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In the author’s note to Passiontide, Monique Roflfey explains that her novel was
inspired by the murder of steel-pan player Asami Nagakiya in Trinidad’s capital city, Port
of Spain, on Ash Wednesday in February 2016. Before Roffey had finished writing the
book, another woman was found dead in Port of Spain in 2023, near the same cannonball
tree on Queen’s Park Savannah. Femicide is not a phenomenon unique to Trinidad and
Tobago; as Roflfey notes, citing United Nations statistics, it 1s a “global problem™ (358). It is
also an insufliciently visible one. In Trinidad and Tobago, and the wider Caribbean region,
as in many other countries worldwide, femicide is not classified as a distinct criminal offence
(Towards Substantive 11). Instead, femicide cases are treated as homicides. This obscures the
structural causes of femicide and prevents it from being seen and understood as an extreme
manifestation of the broader public-health issue of violence against women.

Set in Port Isabella, a fictional version of Port of Spain, Passiwntide features the story
of the murdered Japanese steel-pan player Sora Tanaka, alongside those of two other
murdered women: a Colombian sex worker, Maria Gémez, and the sister of the prime
minister’s wife, Letitia Stutley. The novel ends with the prospect of a fourth woman’s
murder. Roffey’s novel looks beyond statistics in order to both humanize and gender the
problem of femicide. During the press briefing following Sora’s death, feminist activist Tara
Kissoon observes: “‘Femicide. It’s common here. But no one ever uses that word. Women
are killed here, all the time™ (Roffey 42). This idea of femicide as an everyday occurrence
1s echoed in Police Inspector Cuthbert Loveday’s thoughts: “Men beat and killed their
wives. Women went missing, end up found dead. Just the way of things” (85). If femicide is
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regarded as commonplace and just “the way of things”—mnormal and even inevitable—it
becomes invisible.

Passiontide tells the story of a feminist movement that compels the nation, region, and
wider world to see femicide and acknowledge its magnitude and impact. Tara joins forces
with Sharleen Sellier, women’s affairs editor for a national newspaper, and Gigi Lala, who
runs a sex workers’ collective, to organize a protest that brings together diverse groups of
women from across the country. Women gather and occupy Brunswick Square, next to the
“House of Power” (Roffey 132), a fictional version of Port of Spain’s Red House, the seat
of Parliament. Through her use of Woodford Square’s former name, Roffey hints at how
this movement builds on earlier moments of anti-colonial resistance in the square’s histo-
ry—a connection Tara makes explicit when she points out: “T’he laws which forbade them
to camp here were colonial-era laws” (171). As part of their collective action, the women
enact a “die-in,” lying down “as if dead”: “It looked like a war had happened, a massacre,
a grand-scale femicide. Thousands of women faking death on the savannah” (198). This
piece of performance art makes femicide’s “unknown death toll” irrefutably visible (199).

Reviewers have drawn attention to how Roftey draws on elements of the police-pro-
cedural genre in the writing of Passiontide (Fan; Warner; Finch; “Women’s Work™). The
novel’s first few sections, narrated from the point of view of Inspector Loveday, do seem to
immerse readers within the gritty urban setting of the police procedural. Loveday describes
the city of Port Isabella as “a hard place. Hard like New York and maybe even Mumbai
put together” (Roffey 14). He also focuses on procedure; the numbered lists incorporated in
these sections give the impression of a neutral, rational, evidence-based mode of detection.

However, Loveday’s complicity in the crimes he investigates as head of OMWEN;
the police force’s “Office for Murdered Women,” makes such an approach untenable. Tara
explains to Sharleen that misogyny “‘is ‘built in’ to the various systems in our society. It’s
(Roffey 78). Loveday is complicit not
only because he is a man operating in a male-dominated and misogynistic justice system

39

everywhere. Structural. That’s why it feels invisible

but also because he has been an accomplice to a femicide committed by his brother. Roffey’s
novel illuminates how the characteristically “male, heterosexual world” of the police-pro-
cedural genre 13 unequal to the task of understanding and tackling femicide (Scaggs 100).
Loveday’s perspective recedes as the movement ignited in response to Sora’s murder
gathers momentum and women’s voices take centre stage. In its celebration of the power
of collective feminist resistance, the novel frees itself from the narrative, thematic, and tonal
constraints of the police procedural.

Marina Warner places Passiontide “in a lineage of female writing going back to Mary
McCarthy’s The Group and including Gurl, Woman, Other by Bernardine Evaristo.” I suggest
that the novel can also be located within a tradition of Trinidadian writing going back to

Lucy Evans reviews Monique Roffey’s Passiontide



FWIL Vol. 34, No. 2 | page 175

Book Reviews

V. S. Naipaul’s The Mimic Men (1967) and Earl Lovelace’s The Dragon Can’t Dance (1979).
Roffey’s Port Isabella has some of the darkness and desolation of Naipaul’s fictional island
of Isabella, juxtaposed with the exuberance of Lovelace’s Port of Spain during Carnival. In
the prologue to The Dragon Can’t Dance, Calvary Hill in Laventille is alive with the rhythms
of Carnival. All the hill’s inhabitants dance together, and “everybody catches the spirit”
(Lovelace 5). The revolutionary spirit of Lovelace’s Carnival is recaptured in Passiontide
in the form of women uniting across racial, ethnic, class, and religious differences to fight
gender injustice.

At the same time, Roffey’s use of Calypso Rose’s lyrics—*“So leave me alone”—
complicates the novel’s relationship to Lovelace’s fiction and to Trinidad’s Carnival tradition
(Roffey). Another significant reference point is the home-grown and dynamic movement of
Caribbean feminisms. The revolutionary fire at the heart of Passiontide starts with the work
of a small group of Trinidadian women and spreads nationally, regionally, and globally.
The strong sense of place in this novel is reflected when Sharleen responds to Tara’s obser-
vation that femicide is “everywhere” with these words: “I doh care about anywhere else. I
care about here. This place. This is happening here and this is our story” (48). Passiwontide 1s
much more than a “feminist fable” (Hilsum). The picture it conveys of femicide as a “global
problem” is told through stories rooted in the specific history, cultural traditions, and social
reality of 'Trinidad and Tobago.
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