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Do not assume that you are safe if you remain silent.


(see Esther 4:14)

















PROLOGUE



“Winsome! Winsome! Winsome! Winsome!” the crowd chanted.


We were in a hotel ballroom in Chantilly, Virginia, part of the vast Northern Virginia suburban sprawl. The hour was so late it was actually the morning after election day. Our newly elected governor’s team had planned the order of show with my team.


You will speak for a certain amount of time.


You’ll move to stage right.


The governor will follow.


What do you want for your entrance music?


Yes, we’ll cue it up.


They were very professional. Extremely organized.


But it’s election night! Nothing goes as planned. You can throw the script away because that crowd is going to take you where it takes you.


I gazed out at those gathered. The room was packed, and then in the back was a large riser jampacked with cameras. The media was out in force tonight. Most of them had probably thought they were going to broadcast a series of concession speeches, since the governor and I are elected separately, but we were about to give them a different story.


“I am at a loss for words—for the first time in my life,” I began.


“We love you,” called a female voice from the crowd.


“I love you, too.” I raised my arms in the air trying to hug the crowd somehow in a metaphoric way, or at least show my equal excitement.


“Oorah!” a male voice shouted. My husband, Terry, who was standing beside me, echoed it. I recognized the meaning of the shout immediately, of course, and up went one of my fists to bump the air.


“Oorah!” I called back. “Marine Corps!” More cheers from the crowd. “Motivated! Dedicated!”


Then it was time to get back to the task at hand. I was standing on this stage for a victory speech. I had on this evening been elected the lieutenant governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia in the good, old U.S.A. It was a night of firsts. I was Virginia’s first female lieutenant governor. I was the first Black female elected statewide. I was the first female immigrant lieutenant governor. I was the first female veteran. But as much as I appreciated achieving these milestones in my home state—my chosen and much-beloved Commonwealth—I was not here to exult in accomplishments. I was not on that stage for me.


I was on the stage first for God, for the Lord and Savior who had guided me for so long, shored me up, shown me the way, answered so many prayers, given me the occasional sign, and, just as importantly, had told me, “No, child”—“no” in the most certain, undeniable manner. I was here for my God, and because of my God first and foremost.


But I was also here for the people of Virginia. You see, I had not been elected to be the lieutenant governor of the Republicans in Virginia, of the Independents and Democrats who had voted for me. No, I had been elected to be the lieutenant governor for all Virginians. My two reasons for being on the stage were joined hand in hand.


I had been presented with victory by the Lord so that I could assume that responsibility. That was what He required of me. Nothing less than my best for the people I was elected to represent.


Virginia has the oldest legislature in the New World. It is the birthplace of George Washington. James Madison put forward the Bill of Rights based on the Virginia constitution. Virginia had also been a slave state. Yet here I was, a Black woman elected to be second in command in the former capital of the Confederacy, and an immigrant at that. Washington, Jefferson, and Madison might not have envisioned this could happen—but I think they did. Those documents they left behind proclaim as much. The Constitution, conceived and shepherded by a Virginia boy. The Declaration of Independence, written by a Virginia boy. The father of our nation, a Virginia boy.


I am proud to stand among them.


I am a Virginian.


“I’m here because of you, Virginia,” I continued. “I’m here because you put your trust in me. That’s the only reason I’m here. Thank you! Thank you!”


I took a folded piece of paper from where I’d stashed it under the red dress jacket I was wearing. I opened up the paper. “Got my speech!”


The truth was, there was not much written on the paper my friend had thrust into my hand and on which I’d scribbled notes. I hadn’t planned on this. After all the effort, all the trials, all the hope, the truth was that I had not expected to win. Yet, I also didn’t expect to lose.


I knew that this was the first time many who were watching would have seen me or had any idea who I was or where I’d come from. Standing alongside me were the dearest people in my life—people who sustained me and helped make me who I am. Of course, I wanted to talk about them first.


“Let me introduce the people behind me. I’ve got my husband, Terence. He’s another Marine.” More cheers from the crowd at this. I gestured to my right. “My daughter Katia.” I nodded to my left. “And my other daughter, Janel.” My girls smiled and waved.


“I’m telling you that what you’re looking at is the American Dream.” I repeated the point. “The American Dream.”


Cheers and oorahs. I let the uproar die down a bit and continued.


“When my father came to this country August eleventh of 1963, he came from Jamaica at the height of the U.S. civil rights movement. He came—and it was such a bad time for us—but I asked him ‘Why did you come?’ and he answered that he came because America was where the jobs and the opportunity were. And he only came with a dollar seventy-five. One dollar and seventy-five cents. He took any job he could find, and he put himself through school and started his American Dream. Now he’s comfortably retired.


“Then he came and got me when I was six years old. And when I stepped on that Pan-Am Boeing 727 and landed at JFK, I landed in a new world. So let me tell you this: I am not even first-generation American. When I joined the Marine Corps, I was still a Jamaican. But this country had done so much for me that I was willing—willing—to die for this country.” Behind me, I knew Terry would be nodding in agreement to this. He felt the same. I raised my right arm.


“U.S.A.!” I called out. It only took that one prompt for the crowd to join in.


“U.S.A.! U.S.A.!”


I couldn’t help myself, but gesticulated to them like an ecstatic minister of music or orchestra director. There was no need to do this, of course. They were already in perfect harmony, and the chants were music uniting us all. This went on for a while until I had to signal I needed to go on. After all, the governor had yet to speak! I began to feel the tick of the clock, and that weight of responsibility mixed with deep gratitude returned, as well.


“And so I say to you… victory, indeed, yes. But I say to you, there are some who want to divide us and we must not let that happen. They would like us to believe we are back in 1963 when my father came. But we can live where we want. We can eat where we want. We own the water fountains. We have had a Black president elected not once, but twice, and here I am, living proof! In case you haven’t noticed, I am Black, and I have been Black all my life. But that’s not what this is about. We are going to be about the business of the Commonwealth. We have things to tend to. We are going to fully fund our historically Black colleges and universities. You’re going to hear from your governor-elect, Glenn Youngkin, and he’s got a day-one plan that I’m already tired about.”


This may have sounded a bit confusing, but I’d momentarily reflected what we were dedicated to accomplishing. It was quite a list. The people of Virginia were counting on us to implement it. “Don’t know how we’re going to make it to day two.


“But he’s going to make sure we keep more of our money in our pockets, because he’s going to get rid of all kinds of taxes. We’re going to have safer neighborhoods, safer communities.” I raised a fist in emphasis, talking about the issue closest to my heart. “And our children are going to get a good education! Because education lifted my father out of poverty. Education lifted me out of poverty. Education will lift us all out of poverty because we must have marketable skills so that our children can not only survive, but they will thrive. They will create generational wealth. That’s what this is about.”


More calls of excitement and appreciation from the gathered crowd.


“It’s a historic night. Yes, it is. But I didn’t run to make history. I just wanted to leave it better than I found it. And with your help, we’re going to do that. We’re going to have transparent government. And as I used to say when we were on the trail, hold on Virginia, help is on the way! The cavalry has arrived!”


More cheers.


“Thank you. God bless you! And finally…”


“Winsome! Winsome! Winsome!” the crowd called out. This was getting a bit embarrassing, and the governor needed to make his announcement. Time to wind it up!


“Want to thank my staff, because I couldn’t have done it without them. We were a rag-tag bunch of people. We ran an impossible, improbable campaign…”


“God was with us,” someone shouted from the audience.


“God was exactly with us, otherwise we would never have made it.” I gestured upward with my open palm. “And so I want to finish up by thanking you, Jesus!”


I finished with what had become not merely my slogan, the slogan of my campaign staff, but of this extraordinary election filled with echoes that would reverberate throughout America in the coming years. The back of the room was filled with a veritable bandstand of national media aiming their cameras and microphones toward me. We had fought back and won against a dark shadow that had covered our Commonwealth. It was a Goliath of idiotic politics, of insane school policies that sought to indoctrinate children in family-destroying propaganda, and the collapse of education due to institutions exercising raw and corrupt power during a nationwide pandemic. Virginia could indeed be a harbinger for change in America. We were David going up against Goliath. I was aware of it. Governor-elect Youngkin knew it, too. Our newly elected attorney general knew it. We’d felt it in the campaign as a rising tide turning our dim prospects first into hope, and then into determined certainty. Virginia had elected us because the Commonwealth needed saving. No wonder I felt such responsibility.


But tonight was for celebrating, for catching our breath to take on the challenges ahead. Tonight was victory against opponents with ludicrously high amounts of funding, with a tremendous assortment of institutions backing them. Tonight was victory against all odds. So I cried out with joy the feeling that rose in my heart.


“How sweet it is!”















Chapter One



JAMAICA BABY


“There’s going to be a tug-of-war for this child.”


These were the prophetic words of Alberta Campbell, my great-grandmother, my mother’s grandmother. The child she was talking about was me.


This is not an unusual problem in Jamaica, the country of my birth. I was born in Kingston, the capital city, and largest town on the island. My mom and dad were neighbors. My mother’s name is Olive Harris, but everyone calls her Sweetie. My father is William Earle. Everyone calls him Willie. Both are still alive, my mother in Jamaica, my father in retirement in Georgia.


They lived nearby and grew up around one another. My dad’s family was much richer than Mom’s family—rich for third world Jamaica in the 1950s and early 1960s, that is.


My mother and father grew up together. Because of me they have remained connected for life. My father later married (and divorced). I have a sister as a result. My mother never did marry.


I was born March 11, 1964.


My mother’s family had not started off poor. Alberta’s father had worked as a plantation overseer in Jamaica. He had received some education. She was the only child and inherited quite a bit of money when he died, as well as property all over the island. She even had one of the first cars in Jamaica.


Alas, great-grandmother Alberta lost it all. She lost most of it through terrible deals and investments. They had enough to get by on, but the go-go time of my great-grandmother’s youth was past. She and her children ended up living on one remaining property, which they’d transformed into a residence. This is where my mother lives to this day. It’s about two acres, with lots of tropical fruit trees, and my grandmother grew grapes, as well.


By the time my mother came along, her family had grown quite poor. My father was leaving for America. He emigrated in August 1963.


My maternal grandmother, Sylvia Harris; my grandfather, William Harris.


In those days, the great Jamaican migration to America had just begun. In generations prior, most emigrating Jamaicans would go to England. When my father flew to America, he went on a British passport. It listed him as born in the “British West Indies.” Jamaica had become an independent country in 1962, but it was still part of the British Commonwealth.


My mother and father were never married. Yet, as we will see, my father in no way abandoned me, and neither did my mother, of course.


My mother named me Winsome. It’s an uncommon English girl’s name. Since William Earle is my dad, my maiden name is Winsome Earle.


When Dad came to New York in 1963, he arrived with nothing but $1.75 in his pocket. But he had high hopes and an indomitable will to make a life for himself in this new country. Dad lived with his older sister, who had immigrated to the Bronx. He worked all manner of jobs to get started, really anything he could get. There was no way he could allow himself to fail. My grandparents would have been ashamed. His family would have been mortified. People would say, “Willie went to big-big America and did nothing? Worthless!” He had gotten the opportunity that other people did not. He knew he had to do well. He must do well. Everything had already been arranged for my father to go. There were great expectations and great pressure for success in America.


Fortunately, he had a sound high school education and a plan. He had come with the beginnings of a trade, following in the footsteps of his father. He took classes to get the necessary qualifications for America.


Within a few years, he’d done it. He landed a job as a mechanic and welder working for Pan Am, at the time the greatest airline in the world and America’s flag carrier airline to the nations. Dad worked at the recently renamed John F. Kennedy International Airport. He wore coveralls at work—I seem to remember white ones—because he was a welder and a mechanic. His task was the repair and maintenance of the jet engines at JFK. This was back when Pan Am was the Pan Am, the airline with moxie.


He worked for Pan Am for decades. And, as a Pan Am employee, he was eligible to purchase discount tickets.


Pan Am flights would soon play prominently in my childhood.


Once I was born Mom came and introduced herself to the Earle family. She also introduced me. My father had grown up very loved in the Earle household. He had been the last born, the baby, and all agreed he was the favorite child. I’m told that as a baby I looked just like him.


I was very sickly as a baby. I wasn’t eating anything, and whenever I did eat, I threw it up. My mother and my grandmothers took me to every doctor they could find. Not one could figure out what was wrong. I was at death’s door.


My paternal grandmother, however, was not going to give up. She heard about “a woman.” We’re Christian folks, so to us that meant a spiritual prophet, a person with a divine gift of healing. Well, this woman diagnosed the problem as teething causing excessive swallowing of saliva leading to a bloated stomach. She picked herbs from her backyard—well, she picked leaves from some bush, I never learned what it was—and mixed up a tea. I drank it, and voilà, here I am today.


I don’t come from give-up-type people. It’s no surprise that my paternal grandmother was the one who found the woman who saved me. She loved me fiercely.


My father’s mother, who was to be instrumental in my life, is named Valda Earle. She was married to Gilbert Earle, my grandfather. He was a mechanic for the then-national bus company, Jamaica Omnibus Services (JOS).


My grandmother took to me instantly. My mother continued to visit, and my grandmother Earle began to babysit me. By that time, my mother had found a job at a manufacturing plant. She worked there for years and eventually became a junior executive. At the time, she worked on the factory floor and had to be absent for long hours during her shift.


At that time in Jamaica, grandmothers ran the show. I think it comes from African roots. Grandmother Valda kept asking for me and asking for me. She’d send my grandfather with the car if need be.


Eventually my father’s parents invited my mom to move in. So my mother stayed with my dad’s parents part of the time and her own family at other times. Valda would keep sending my grandfather to come and pick me up when we were away with my mom’s family. With my mother’s new job, it was a very good arrangement.


This was when Alberta, my great-grandmother, said to my mother, “There’s going to be a tug-of-war for this child.” She added, “And anyway, the Earles can provide more opportunities for the child. Let her go and live with her father’s people.”


So my mother went to live with my father’s mother and father fully. This is not so unusual in Jamaica. It’s accepted as one of the things families might do. There are many cousins living together with the grandparents or with other relatives. Everybody’s going away to America, to Canada, or to England. If you go abroad, you work until you can afford to send for the rest of the family to join you. In fact, many of my Earle and Harris uncles and aunts had immigrated either to America or England. My uncle, my father’s older brother, and his wife had also moved to America. They had left their two children with my grandmother until they could bring them.


That was how I moved into my grandmother Valda’s house, my childhood home. My father was not always absent, but came back regularly. He would make a long visit from New York every year. My earliest memory of him comes from when I was probably three. I was standing near almond trees, all growing in a row. I can still see the blossoms, and he was there with me.


My father seemed like a giant whenever he was around, even though he is only about five foot nine. He sent money to support my mother and me, but my mother banked it for me to have later. Also at the time, believe it or not, Jamaican money—based on the British pound sterling—was worth more than American money. My mother worked at the factory of a company called Metal Box Jamaica. They made tin containers for all sorts of items and uses. She had been promoted to line supervisor by then. She was doing fine in her new job and was able to make ends meet.


When he came to Jamaica, Dad would bring things back for me. My mother had family already in England. She might have gone to England herself, but she never wanted to immigrate there, and then, of course, she had me. Her family in England would send things for me, as well.


I was the new baby. I got toys, and later books and school items, from my father, and shoes and clothes from England. My mom got along well with Valda. The two women liked one another. It was agreed that I would, at least as a toddler, permanently live at my grandmother’s.


Many times later in life I asked my mother, “Why did you let this tug-of-war continue? Why didn’t you tell my grandmother that I’m your child and I was staying with you?” But down deep I have always understood. My mom did what was best for me at the time.


This arrangement meant that my grandmother had the most say over me. I fell asleep in my bed in her house. I woke up with the Jamaican sun shining through the jalousie windows of the room I shared with my cousin. My grandmother dressed me. She fed me. She played with me. She disciplined me when necessary. She was, for all intents and purposes, my second mother.


This was reflected in what we all called her.


We called her “Mommy.”


My mother was “Mom,” and my grandmother was “Mommy.”


Of course, my maternal grandparents were also in my life, as well. I was a very loved child and grandchild. My mother eventually moved back in with her parents. She was much closer to her workplace there, and she knew she was leaving me in good hands. It was as my great-grandmother had said, and her advice had helped them avoid the worst tug-of-war. I lived at the Earles’.


My grandparents didn’t have a phone, and neither did my mother. The neighbors did have a phone, however, and my grandmother could reach my mother at work if necessary


At times my mother kept me for longer periods. When I was with my mother, I had my own room, but it was small, kind of a cubby. Most of the time, I slept with her. I loved that. I got to be hugged in bed. Often she’d come and get me on the weekends, and then I’d go visit her side of the family, which was also very big. I got to know all those cousins. She lived about three miles away. It was a bus ride away, but you could also walk, which we frequently did.


My mother always wore gold bangles—ten or more gold bangles on each arm. I would hear the gold bangles and I would get so excited. My mother is here! But sometimes it was my grandmother, who also jingled when she walked. My heart would fall; it wasn’t my mother.


At this time, most women wore gold bangles in Jamaica. This may have arisen from the East Indian influence. And you never had just one. You had five or six at minimum. You got them from the Indian jewelers, and they didn’t buy them from suppliers; they made them.


I had gold bangles as a baby, as well. All girl babies did. Mine were adjustable as I grew. I had two bangles, a ring, and gold earrings. Girl babies must have earrings! You’re a bad parent if your baby girl doesn’t. It’s a cultural thing.


But I always came back to my grandmother’s. The arrangement made sense. At my mother’s, I had to wake up very early; she had to take me to school then take a long ride back to work.


So I saw her frequently, and I often stayed weekends at her place. It did not seem an unusual or stressful existence to me as a toddler. I had no other life with which to compare it. I missed my mother when she was not there. I sometimes longed for her greatly. But I wasn’t traumatized. Instead, I felt surrounded by love.
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My early childhood in Jamaica was blissful. My grandmother’s house was a sort of little Eden. The house was set quite far from the road. In fact, it was barely in shouting distance. We lived in the Oakland Crescent area. Many Kingston neighborhoods at that time were like the American suburbs in that they had yards. Our house was built in the center of around three acres. What took up most of that space?


Fruit trees.


There was every kind of fruit tree you could think of. They bore fruit throughout the year. You never could truly go hungry. We were surrounded by superfood, as we might call it now. An American apple has many vitamins and minerals, but a mango has more than double that. We had avocado trees. We had tamarind trees. We had cocoa; we could make natural hot chocolate from the tree and cocoa butter you could skim.


Grass had grown in most parts of the yard. Under the trees, the ground was dirt in spots, gravel in others, however, it was often covered, since there were so many fruit trees and the leaves were constantly falling off. One of my poor cousins would be tasked with raking the yard, and it was a never-ending undertaking. When I was old enough, that became one of my chores, as well.


My grandmother’s fruit trees always produced something, no matter what time of year it was. Jamaica is hot. The sun shines most of the time, although there are storms, and sometimes hurricanes. You can think of the seasons as dry and wet. A better way to measure them might be by what type of fresh fruit is available. Jamaica is near the equator. Kingston is on a parallel with Belize, southern Mexico, and Guatemala. The average annual temperature is around eighty-five degrees.


We ate fruit all the time, depending on what was in season. I think we had three or four types of mango trees, one of our favorite fruits, and they would bear at different times. Some kinds of mangos were more valuable and tastier than others. You could sell an East Indian mango, one of the best kinds, for what would have been around seven dollars in today’s money.


How do you tell a ripe mango? Sometimes when it turns yellow. This depends on the species, however. Most of the time, you just push on it. If it gives a little, then you know it’s ready. But if you eat it and it’s not quite ready, then it’ll really do a number on your stomach. Be careful with that.


Our house, as with most houses in Kingston, was surrounded by a fence. Especially along the front, this was more a civilized barrier than some impassible obstruction. People might open your gate, or find some other way through or over, and pick your mangos to eat or sell. Pilfering mangos was not exactly a nefarious crime—they’re just mangos, after all—but you didn’t want to lose all of them to poachers.


Mangos were great, but the crown jewels of the yard were the ackee trees. We had two. In Jamaica, you must have an ackee tree. Almost every home has at least one. It’s the national fruit and part of the national dish, ackee and salt fish. To tell the truth, I don’t know what ackee is in a horticultural sense, but we ate a lot of it.


Ackee trees bear four times a year. You must be careful about picking them. If you don’t allow the fruit to naturally open after ripening but attempt to force them open, the fruit will poison you. You will become very, very sick, and possibly die. Once the pod ripens, you boil the inner meat and fry it with salt fish. Salt fish is just heavily salted fish, but we call it salt fish in Jamaica.


How do you avoid poisoning yourself and obtain fresh ackee? Ackee comes in a red pod with a star shape. One will fit into the palm of your hand. You must wait for it to open. It truly is poisonous before that. When it opens, inside is the fruit. There are usually three fruit structures in an ackee pod. You will find three clumps of yellow flesh with three big black seeds attached.


You pick the pod from the tree, then you sit down with your ackees and process them. Jamaicans can do this with great adroitness. You pull them all the way open, then reach in and pluck out the yellowish fruit clumps. You remove the big black seeds and the pink fibers that hold the seeds in place.


There, attached to the inside of the pod, is fruit. This crinkled yellow fruit, cleaned of seeds and pink flesh, is what you eat. You boil it. To finish the meal you soak the salt fish to remove most of the salt. Then you put everything into a Dutch pot and cook it further. Cooked ackee takes on the texture of scrambled eggs. About two dozen ackee pods will make a family meal for four or five. By the way, Jamaicans use the traditional “Dutch pot”—imported long, long ago from Holland, and nowadays made of cast aluminum—as our primary cooking pot.


You also combine ackee and salt fish with breadfruit, plantains (we pronounce it “PLAN-tins”), and green bananas (a specific variety used for cooking). You boil it together with the green bananas, a dumpling or two, and you have the main meal on a Sunday.


I’m not an expert cook, Jamaican or otherwise, but my very American family will have it on occasion. If you’re going to be very extravagant, instead of salt fish, you might use bacon. In my childhood, using bacon would mean that you had money! We generally stuck with the traditional salt fish, however. And you must have freshly squeezed orange juice to accompany your ackee and salt fish. Now that’s a meal! That’ll take you through a whole Sunday.


I have to confess: My husband doesn’t like ackee and salt fish. That’s okay; more for us! All that a Jamaican American has to say is, “Hey, I have some fresh ackee,” and everyone else wants to know when they can get some. When my mother comes to America she will often bring a bag of ackee fruit. Yes, you can buy ackee in a can at a Jamaican food store, but it’s not the same. It’s not the fresh, wonderful ackee of my childhood, but it will do!


The tamarind trees in my maternal grandparents’ yard were descendants of the original stock that had been brought to the island when the Indians—or, as we called them, East Indians—migrated from India. The Chinese brought fruit and vegetables, too, notably bok choi. We called it “pop chow” in Jamaica. The plantains came from Africa. We had guavas native to Jamaica when I was young, but those got wiped out for some reason. The guavas on the island now come from somewhere else.


We also had a coconut tree. We call the produce of the tree “water coconut.” You could either pick them early—“young coconuts,” we called those—and the flesh would be jellylike, or you could let them continue to grow and the coconut would become like you see in America. After you take off the husk, you have the brown shell. Inside is coconut milk, but we never drank the milk. Instead, we used the milk as a stock for another favorite dish of Jamaica: rice and peas. You would think of rice and peas in America as rice and red beans, but we called beans peas. Rice and peas is always served very well seasoned, of course.


We would also make coconut oil from the milk. And for a final use, we’d skim off the cream when we juiced coconuts and use it to make another signature dish of Jamaica, rundown. Rundown is made with mackerel, a fish that was also considered extravagant, like bacon. Rundown was a special meal.


These dishes sound exotic, but they were what we ate when I was a child. I can’t make them. I’m only now learning how to cook rice and peas properly. The truth is, I never really learned the ins and outs. I was always the youngest and my older cousins did the cooking. I still can’t make a proper dumpling, which is a travesty. But there it is. You can boil or fry dumplings. I like flour dumplings. Corn dumplings I’ve always hated.


Speaking of corn, Jamaican babies get cornmeal porridge. I certainly did. Eating baby porridge is one of my earliest memories. This is Jamaican baby food, and I certainly got my share. It’s served well seasoned. There’s cinnamon in it, plus nutmeg, vanilla, and bay leaf, which gives it an aromatic flavor, all mixed in condensed milk. Pimento, another seasoning, goes with cornmeal, and it’s in the baby porridge, as well. I made porridge for my children when they were young, and they loved it. Here in America, I used cream of wheat and seasoned it Jamaican style. Corn porridge is delicious. Even when we were older, we would eat this from time to time. It must be made from fresh cornmeal, not store-bought. How do you make it? You put the corn in the pestle and you grind it, that’s how!


The odor of Jamaican cooking always takes me back, as aromas usually do for anyone who has come from another country, another culture. There were often delicious odors in my grandmother’s house. Saturday was the time for chicken soup. There was a chicken foot in it. I wouldn’t (and still won’t) eat chicken foot. There’s thyme in the soup, as well. You can tell when thyme is in a meal. It’s a hearty, tasty soup. Our soups are chock-full of seasoning.


In Jamaica, you don’t use a lot of salt because the herbs give it so much flavor it wakens up the meat and other ingredients. On Sundays another typical meal might be curry goat and white rice. This is served with plantains and callaloo. Callaloo is a Jamaican amaranth. It’s part of the spinach family, like collards, but there’s no bitterness to it. It’s made with coconut oil, onions, and garlic.


Tropical spice and seasoning transform everything in Jamaica. When Irish immigrants first came to Jamaica, they didn’t season their food so much, but Jamaica had its influence over time. Now Jamaican corn beef and cabbage is highly seasoned, much more so than in Ireland. I ordered some at an Irish pub here in America, and it was so blah. Not even onion? Not even black pepper? Just the beef? Our corn beef and cabbage in Jamaica is fabulous.


Jamaican food is very peppery, too. It’s filled with lots of Scotch Bonnet peppers, the pepper Mexicans call habanero. They’re not simply hot, they’re also flavorful. Everybody eats Scotch Bonnets; you grow up with the taste.


As I said, I never did much cooking. I was among the babies. My older cousins or my grandmother, aunt, or mom would cook. In America, my dad would cook. He cooked Jamaican and American food. He still loves to cook.


When I was first with my husband and I would make dinner, I said to him, “Share the dinner.”


He replied, “What does that even mean?”


I answered, “It means take some of the food and put it on the plate.” It’s the Jamaican way of saying this.


My husband says, “We call that ‘serving.’” Well, our belief is that we “share” our meals.


If a neighbor drops by and we know they don’t have much to eat, we’ll say “share a plate for Mr. So-and-so, Mrs. So-and-so.” Share a plate for them and take it to them later.


Other things seemed very strange in America to me at first. In Jamaica, we never had mayonnaise—our idea of a spread was gravy.


It was also not unusual to have dinner for breakfast. You might have ribs for breakfast, left over from the night before. I still do this. My husband, who is so American, looks at me and shakes his head sometimes. In America, breakfast food is supposed to be distinct and different!


When I was a child, I drank hot English tea constantly. Everyone drank English tea, and only the adults drank coffee. We had tea in the afternoons, tea to go to bed. Even now my husband asks me how I can drink tea or coffee right before bed. That was how I was raised.


When I almost died as a baby, the natural healer had gathered leaves from… some bush. That’s the way the island is. It seems to sprout healthy and medicinal plants in every backyard.


Whatever that bush was, they boiled its leaves, and here I am. During my early, growing up years, only when someone was ill did we normally drink so many of the herbal teas we’ve come to know now. A trip to the doctor was mostly unheard of, since there was some kind of medicinal bush in the backyard or in the market to alleviate illness.


I can remember that though we had toothbrushes, I saw others use a special twig as a toothbrush—knowledge passed down by our elders. We are losing that knowledge.















Chapter Two



MOMMY’S HOUSE


When people hear me talk about coming to America as a child it can sound complicated, and it was. Sometimes I refer to arriving in America at the age of six, and sometimes at the age of twelve. The truth is, both are accurate. I went to live with my father until I was nine in New York, with summers and holidays in Jamaica. I returned to living in Jamaica and my grandmother’s house for three years, then moved back to America permanently when I was almost thirteen. So my Jamaican childhood was interspersed with the portion of my childhood spent in the Bronx. In my memory, the two are intimately mixed.


My father is about five foot nine. My mother is about five foot three. I ended up somewhere in between at about five four and a half. My dad is a bit light-skinned; he’s got curly hair. His father’s mother, Sarah, was a green-eyed White woman from Ireland who married my great-grandfather, Robert, a very dark-skinned man. His father, my grandfather Gilbert, was light-skinned with wiry hair. My father’s mother, my grandmother Valda, was also mixed. Her mother was dark complexioned, but Valda’s father was White. We’re a typical Jamaican mix.


My family was well respected. We did have “a few shillings,” as the saying goes. We were not poor, but we were certainly not well-to-do. Both sides of my family rose from nothing to property owners—education did that. My grandmother’s house did not have air-conditioning. Most people didn’t have it in Jamaica. Only the very wealthy did back then.


Because my grandfather was a mechanic for the bus company and could easily keep it up, we had a car. Most people didn’t. My grandparents owned their property. Even though she’d only had an eighth-grade education, my grandmother was very intelligent and was very shrewd with money. She spoke very well. She wrote well. She was a voracious reader.


Mommy’s mother had been very dark-skinned. Her father, we believe, was a Jewish man. My grandmother had light skin and straighter, wavy hair. I remember asking her about that when I was a child, and she answered, “Well, it’s because my father was an East Indian.” But we think he was Jewish. One day we’ll sort it out.


In Jamaica, as in many Caribbean islands that were part of the British Empire, there are many East Indians whose families migrated from India, often in the 1800s. But my daughter has turned up quite a bit doing genealogical research and having our DNA analyzed. We believe my great-grandfather might have been of Syrian or Sephardic Jewish origin. There has long been a Jewish community on the island founded by a man named Abraham Cohen Henriques in 1670. Henriques came fleeing the Spanish Inquisition. Also Jewish settlers might have come with Christopher Columbus on his second voyage. There was an established Jewish community by the time the English captured Jamaica from the Spaniards.
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Gilbert Earle, my paternal grandfather and Valda’s husband, was very tall. He was light-skinned. As I’ve said, his father was a dark-skinned man who had married an Irish woman. One thing that impressed me as a child were his very long, straight legs.


My grandmother became my world, but my grandfather was more of a mystery to me. I never got to know him the way my cousins got to know him. He loved me as a baby, but after I went away, he grew more reserved. He was always a quiet man. My grandmother was a vocal, determined woman. She made up for his reserve with her outgoing nature. My grandfather was well spoken. He spoke a British type of English, and seldom used Jamaican patois.


I believe my grandfather suffered from lifelong PTSD. He’d been in World War II. At the time, they called it shell shock. You were just expected to get over it—except he didn’t. His way of dealing with it was, from time to time, drinking rum to relieve himself of whatever horrors had resurfaced. Barely twenty years had passed since World War II, after all. He would never talk about the war except when he was drunk or tipsy. Then we grandchildren would listen intently because he would say things he never otherwise revealed.


I remember one of the things he would say is “Churchill killed the Germans like rats.” He would tell us about U-boats and the barrels of oil in the sea, and other experiences. It may be strange to say, but my love of history comes from him. I’ve always had a particular interest in and reverence for British prime minister Winston Churchill because my grandfather brought him to life! Other than those rare war reminiscences, my grandfather didn’t say much.


Gilbert and Valda had saved up enough money to buy another piece of property, and at the time they rented that property out. They had built a duplex there, and eventually built even more houses on the property. They had made enough so that they could send my aunt to England to nursing school where she had a scholarship, and my father and his brother to America. They did not have enough money to support the sons once they were abroad. On the contrary, they were expected to work and send money back—hence my father arriving with $1.75 in his pocket.


My father’s sister, Aunt Violet, returned from England in my later childhood and helped raise me. She was an RN, whereas most other nurses in Kingston hospitals would have been something lesser than an RN. We called her Aunt Babs.


By the way, in Jamaica our nicknames are never anything close to what our true names are. Often, people do not know our true names until we’re dead and they see the name on the grave marker. For example, I have a cousin whom I thought was named Colleen. Then one day when I was about eighteen, I saw her with an initial ring. On it was etched “ME.”


“Who is ME?” I asked her. “It should be ‘CE’ for Colleen Earle.’”


She replied, “My real name is Marlene.”


How did she become Colleen? I don’t know. It can seem arbitrary. When we send Christmas cards among Jamaicans and Jamaican Americans, we’ll sometimes put in parentheses what our nickname is so the recipient knows who sent it. So Aunt Violet was Aunt Babs. I mean, “Babs” is supposed to be short for “Barbara,” right?
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Aunt Babs was the third extremely important matriarchal figure in my youth. Aunt Babs was a thoroughly modern 1970s woman back then. She wore an afro. She had returned from England to become the head operating theatre nurse at a hospital. In America, you might call her a head OR nurse. She trained other nurses as well. You could tell she’d been to England by her manner of speaking, lots of Britishisms. Like the traditional British nurses, she did not wear her nurse uniform outside of the hospital. Even without it, she always carried herself a different way. You knew she was a woman cut from very different cloth.


This was Jamaica, so we did not pronounce “Babs” with a short “a” sound, but rather with an “ah” vowel sound, so that it comes out as something like Aunt “Bobs” or “Bahbs,” an even stranger diminutive of her full name, Violet Earle Dexter.


Which brings me to the subject of the Jamaican manner of speaking. We spoke two languages everywhere, standard British English and Jamaican broken English, or patois. Now in Jamaica, you’re not supposed to speak patois to strangers. Furthermore, if you speak broken English all the time, you’re looked down upon as less educated. Now it’s not so much that way, but back then that’s how it was.


We weren’t allowed to speak patois at home. You could speak it with your friends, but you couldn’t speak it generally as a rule. People would correct you immediately.


Jamaican standard English pronunciations were much more English than American. For example, if I were to speak to you in that way, you might hear it as a cross between the queen of England and the type of Jamaican accent one hears today. There was a lot of British in it. My grandfather Gilbert was a very formal speaker in this manner. He would say “GA-rahj” for “garage” instead of the American “guh-RAHJ,” and so forth.


I speak Jamaican patois perfectly well, of course. I have kept in practice by years of speaking with my family! When I talk with my mother, I don’t speak deep patois, as it is called. To speak broken English was a sign of disrespect when I was growing up. Nowadays in Jamaica, everything in the class structure as reflected by the language has changed. This is a different generation. The old ways aren’t the new ways, I guess. But sure, I speak patois.
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