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            For Little Asha,

            And all the girls with holes in their hearts,

            The size of their fathers.

            You are worthy.

            You are resilient.

            You are love.

            I poured my heart onto these pages,

            With the prayer that it would give you the courage

            To set yourself free.
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            Thank you, Mommy,

for teaching me that writers rule the world.

I discovered the magic of storytelling cuddled up in your arms.

Thank you for every book you ever read to me, and every

night you read them twice. Your love is my first home.

I believed in my magic because you did first.

            
                

            

            Thank you, Ingrid Hart.

You are a divine light, shepherd, and a master coach.

You have taught me how to turn my pain into power,

and use it for great purpose.

Your love, guidance, and magic are woven

throughout my life, and these pages.

            
                

            

            Thank you, Lori Mohamed.

You are a visionary and a true friend.

Your love has empowered me to be brave, and your

unwavering belief in me has given me strength

and deep courage. It never sounded

impossible to you.

            
                

            

            And to my sweet girl Kyra,

Thank you for your boundless love.

May you soar with the angels until we meet again,

somewhere over the rainbow.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            PATOIS WORD BANK

         

         
            A

            Afta—After

            Ah—To / Is / It’s / At / Of / Are / On / In (Generally said before an action has taken place)

            Ah fi him business—That’s his business, not mine

            Ah go—Are going / Going to

            Ah go ah—Are going to

            Ah lie you ah tell—You’re lying

            Ah me run tings round yesso—It’s me who runs things around here

            Ah nuh Canada yuh come from?—Don’t you come from Canada?

            Ah nuh di—Isn’t that the

            Ah nuh so me say—Isn’t that what I said?

            Ah so—That’s how

            Ah so him stay—That’s how he is

            Ah Tilla dis?—Is this Tilla?

            All ah dem ah fi me—All of them are mine

            Anotha—Another

            Ansa—Answer

            B

            Backside—Buttocks. Used as a mild curse term to express surprise / No way!

            Badda—Bother

            Bammy—A Jamaican flatbread made from cassava flour

            Batty—Butt / Bum

            Bawn—Born

            Bawn and raise—Born and raised

            Betta—Better / Better be

            Bod—Bad / Cool

            Bod Bwoy—Bad boy

            Bout—About

            Bloodclot—Vulgar curse word meaning “blood cloth”

            Bredren—Brother / Homie / Friend

            Bright and outta order—You have some audacity / You’re out of line

            Bruk—Broke

            Buddy—Penis

            Bumba / Bumba rawtid—Mild curse word to describe shock or surprise / Holy Crap!

            Bumbaclot—Damn / Fuck / Fucking

            Bun and cheese—Classic Jamaican snack; spiced bun and Jamaican cheese

            Bush—Bushes / Forest

            Bwoy—Boy

            C

            Ca-ca / Ca-ca rawtid—Short for cockfoot; means “No way!” or “Wow!”

            Catch up—Get involved with

            Chat—Talk

            Cha—A mild expression of impatience

            Cockfoot—No way / Wow / Damn

            Come follow me ah bush—Come follow me to the bushes

            Come nuh—Come on

            Cool nuh—Chill out / Relax

            Coulda—Could / Could’ve

            Cravin—Greedy

            Crosses—Problems / Trouble

            Cyan—Can’t

            D

            Dat—That

            Dat deh—That is

            Dat mek—That makes

            Daughta—Daughter

            Degga degga—Mediocre

            Deh—At / Are / Is

            Deh inna—Is in

            Deh so—Right there

            Deh ya—Just here / Chilling

            Dem nuh romp—They don’t play

            Dem ones deh—Those ones there

            Den—Then

            Dese—These

            Desso—There

            Di—The

            Di man yuh ah talk—The man you are talking about

            Did—Was / Were

            Do—Doing

            Dollas—Dollars

            Drape her up—Grabbing her up / Handling her roughly

            Dun know—You already know

            Dunce—Stupid

            Dutchee pot—A big pot used for cooking

            E

            Eediat—Idiot

            Een?—Huh?

            F

            Facety—Rude

            Fada—Father

            Fass / Fasses—Nosy

            Festival—A sweet fried Jamaican dumpling

            Fi—For / To

            Fi dead—To die

            Fi true—For real

            Fi him business—Is his business

            Follow back ah me—Follow behind me

            Follow me go ah shop—Come with me to the store

            Fool him ah fool—He’s a fool

            Foreigna—Foreigner

            G

            Genklemon—Gentleman

            Gi—Give

            Gimme—Give me

            Ginnal—Con artist / Crook

            Go ah—Go to / Going to

            Go long—Go along

            God know—God knows / Swear to God

            Good-good—Favorite

            Guh—Go / Going / Going to

            Guinep—Staple Jamaican fruit

            Gunmon—Gunman / A man who owns a gun

            Gwan—Going on / Go on / Goes on

            Gyal—Girl

            H

            Haunted—Crazy / Possessed

            Him deh—He is

            Honn-ah—Honor

            How yuh mean?—What do you mean?

            How you do?—How are you?

            How yuh pretty suh—How pretty you are

            Hungry belly—Always hungry

            I

            Inna—In the (can also mean nosy)

            Irie—Happy / Powerful description of anything good

            It ah go wicked—It’s going to be fun / sick

            Iz—It’s

            J

            Jus—Just

            Jus ah come from road—Just coming from doing stuff outside

            K

            Know say—Know that

            L

            Lawd—Lord

            Lawd ah mercy—Lord have mercy

            Leff—Leave

            Leh—Let

            Leh we go—Let’s go

            Licks—Beats / Hit

            Likkle—Little

            Likkle more—See you later

            Long time me nuh see uno—It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you all

            M

            Mada—Mother

            Mass / Massa—Master / Sir

            Mass Tyson deh home?—Is Mass Tyson home?

            Mawnin’—Morning

            Me—I / I’m / My / Mine

            Me ah go tek yuh pon nuff adventure—I’m going to take you on a lot of adventures

            Me jus ah romp wit yuh—I’m just playing with you

            Me know say—I knew that

            Me tell uno ah lie she ah tell—I told you all she was telling a lie

            Me tink you did—I thought you were

            Me never know someone weh sleep so late—I’ve never met anyone who sleeps so late

            Me nuh business—I don’t care

            Me nuh inna dat—I’m not into that / I’m not feeling that

            Mek sure say—Make sure that

            ’Memba / Rememba—Remember

            Mod—Crazy

            Mod looking—Crazy-looking

            Mon—Man

            Mongrel—A dog of no definable type or breed

            Mout—Mouth

            Mussi—Must

            Mussi mod—Must be crazy

            N

            Na more—No more / Anymore

            Nah—Not / Won’t

            Neva—Never

            Nine night—A traditional celebration for the deceased

            No nuttin about you—Nothing good about you

            No, sa—No, man / No, sir

            Nuff—Enough / extra

            Nuffi—Shouldn’t

            Nuh—Don’t / Haven’t

            Nuh badda—Don’t bother

            Nuh business—Don’t care

            Nuh true—Isn’t that true? / Right?

            Nuttin—Nothing

            Nuttin nuh go so—“Nothing goes like that” / That’s not true

            Nyam—Eat

            O

            Offa—Off of

            Orda—Order

            Out ah door—Outside

            P

            Pay him too much mind—Pay him too much attention

            Pickney—Child / Children / Kid

            Pon—On / At

            Poppyshow—“Puppet Show” / Used to ridicule someone for being idiotic or foolish

            Propa—Proper

            Propa-ty—Property

            R

            Rawtid—Wow / Damn

            Romp—Play around

            Romp we ah romp—We’re just playing around

            Round yesso—Around here

            Rude bwoy—A cool friend or to describe a tough guy, rebel, or criminal

            S

            Sa—Sir

            Say—That

            Sekkle—Settle

            She did ah go look—She went to go see

            Stocious—Well dressed, particular, or high class. Can sometimes mean stuck up.

            Stop talk—No way / I don’t believe you

            Suh—So

            Suh-um / Sumting—Something / Thing

            T

            Tan—Stay

            Tanks—Thanks

            Tek—Take

            Tell you say—Told you that

            Tink—Think

            Tree—Three

            Tree-qwatas—Three-quarters

            True me did—Because I was

            True yuh nuh—Because you’re not

            U

            Unda—Under

            Undastand—Understand

            Uno—You guys / You all

            Uno deh—You guys are

            V

            Vex—Mad / Upset

            W

            Walk good—Wishing good fortune on your travel / Get home safely

            Wan—Want

            Wata—Water

            We ah go ah—We are going to

            Weh—Who / That

            Weh go a—Who goes to

            Weh look so—That looks like that

            Weh talk so—Who talks like that

            Wha—What

            Wha gwan—What’s going on?

            Wha’ppen?—What’s happening? / What’s up?

            Wha mek?—What makes? / What do mean? / Why’s that?

            Wha name so?—What’s named that? / What does that mean?

            Wha uno ah deal wit?—What you guys up to?

            Wha uno ah do?—What are you guys doing?

            Wha we ah wait pon?—What are we waiting on?

            Wha yuh tink?—What do you think?

            Wit—With

            Woulda—Would / Would’ve / Would just

            Y

            Ya—Your

            Yah—You are

            Yuhself—Yourself

            Yawd / Yard—The country / Home / House

            Yesso—Here

            Yow!—Yo!

            Yuh—You / Your / You’re

            Yuh nuh—You know / You don’t

            Yuh mod gyal?—Are you crazy, girl?

            Yuh nuh need fi fraid—You don’t need to be afraid

            Yuh too ginnal—You’re such a con artist / crook

            Yuh zi me—You feel me

            Z

            Zeen—Cool / Sounds good

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
        When it all goes quiet behind my eyes, I see everything that made me flying around in invisible pieces. I see that I’m a little piece in a big, big universe. And that makes things right.
      

            —Hushpuppy
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         Mom says you get two birthdays.

         
             

         

         The first one is the day you are born.

         The second is the day you leave home and give birth to yourself.

         I never understood what she meant by that, but standing in the middle of this bustling airport, I can’t help but wonder if this is the day she was talking about. If it is, the tears in my eyes don’t feel like anything to celebrate. Birthdays are not supposed to make you cry. Birthdays are not supposed to grow heavy lumps in the back of your throat that threaten to choke you on your words if you dare open your mouth.

         Birthdays are not supposed to break your heart.

         Be brave. Be brave.

         I repeat it over and over again in my head as I squeeze my mom’s hand a little tighter. My stomach drops, dreading the moment she’ll inevitably let go. In the air, I can taste the sweet melancholy of joyous hellos and painful goodbyes that only the airport can bring. There is a buzzing to this place that feels like the center of heartbreak and joy. Its contradiction sends an unsettling shiver through my body. I feel like a child, embarrassed my emotions are giving me away.

         Suck it up, I scold myself. It’s only two months.

         “We’re here,” Mom says into the phone. “They just checked in.”

         She’s quiet as she listens, her ear pressed to the phone. “I packed some shirts for you. And there’s a few bags of coffee in Mia’s suitcase, so you’ll be stocked up for work. Make sure you take them out. Mhm, everything’s in there—uh-huh. Oh shoot.” She lets go of my hand, turning her back to us. “I forgot to pack that deodorant you like. I’ll send down a few packs this week—yeah, okay. And don’t forget Mia’s allergy medicine. It’s in the side pock—I’m not saying you’re going to forget, Tyson.” Her voice goes hushed. “I’m just telling you where it is.” She’s quiet for a moment, listening. “Look, Tyson. Let’s not do this now—call me when they land.”

         I bite down on my lip to stop it from quivering as she turns back around. My mother’s eyes are so kind. They are a deep sea of brown that perfectly match her rich dark skin, and they stare back at me with a compassion only her heart could know. She smiles at me with longing in her eyes.

         She knows this is not what I want.

         “Did you remember to pack the gum?” she asks.

         “Yes, Mom. You asked me that already.”

         “I’m just making sure. I don’t want your ears to pop on the plane.”

         I feel guilty for the irritation in my tone. I know she’s being helpful, but for some reason, it annoys me. Maybe it’s because it’s the first time my sister and I are flying alone. Maybe it’s because I would rather be anywhere else than in the middle of a cold, busy airport at 8:00 a.m. on a Thursday morning. Or maybe it’s because I don’t want to spend the summer with my father.

         Yet after months of protest, here I am.

         “Are you sure you can’t come with us?” my little sister, Mia, pleads desperately.

         A sadness runs through our mother’s eyes as she adjusts her dark brown locks. “You know I have to work, baby. But your father is so excited to see you.”

         Mia sulks at the mention of our father.

         I don’t blame her.

         Mom turns to me, cupping my face in her hands. “I love you more than words, Tilla.” She kisses me so gently on my cheek that I barely feel it. “You’re going to grow so much this summer.” She can’t hold back the tears that stream down her face.

         And damn it, neither can I.

         “I love you, too, Mom. So much,” I reply, choking on that lump.

         “It’s only two months.” She smiles, tucking a strand of my coily Afro behind my ears. “It’s going to fly by.”

         “Two months without cell service.” I muster a smile.

         “I’m sure your thumbs could use the break.” She laughs. “Come here.” She pulls me in close, wrapping us both in a hug. “Take care of your sister, okay?” she whispers to me. “You’re in charge.”

         “Of herself …” Mia rolls her eyes. Mom gives her a look. “She’s barely eighteen. What does she know?” Mia mutters.

         I ignore her. I’m too sad to argue with Mia right now. “I will, Mom,” I reply.

         Mom squeezes in one last hug before the inevitable. She lets us go, the warmth of her hug lingering on my brown skin. Suddenly, a crass voice comes over the speakers, pulling me out of our goodbye.

         “Last call for all passengers boarding flight 416. Please make your way to Gate 8A.”

         I throw my backpack over my shoulder, and with one last look to our mother, we wave goodbye. “I love you!” she calls after us. In her eyes, I can see her heart breaking.

         But there is no turning back.

         The airport is big and daunting, and as we navigate through it, I can’t help but feel small. We head through security and approach our gate, where an attendant checks our boarding passes. When she flashes me a dry smile of approval, Mia and I head through the final doors and onto the plane.

         It’s completely packed when we get on board. I immediately feel claustrophobic as I look down at the plane tickets in my hand.

         “Seat 15B,” I tell Mia.

         I can feel the eyes of the seated passengers burning into me, and I start to remember just how awkward walking to your seat on a plane can be. Mia and I continue down the cramped aisle as I search the luggage panels for our seat number.

         Mia beats me to it.

         “Right here!”

         She plops down and slides to the window seat. I slide in next to her, relieved that we finally made it. Mia pulls out her Nintendo.

         “Are you sure you want the window seat?” I ask.

         “Duh,” she replies distractedly. “Why wouldn’t I?”

         “Just making sure. I didn’t know if you wanted to see everything … you know, when we’re so high up.”

         “That’s not gonna work, Tilla. I know what you’re trying to do.”

         “I’m just checking. Swear.” I buckle my seat belt, nudging her to do the same. Just then, a flight attendant walks over.

         She leans over our seats, a tight grin on her face.

         “Hello, ladies.” Her perfume is way too strong. “I’m Lisa. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask me. I may or may not have a secret stash of candy.” She winks before taking off down the aisle.

         “Candy?” Mia screws her face. “What am I, five?”

         “She was being nice.”

         “She smells like car freshener.”

         I can’t help but laugh. Mia always says what’s on her mind, and I admire her for it. She’s loud and rambunctious with warm reddish-brown eyes and thick dreadlocks that she insisted on when she was seven. Mom says she gets her carefree spirit from our dad. At only nine years old, she says whatever rolls off her tongue with little regard for the opinions of others, and I love that about her.

         The irony is I resent that very same quality in my father.

         Mia looks at me before popping in her earphones.

         “Get up,” she says.

         “What?”

         “I want the aisle seat.”

         I try to suppress my smile. “Oh. You changed your mind?”

         “You’re so annoying.” She rolls her eyes, undoing her seat belt. I slide into her seat, just as another flight attendant comes over the PA, her thick accent muffled through the airplane speakers.

         “Ladiez and gentle-mon, welcome aboard flight 416 departing from Toronto to Kingston on this beautiful Thursday morning. We invite you to sit back, relax, and leave your worries behind you. From all of us here at Air Jamaica, it is our pleasure to have you on board.”

         The roar of the engine makes my palms clammy. I’m not sure what’s more overwhelming—the pulsing vibration of the plane or my own heartbeat. The destination is inevitable:

         We are en route to Jamaica.

         A wave of anxiety rushes through me.

         Breathe, Tilla.

         I look over at Mia, who casually plays her Nintendo DS, and I’m reminded that she has little to be worried about. There is nothing at stake for her. She was too young to even remember. To truly understand.

         Her heart is not on the line when it comes to our father.

         Our father’s name is Tyson, and he stands six foot two, with warm caramel skin and brown locks that fall down his back. He has gray eyes that look like an overcast sky and a smile that could light up the dark. He is a man of the land, and he spends half of the year going back and forth between Toronto and Jamaica, where he manages his cousin’s trucking business.

         But that is not the full story of his absence.

         When I was a child, my father was the most fascinating person I knew. To my young heart, everything he did compelled me. During the summer when we were younger, he would look after us in the daytime while Mom went to work, and I recall using nap times as quiet opportunities to study him. On hot summer days, I would lie on the couch as my eyes tried to make sense of such a wonderful human being, who seemed to have transcended human being. I was fascinated by my father—he was the Rubik’s cube I was determined to solve. I would watch in admiration as he sunbathed in the backyard, his Jamaican beaded chain the only thing to touch his chest. He was unaware of my peering little eyes, and I would fall asleep to the sight of his chest rise and fall under the rays of the setting sun. I experienced many sunsets this way, all of which confirmed that my father was pure, utter magic. The countless minutes, hours, and days we would spend together quickly became the same minutes, hours, and days that would shape who I was becoming. It seemed that I, by the grace of God, was a part of him. He was a ray of light that existed through some sort of magic, grace, and manhood. He was the hero in every storybook he had ever read me.

         But all fairy tales must come to an end.

         My father was born in the countryside of Jamaica, and although he moved to Canada in his twenties, his heart never left the island. Not like Mom. She moved to Canada when she was twelve years old and left all memory of her life in Kingston behind. But Dad could never let go. Although he started a family abroad, Jamaica was the one he longed for when he was with us. She was his first love. It didn’t matter that together we had built a house.

         We were not his home.

         As the years passed by, his relationship with Mom grew strained. Every day in our house became a battlefield of screaming and anxiety, and the constant fighting caused him to lose any interest he had left in our family—in the picture we had worked so hard to perfect. Their relationship was chaotic, and Mia and I were no longer cute little girls but growing young women.

         And he grew bored.

         As soon as the world didn’t fall at his feet, he was gone as quickly as he came. When the bills became too high or Mom became too much. When Canada got too cold or finding a regular job became too stressful. He would fly back to paradise, leaving us to mend the broken hearts he left behind. Every six months, he would come back like he’d never left, demanding to fit into the puzzle of our lives as if the pieces would still be the same. But they weren’t. And neither were we.

         We were changed with every goodbye.

         The last time we saw him, the familiarity of anxious silence filled our house the way it did every Sunday afternoon. Silence on Sundays was the calm before every storm Mia and I were forced to witness. It was the prelude to the screaming, the yelling, the breaking things. The prelude to my mom telling him he was full of shit before slamming the door in his face. To him packing his bags and telling her to go fuck herself. Venomous words children should never hear their parents spew at each other. Words that cut deep and take away the little innocence you have left. Words that pierce through your heart and stay buried there forever.

         Words that teach you heroes don’t exist.

         My nerves grow heavy as the seat belt light turns on, pulling me out of my thoughts.

         Breathe, Tilla.

         The plane picks up speed, pulling my attention back.

         Faster, faster, faster.

         I look out the window as we rip down the runway, my heart pummeling against my chest. I reach down and fiddle with the necklace my father gave me on my ninth birthday. A tiny, gold butterfly pendant that sits at the base of my neck.

         “You’re my butterfly, Tilla,” he said when he gave it to me. “You are soft, but you are powerful. Just like a butterfly.”

         The memory makes me nauseous as I press my head back against the seat.

         My father has been gone for 376 days.

         And counting.

         But he said he would be back. He said he and Mom would work it out.

         How is he doing?

         Has he missed us?

         Is he happier without Mia and me around?

         I am a vortex of mixed emotions. I dread the sight of him, but I ache to see him at the same time. I wish I could be like Mia. Innocent to his broken promises. Oblivious to the consequences of his absence. Too young to know the difference. I wish the thought of him didn’t hold me down and fill me with rage. I wish I didn’t love him so much my heart might explode. The plane engine roars louder.

         Faster, faster, faster.

         Breathe, Tilla.

         And just as the plane lifts into the air, the inevitable truth drops to the pit of my stomach: Mom was right. You do get two birthdays.

         
             

         

         Today is mine.
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         We touch down at 1:46 p.m. local time.

         
             

         

         Warm air floods the plane as the doors open, and the sweet aroma of fruit wafts in the air. Passengers race to grab their bags as the thick accent comes over the PA once again:

         “Ladiez and gentle-mon, welcome to Kingston, Jamaica. It iz a beautiful day here on the island, and we wish you nothing but irie on your travels. It has been our pleasure to have you on board. As always, thank you for flying Air Jamaica.”

         I gently shake Mia awake as Patois begins to pour out all around us. I grab our backpacks from the cabin, and we throw them over our shoulders before trudging off the plane.

         As we make our way through the busy airport, we are surrounded by a sea of rich, dark skin. I feel courageous as we navigate through the brown and black bodies, and I can’t help but wonder if the feeling of belonging is why Dad loves it so much here.

         Once we clear at customs, we continue our trek through the massive airport. All around us, people smile and laugh, and there is a mellowness to their pace. Most of the women wear bright colors and intricate braids in their hair, Afros, or long locks down their backs. An array of sandals and flip-flops highlight all the bright painted toenails as Mia and I weave through the crowd.

         “Stay close!” I yell, grabbing on to her hand. When we find the exit, I grow nervous knowing what awaits us on the other side. I look to Mia. “You have everything?”

         She nods.

         “Okay,” I whisper to myself. “Let’s do this.”

         With our suitcases lugging behind us, we spill out of the doors and into the hot sun. The heat immediately consumes me, and it is amplified by the chaos and noise that surrounds us. The streets are packed. Loud horns blare, and people yell back and forth in thick, heavy Patois accents. Men argue on the side of the road, their dialect harsh as they negotiate the rates for local shuttle buses. Along the roads, merchants sell colorful beaded jewelry and fruit so ripe that I can taste it in the air. Women wear beautiful head wraps and sell plantains and provisions, bartering back and forth with eager travelers. People spew out of overcrowded taxis, desperate to catch their flights as others hop in, desperate to get home. The sun pierces my skin as the humidity and gas fumes fill my lungs. The action is overwhelming, and I feel like a fish out of water. As we wait by the curb, there is no sight of our father.

         “What if he forgot?” Mia asks.

         “He wouldn’t,” I reply. “Mom just talked to him.”

         “What if he got the time mixed up?”

         “He’ll be here.”

         But the truth is, when it comes to our father, I can never be sure.

         I fight with this idea as five minutes turn into ten, and ten into twenty.

         The heat blazes, and sweat drips down my stomach.

         I check my watch: forty-two minutes.

         I pull my pink hoodie over my head to reveal a white tank top, tying the hoodie around my waist to better manage the heat. Without my phone, I have no way of contacting him to see where he is.

         But he said he’d be here.

         He gave us his word.

         Fifty-six minutes later, our father is nowhere to be found. My eyes frantically search the crowd as I ponder how much his word is truly worth. Time and time again, he has proven that the answer is not much. I turn to Mia, ready to tell her to head back inside. Worry graces her face for the first time since we left. Her carefree attitude fades as the concern of a nine-year-old takes over. I can’t stand to see her like this, and I’ll do whatever it takes to escape the feeling that is bubbling inside of me.

         We’ll take the first plane out.

         “Mi, Dad’s not coming. Let’s go back insid—”

         “Yow! Tilla!” A deep voice interrupts me mid-sentence. I whip my head around to find my father standing a few feet away with two freshly sliced pineapple drinks in hand.

         “Daddy!” Mia screams. She drops her things on the curb and sprints toward him. My heart does somersaults.

         One glimpse of my father and I am a child again.

         He stands tall and radiant as ever in a baby-pink cotton button-up and white shorts. His smile is infectious, and the mere sight of him brings instant tears to my eyes. It is a joy that I have not felt for so long. A joy I did not know I hadn’t felt for so long. His long brown dreadlocks fall down his back to meet his waist, framing his face like the mane of a lion. His bright gray eyes glimmer against his tanned complexion. His smile glistens, and my eyes are fixated on him as he beams in this hot sun. He is the manifestation of Jamaica in one man. A reflection of the paradise we now stand in. How can I stay mad at him in a place like this? He is the disposition of irie, and he glows as bright as the sun. I can’t help it. I succumb to the spell of Jamaica as the fantasy of who my father is radiates in front of me. My heart instantly wraps around him, and I forget every time he has broken it.

         Just like that, I fall victim to the love of my father.

         Mia leaps into his arms, nearly knocking him over. I grab our things and sprint toward him, overcome with relief as all the emotions I felt begin to dissipate.

         “Dad!” I yell.

         “Tilla! Mi! Look at you!”

         I lunge into his arms, surprising even myself. He smells like musky cologne, and he holds us in a tight embrace.

         “I missed you sooooo much!” Tears of relief stream down Mia’s face. “I thought you weren’t coming! I thought you forgot.” She squeezes him so tightly I don’t think she’ll ever let go. He takes his hand from me to wipe her eyes.

         “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He smiles before turning to me. “Tilla, look at you! You’ve gotten so big! So grown up.”

         I force a tight-lipped smile to keep from crying tears of joy. Tears of the little girl who has needed her father.

         Tears of the young woman who still does.

         “I missed you, Dad.” I smile. He pulls me close again and kisses me on my forehead. For a second, I imagine the warmth of this hug is exactly how Sunday mornings were supposed to feel in my home. “We … we were waiting for so long. I thought you forgot or mixed up the time. We were about to go back inside.”

         “Not me!” Mia brags. “I was going to wait. Tilla wanted to go back.”

         “You kidding?!” He laughs in disbelief. “I would never forget. I just got held up in traffic.” I nod, barely listening to the words that come out of his mouth. The truth is it doesn’t matter why he’s late.

         The truth is I’ve already forgiven him.

         I am a roller coaster of inconsistent truths as my feelings for him turn from night to day in the span of seconds. My mouth wants to burst open—to let it all out. To say everything I’ve always wanted to. To tell him how much I’ve missed him, and how much he’s missed out on in the past year of my life. I want to tell him about school, about home, and about Mom. About how he’s ripped my heart in two. About how hard it’s been trying to put it back together. I want to tell him how badly he’s hurt me and beg him to never do it again. I want to cry tears of joy and confess the pain in my heart like a child in need of a Band-Aid. I want to tell him I hate him. I want to tell him I love him more than I could ever hate him. I want to curl up in his arms and be his little girl again.

         But I hold back.

         “Here.” He hands us the drinks in his hands. “Fresh pineapple juice, straight from di source.”

         I take a sip and my taste buds spring to life. “Wow. This is amazing!” I beam. “It’s so fresh.”

         “There’s a lot more where that came from,” he boasts as he grabs our bags. “This is all you?”

         “Yeah, the biggest one’s Tilla’s,” Mia says. “She packs like a madwoman.”

         Dad laughs. “You two both packed like you’re looking to move out here.” He loads our bags onto his back before gesturing to a man who stands beside a nearby car. “You remember your uncle Wayne?”

         “No,” Mia says for both of us.

         Wayne smiles as he approaches us, dressed in brown khakis and a white marina undershirt. His eyes sparkle a rich dark brown.

         “Diana’s father. He’s my ride,” Dad continues. I nod as it all clicks. Diana is one of our cousins who I briefly remember playing with when we were younger. Uncle Wayne extends his hand for me to shake.

         “Tilla. Mia. Long time me nuh see uno!” His accent is coated and thick. There’s a relaxed, country pace to the way he speaks, and it makes him even harder to understand.

         “Hi,” Mia says, unsure of how to respond to his Jamaican lingo.

         Uncle Wayne lets out a big laugh. “All right, me know say yuh just land. Lemme break it down fi yuh,” he tries again. “How’s it going?!”

         “Good.” I smile.

         “I know you don’t remember me.” He chuckles, making his words clearer. “I’ve known you since you was a baby. Glad to have you back.” He grabs our carry-ons, and he and Dad load up the nearby Honda Civic. “Hop in. But careful. Di seats are hot.”

         He isn’t kidding. Mia and I slide in, and the leather seats are so hot that they burn to the touch. The car feels stuffy even with the air-conditioning, and the car air freshener on the dash is so strong that it makes me queasy. Regardless, it feels great to be in safe hands. Uncle Wayne slides into the driver’s seat, and my dad hops into the front. They banter back and forth, their sharp Jamaican dialect rolling off their tongues with ease as they discuss the airport’s lackluster infrastructure. I sip on my pineapple juice as I observe the distinct tempo of the airport. There is a rhythm to these people.

         To my people.

         I take a deep breath, finally relaxing. Here in the humidity of this car, the weight of the responsibility to get Mia and me from one place to another slowly melts off my shoulders.

         We are in my dad’s hands now.

         We pull away from the airport and take off down the ramp. All around us, lush greenery decorates the freeway. Plants grow wild and full of life, intertwining around each other as if they’re dancing just for us. Uncle Wayne keeps up with the aggressive pace of the other drivers, weaving in and out of lanes. After a few minutes, we exit the freeway and make our way into town. The paved roads become dirt ones as we drive past old shops, abandoned houses, and stores. Hibiscus flowers are everywhere, and their lush pinks and reds knit together over the zinc walls like crowns as we speed by.

         The deeper we get into the city, the more people flood the streets—and the energy is palpable. I watch as a boy with dark, ethereal skin runs alongside his friends as they suck on frozen juice in tiny plastic bags. A small girl sits out front of her house as her mother braids her hair into an intricate design. As we make our way deeper into the town, the battered roads are lined with merchants selling fruit, coconut water, and fresh juices. Men and women sit alongside their artwork, oil canvases painted by hand. Rastas line the streets, locks swinging past their waists, just like my father’s. A man plays steel drums as women carry gray grocery bags and baskets on their heads. Little boys in school shorts chase each other with water bottles, soaking their uniforms. There is laughter everywhere, and I can feel the heartbeat of the island all around me.

         Uncle Wayne navigates through the busy roads like a pro, blaring his horn when necessary, which seems to be every five seconds. We pull up to a stoplight, and Dad rolls down the window.

         “Yow! Rude bwoy!” he yells to a young boy who sells mangoes in the middle of the road. The boy, who couldn’t be much older than Mia, whips around and runs over to the passenger side of the car.

         “Wha gwan, sa?” he asks eagerly, lugging the big bag of mangoes over his shoulder.

         “Wha yuh have?” Dad asks, his accent intentional and rougher, indicating that he has no time to barter.

         “Julie mango.”

         “Gimme four.” He hands the boy four crinkled hundred-dollar Jamaican bills.

         The boy beams, digging into the bottom of his bag and pulling out the biggest ones he can find. “Tek five.” He places them in a gray plastic bag before handing it to my father. He peers his head into the car and looks at me. “She look like she could do wit ah extra.”

         “Bless.” Dad nods. The light turns green, and we pull off.

         “What did he mean?” I ask as Dad fiddles with the bag.

         “He meant you look real hungry.” Dad laughs.

         “Tilla’s always hungry,” Mia chimes in matter-of-factly.

         “He can probably tell yuh come from foreign.” Uncle Wayne laughs.

         “Foreign?” I ask.

         “It’s slang. Anywhere that isn’t here. People here call it foreign.”

         Dad pulls a mango out of the bag and turns to us. “You see this? This is a Julie mango. Only place you can get this is right here. Every other kind of mango—Guatemala, Trinidad, Guyana—is a lie.”

         “Real ting,” Uncle Wayne chimes in. “None nuh even come close.”

         “Yuh zi me.” Dad nods.

         “When we was kids, school time dis woulda be yuh lunch.”

         “That’s if you was lucky.” Dad laughs.

         “Or you could climb.” Uncle Wayne chuckles.

         Dad holds the mango out the window, skillfully using a bottle of water to wash it off before bringing it to his mouth and piercing it with his front teeth. He peels back the skin to reveal the rich yellow fruit, careful not to make a mess as he discards the skin out the window and offers the mango to Mia.

         “Nuh badda mek a mess.”

         “I won’t!” She throws her DS aside, snatching the mango from Dad’s hands. He repeats the same process and hands one to me. As I bite into it, the sweetness explodes in my mouth. I look over to Mia, who’s made the biggest mess as she devours hers. Mango seeps onto her chin, spilling from her mouth and onto the seat. She uses her fingers to wipe it up, creating an even bigger mess of juicy fingerprints before shoving her fingers back into her mouth.

         “Gross,” I mutter.

         “It’s sooooo juicy!” Mia says through a full mouth of mango hair.

         “It sweet, nuh true?” Wayne asks, his thick country accent coating his words. Unsure of how to respond, we look to my dad, who grins wide.

         “You two are gonna have to get used to the talkin’ down here.”

         “Yeah, mon,” Uncle Wayne chimes in. “Uno ah go haffi catch on real quick. We cyan water down di talkin’ fi too long.”

         “It’s the language of ya people,” Dad says.

         Mia shrugs, comprehending here and there. I understand most. Dad usually speaks Patois whenever he’s around us at home, but considering he hasn’t been home in a year, the lessons have been few and far between.

         “Maybe if we spent more time with you,” I say timidly. “You know, you could teach us more …”

         Dad shifts. “You’re right. I know we haven’t had much time together for a bit.”

         “A year.”

         It slips out.

         He pauses. “We’ll have lots of time to make up for that this summer. You two are gonna leave here full-blown Jamaican girls. Accent and everyting.”

         “Woot! Woot!” Mia yells, sucking on her mango seed. Uncle Wayne and Dad laugh. I take a deep breath, easing up.

         “Uno ah go chat like yuh come straight from yawd,” Uncle Wayne says.

         I peel back the rest of the skin on my mango before shoving my head out the window. We pass a man in a bright green mesh tank top riding a bike as he blasts music from a makeshift sound system that he carries on his shoulder. A smooth bass wafts through the air, its hypnotic rhythm drawing me in as I take in the words.

         
            I and I ah Rasta children, I and I ah Rasta children

            I and I come from Zion, I and I come from Zion

         

         The warm breeze grazes my scalp, and sweet mango juice stains my mouth. I close my eyes, and I lose myself in the rhythm, the tight coils of my Afro blowing softly in the wind. As the car engine hums through the noisy city, I feel myself falling further and further into relaxation, the heaviness of the plane ride beginning to feel like a distant memory.

         
             

         

         I awake a few hours later to find that we are still en route.

         I look over to Mia, who’s fast asleep, her DS still clenched tightly in the palm of her hand. Far out of the town and away from what feels like civilization, we are now driving through the mountains of Jamaica. Uncle Wayne navigates the dangerously narrow edges, beeping his horn to let oncoming traffic know that he is rounding the bend. One wrong turn and we could go falling off the side. I distract myself by focusing on the lush greenery that swallows us into what feels like a hidden Jamaican jungle.

         “Do you remember any of this?” my dad asks me.

         I gaze out the window. “Not really.”

         “You woulda been too young to remember. Last time you come ah yawd you must’ve been five or six.”

         “Yawd?” I ask, confused after hearing the word for a second time.

         He laughs. “Yard. The country. Where I grew up. We’ll be staying here for a bit.”

         “Oh,” I reply, slightly taken aback. “I thought we were staying in Kingston.”

         “We’re staying here for a week or so first. You’ve got all summer to go to town.” He turns back to look at me, his gray eyes bright. “Plus, this will be good for you. You’ll have kids your own age to play with.”

         “I’m not a kid, Dad.”

         “You know what I mean, Tilla.” His tone becomes slightly annoyed. “Just relax.”

         “I am,” I say, defensive.

         “Uno deh in for a real culture shock,” Uncle Wayne interjects. “Yuh nuh deh ah foreign nuh more.”

         His words make me anxious as memories of spending time in the country begin to flood my mind. Mia wasn’t born yet, but I remember visiting the remote part of the island where my dad grew up when I was just a kid. And although the memories are foggy, there’s one person I could never forget:

         My cousin Andre.

         I haven’t seen him in years, but the mere thought of him sends me into nostalgia. We would always play together when we were kids on my summer trips to the island. I remember him always being soft and curious, his energy matching mine when I felt shy among a family I barely knew. In more recent years, he would occasionally call the house to speak to my father. I would hear his quiet voice come through the phone, muffled by the distance and choppy connection.

         “Mass Tyson deh home?” he would ask.

         I always imagined him standing at a local shop as he whispered into the line. He would ask my father when he would be returning or what duties my father wanted him to fulfill around the house. I would usually hear his voice in passing, but growing up, I imagined him to be the long-lost brother I never had. And even though I know my imagination was only inspired by foggy childhood memories, the idea still comforts me. He is what I remember most about the country.

         He was my friend.

         We speed by tight corners and crevices until after a while the lush forestry becomes zinc fences and dirt roads. Soon, the bright blue sky turns gray, growing heavy with rain. In what seems like an instant, a light drizzle turns to a heavy, humid, and thunderous downpour.

         “Welcome to di country.” Uncle Wayne glances at us in the rearview mirror. “It soon start rain like dis every day. Hurricane season soon come.”

         The mention of hurricane season feels daunting. It’s been Mom’s biggest concern ever since Dad first had the idea to send us down here. I recall the arguments I would overhear late at night, when Mom thought Mia and I had gone off to bed. I would press my ear against her door as my father’s voice came through Mom’s speakerphone.

         “You’re being ridiculous,” he would say. “Too Canadian for your own good.”

         “Because I’m worried about the safety of my children?!” she would snap. “One of us has to give a fuck, Tyson! One of us has to be responsible.”

         “Wha you ah talk bout?! All you do is coddle di pickney dem! They’ll never know their strength, the way you shelter them from the world. They’ll spend their whole life scared, just like you!”

         Thunder roars through the trees, snapping me out of the memory. I watch droplets of rain roll down the window as I consider my father’s words. He wasn’t wrong. My mom has spent most of her life afraid. Afraid to try new things, afraid to travel … Afraid he would leave her. The strange part is, they both grew up in Jamaica and had to deal with hurricanes every year.

         But storms were never a big deal to my father.

         “You’re too overprotective,” he would say. “Yuh ah go deprive di girls of a real connection to their roots.”

         They would go back and forth until the late hours of the night, until eventually he hung up or she gave in.

         And now here we are.

         The sky becomes dark, and the rain crashes down onto the windshield, waking Mia out of her slumber. I watch the water as it hits the ground, turning the hot dirt into thick mud. People rush out of the houses buried in the mountainsides, grabbing their laundry from the line.

         We drive for a few more miles before taking a sharp right turn up a large hill. Our ride grows bumpy as we make our way over rocks cemented into the ground. I’m surprised this little Honda is able to make such an ambitious trek. Dad turns to me as if he can read my mind.

         “Dis is a Jamaican car. It coulda handle anyting.” His accent gets more apparent the deeper we get into the island. I stifle a grin. I don’t have the heart to tell him that Hondas aren’t made in Jamaica. He flashes a smile like an excited child, eager to get home and show off his new toys. His foreign daughters. I fight the smile that creeps onto my face as we continue through a narrow pathway in the forest, passing goats and cows that are tied to trees.

         “Welcome back to Comfort Hall, Manchester,” Dad beams. “Where me bawn and raise.”

         “Oh my God!” Mia says. “Look at all the animals!” I turn to look out her window. Lining the path is a wired fence where chickens run wild, and above our heads, tropical birds fly low. Despite the rain, mud, and poor infrastructure, it feels like we’ve arrived in some sort of a farmland jungle paradise.

         Off in the distance, at the end of the path, appears a really big white house that looks as though it was built by hand. About ten people stand out back as younger kids jump up and down, awaiting what seems to be our arrival. They use spare shards of zinc to shield themselves from the heavy downpour.

         “Uno ready?!” Dad yells over the sound of the thunderous rain.

         “Yeah,” I say anxiously.

         We pull up to the back of the house, and Uncle Wayne brings the car to a stop. The eager eyes don’t look away as nerves dance in my stomach.

         Could they seriously be waiting on us?

         “All right,” Dad beams, opening his door to the heavy rainfall. “Come nuh!”

         Before I even have a chance to respond, my door flies open, and I am met by a boy my age, staring down at me with bright brown eyes and a wide, crooked smile. He stands barefoot in the mud, drops of rain running down his soft brown face. He bats his wet lashes, holding a piece of zinc over his head.

         “TILL-AH!” He exaggerates a nonexistent h at the end of my name. His smile grows so big I think his face might burst. “Wha gwan?!”

         “Oh, uh … hey.” I smile awkwardly, yelling over the sound of the rain as I rack my brain to remember who he is. He grabs my hand and pulls me out of the car, and in an instant, I am nestled under his jagged piece of zinc. Shielded from the massive downpour, he embraces me in the tightest hug.

         “Yuh rememba me?!” he asks, his country accent thicker than my father’s and Uncle Wayne’s combined. He speaks rapidly and his words jumble together, making him nearly impossible to understand.

         “Yeah … kind of,” I lie.

         “Ah lie!” he yells playfully, disbelief twinkling in his bright eyes. “Yuh nuh ’memba yuh big cousin?! Cockfoot!” He throws his head back and lets out a yelp of laughter.

         I stifle an awkward smile, unsure of how the hell I’m going to get past this language barrier.

         “Richie! Come grab a bag, nuh mon!” my dad calls out from the back of the car.

         “Me ah come, Mass Tyson!” He turns back to me, mocking an over-pronounced American accent. “Well, I am your big cuzin. Call me RIH-CHEE.” He winks.

         “All right, Richie.” I giggle.

         “Come, gwan inside. Dem cyan wait fi see uno.” He grabs my backpack from the car and ushers me toward the back door, where aunts, uncles, and cousins that I barely recognize await us with smiles as wide as his.

         An aunt—who I vaguely remember to be named Adele—pulls me aggressively into her arms. “Me cyan believe say uno reach!” she beams. She wears a battered pink tank top with holes in it. When she releases me, another woman who I assume is also my aunt pats my back a little too hard. She speaks a clearer English.

         “Tilla! Look pon you! You’ve gotten so big!” she yells over the sound of the rain. I grimace through the sting of her palm.

         As everyone chatters around us, I meet eyes with a girl about my age. There is no mistaking that this is Uncle Wayne’s daughter, Diana. She has rich tan brown skin and four long, thick braids that hang down her back. She has big brown eyes, and she gives me a closed-mouth smile as she sips from a juice box.

         The adults crowd around us, and Mia just observes it all, giving everyone a look that says, Who the hell are you? I search the unfamiliar faces for Andre—but no sight. Just then, Aunt Adele grabs me by the hand and leads us in through the back door and into a dimly lit, damp kitchen. Although the outside of the house is something to marvel at, the inside feels archaic.

         “Dis is di kitchen.” Aunt Adele beams.

         Aged pots and pans are stacked on top of an old gas stove that sits in the corner. Built by hand, the counters and walls are made from cement and the floor from red clay. A small gas lamp lights the way, revealing barren cupboards.

         We make our way through another door, stepping into what appears to be the living and main gathering space. It’s much more updated than the kitchen, and natural light streams in from the open front door. Two long brown couches line the walls, and an old wooden TV set sits at the front of the room by the main door. Aunt Adele leads us out the front door to the most impressive part of the house:

         The veranda.

         As soon as I step out, it becomes clear that this is where they spend most of their time. The floors are checkered with red tiles that have been freshly shined, and at the front stand two giant white pillars with steps leading down into the yard. Chairs and plush benches line the patio that overlooks an enormous yard. There is nothing but greenery for miles, and at the end of the freshly cut grass are tall metal gates. The entire yard is surrounded by a forest that is blocked off by tall bush walls, adorned with hibiscus flowers. Trees spill over into the yard, revealing thick coconuts and succulent mangoes. The rain smells delightful as it hits all this vegetation, and birds sing sweet melodies, as if welcoming me to their home.

         Out of the corner of my eye, I spot two older people shuffling over who I couldn’t mistake if I tried: my grandparents. They use sticks to guide themselves over to the action. My grandma, Myrtle, beams a toothless grin and has silky gray hair that is hidden under a purple head wrap. My grandfather, Stanley, sports gray trousers, a matching button up, a red ball cap, and shoes that prove he was in the forest all day collecting fruit or chopping sugar cane. They hobble over to me with their arms wide open.

         “Till-ah!” My grandma pulls me into a hug.

         “Hi, Mama.” She smells like sweet cornmeal porridge and freshly picked coffee beans all in one. When she finally lets go, my grandfather reaches out his hand for me to shake.

         “Till-ah.” He smiles brightly. “How you do?!”

         “Hi, Papa. Good to see you.”

         “Uno want suh-um fi drink?” Aunt Adele asks.

         My other aunt, who speaks better English—I’m still not sure of her name—clarifies. “She wants to know if you are thirsty. I can imagine it was a long trip.”

         “Oh, that would be great. Thanks.”

         “Adele does all the cooking around here,” Dad calls. “Stay on her good side.” Everyone chuckles as Aunt Adele heads inside. The attention focuses back onto us as Dad does a round of reintroductions. “You remember your aunt Herma?” he asks, gesturing to the one that speaks clearer English. “My big sister. She’s the glue that holds this place together. The oldest out of all of us.”

         “Yeah,” I lie. “I remember.”

         “I would barely recognize you if I saw you pon road,” Aunt Herma says.

         “Herma and Junior both make clothes. You go to them if you need anything made.” Dad gestures to a man who stands next to a sewing machine on the veranda. He has green eyes and a buzz cut, and if it weren’t for the few gray hairs that speckle my father’s beard, the two of them could pass for twins.

         “You two remember your uncle Junior, right?” Dad asks.

         No.

         I nod yes.

         He’s much skinnier than my father, and his build is quite frail. He couldn’t be more than thirty-five, but the lines on his face are sunken.

         “Wha gwan?” he nods, his face stoic.

         “Hello, girls!” Another woman approaches us, gray hair lining her permed ponytail. “Nice to see you again.” She shakes our hands firmly. “You prob-ly don remember me, but I am your aun-tie Shirley. Uncle Wayne iz my huz-ban.” Her demeanor is strong, self-assured, and assertive. “We live in di pink house out back. Before you come up di path. Come by any time.”

         “Okay.” I smile.

         “You remember my daughta?” She waves Diana over. “Dee! Come here nuh girl.” From the corner of the veranda, Diana walks over, still sipping on her juice box.

         “Hi.” She extends her hand as Aunt Shirley walks off to talk among the adults.

         “Hey, Diana.” I smile again.

         “It’s Dee-yanna. Mummy named me after di princess, but we pronounce it a likkle different. You remember me?” Diana asks. “I know it’s been a while. You don’t have to lie.”

         “Yuh tink dem could forget a gyal weh head so big?!” Richie interrupts. “Tell me who could forget a head weh look so. Nuh true, Tilla?”

         “I remember you.” I giggle. “We used to play together when we were kids.”

         “See, Richie? I’m unforgettable.” She flips her braids, happy to be remembered. “She doesn’t even know who you are.”

         Richie gives her the finger before calling out to two boys standing nearby. “Uno come here nuh mon! Why yuh ah act so haunted?!”

         The two boys stagger over, one around my age and the other around Mia’s. As they get closer, I beam when I realize who it is.

         Andre.

         He’s significantly darker in complexion than everyone else, and his big brown eyes sparkle beneath long, beautiful lashes. The last time we saw each other, we were children, but I could never forget that deep complexion and those twinkling eyes.

         The younger one that stands beside Andre is a few shades lighter than my father and has the same green eyes that Uncle Junior has.

         “I’m sure you cyan forget these two dry-foot boys,” Richie clowns. “You rememba me likkle brothers? Andre and Kenny?” I light up at the mention of Andre’s name.

         “Yeah.” I beam, hopeful that he remembers me. “Of course.”

         Andre gives me a shy nod, smiling to reveal dimples on either side of his mouth.

         “Talk nuh, bwoy!” Richie instructs.

         “Cool nuh, Richie!” Andre squirms. “Wha’ppen, Tilla?”

         “Andre likes to act shy.” Diana rolls her eyes. “In reality, he has the loudest mouth outta all of us. Blackest one, too.”

         I cringe as the words leave her mouth. Did she just say what I thought she did? I shake it off, convinced that it has to be some kind of Patois lingo I don’t understand.

         “You rememba Kenny?” Richie refocuses my attention. He points to the younger light-skin boy who sucks on his thumb even though he seems way too old to be doing so.

         “Yeah.” I nod.

         “Lawd, Richie, looks like you ah di only one she forget.” Diana laughs.

         “Hush up yuh mout, Diana.” Richie shoves her to the side. “So Till-ah, wha yuh bring we from foreign?”

         “What?” I look at him confused, unsure of what it is he’s asking.

         “Tek yuh time nuh, Richie. Ah real foreign gyal dis, yuh know.” Diana turns to me and begins talking in baby talk, “He-wants-to-know-if-you-brought-him-anything-from-foreign.” She smiles, clearly feeling accomplished. “Foreign meaning Canada.”

         “Oh,” I reply. “Yeah. Dad had us bring some shoes and clothes and stuff.”

         “Bumba!” Richie jumps up excitedly.

         The boys tackle each other as they run for our suitcases. Diana turns to me. “The boys are idiots. They’re not used to much.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m the only civilized person around here.”

         I offer her an awkward smile.

         “I’m serious,” she continues. “It’s because I go to school in town.”

         “Isn’t town like four hours away?” I ask. “You go that far for school?”

         “Well, unless I want to end up a beggar like these idiots, I have no choice. Town is where the educated people go. I board at an all-girls’ school during the year.”

         “That’s cool.”

         “It’s pretty exclusive.” she boasts.

         “Where do the boys go?”

         “You mean if they go at all? Comfort Hall Primary. Richie and Kenny are enrolled. Andre stays home and does work around the yard.” There’s a fake poshness to her that I can’t help but find amusing. We take a seat on the ledge of the veranda, and she flips her braids behind her back. “Town people are much more civilized. Country is a poor man’s land.”

         I nod, her bluntness making me uncomfortable.

         “So, you all live in this house?”

         “No, sa!” she replies, faux offended. “They do. I could never. I live in di house out back with my family, and it’s much nicer than this one. Daddy just built it and finished the upgrades. White tile floors and everyting. You should come by sometime.”

         “That’d be cool.”

         She giggles. “Uno foreign gyal talk funny.”

         “What?” I struggle to understand her.

         “I said, ‘You foreign girls talk funny.’”

         “What do you mean?”

         “That’d be, like, so cool!” She mimics me in a cringeworthy Valley girl voice. “Me never meet anyone weh talk so.” She throws her head back in an obnoxious cackle. I offer a weak smile, silently becoming self-conscious.

         “Nuh worry yuhself.” She smiles, picking up on my discomfort. “After a few weeks here, you’ll be talking like us in no time at all.”

         After a while, the heavy rain lightens up, and Aunt Adele serves dinner. The aroma of stewed fish and rice fills the patio as she passes out fifteen plates, making sure no mouth goes unfed. When I take my first bite, I’m already tempted to ask for seconds. Everything is filled with so much flavor. Across the veranda, all that can be heard is the scraping of forks on plates as we sit in the dewy aftermath of the rain.

         “Tilla!” Dad calls to me, mid-conversation with my aunts. “Yuh have di picture from when ya soccer team won di finals?”

         I eye him quizzically. “Soccer team?”

         “Yeah. When your team came first in the league!”

         “From eighth grade?”

         “Yeah, that one. Me wan show Herma.”

         “No, it’s at home,” I say, even though I know he already knew that. I find it hilarious that he’s bragging about my house-league soccer team from four years ago. Not only was I terrible, but my team won by default when the other team forfeited. I was beaming when I came home with a gold pendant around my neck, and Dad made me wear it to school for weeks. He said he wanted everyone to know I was a champion.

         I wonder if he remembers that.

         Everyone banters back and forth as the sun sets over the yard. A warmth comes over me as I listen in reverence to the laughter and the stories. I observe the glimmer in my father’s eyes as he shows us off like brand-new toys and the sparkle in his smile as he brags about our accomplishments back home. This is a celebration, and we are the cause.

         Finally.

         They are celebrating us.

         He is celebrating us.

         
             

         

         And just like that, I forget all the birthdays he’s ever missed.
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