Africa. When someone fooled, cheated, stole her. However it all came to be.


But I know that not what the doctor asking. So I smile, real-nice-like. Like it no big deal, ’cause that what I taught to do, even though it one of the biggest deals I can think of.


I say, “Me think it been ’bout two years now. Maybe three?” Which is a lie. It been closer to five. And him look at me, silent. Lips pressed, so I can hardly tell where those thin lines end and his face begin. And that look make like me so small, like me could jump out the keyhole in the door.


I know he nice man. I know he feel bad for me, for whatever reason there be I wait so long. Probably he think I too stupid, too poor to know better. I none those things. I just busy, scared. Tired. Once I had four children, three daughters. Now I have two. And they, these two, they not even mine. Not really.


All me own babies under the ground. Still, there be these two, and I try to take care of them. I owe them that, with all that be stolen. So I delay, put off, pretending, like I taught to do, like we all always taught to do, because being here, sitting in front of this clean-cut, bright-eyed, young-enough-to-be-my-grandbaby man mean I got to admit it . . . maybe someday soon, it going to be them have to take care of me.


No wonder it take me so long.









Kareela


As the group from the rally leaves the restaurant, there are hugs and fist bumps, catch ya’ laters, hands firmly placed on shoulders with a gentle squeeze, and me, standing amidst it all, not sure what to do with myself. Jasmine materializes beside me, and then Carson is in front of me, inviting me to come to a meeting next week. “To learn a bit more about what we do.” He smiles. “Jasmine said you’re an amazing asset to the community, that her adviser says you’re one of the best young social workers the department has, and also”—he grins—“that before last week, you didn’t even know there was a BLM chapter here.”


I shake my head, the compliment nothing compared to the embarrassment that seeps through me—that I didn’t know. That I’m so out of touch. I try to push the feeling away, tell myself I belong, or that I could, but it’s replaced with fear, that the more time they spend with me, get to know me, they’ll see I’m not who they think I am, who Antony was. That I don’t even want to be.


“No pressure.” He drapes an arm around Jasmine’s shoulder. Squeezes. “We’re a laid-back bunch . . . until we’re not.” His eyes hold a hint of laughter and my stomach flutters, an entirely different sensation from the one I felt earlier.


I nod without commitment. “Maybe.”


He’s called away and Jasmine squeezes my side, then bounces off in the other direction, linking her arms through the arms of two women I’ve met but can’t recall the names of. “Up Home girls,” says Jasmine, before she flits off.


People disperse in twos and threes and fives. I walk down Quinpool Road, the sea of Black and Brown faces trickling away as an ocean of dread seems to fill its place: Thomas at home—who I told not to come, whose child I’m carrying—waiting for me.


My phone buzzed in the restaurant. One call. Four texts. I didn’t answer any of them. Didn’t even look. Now, as I stand outside our building, the dread builds, starting in my toes and slowly rising upward, like sludge from an overflowing sewer. The guilt rises, too. For not telling him as soon as I suspected, even though it would have meant a long-drawn-out discussion, and probably missing the rally. Though really, there’s no point in telling him at all, not until I’ve made my decision, and it’s my decision to make. I think. Or so I’ve been told. Because it is my body. And I agree with this. Mostly.


Still, the guilt grows, because I’m pretty sure what his opinion will be. Already he talks of marriage, like it’s a foregone conclusion. I cut the conversations short, nod or smile. Yet he talks. When we’re married . . . our children . . . our house.


I pull my phone out, tap the notification window, see his last few messages:


Call me.


In the beginning, all I cared about was that he loved me. Wanted me.


Or text.


Now I’m not so sure.


This isn’t for a friend, is it?


My brow furrows, the sludge surging up as I press my hand to my forehead, try to force the realization away. He knows. The open tabs on my web browser. The fact that Thomas’s computer keeps crashing, and when it does, if he doesn’t have time to wait for a reboot, I’ve told him he can use mine.


Don’t bother doing any of those things. Just come home!


A stream of air makes its way out of me. I swallow, then take the steps to our apartment, walk through the door, hear the smack of feet on aging hardwood before I see Thomas’s grin, eyes bright, like a little boy on Christmas morning.


“You’re pregnant.”


My mouth contours—lips wide and slightly upturned, teeth exposed, yet not a smile.


“Well, are you?”


I shrug. “Probably? Yeah. I mean, I think so?”


The space between us closes and I’m in his arms, spun in a circle, set to the floor, then squeezed again. This is what I hoped for. A man who loved me. Who would be thrilled when he learned this news—the start of our family.


But not yet. Not like this.


He steps away from me, his hands grasping mine as he leads me to the living room, pulls us both down to the couch. “What do you mean, you think so?”


“Well, I mean, I haven’t tested or anything.”


His eyes narrow slightly, his brow getting that little crinkle. “Why not?” Now his lips scrunch, too. “When I saw the articles, I started thinking about it, realized you hadn’t, well, you know . . . that you must be, well, pretty late!”


I nod.


“So?”


“Around two weeks. Maybe. I’m not sure.”


He squeezes me again. Grins. “What? Were you worried I wouldn’t be thrilled?”


An invisible hand reaches out and clamps my throat. I sputter. “I don’t know. I mean—” I’m worried he isn’t the man I want to do this with. Even more, that I’m not the woman he’d want to do it with, if he really knew me. Which he doesn’t. He can’t. I don’t know me.


“This wasn’t the plan, obviously.” He leans against the couch. “And when I figured it out, I’m not going to lie, my first emotion was terror. But screw plans, right?” He laughs and throws his fist in the air. “I’m going to be a dad!”


I swallow, not sure how to label the mess of emotions roiling around inside of me. “Well, I mean . . .”


“What?” His head whips to zero his focus in on me.


“I mean, like, these things aren’t always, I don’t know, sure things.”


He shifts closer. “Do you have any of those symptoms the articles were talking about?”


“Well, yeah, but, I mean—” I want to squirm away, take the time to figure this out, weeks, months if need be, without Thomas’s smiling face, Thomas’s expectation. “It’s just, something like twenty-five percent of women end up losing their babies. So I figured, why not wait and see?”


The crinkle in his brow deepens. “That can’t be right.”


“No, it is.”


He shakes his head. “So twenty-five percent of women, that’s counting women in their thirties, forties, even. Women with health problems and conditions.” He reaches for my hand, and the touch, though meant to comfort, seems to expand, wrap around me, a boa bent on constricting. “You’re twenty-four. And healthy. You don’t need to worry about that. Let’s get a test. Find out for sure. Then you can book a doctor’s appointment, make sure everything’s fine.”


I plant my lips together, let the tiniest stream of air emerge. “No.”


“Babe, it’s going to be fine. We’re going to be fine. It’ll be an adjustment. It’ll take work, but . . .” He hesitates. “You seem . . .” His expression shifts. “You’re scared of more than losing it. You’re scared of having it.”


“Of course I am!”


He nods. “It is scary. This was not part of the plan. Not yet.” He shrugs. “Like I said, I was scared, too. But then I thought . . . it’s me and you. We’re young. But we love each other. We can do this. We can make this work. We’ll—”


I pull my hand out of his grasp, stand. “I didn’t even want you to know yet. I need time to think. To decide if I want to keep it, so there’s no point in—”


“What?”


“I mean.” My heart pounds. I can’t look at him: the love in his eyes for this false woman he sees in front of him. I turn to the window. “Like you said, we didn’t plan this, and we’re young. And the world is shit, so who wants to bring a child into that anyway, right?” I laugh, kind of, and slump into the desk chair across the room.


“The world is—?” His voice cuts off. And in the silence, I dread his next question. “So you’re thinking of what, exactly?”


Pressure builds in my throat. Thomas is kind, and sweet, and ridiculously good. And everything we’ve said is true, about the world, our ages, how this was not part of the plan. But it’s more than that. I’m not sure I want his baby—what having it would mean, being connected to him, his world, forever. Because unlike I’m implying, I do want a baby—a child who belongs to me, who I belong to. One day. When I’m ready. When I’ve stopped being such a mess and know how to make the world, my life, a lot less shitty. For my child, at least.


“I was so excited I didn’t even think.” He sighs, and I swivel in the chair to face him. “The rally, was it . . . ?” He offers a smile, the compassion of a saint on his face. “I mean, are you okay, or . . .”


I bite my lip, thankful for this shift of focus, then shrug through my words. “The rally was okay. I mean, intense and hard and kind of awful, right? That there’s even a need for it.”


He nods.


“But it was also kind of wonderful.” I pause as that sense of connection comes back to me. “All of us there, together, feeling part of something.”


More nodding.


I turn my gaze back to the window, the blue jay I’ve come to know a focal point, living his life, unaware of the way I watch him, yearn for such simplicity. His rich blue plumes bring back the eyes of one of the officers. “A couple of the cops. I don’t know . . .” The pressure in my throat intensifies as I see those irises again, the hate behind them, the fear that flared in my belly, making me want to run, making me wonder if that’s what Antony had seen, just before . . .


Moisture builds behind my eyes, knocking me off balance. I lean on the arm of the chair and pull my gaze from the window, directing it at the rich brown of the aged and gnarled hardwood beneath my feet. “They made me think of Antony, you know? If . . .”


Thomas crosses the room. “Ree, I can’t imagine.” I keep my gaze on the floor, refusing to see his so similarly tinted eyes. The shittiness of the world is no longer a false distraction as I imagine all the things I generally try not to: filling in the blanks of my brother’s last moments. Because when it comes down to it, I know almost nothing about that day. I simply know it happened—that one afternoon Antony was alive, and the next, he wasn’t, and it had something to do with a rally, with standing before a crowd for what he believed in.


And now people sit in bars and say my brother’s name. A name that scrolls on a website I found, constantly, forever and ever until time ends, or the internet is obliterated or whoever pays for the hosting forgets to update their credit card information.


It is shitty to bring a child into a world capable of that, of trying to erase all these names, which aren’t just names, but people—who had mothers and fathers, friends, little sisters.


If I brought Thomas’s child into this shitty world, it would be a lot less likely to be a target of that kind of hate, could be as light skinned as he is, but how would I explain all those names?


Antony’s.


At my silence, Thomas lifts me from the chair and wraps his arms around me. I sink into him. Into how safe it feels to be in his arms. But this safety—it’s short-lived, maybe not even real.


My teeth clench. My head aches, thinking of my brother and all the pain that came after. In my family. In other families. So many others.


Today is too much. Too everything. I raise my gaze, so I’m looking into Thomas’s eyes, which aren’t so similar to the officer’s after all, because of the hope that lives there, the concern, the yearning for an answer to a question I don’t even want to think about, since it means thinking about so much. About Thomas. And whether I should stay in his life, whether I want him in mine.


“Listen, Ree, we don’t have to figure this out today. Or even talk about it. We have time.”


Weeks. I have until twenty weeks. And then, if I haven’t made a choice, it’ll be made for me.


“Okay?”


A tsunami of exhaustion crashes over me. I raise on tiptoe, kiss him, taking a quick moment to pretend this is all there is—us, with no complications—then pull back. “I have a headache. I’m going to lie down.” I step away before waiting for an answer, head to our bedroom, and close the door. As I settle onto the bed, an undulation in my abdomen greets me. I try to will the sensation away, what it means, but the thoughts crowd in. Who would this child be? What would he or she look like? What label would be placed upon this unsuspecting soul?


Possibly the same one placed on Thomas—who, most of the time, doesn’t even have to think about it. And where would that put me? Separate, from my own child. On the outside, as I’ve been my whole life.


I roll onto my side and wonder if most women would call their mother at a moment like this—ask for her thoughts, her advice, her assurances. Even with my mom, it’s hard to remember a time when I felt I belonged, felt accepted and loved. A time when those tendrils of frustration, of anger, didn’t mix with everything else—with the wanting.


I smooth my hand across my abdomen, letting it settle inches above the place of expansion, wondering, too, what my father’s response would have been: pain rises, because I’ll never know, because if I decide to keep this child, two of the people I love most will never meet it.


The world is shitty—I look to the hand cupping my abdomen—but it’s not this little bean’s fault.


Footsteps sound outside the door, then, less than a minute later, I hear the sound of Thomas walking away. I pull my knees up to my chest, squeeze. In the ways it matters most, I’m still a kid. I don’t know who I am, what I want, where I belong . . . it doesn’t seem right that some cluster of cells should make that decision for me. I close my eyes, knowing that when I wake, Thomas will have placed a glass of water and an acetaminophen by my side. Knowing that he, at least, loves me, wants me . . . Or at least the me he believes me to be. I rub my belly again, whisper, “Not yet” to the growing and separating snippets of our mixed DNA. I’m not ready.









Evelyn


TORONTO


1997


After dinner at Dulcie’s, her belly full of too many festivals and more meat than any person should eat in one sitting, Evelyn lay in bed, thinking of the boys she’d taught in Jamaica: politically minded, like Antony. Loose-limbed and cocky. Marching to Vale Royal, protesting a government that cared only for itself. Boys who came home beaten, bruised, or not at all.


She and Kingsley had left for a reason. A good reason.


Yet there were those other boys and young men—here in Canada, and the US. Ones she’d never met, their faces—on TV screens, in the paper—like the face of her own child.


Evelyn rolled toward Kingsley and wrapped her arm around him, her the big spoon, him the small, which he loved, and she loved, too, though it didn’t work quite so well as the opposite arrangement. He shifted into her, pulling her arm tighter around his torso.


“Do you think it’s a good idea?” Evelyn whispered, that familiar fear bubbling up again. “Antony on the road, with the way things have been?”


Kingsley sighed, turned so their faces were inches apart, so they breathed each other’s breath. “He’s got to learn sometime. I’ll hammer in how important it is to be cautious, obey the rules of the road to the letter, that when he gets stopped, he needs to be mannerly, calm, and it’ll be a hassle, but beyond that, he’ll be fine.”


Obsequious. That’s what Kingsley would tell Antony to be, what he always was himself. Evelyn was thankful for it, but she feared her son would see it differently. Balk at the injustice. Try to teach the officer about the error of his ways, the inherent racism in pulling him over because he was Black—which Antony had taken to calling himself more and more. They hardly used the words in their home: Black, white. She and Kingsley had never had a distinct conversation about it. They simply focused on people’s humanity, taught their son to do the same . . . though Evelyn often wondered, silently, if they were doing him a disservice.


Antony seemed to think so. Her son, so bold, so smart, refusing to accept—or care—about the way things worked, that many would hate him for his boldness, want him to know his place.


Kingsley cupped her cheek, kissed her softly. “If he doesn’t learn from me, he’ll learn from one of his friends who might be cocky, a show-off, teach Antony to be the same way.”


“You’re right.” Evelyn continued to breathe her man’s breath as their eyes locked. A familiar yearning stirred in her. “You know”—a smile spread across her features—“we’ve yet to christen this room, this bed.”


Kingsley grinned. “Woman, you don’t have to ask me twice!”


SEVERAL WEEKS LATER, Evelyn took her X-Acto knife and slid open one of the few boxes she hadn’t gotten to over a month ago. You’d think she would have been upset by it—having to pick up every few years, leave her community, her friends. Except there were no friends to leave. Acquaintances here and there. But not friends.


Black women seemed resentful of her taking one of their successful Black men. White women seemed suspect, looking at her like she was an outcast. As if Evelyn had betrayed something . . . her race? A sense of propriety? The way things should be? Or as if she’d sullied herself—and them—bringing the entire white race down. Asian women simply seemed confused—and tended to stick to their own anyway, Koreans with Koreans, Japanese with Japanese. A lot of Black women were like that, too. Caribbeans mixed, but not with Africans or those from the US. Everyone had someone. Except her.


The looks and sly comments had faded in recent years, but she couldn’t be certain: Was it because they’d stopped, or because she’d stopped looking so intently? Stopped trying to find a place to belong?


Evelyn pulled out one of the few pieces of art they’d brought from their home in Kingston. A wave of nausea stilled her hand. As the wave crashed upon her, she stared at the tile, wondering if this feeling was from something she’d eaten at last night’s school fundraiser; wondering, too, what had happened to their other art, abandoned on the walls of their Kingston home.


Evelyn held up the framed tiles: two faceless men, hands beating djembes, hair flying with the intensity of their playing, in between faceless women dancing, their skirts high and full, their head wraps contrasting with the rich colour that danced through the background of the scene.


A wedding gift from Violet. Tears had sprung to Evelyn’s eyes upon opening the gift, which she knew must have cost too much, which seemed to say, You’re my daughter now, my kin.


Evelyn had mounted the artwork proudly in their Kingston home, wrapped it carefully for the flight, then mounted it again in their first Toronto apartment—a salve against the loneliness that had enveloped her when they’d first stepped off the plane in Canada and a reminder of where they’d come from, where they’d return as soon as Kingsley had his doctorate. Back when she still hoped they’d return, when she held hope about her prospects here, too, thinking the women on buses, in grocery stores and parks, couldn’t represent the women everywhere. That, with time, the isolation surrounding her would be replaced with friendship.


Hope had blossomed when the ladies at her new secretarial job invited her to their book club. On her night to host, she’d baked and dusted and polished. She’d instructed Kingsley to keep Antony, then three years old, in the bedroom, to not disturb their lively discussion.


The women oohed and aahed at the tile image. The vibrancy of it! How ethnic! Asking where she’d gotten it. You lived there! they exclaimed. You taught! How adventurous. How brave. How exciting!


And then, halfway through their discussion on Morrie’s wisdom, Antony’s feet had pounded up the hall, curls bouncing, eyes bright. As the women’s smiles tightened and faded, Evelyn realized she’d spoken of Kingsley, studying to get his doctorate. Of Antony, whip-smart. Yet her desk was small, always full of papers her boss wanted her to sort and file, so she’d never put up a photo.


The meeting continued, less animated than before. The following meetings were scheduled for the one night of the week Evelyn said she couldn’t do.


Borders meant so little. In the moment Antony had run into the room and the women’s faces changed, she’d thought of a trip she and Kingsley had taken to Florida, where they’d walked hand in hand, her little baby bump on display, in a state where over a decade earlier, their love would have been illegal, where the looks of hate made it clear people weren’t ready for this change, for the offspring of their love.
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