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T H I S  S TO RY I S  T H E  E A S I E S T  when 
I pretend there was only one crazy person 
in the house I grew up in. You can almost 
believe it. To this day, there is a bronze 

statue hung over the stairs, commissioned by my 
mother, of my mother, when she was pregnant with 
me, just breasts and swollen stomach. Somehow, we 
never questioned this.

Ghost Box
B Y  James Cawkwell

 Now, depending on how you define crazy, you can make a 
lot of assumptions about my family. Trent, my older brother, is a 
rocket scientist. Brandon, my younger brother, graduated with-
out anyone in our family watching. Whatever happened to my 
dad, he must have known it was coming. And I came up with the 
ghost box. So as much as I would prefer to tell a different story, 
there was a lot of crazy under our roof. 

“Do you think Dad knew?” I ask, when my brothers and I eat at 
the same table for the first time in almost ten years. We’ve been 
silent for nearly half an hour. Trent flinches. In all the years Dad’s 
been dead, he hasn’t ever talked to me about him. 

“Knew what?” asks Brandon. We’ve been texting regularly 
again for months now. I feel bad, if we’re ganging up on Trent. 
But Brandon reached out to me, and this was my idea. 

“That he had three sons, not two,” I say calmly. 
“David,” says Trent calmly. He took a lot more convincing to 

come meet with us. But he arrived first today and got us a table. 
“You ran around in my hand-me-downs. You were obsessed with 
Mulan—”

“We were all obsessed with Mulan!” interjects Brandon. 
“I think Dad would be okay with having three queer sons,” 

continues Trent. 
“Yeah, okay,” I say. “But do you think he knew?”
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M Y  D A D  D I E D  W H E N  I  W A S  T E N , Trent was fourteen, and 
Brandon was nine. It was right before one of the weekends we 
had with him, twice a month, since the divorce had been finalized 
two years earlier. He had a small townhouse. I thought it was 
the coolest thing in the world, because it had three storeys, and 
the room my brothers and me shared was at the very top of the 
world, with a circular window looking out on the street below. 

We loved our weekends with Dad. He would pull up in front 
of our mom’s house in his little car on our cul de sac, parking 
on the opposite side of the street. We would be sitting on the 
couch, each with our backpacks of homework, clothes if we had 
something new to show off (which was rare), and, for me and 
Brandon, stuffed animals. We all wore watches, which we set to 
the exact same time every Friday morning. Otherwise, they fell 
off time. We set an alarm for 4 p.m., which was the time the 
court said we were officially our father’s. All three of our watch 
alarms went off in sync, and we sprung off the couch, ran out of 
the house, yelling, “Daddy!” Then, only then, he would get out 
of his little car, and let us pile on him. Our mother stood on the 
doorstep, holding our cat, Cinnamon, so he couldn’t get out, un-
til we couldn’t see her anymore. We did this every other weekend 
for two years. Our dad’s first stop was always to 7-Eleven, where 
he bought us each a treat and himself an energy drink. He was 
an ER nurse and worked a lot of weird shifts the week before 
our weekends with him and needed the caffeine. Then we went 
home, where we had dinner, and family movie night, a tradition 
that died at our mother’s. 

This was my bad. The Friday they told us they were getting 
divorced, we had our last family movie with all five people, and 
I recognized a movie on pay-per-view from a book in our class-
room’s library: Bridge to Terabithia. Our mom never let us pick 
movies with her again. 

We would fight over movies until it came down to Mulan or 
The Lion King, and then our dad would get one of us to flip a 
coin, and the other siblings got to call heads or tails for their 
movie. We were awful at flipping coins, so they would fly across 
the room and we would all rush to find it, crowding under the 

couch or the armchair, and then chanting victoriously the result. 
On a normal weekend, on Saturday mornings we would run 

errands with our dad: grocery shopping, the bank, haircuts if we 
needed them, that sort of thing. In the afternoons we would go 
out and go to parks, or play sports, anything that kept us outside. 
In the summers, we would go swimming. I was reaching ten, and 
Mom started packing my pink sparkly bikini in my backpack, but 
I always told my dad I didn’t have it and wore one of Trent’s 
hand-me-down trunks instead. I wore a lot of Trent’s hand- 
me-downs. Our mom was always trying to find my more “femi-
nine” clothes at Goodwill, but I was never into them. She went 
through phases of caring about it, forcing me into dresses, buy-
ing me headbands I couldn’t figure out what to do with. 

The second summer of the divorce, our dad bought a  
Slip ’N Slide, and we would bring it and a dollar-store bottle of 
dish soap to the park. We tried to pick ones we weren’t allergic 
to, but more often than not, we would have a little red rash af-
terward. Our mom would roll her eyes when we showed her at 
Sunday pickup, narrowing her eyes as she said, “Honestly, David, 
it’s like you don’t realize they take after me.” 

On Sundays, before pickup, we sat at the kitchen table and did 
our homework, and our dad helped us with any questions. He 
was the only person in our family who had finished high school, 
who taught us to love learning, which is probably how he knew 
how to memorize things without wanting to die. 

He was the reason our mom had eventually gotten her GED. 
She had a chance at being a manager at the Safeway she had 
worked at our entire lives. I was pretty young, but I remember 
sitting at the kitchen table doing my homework with Trent, Bran-
don watching TV in the other room, and my parents bickering. 
They weren’t yelling, they weren’t angry; our mom was loud like 
always, laughing, teasing, and imitating her teacher or the histor-
ical figure she had to know. She got the job. 

But now we had our dad to ourselves. We usually had  
Saturday’s leftovers for dinner, but sometimes we convinced him 
to get us takeout. The best part of Sunday dinner, without fail, 
was the chocolate mousse. It was a cheap box, and he would 
let each of us pour a cup of milk in, take turns beating it with 
the hand mixer, and then he would put it in a Tupperware con-
tainer and into the freezer. Then we did the dishes, showed him 
our completed homework, gave him any school forms our mom 
wouldn’t sign, and then we ate the now perfect mousse. Some-
time around nine, since our mother didn’t share the same stan-
dards of time, our dad’s phone would ring, and he’d answer it, 
saying, “I’m sending them out now,” while giving us a hug and 
kiss on the forehead before sending us out the door. 

I am absolutely sure neither of these people would have been 
absorbed in such a process if they didn’t both love us as much 
as they detested each other. I felt such unyielding love from two 
people who seemed so irreconcilably different, yet three of us 
existed, allegedly made of equal parts of each. 

“ I  J U S T  W I S H  I  C O U L D  T E L L  H I M  F O R  R E A L , ”  I say, 
once our food had come. 

Mom started packing my pink 
sparkly bikini in my backpack, but 
I always told my dad I didn’t have it 
and wore one of Trent’s hand-me-
down trunks instead. I wore a lot of 
Trent’s hand-me- downs.
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“I mean, depending on what you believe in with the afterlife, 
he probably knows,” says Brandon. Brandon sips at a chocolate 
milkshake. He’s warming up to the idea of us all working togeth-
er. He isn’t trying to kill Trent, at least. Progress.

“But that’s just belief,” says Trent. “It isn’t fact. David doesn’t 
know until he knows.” 

“You can’t talk to dead people,” I say. Brandon tilts his head, 
returning to the argument: “Well, it depends what you believe 
in—” 

“You can’t talk to dead people,” Trent says. 
“You don’t know until you know,” Brandon says, using Trent’s 

words against him. Trent fumes silently for a minute. 
“Why would you want to bring him back?” Trent says, and 

before Brandon or I can offer anything, he adds, scathingly, “He 
was a pushover! He wasn’t strong enough then to be what we 
needed, and he wouldn’t be now.” 

“Dad was the reason we survived those first few years of the 
divorce,” I say, gently.

“He was a tiger in a zoo,” Trent says. Then he clenches his jaw. 
He looks so resigned. He looks the most like our mom, but now 
his face is foreign. Our mother has never felt remorse, and Trent 
used to be better at hiding his face. “You can do what you want,” 
he continues, “but I have nothing to say to Dad.”

I turn to Brandon and he looks pained. Dad was his hero; I 
told him stories whenever Trent wasn’t around to get mad. We 
look at each other, silently trying to figure out what to say. Trent 
gets up, pays our bill, and leaves before me and Brandon figure 
it out. 

I worry this is the last time I will ever see him. 

W E  R E A L I Z E D  S O M E T H I N G  B A D  had happened to our 
dad because we sat on the couch far too long, with our watches 
beating in time, shoes dangling off the edge, backpacks weighing 
us in place. I had spelling-quiz words I needed help with. This 
was before Brandon became the reader of the family. Dad didn’t 
pull up. We watched the minutes tick down until four, until the 
alarms went off in tandem, until a minute of triplet beats drove 
our mother to yell from the kitchen: “Turn that racket off!” 

Eventually, she came to the front of the house, where we were 
sitting, at ten after four, and asked if we needed a snack before 
Dad came. She was already cutting up apples for us, carefully se-
lecting the best ones, lovingly removing the core, she let us take 
the plate to the couch to sit and wait for our father. 

At five, our mother went outside on the back porch, and yelled 
at her cellphone for a few minutes, then came back inside, and 
said, “Your father didn’t answer the phone. Do you want some 
Kraft Dinner?”

Kraft Dinner was a good enough distraction, and we knew bet-
ter than to press our luck. But I kept a close eye on Trent, and 
he looked so scared. 

On Monday, we got a call to the house saying Dad hadn’t come 
into work and asking if we knew where he was. So, we piled into 
Mom’s minivan and drove to Dad’s. It was weird driving there 
in her car; she took the route we always took back from Dad’s. 

Trent sat in the passenger seat, fiddling with the radio until he 
changed it for the fourth time and our mother slammed her fist 
on the button that would shut it up. We drove in silence. 

We got to Dad’s, showed mom where the spare key was hidden 
in the back alley, and went in. Our mom froze in the entrance of 
the kitchen, and then said, “Kids, go wait outside.”

We were silent and didn’t move. 
“Now!” she shouted. “Trent, dial 911 and ask for the police.” 

Trent took me and Brandon each in hand, dragged us out of the 
house, closed the door for good measure. Me and Brandon sat 
on the front seat, the concrete already colder than I thought it 
would be, sapping the warm from my legs. Trent walked to the 
end of the front lawn and dialled the phone. 

B R A N D O N  A N D  I  S T A R T  W O R K I N G . It’s slow going, it 
eats most of my basement suite and grows from there. It’s suffo-
cating and a mess, and we can’t figure out what to do or how to 
build it. We spent more time trying to figure out what we need to 
do rather than doing it. It’s frustratingly slow. 

Trent shows up one morning. He brings milkshakes. 
“This isn’t going to work,” he says calmly. “Your plan is crazy. 

Show me what you have.” 
I pull out my notebook from my bag, all my theories about 

ghosts, coding, building, and interactions. I’ve been working on it 
for months, and now Brandon is with me, falling down rabbit holes 
of websites, Ouija reviews, a dark home for Ghostbusters fanfic. He 
takes one look at the work we’ve done and just starts laughing. 

“Okay,” he says. “I’ll help, only so the two of you don’t kill 
yourselves trying to build this.” Then he packs up what we have 
into his car and drives us to his apartment. Laid out in his spare 
bedroom, it’s a little sad. 

After a month, we have a mess of a computer program, a stack 
of medical textbooks and books on witchcraft, blood analyzers, 
and what amounted to an airlock taking up the spare bedroom of 
Trent’s apartment. Trent has the design skills, but Brandon has 
been working odd jobs since he was thirteen and knows a lot of 
practical carpentry. Says boys find it attractive. 

We devolve into a lot of pointless arguments. About how to 
build things, how to code things, and we don’t fight fair. Trent 
has a black cat and a boyfriend, both named Steven, who warm 
up to us faster than I expected, considering the racket we make. 

“I’ve heard so much about you,” says Steven, the human. He 
has a warm smile. He’s cute. Trent melts around him ever so 
slightly, as if the pads of Steven’s fingers are made of warmth. 

“That’s interesting,” says Brandon, much more harshly than I 
expect. Trent stiffens again. 

“I’m sorry,” Trent says. “I didn’t have a choice.” 
“Save it,” says Brandon. 
Steven looks at me, not in confusion, because if you’re going 

to tell a long-term significant other that you have siblings, you 
eventually have to explain you left home at seventeen and nev-
er came back. Trent joined the military, who sent him to rocket 
school, who sent him places he could justify never calling us 
from. 
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“Brandon,” I start. “We all left home as soon as we could.”
He glares at me. “David, you left me for a year, before I went 

to university, because you were trans and mom was going to kill 
you. Trent left us for five years. Alone. With Mom. As kids.” His 
voice hardens with every word. 

“We all needed to go,” I say. 
“But you didn’t come back!” shouts Brandon. “I watched you 

leave, and you didn’t come back. I didn’t have anyone in the 
crowd at graduation. I’ve lived a good life since. But I graduated 
high school alone.” 

“I’m sorry,” I say, as Trent tries to beat me to it. 
“We had a good system, for talking to people Mom didn’t want 

us to. But you just, gave up. You didn’t answer my calls,” says 
Brandon, getting in Trent’s face. Crying. 

“I couldn’t listen to anyone else get hurt where I couldn’t help 
them,” says Trent, after a long silence. He closes the space be-
tween him and Brandon and wraps his arms around our little 
brother. 

I give them a moment, and then add a third point to our hug. 
“No one is getting hurt again.” 

I  D O N ’ T  W A N T  T O  T A L K  about Dad’s funeral.  I really don’t 
want to talk about how it wasn’t until I was an adult when I 
learnt where he was buried and how he died. 

W E  B U I L D  W H A T  W E  C A L L  T H E  G H O S T  B O X .  It’s a 
little cramped inside, with two layers, a central pillar for com-
muning with the spirits. Well, one spirit. We pile in, place our 
hands on the central console, let the pins prick our fingers, 
which activates the program Trent has written. It’s silent for a 
moment, then there’s a loud noise. (We later discover the whole 
apartment complex lost power.) Only the emergency light glows 
in the centre, illuminating our carefully crafted piece of technol-
ogy to look like a blanket fort. 

And, in the space we’ve left for him, directly across from me, 
sits dad. 

“Well, aren’t you clever boys,” he says to the room, looking 
carefully at Trent and at Brandon. “You took my name,” he says, 
staring at me. 

“Is that okay?” I ask, because I am ten again, showing him a 
less-than-perfect spelling quiz, because despite his unwavering 
love, there is a part of me that believes there is something I could 
do to lose it. 

“I would have never named one of my sons after myself. But 
your mother and I clearly didn’t get your naming right, and I’m 
honoured you thought of me when you corrected it.”

“Did you know?” I ask. 
“Did I know how special and brave my sons would have to 

be?” he asks us, smiling all of us, and for a moment, we are our 
own little family again. He smiles so gently. He looks at Trent, 
and says, “You did everything just right.” He looks both older 
and younger than I thought he would. He has little wrinkles, but 
his eyes light up brighter without twelve-hour shifts weighing on 
him. “I’m so proud of you, boys.”

He’s my dad, and he’s here, with us. 
Then, of course, the city’s power grid snaps into over-correc-

tion, blowing out our device, the ghost box, with us inside.

T R E N T ,  B E C A U S E  H E  T O O K  T H E  T R A I N  to school every 
day, instead of walking to the elementary school with me and 
Brandon, had a cellphone. It had one of those plans with limited 
minutes during the day, but he could call whoever he wanted for 
as long as he wanted on evenings and weekends. Whenever our 
mother left during the aforementioned evenings and weekends, 
and she was either angry enough to be going for a while, or tell-
ing us she was running a long errand, we would call our dad. He 
got used to our conversions cutting off the middle of a tangent, 
in the middle of a sentence, with loveyoubye as our mom came 
home. For these conversations, we sat in a loose constellation 
in the basement, so we heard the echo of the car coming up the 
driveway when our mom came home. 

Only, one night, the Thursday before our dad failed to pick us 
up, at about 8 p.m., our mom left, angry, because we had finished 
the milk she wanted for coffee in the morning and stormed out 
to go buy more. We figured this would be a fairly long trip, and 
we were right. So, we called our dad. He picked up. We hadn’t 
spoken to him in a while and he was thrilled to hear from us. 
I told him I had gotten the highest grade on a science test he 
had helped me study for. He was proud, and said so, but what 
mattered the most was hearing the love in his voice. There was a 
loud banging in the background, and my dad called out. 

“Dad?” I asked. 
“Put Trent on the phone,” said my dad, the sternest he ever 

had sounded with me. My dad was an ER nurse, and the fact my 
dad dealt with people who were dying everyday struck me in that 
moment. I put Trent on the phone. 

Trent went pale, and went to his room, locking the door be-
hind him. 

“No fair,” said Brandon, pouting. “If we were at Dad’s, he 
couldn’t do that. We share our room.” 

We build what we call the ghost  
box. It’s a little cramped inside,  
with two layers, a central pillar 
for communing with the spirits. 
Well, one spirit. 
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“Brandon, you should be lookout,” I said. 
Brandon rolled his eyes. “You never let me do anything fun!”
“Sometimes, you have to do important things, not fun ones.” 
Brandon replied, “You sound like dad,” but then walked over 

to the kitchen, so if Mom came home, he could see her. 
I stood outside Trent’s room, ear to the door. I only heard him 

say, “Dad, what’s going on?” and then much softer and more 
scared: “I love you too.” 

Trent came out of his room then and said we should play a 
game. So, we played Twenty-One, because Brandon insisted, and 
Trent didn’t cheat like he usually did. And seven or eight games 
later, our mom came home, with the milk, and didn’t yell at us 
for not being in bed, even though it was way past our bedtime. 
She just put the milk in the fridge, fed Cinnamon, and went to 
bed, all without a word. 

Trent put the game away, told us to brush our teeth quietly, 
and let us in his room for a story, only Brandon fell asleep 
in his bed. I had closed my eyes but opened them a crack 
to see what Trent would do. He just stared at Brandon, like 
 someone had placed the weight of the world on his shoulders 
and he didn’t know how he was going to manage it. Then he 
pulled a blanket over the three of us, turned off the reading 
light. 

He then held a pillow to his face, and very softly, started shak-
ing. I realized, after about a minute, my brother was crying. I 

had never seen him cry before. I was awake long enough to have 
the thought, Is there something I should do?, but I was ten, and 
it was so very late, and I was asleep before I could consider a 
response. 

W H E N  W E  W A K E  U P ,  we’re still inside the ghost box. Ev-
erything’s destroyed. We’re all okay, other than a few cuts and 
scrapes. Steven yells at us for a solid minute, asking us how stu-
pid we are, how worried he was, before proceeding to kiss Trent 
for a solid two minutes. 

I look to Brandon, who smiles and shakes his head. Once the 
dust settles, we go back into Trent’s spare room, and look at our 
mess. 

“Do you want to try and rebuild it?” I ask.
“No,” both my brothers say. 
“We can,” I offer, “I hogged Dad.” 
“No,” says Trent. “I got what I needed.”
“Yeah,” mimics Brandon, “What he said.” 
“Okay. Me too,” I say. We’re silent for a moment, as we started 

to fully process what just happened. I say, “He looks happy.” 
“Yeah,” echo my brothers.
Trent says, “There’s something I should probably tell you 

guys.” I put my hand on his shoulder, shaking my head. 
“It’s okay,” says Brandon, letting his hand join mine on Trent’s 

shoulder, who shudders. “You did everything just right.” 
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