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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR PATSY


ONE OF 2019’S MOST ANTICIPATED BOOKS ACCORDING TO
Nylon * Entertainment Weekly * The Millions * Feminist Press * Now * Boston Globe * BuzzFeed * Bustle * Bookpage * Electric Literature * LitHub * The Rumpus * Books are Magic


PICKED FOR THE BEST BOOKS TO READ THIS SUMMER BY
Elle * POPSUGAR * Entertainment Weekly * New York Post


‘Brilliant…a winning pick to help you escape reality… Dennis-Benn, a Jamaican immigrant herself, writes with a keen awareness of what others experience living undocumented in America and the compromises that women make in order to prioritize themselves.’


Elle


‘Nicole Dennis-Benn is an exquisite writer who paints scenes with words so vivid you might as well be walking through it as a character, not a reader. In Patsy, she addresses motherhood, sexuality, racism, and colorism, turning her prodigious talents to the timely story of an undocumented immigrant straddling two worlds while learning that love isn’t a choice, but the beat in one’s blood.’ 


Jodi Picoult, New York Times bestselling author of A Spark of Light and Small Great Things


‘One of my favourite novels of 2017 was easily Nicole Dennis-Benn’s first novel, Here Comes the Sun, and when her second, Patsy, was announced, I almost lost my mind. The richness of Dennis-Benn’s writing is taken to another level in Patsy, the story of a Jamaican woman working towards her own version of the American dream… Dennis-Benn explores in such a textured, taut way what in love is gained, and what, or who, is left behind… Bliss.’ 


Candice Carty-Williams, author of Queenie


‘An immersive study in unintended consequences… This is a marvelous novel.’ 


Publishers Weekly


‘Dennis-Benn has written a profound book about sexuality, gender, race, and immigration that speaks to the contemporary moment through the figure of a woman alive with passion and regret.’ 


Kirkus (starred review)


‘Dennis-Benn builds big worlds inside and outside her touchable characters, writing through their knotty love in all its failures and mercies in this empathetic intergenerational epic of womanhood and inheritance.’


Booklist (starred review)


‘Stunningly powerful… Frank, funny, salty, heartbreaking, full of love.’


Alexander Chee, author of How to Write an Autobiographical Novel


‘Beautiful, shattering, and deeply affecting. Patsy’s story ultimately makes for a novel that is destined to endure.’ 


Chigozie Obioma, Man Booker-shortlisted author of The Fishermen


‘An aching meditation on motherhood, sacrifice, and what it means to look truth in the face in order to fully become oneself. A beautiful book, as heartbreaking as it is restorative.’ 


Cristina Henriquez, author of The Book of Unknown Americans


‘A novel that splits at the seams with yearning, elegantly written and deeply felt.’ 


Esme Weijun Wang, author of The Collected Schizophrenias


PRAISE FOR HERE COMES THE SUN


A New York Times Cool Reads for Hot Days Pick


One of the BBC’s Ten New Beach Reads to Devour


A Publishers Weekly Writer to Watch


An Elle Summer Book Everyone Will Be Talking About


A Bustle New Summer Book to Enjoy


A Marie Claire What We’re Reading Pick


A Cosmo Reads Selection


‘Stuns at every turn… It’s about women pushed to the edge, Jamaica in all its beauty and fury and more than anything else, a story that was just waiting to be told.’ 


Marlon James, author of A Brief History of Seven Killings


‘An expertly timed examination of race, class, gender and sexuality, weaved seamlessly into an engaging narrative…brilliantly written.’


Guardian


‘[A] lithe, artfully-plotted debut… Margot is one of the reasons to read this book. She is a startling, deeply memorable character. All of Ms. Dennis-Benn’s women are.’ 


New York Times


‘Superb, insightful debut.’ 


Sunday Herald


‘As well as being a page-turner, the book left me with food for thought – there’s never been a more apt time to learn about women living realities so different from your own.’ 


Grazia


‘Here Comes the Sun was the first Jamaica-set book I read. As a Jamaican woman, that was really exciting. It follows three women: two sisters and their mum. The older sister is navigating sexuality and being a queer woman, the younger is battling identity, being a darker-skinned girl, bleaching. It’s really addictive.’ 


Liv Little, Observer


‘Impossible to forget… Dennis-Benn’s writing is as lush as the island itself… [She] knows how to make the women so complex that we believe every hairpin turn of her plot.’ 


Boston Globe


‘The book vividly captures the fraught dynamics of familial and romantic relationships… Poignant.’ 


The New Yorker


‘A compelling exploration of exploitation, sacrifice, tourism, poverty and the drive for freedom, Here Comes the Sun will transport your mind – and heart.’ 


Buzzfeed


‘There is a richness to the way [Nicole Dennis-Benn] writes about Jamaican culture and identity, along with the New World colonialism that has cropped up along the nation’s shores. […] This book treads into brave territory. The struggle is not a beautiful one. But it is deeply powerful.’


Refinery29


‘In Here Comes the Sun, Nicole Dennis-Benn boldly takes on the emotional and psycho-social effects of colorism and classism, among other topics…full of culture and crackling with life.’ 


Chinelo Okparanta, author of Under the Udala Trees
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In memory of the unsung stories of undocumented immigrants
in search of trees with branches.




“Maybe home is somewhere I’m going and have never been before.”


WARSAN SHIRE





BOOK I


BIRDIE (1998)






1


JUST TWO YEARS SHY OF THIRTY, PATSY HAS NOTHING TO SHOW for it besides the flimsy brown envelope that she uses to shade herself from the white-hot glare of the sun. The envelope contains all her papers—from birth certificate to vaccination records. But most importantly, it carries her dream, a dream every Jamaican of a certain social ranking shares: boarding an airplane to America. For the destination, and for the ability to fly.


So when Patsy got the second opportunity to interview at the U.S. Embassy, she went. She hadn’t mentioned this to her family and hadn’t stopped to consider what they would think. This morning she slipped out of the house early—before Mr. Belnavis’s cock crowed, before the scent of Miss Hyacinth’s baking bread replaced the damp smell of morning, before Ras Norbert started chanting,”Believe me! Believe me not!” about gold buried in their backyard. Patsy scribbled a letter to her daughter in her best handwriting and left it next to Mama G’s Singer sewing machine in their modest two-bedroom house in Pennyfield—a working-class neighborhood contained by a hill and a gully. “Have a good day at school. Remember to look both ways before you cross the street and do not talk to strangers. Also, tell Miss Gains I will pay at the end of the month.” It wasn’t yet hot and humid when Patsy left, which made the light brown tweed blazer and olive polyester skirt that her best friend, Cicely, sent from America years ago seem like a sensible choice. Once upon a time they were too big when she tried them on, but now they fit snugly. Patsy had hung them up outside the wardrobe days before her interview to get the camphor-ball smell out the fabric, since she has never worn them. She wanted to appear confident, though when she stepped off the bus on Half-Way Tree Road she started to sweat. She stood still for a moment and looked back down the long stretch of road from which the bus came, wondering about how, when she left, her daughter simply turned on the squeaky queen-size bed they share without questioning. In the dark, as Patsy got dressed, she felt—or did she imagine it?—the eyes of the child peering at her from the bed, knowing and watchful. Patsy always dresses in the dark since she never looks in mirrors, is unimpressed with what she catches glimpses of: an average moon-shaped face, broad nose, full, down-turned lips, the way a child looks who has lost something, save for the perpetual deepened dimples in each cheek. She has eyes men compliment her on, though her large breasts upstage them, and dark brown skin that emphasizes the whites of her perfectly aligned teeth. Her hair she simply straightens with a hot comb every Sunday evening after dinner and brushes back into a tight bun with a slab of gel. When she felt Tru’s eyes this morning, she readied herself to put her index finger to the child’s lips in the dark and explain. But she didn’t have to. For Tru tends to squirm and sigh in her sleep anyway, as though she has already discovered Patsy’s betrayal. Not since Patsy hid the letters with the Brooklyn address inside a locked briefcase, which she keeps on top of the wardrobe, had she felt so dubious and guilty at once.


In the embassy line, Patsy fiddles with the small tiger’s-eye pendant around her neck—another gift from Cicely—for good luck. “Ah bought it in Chinatown. Yes, m’dear! Dem ’ave a place name suh! Dem ’ave good, good deals. When yuh come we can go together.” A liquid-like sensation shoots through Patsy’s veins underneath the tweed jacket. Though she’s early getting to the embassy, there is still a long line stretched all the way up to Knutsford Boulevard by the Jamaica Pegasus Hotel. The bright June morning is a merriment of blues, greens, and yellows. The sun is already approaching its hottest at seven o’clock, and the scents of Julie mangoes and crushed worms fill the air—remnants of last night’s shower. A flock of white, triangular birds fly south the way they do when fleeing the cold from North America.


But Patsy doesn’t pay attention to any of this. She clutches the large brown envelope under her armpit, where sweat blooms down her sides. Cicely told her to wear a suit. “Dey will tek yuh more seriously dis time.” But standing in a suit in the hot sun only makes the heat feel worse. There’s no way Patsy can take off the blazer, since the blouse underneath is soaked by now, hugging her like a wet T-shirt, too scandalous for the gaze of the Americans inside the embassy.


Aside from the few women dressed like they’re going to church on Easter Sunday, in hats and pastel-colored dresses with perspiration visible on their backs, many people, like Patsy, are dressed formally in business attire—some of the clothes borrowed, some bought, most too dark and heavy for the mocking heat. Patsy beckons a boy selling frozen bag-juice, hoping it will relieve some of the heat and maybe numb her nerves as she thinks of the questions the American will ask in the interview.


“Twenty dollah, miss-th,” the boy says with a lisp. He’s also selling whistles hung with strings around his thumb for people who, though in line to leave the island in droves, might want to join the evening celebration of the Reggae Boyz making it to the 1998 World Cup in France. Everyone in Jamaica is getting ready for the match this evening between Jamaica and Argentina. Nothing brings Jamaicans together like an international sporting event where they’ll be represented. Strangers embrace in Half-Way Tree. Gunmen lay down guns, grab barflies, kiss their proud, laughing mouths, and spin them like battling tops into the street. Young people open kitchen cupboards to fetch Dutch pots and metal spoons to bang with. In Pennyfield, men started making bets as early as last month, digging deep inside shallow pockets at Pete’s Bar, where there’s a big TV. Miss Maxine, known in the community for her cooked food, is prepared to snatch the fattest fowl from her coop to make brown-stew chicken and white rice for the occasion to sell with her special malt-liquor concoction—good for women wanting to conceive and men desiring energy, especially on a night of predicted victory.


Patsy pauses and looks at the young haggler with the bag juice and whistles around his thumb—a scrawny young man no older than sixteen in a mesh marina and a pair of knee-length shorts that don’t cover the scars on his legs. “Twenty dollah fi one bag juice?” she asks him.


“Yes miss-th.”


“Yuh t’ink people ’ave money like dat jus’ because dem inna embassy line?” Patsy asks.


The boy doesn’t respond, knowing his market. Just as he’s about to move to the next customer, Patsy says. “All right, gimme di orange.”


The boy hands her the juice and takes her money. He swiftly counts it, using his free thumb. Patsy watches him, impressed, as her mind spins and loops around the numbers. She lifts her tongue to the edge of her lips as she too counts in her head. Math was her favorite subject in school—the only subject that she excelled in. For there is nothing more certain than numbers. When the boy gives her the exact change, she tells him to keep it. It is easy to believe each penny will go toward his future; it is easy to believe he has one—that he will live out his days not selling juice and whistles, but working in someone’s bank as a senior accountant. Or owning one himself. But this moment of optimism lasts no longer than the line stretched around the corner, full of people who have discovered that certain seeds the land will not nurture. “T’ank yuh, miss-th,” the boy says, slightly bowing his head as though in resignation.


Patsy thinks of all the money she has wasted, investing in a passport and an American visa application. She was turned down two years ago with no explanation. People say it’s because she doesn’t own property in Jamaica. Aside from the seed money she gets from Vincent, the married businessman she sleeps with, there are no real assets she can tell the Americans she owns. “Dey tend to give you a visa if dey know yuh have assets to come back to. Dat way yuh won’t run weh fah good,” said Ramona, one of the other secretaries in a cubicle next to Patsy’s and the only one Patsy eats lunch with. “Also, dem tend to be lenient if yuh own yuh own business too,” said Sandria, the other secretary, who tends to butt her nose into people’s business, then go back to tell their boss, Miss Clark—a witch of a woman who scowls at everyone below her rank.


Pricked by the hopelessness of her situation, Patsy considers her story—one that lacks the drama inherent in, say, an asylum story, which she heard guarantees acceptance anywhere. She read in the Jamaica Observer a few months ago about the man who got chopped up with a cutlass by four men who found him in a “compromising position” behind a bush with another man. How he hauled himself, not to the hospital or police station, but to the Canadian Embassy and got a visa on the spot. “Dem funny man can mek anyt’ing ’appen. Even part di sea an’ walk ’pon wata. All dem haffi do is cry wolf,” Ramona had said, wrinkling her nose and folding the paper. Nonetheless, Patsy practices in her small cubicle at the Ministry, sitting upright in her swivel chair, legs crossed at the ankles, facing the blank wooden partition. And again, last night in her bed, lying on her back and staring up at the gaping hole of blackness in her bedroom, her daughter snoring softly beside her. “I am going to visit a friend”—simple as that, though she still lacks confidence saying it. She plans to follow it up with her rehearsed story—one that would convince them that she has no inclination of running away, because— how could she? She’d tell them that she owns land in Trelawny where she plans to build a house. (The land really belonged to Papa Joe, Mama G’s father and Patsy’s grandfather, a sugarcane farmer. He was forced to sell it to developers, who bought it for chicken feed and turned it into a stadium. Papa Joe died from a broken heart shortly afterward.) The embassy officials won’t know whether it’s true.


Most times Patsy stops herself mid-practice, worrying about being struck by lightning for lying, like Mama G always warns. But then again, Mama G has warned against other things that Patsy has disobeyed. Her whole childhood was spent with her mother at church or on street corners handing out Jesus Saves flyers and praying for “sinners” who refused flyers because they were in a hurry to work or school. Almost always Patsy would find herself repenting for sins she committed. But to lie for an American visa won’t be so bad, she reasons, since God will understand that it’s for the good of her family. She will go to America and send money home as soon as she finds work. This much is true—as her daughter’s name suggests. It’s a nickname that has stuck—a casual and spontaneous utterance when Patsy was too exhausted one day. Or was it for a whole week? A month? A year? She tends to lose count of these periods, too weak from the dark, heavy thing she cannot see but knows is always there, quiet and waiting. Mama G calls it the Devil’s cold, because it has a tendency to creep up like a thief in the middle of the night. How often has Patsy gone through periods where she feels like it’s pressing down, down on her chest? There are times when she can barely breathe because of it, much less lift the sheet to get out of bed. It was during one such spell that she willed herself to utter her daughter’s name, Trudy-Ann, which rushed out with an exhaled breath as only Tru.


Without pausing to correct herself, Patsy let the name carry on, since it drew her daughter to her anyway. She looked into her child’s large brown eyes that day. Her open moon face, which is similar to Patsy’s, lacked the earnestness of a curious toddler. When the thing finally lifted and Patsy regained her ability to breathe, she repeated the name, seeing something take shape in her daughter’s eyes. Mama G, whose head remains in the clouds, surprisingly caught on to the name as well, since to her the name sounded like the sort of name that would make the child less sinful. When the little girl began to write her own name, she spelled it as TRU—the name her school friends and teachers used, the name Pastor Kirby called her when he asked Patsy if she would send her to Sunday school like the rest of the children. “She might even learn to be a girl then,” he pressed. Only Tru’s father refuses to use the name or acknowledge it.


Patsy thinks about all this as she sucks on the cold bag juice, relieved to feel both its cooling and numbing effect. The embassy line begins to move steadily. In the shade of the palm trees Patsy pays more attention to the other people around her, wondering about their lies—how creative they might be. Take the man in a dark suit, who looks like he’s on his way to his own funeral. Like Patsy, he clutches his documents in an envelope, constantly adjusting the blue tie around his neck with the black callused fingers of a laborer, maybe a farmer. What might a man like that say to the embassy official? That he owns many acres of land? That he uses it to plant produce? That the produce doesn’t remain untouched, sitting bruised and overripe in Coronation Market, the only market where his things might sell, since his country can’t export them? Or maybe he’s going away for a few months, maybe a year, to farm, like most Jamaican farmers, who have lost the ability to profit from their own land. And then there’s the family of four behind him—a mother and her three small children. The oldest is a girl who watches her younger siblings as their mother scurries over to a food cart made of bamboo painted black, green, and yellow like the Jamaican flag. Peeled Julie mangoes and June plums dangle in transparent plastic bags from its awning. The children should be in school, Patsy thinks. What might the mother say to the embassy official? Patsy imagines the mother lifting up the two younger children for a smug-faced official to see—perhaps even handing them over like the bag of June plums to assess their worth. “See? See?” the mother might say. “All t’ree assets right ’ere.”


ONCE INSIDE, PATSY SITS AND AWAITS HER TURN, UNABLE TO revel in the reprieve of the cool air coming from the air conditioner. She feels hotter all of a sudden. People are seated next to her on plastic chairs, waiting their turn. Each time the attendant calls, “Next!” the person at the end of the front row gets up and goes to the available window. People move down accordingly, reminding Patsy of a game of musical chairs. Patsy prays that the window she gets called to will have someone nice and in a good mood. The Americans are protected behind a glass partition, their heads bowed as they take notes or review questions. Some seem distracted by things other than the person in front of them, perhaps unable to understand the patois spoken by the men and women from the rural parishes—country people who have left their villages before the crack of dawn, squeezed against vendors carrying produce to sell at the markets in town. Perhaps the Americans are equally frustrated, because no one can understand them either, especially when their t’s sound like d’s and their vowels are sawed in half, making simple words sound complicated or completely swallowed. “How many rums do ya have in the house yur building?”


A confused interviewee might respond with, “But sah, me is a Christian. Me nuh drink rum.”


Once she makes it to the final seat in the front row, Patsy overhears the interview of a middle-aged man who is dressed in a pristine white suit and powder-blue shirt, looking like he’s on his way to a banquet. “Repeat wha yuh jus’ seh, Officer. Me cyan’t hear yuh good.” The man presses the left side of his face to the glass partition, smearing it with his cheek. “Dis ah me good ears. Come again.” Patsy cannot hear the interviewer’s question, but by the look on the older man’s face—crumpled like the handkerchief that he pulls from his back pocket to wipe perspiration despite the cool air—he’s still unable to comprehend the interviewer’s question. Just then Patsy hears, “Next!”


She almost leaps out of her chair, the clack-clack of her wedge heels too loud in her ears on the concrete tiles as she hurries to the window, adjusting her blazer and steadying her hands by squeezing the brown envelope. Like Patsy, the interviewer to whom she’s assigned is on the chubby side. Not that this fact eases the pressure inside her in any way. She just has a tendency to find something in common with people. Patsy doesn’t know the details of her interviewer’s face. All she knows is that it’s flushed pink by the heat and sun, which he has undoubtedly gotten a lot of in Jamaica. Even his eye color misses her as they greet, since she doesn’t dare meet his gaze. She fixes her eyes instead on the center of the man’s forehead, just like Cicely tells her to. “Americans like direct eye contact, suh mek sure it look like yuh staring dem in di eye.” Patsy notices the man’s striped shirt and khaki slacks, the color of the uniforms the schoolboys wear. She’s sure he smells like cigarettes and coffee, since American men on television, especially the detective types, like coffee and cigarettes. She can almost smell it through the glass partition that separates them. Patsy always wonders why glass partitions are necessary at the embassy. It’s not like it’s a bank where there are vaults of cash. And even with banks one can just walk in and sit down with an associate. But then again, the desperation contained within the stiff grins and the too-tight metal clasps and neckties worn by the visa hopefuls might get out with a force hurling them over tables and onto the legs of the American interviewers like dogs in heat. “Please, sah. Please, madam. Me ah beg yuh fi a visa. Me pickney dem haffi eat. We have nothing out ’ere. Di government nuh like poor people.”


“Tell me your occupation,” the interviewer says to Patsy, silencing the bloodcurdling cries of desperation in her head. He’s looking down at Patsy’s documents. Or he might be reading a script. She’s not sure. She would have thought any other person who fails to raise his head in greeting impolite.


Patsy clears her throat. “I’m a civil servant, sah. A secretary at di Ministry.”


The man scribbles something on a sheet of paper. “Sounds like a good job.”


Not when is minimum wage an’ yuh have a dawta fi send to school, an’ a retired mother living undah yuh roof fah free since she give all ah har pension to di church, Patsy wants to say. But she keeps this to herself in case it might jeopardize her chances. Also, she got the job because Pastor Kirby knew someone who knew someone else who had a second cousin in HR. For at the time no one wanted a high school dropout.


“What’s the purpose of your visit to the United States?” the man asks. He raises his head and pins her with his eyes. Aside from her wanting more out of life, and more resources to take care of her daughter, the possibility of her and Cicely together again in America looms so large in Patsy’s heart that she almost trembles, having to compose herself before she utters the first answer aloud to the interviewer. Though she has all of Cicely’s letters saved, she carries around the one she favors most in her purse. It was written months after Cicely vanished from Pennyfield. Not a word about where she went until the letter came. Patsy read it so many times that she has memorized it:




Dear Patsy,


I am writing from Brooklyn, New York. I was going to write sooner, but I had to get settled first. Please don’t tell anyone you heard from me. Not Roy, not Mama G, not Aunt Zelma, and especially not Pope. America is everything that we dreamed about. There is so much here. It’s cold and snows a lot in winter. If you see me again, I’ll be so light. I am more comfortable now. But I miss the sea. I miss the hills that surrounded us. I miss gazing up at the sky at nights and seeing stars so close that I could grab them. I miss the smell of breadfruit roasting and saltfish cook-up. Now I have to go to a restaurant to pay for it. But that isn’t so bad. I always pretend that you’re here too. I like to imagine us, free without your mother, my aunt, Pope, Roy, and everyone else in Pennyfield. Like I said, don’t tell a soul you heard from me. Now that I am here, my memory of you and our special friendship will live forever. You have always been my home in this world.


Yours, Cicely





“I’m going on vacation,” Patsy blurts out, forgetting to say she’s visiting a friend. Vacation by itself sounds idle—something white people do. Like the ones she sees on the island, lazed and sunburnt on the beaches. But before Patsy can correct herself and continue about her elaborate plans to build a house on the land she forgot to mention, the man says, “I can never understand why you Jamaicans go to America for vacation when you live in this paradise.” He chuckles to himself and shakes his head.


“Is really for a wedding,” Patsy hurries to add. Since sickness and death are two things one can’t lie about without jinxing oneself. It isn’t what she rehearsed, but she’ll go with it. She’s stunned by the ease with which the lie flies out of her mouth. Cicely got married years ago to a man she only married for papers. “It was jus’ so-so,” Cicely said over the telephone. Normally, they would dance around each other’s dating life—Cicely never asking about Roy, and Patsy never inquiring about Cicely’s love interests or offering information about hers. Patsy had cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder, listening to Cicely above the noise of squawking fowl in the backyard and the drumming of her own heartbeat as Cicely said, “We did it at the courthouse. Before we blink it was ovah. Di hardest part was convincing di immigration officer. He wanted proof. But thanks to those acting classes we did in school, ah showed him. You woulda think our relationship was real.” She cackled. Patsy was comforted by her friend’s comedic account, picturing Cicely tongue-kissing her play-husband under the bored gaze of a white man fiddling with his pen. But there is no way that this interviewer at the embassy could possibly research this detail.


“Wonderful,” he says. “Who is getting married?”


“M-my best friend.”


“When is the wedding?”


“October.”


“May I see the invitation?” The man asks.


“Sah?”


“The invitation. I need proof.”


“Oh! Yes, yes, di invitation.”


Patsy feels faint all of a sudden, making a production out of fumbling in her handbag for something she does not have. All the time and money and practice that went into preparation for this interview flash across her mind. Her head spins. She’s about to lose everything because of one stupid lie. She cups her mouth. In her best English she says, “Please forgive me, but I forgot my invitation.”


“I get stories all the time,” the man says, looking away from her pleading gaze to the paperwork on his desk. He taps his pen lightly on the table. Patsy watches his fat fingers curl, holds her breath as the pen hovers. In one stroke he could write her off. Stamp denied on her paperwork. Quietly tell her that she can apply again next year when there’d surely be a wait-list for interviews that might take another two years to get. Patsy focuses on the pen, which is in charge of her destiny.


“Why should I believe you?” the man says, pausing to look at her. “The friend who’s getting married is—” Patsy stops herself and searches for the right words. The memories of them together make her smile. Usually she reserves these thoughts for nighttime, right after everyone goes to sleep. She lowers her eyelids and dabs at the sweat on her top lip, hoping the man behind the glass cannot read her mind and see an image of Cicely lying naked in sunlight inside the house on Jackson Lane, soft and fleshy as ripe roast breadfruit. Pastor Kirby preaches against such evil, his mouth foaming like a rabid dog every time he shouts fire and brimstone on the damned souls who have such desires. Mas’ Jacobs—a slight, friendly man with a lisp who used to call Patsy Passy, was chased out of his mother’s house for it when Miss Roberta, the town crier, claimed she saw him put a little boy on his lap.


But Patsy cannot help it. With a visa she wouldn’t have to rely on memories any longer.


Patsy lets out a sigh that fogs the glass in front of her, “She’s like a sistah to me, sah. My dawta’s godmother, who ah haven’t seen in years.”


She swallows, feeling all the other lies that have been stored up inside her go down with the force of a whole chicken bone in her throat.


She almost chokes before the man says, “You have a daughter, you say?”


Patsy pauses again, confused, when she notices the smile on his face. His first.


The interviewer she had two years ago wasn’t satisfied with that answer by itself. Her having a daughter meant nothing to them then. Clearly, the embassy had begun to figure out that people would leave ailing parents, spouses, and newborn babies if they have the opportunity to live and work in America. It reminds Patsy of the Rapture. Mama G always talks about the Rapture—how Jesus will return for the good Christians, the chosen ones, leaving loved ones behind to be destroyed by cannonballs of fire. Though in Jamaica the chosen ones are the paleskin people on the hills living in mansions. Since they’re so far away from everything, tucked up there near Heaven—away from the hot, dusty city, and black faces slicked with sweat and creased under the weight of daily burdens. They have no reason to escape.


“Yes,” Patsy replies. “Ah have a dawta.”


She opens her wallet to show a picture of a smiling Tru in a red plaid uniform—one taken on the first day of basic school.


“She’s beautiful,” the man says. “How old?”


“Five going on six in October.”


Patsy quickly closes her wallet. Hiding the photo takes the sin out of lying, out of wanting.


“My wife just gave birth to a girl. Our first!” the man confides, lowering his voice. “And would you know, she hired a Jamaican nanny. Nice woman.” It’s Patsy’s turn to smile. But, upon realizing she’s already doing so, smiles broader—this time feeling it touch her eyes. She leans in farther toward the glass partition to see the picture the man holds up of a sleeping, bald-headed baby. “She’s lovely, sah,” Patsy says.


The man smiles again, reminding Patsy of a glistening penny caught in sunlight. “Thank you,” he says, flushing pink. Patsy realizes that what she sees on the man’s face is pride—a pride that saddens her for no earthly reason, at least no reason that anyone would understand had she told them, and no reason that Patsy herself understands.


She focuses on the man’s color, amazed how white people can change color in an instant. Cicely changes color like that too—an ability that made Patsy’s best friend the most worshipped girl in school. Teachers spoiled Cicely because of it. They made it known that girls like Cicely, the pretty ones, were worthy ones. She was quiet, an angel that had fallen, stunned and flushed by the jarring descent. Whatever she said in class or on the playground was taken, in a sense, as biblical. Never mind that the whole community knew that her mother, Miss Mabley—a peanut-colored coolie with hair so long that it touched the high mounds of her swaying backside—slept with men who paid, and that Cicely never knew the man who put white in her blood.


They were ten years old when Cicely chose Patsy. Patsy happily took on the coveted role of Cicely’s best friend—a role that came with certain privileges, like playing with Cicely’s long, silky hair, which went past her waist and shimmied with every movement, and the bliss of confessional friendship filled with intimacy and gossip. Patsy also did Cicely’s homework, helped Cicely with math tests by scribbling answers on Wrigley’s gum wrappers, and protected Cicely from jealous bullies, who used the shame of Cicely’s mother’s death a couple years later as ammunition. Patsy’s drive to help Cicely was an impulse that was as mindless as a blood cell that spends its whole life providing oxygen to a tissue.


You have always been my home in this world. Patsy pictures Cicely as pale as the father she never met, pale as the princesses in those fairytale books she sends Tru with her initials, CM, written in perfect script on the inside, her beauty preserved like a carved ice sculpture in that cold weather.


“She’s my everything,” the interviewer at the embassy is saying to Patsy, still musing about the baby in the picture.


“Mine too,” Patsy says.
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PATSY HURRIES TO TRU’S SCHOOL, TRYING NOT TO FALL IN THE wedge heels she wore to the interview. She’s even more aware of the weight of the promise inside the bag she carries—her stamped passport. Her lungs fill with excitement, like she has narrowly escaped something. She finds herself looking over her shoulder, half expecting the embassy representative to chase her down and take back her visa. When Patsy sees no one behind her, she slows her pace.


The schoolyard is quiet when she gets there. The grass blows wave-like on the wide, open field that is used for PE and fetes put on by the school. Saints Basic School, which Tru attends, is on this side; and Saints Primary School, which Patsy hopes to send her when she starts first grade, is across the street. Vendors have already set up their tables full of sweets for the outpour of children as soon as the last bell rings. There are cars parked in the dusty parking lot where parents wait, some leaned back in their seats with their radios tuned to the soccer match between Italy and Cameroon or to Barry G for the latest music. The World Cup theme song, “Rise Up,” is on replay in one car, with various Jamaican singers telling other Jamaicans, “There’s a winner inside you . . . be the best that you can be.” Just like the Reggae Boyz. Patsy smiles to herself, the too-optimistic song finally resonating with her after what she just accomplished. She sings along. The man in the vehicle with the music must think she’s smiling at him, so he winks. Patsy politely nods in solidarity and turns away. The afternoon sun glistens off the top of the band shell, where the children gather for devotion each morning before streaming to their classrooms in the two-story school building, painted blue and white.


It’s after one o’clock. When Patsy gets to Tru’s classroom, Miss Gains is standing in front, watching over the children saying their after-school prayer. Tru, who must have sensed her mother’s presence, spots Patsy and keeps her eyes open as she mouths the words to the prayer.


“Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be thy name . . .”


She’s smiling at Patsy and bouncing in her chair, unable to concentrate. Patsy mouths, Close your eyes. But Tru is already too excited, quickly forgetting her obligation to Miss Gains. Miss Gains looks up and sees Patsy. The teacher gives her a stiff smile meant to reprimand her for showing up too soon.


“. . . forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who trespass against us . . .”


Patsy steps aside and waits patiently by the door of the classroom for the class to finish the prayer.


“Remember you have homework!” Miss Gains says above the chatter and screeching of chairs, bringing Patsy back to the classroom.


Tru waves, and Patsy smiles. Miss Gains gestures to Patsy to come inside. To Tru, she says, in the practiced diction that every teacher at the Catholic school uses, “Tru, will you step outside for a second? Mommy and I need to talk.”


Tru obeys, taking her lunch box and book bag with her. Miss Gains waits until she’s out of earshot before she says to Patsy in patois, “Dis can’t continue.”


“I know. Ah was early.”


“It’s not dat.”


“Oh?”


“It’s only a mattah of time before di school look at di roster an’ see—” “Look,” Patsy says, a sigh escaping her. “Ah told Tru to tell you dat I’ll have di money by Tuesday.”


“You said dat last month.”


“Dey had a payment freeze at the Ministry. Yuh know dat. I’m trying my best.”


“Your best is not enough when it’s har education. I’m not di one making di rules here.”


“Yuh t’ink ah don’t know dat? We come from di same place. Yuh know how it guh.”


Miss Gains folds her arms across her chest. She’s a handsome woman, more handsome than any woman Patsy has ever seen, with high cheekbones and a wide, square jaw. She wears her hair natural, plaiting it into two neat French braids at the sides of her head. Her dark brown skin—an anomaly in a school of nuns—is flawless, which makes it hard to guess her age. She has lived in Pennyfield on Newcastle Lane as long as Patsy can remember, with her foster mother, Miss Myrtle (God bless her soul), and her younger sister, Bernice. Miss Gains also goes to Pennyfield Church of God Assembly for the Righteous, where Mama G has been going for years. She is not Catholic, but she lives like a nun. No man or children to call her own, although it has been speculated that Bernice is really Miss Gains’s daughter given to her by her own father, since the girl is retarded. Patsy doesn’t care one bit. Not like the other women in Pennyfield— women who wrap the bones of their many children like shawls just to say they have them, unable to feed them. To those women, it’s suspect that a woman above the age of twenty-five doesn’t have a child. Either she’s tragically barren, or, to those convinced that Jamaican men are the most desirable men on earth, she’s funny—the latter impossible in a place like Pennyfield, where everyone knows your business, can look right through the veranda into your living room, peer through a side window into your bedroom or kitchen, or look over your zinc fence and see you bathing in the outdoor bathroom, naked as the day you were born. No corner for hiding in a place like that. And while people would pardon convicts, drunks, and men who fuck goats, cows, dogs, and children, they are suspicious, almost terrified, of a woman without a family and no religion. Jesus is the only viable excuse a young woman can use to deny the penis.


“I’LL GIVE YOU TO NEXT TUESDAY,” SAYS MISS GAINS, WHOM THE elders in Pennyfield still refer to as Miss Myrtle’s foster daughter. “After that I can’t have her in my class. I could get in trouble with the school. I’m only doing dis because she’s a good student an’ you’re my neighbor—”


“I will take care of it.”


Miss Gains nods. “All right, then. Give yuh mother my regards.”


Patsy turns to leave, letting Miss Gains’s last request fall between them on the deaf concrete tile of the classroom.
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“MOMMY’AVE SOME GOOD NEWS!” PATSY SAYS TO TRU AT THE Tastees Restaurant in Cross Roads, where Patsy takes her after school. Workers from local businesses sit on benches near them, devouring beef patties and cocoa bread. Tru and Patsy sit at one of the plastic tables that face the road. Tru is looking at her, blinking away the dust in her eyes from the construction work at the gas station. Her eyes are a lighter brown than her skin, bright as though the sun is at their centers. She has been studying Patsy like this lately—with the wizened observation of a woman with experience. Miss Gains has suggested that she skip the first grade when she starts primary school in September. Patsy has given it much thought, fearful that her daughter might be too small to exist among the bigger children, though her intelligence is the same as theirs, if not higher. But that is all Patsy fears. Deep down, she welcomes the idea of Tru skipping a grade. It will only make her mature faster, leapfrogging over milestones that will relieve Patsy of the burden of raising her. She’s quickly overcome by guilt for feeling this way. Her daughter’s face holds within it a conviction—a darkness and a mystery that Patsy fears, which sometimes causes her to look away or fix what doesn’t need fixing. Like now. Patsy reaches her hand across the table to wipe the patty crumbs from her daughter’s mouth. For good measure, she smooths Tru’s bushy eyebrows with a finger and tugs at the tips of her plaited pigtail held by white bubbles and clips shaped like bows. When she runs out of things to fix and touch, Patsy’s movement slows.


“What is it yuh want to tell me, Mommy?” Tru asks, chewing with her mouth open, a space visible where her two front teeth used to be.


“Is a surprise.”


“Yuh got me a football to play wid so I can be like di Reggae Boyz?” Tru asks, her eyes getting larger.


“No. Is a biggah surprise.”


“Albino Ricky say dat nothing is biggah than di Reggae Boyz,” Tru counters.


“Dat’s Ricky’s opinion. And how many times I tell yuh not to call di dundus boy dat? Dat’s not nice. I hope yuh don’t call him dat to him face.”


“No, Mommy.”


“And I hope yuh not letting nobody tell you what to think.”


“No, Mommy.”


“I want you to grow out of dat tomboy ways of yours. Good girls keep dem self neat an’ clean. Like those Wilhampton High School girls. Dey don’t play wid boys an’ dirty up their nice white uniforms. Dey are well behaved an’ obedient. Can you promise me dat? Promise me dat you’ll—” She catches herself when she notices her daughter’s eyes fall away from hers. Patsy takes a deep breath and changes the subject. “All right. If I tell you my secret, promise me dat yuh won’t seh anyt’ing to Grandma.”


“I promise!” Tru says, animated again, bobbing up and down in her seat with the excitement of holding a big secret.


“Yuh sure?” Patsy asks, half smiling.


Tru nods with such vigor that her plaits shake.


“I don’t t’ink yuh big enough to handle secrets.” Patsy leans back and playfully folds her arms across her chest. “Only big girls keep secrets,” she says, echoing what her Uncle Curtis used to say to her when she was Tru’s age.


“I’m a big girl!” Tru shouts.


Patsy laughs despite the uneasiness knotting inside her stomach. “All right. I’m going to America,” Patsy says finally, crushing the napkin in her palm. “I got my visa today.”


Tru’s eyes widen. She springs from her seat and comes around the table to hug Patsy tightly. “We going to America!” Tru shouts, drawing attention. Some grudgingly turn their heads and shrug, their voices lowering to whispers; others raise their brows and smile with admiration. Patsy allows herself to sit with her daughter’s arms around her—her daughter whose only glimpse of America is through the Walt Disney fairy tales she watches on television when Mama G is not around to talk about the Devil in cartoons—or the ones she reads in books Cicely sends her. And there was that snow globe Patsy picked up once from the Woolworth downtown—an unusual treasure amid the Virgin Mary and Jesus figurines that sit on the whatnot inside the living room. Tru, like Patsy, delighted in shaking the thing to see flurries of snow fill the glass and settle on the beautiful two-story house and the surrounding pine trees inside it. “Snow!” Tru would say, giggling while tilting her head back and fluttering her eyelids as if she could feel the snow on her face.


One day the globe disappeared. Tru admitted to taking it to school to show her friends and somehow misplacing it. Patsy almost fell on her knees the moment her daughter confessed. She grabbed her then and gave her two big slaps on her buttocks. “Me did tell yuh to tek it to school?” But it was Patsy’s eyes that were hot with tears. “How much time me warn yuh to be careful wid it!”


Inside the globe was the secret promise of a life without worry or care or want. When Tru lost it, Patsy felt like she lost her fairy tale— something her daughter didn’t understand. Tru’s cheeks were dry while Patsy’s were wet.


Closing her eyes in this moment—the sun on her lids creating a yellow void inside her—Patsy regrets the scolding. She squeezes her daughter in a tight embrace, wishing she could be satisfied with the simple pleasure of feeling the sun on her eyelids and the embrace of her daughter. But as she inhales the smell of the Blue Magic hair oil she uses in Tru’s hair, which mingles with the smell of beef patties and exhaust fumes from the traffic, and as she listens to the sounds of rush hour on Half-Way Tree Road clamoring around them, Patsy only feels her secret yearning for more deepening.


Truth be told, she never loved her daughter like she’s supposed to, or like her daughter loves her. Tru’s love for her—an unconditional love that Patsy didn’t have to earn or deserve—seems unfair. Everything Patsy does and says to Tru is taken with wide-eyed acceptance. Sometimes Patsy finds herself wanting to crush the image of herself that she sees at the center of her daughter’s eyes. The day Tru lost the snow globe, Patsy struck her hard, finding for a moment a reprieve in her daughter’s anger, and hoping the frozen image would drown in her daughter’s tears. But Tru didn’t cry, coming to Patsy moments later with those wide brown eyes that seem to take up her whole face—bottomless wells Patsy is careful not to look into for too long.


After the loss of the snow globe she began to plan and dream without Tru, writing letters to Cicely about staying with her in Brooklyn, applying for a passport and a visa. The rest she’ll consider when she gets to America—a place where she hears jobs and opportunities are abundant. Cicely told her that they have things like job agencies to help people find work. “An’ good jobs too! Yuh can mek triple what yuh making at di Ministry in one week!” Patsy always imagines them walking hand in hand in America, trying on clothes in boutiques and zipping up each other’s dresses like they did as girls, and shopping for household items together, like real couples do, for their house—a two-story brick house. She didn’t tell Mama G or Roy, because she wanted to see if she would get the visa. The visa solidifies for Patsy that she could have a life with Cicely; that all her unhappiness would be rewarded; that all life’s mistakes would make sense in the end. Now she has to figure out a way to tell Tru that she’s going to America without her. As if Tru already knows this, she holds on to Patsy tighter. A lump rises steadily in Patsy’s throat. “God nuh ’ave no room in Him army fah di coward at heart,” Mama G always says. Patsy swallows.
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PENNYFIELD WAS ONCE A MIDDLE-CLASS NEIGHBORHOOD UNTIL the original owners, with some means, fled in the 1970s thinking Jamaica was on its way to becoming a Communist country like its neighbor, Cuba. Panicked, they leaped back into the arms of Mother England. They left faded colonial houses, stripped of paint and stature. They left mango trees, pear trees, ackee trees, and guava trees susceptible to the stones of hungry children. Each house now stands weighted down by poverty and Mother Nature. Pennyfield, which is positioned under the foot of the hills and spreads all the way to the sandy gully, got its name from the Englishmen who once buried pennies in the area for good luck, according to Ras Norbert, the old Rasta man who lives in a shack down the road. He says the Englishmen buried generous amounts of gold coins. “Believe me, believe me not!” the old man would holler before beginning his tale, his one good eye roaming to find the steady pair of anyone who would listen. This supposedly happened before the upper-middle-class Jamaicans flew away like exotic birds to seek refuge, certainly way before Mama G’s gaze moved heavenward. And before trigger-happy young boys drew invisible lines across the gully, marking their turf with sanguine spray paint, their cryptic crab-toe writings scrawled across buildings and walls: PNP VERSUS JLP; ONLY BATTY MAN WEAR ORANGE; KEEP JAMAICA CLEAN, VOTE GREEN; WE WANT FREEDUM.


During election season, politicians come to Pennyfield in BMWs with tinted windows. They carry crates of Guinness to hand out to people, as if that will fix things. To the young boys in the community—boys who don’t go to school, boys Patsy has known since they were just tots— the politicians give guns.


Patsy and Tru pass Ras Norbert sitting on an empty D&G crate by Pete’s Bar, in the shade of the big lignum vitae tree—the one on the corner of Walker Lane that attracts so many yellow butterflies in May that it seems that the leaves themselves are yellow and fluttering. Ras Norbert is telling his tale to Miss Foster’s runny-nosed, picky-pickyhead children—all of whom never seem to own a pair of shoes or ever go to school. Though the children vary in age, they are the same height and look identical. Even the girls, with their hair picked out and simple cotton dresses draped over their bony shoulders, look like the boys in their khaki shorts and torn T-shirts with names of places they would never see—France, Brazil, Italy. The children are sucking on their fingers, quietly listening to Ras Norbert. The brooms Ras Norbert makes and sells for a living are leaned up against the bark of the tree as he talks about a time when men in trousers and high socks squatted in the blazing heat at the foot of the hill to dig holes and plant gold. No one ever asks Ras Norbert how he knows such things, just like no one ever asks him how his dreadlocks, peppered with gray and matted together like a big tree’s bark made up of smaller trees, got to be so long. He has to carry it all over his shoulder like the anaconda snake at Hope Zoo so that it doesn’t sweep the ground when he walks.


“But if dey plant go’al, why dem call it Pennyfield?” a child, who is not one of Miss Foster’s, asks. Ras Norbert stops his story to locate the source of the small voice. It’s Miss Ida’s dundus grandson, who is hard to miss with skin as pale as a ghost and hair the color of dried-up weeds. He hides behind his grandmother’s floral skirt, which only enhances his paleness, save for the bright pink tongue he sticks out at Tru. Tru retaliates by sticking out her tongue too, both children looking like two croaking lizards sparring in a yard. Patsy pinches her daughter on the forearm. “What me tell yuh ’bout sticking out yuh tongue? Is not ladylike.” Tru folds her arms across her chest and pouts, shooting daggers with her eyes at the dundus boy. Miss Ida, a cook at the basic school on Molynes Road, doesn’t seem to notice her grandson’s antics. Like Patsy, Miss Ida has stopped to listen to Ras Norbert too.


“Only fools t’ink a penny is jus’ a penny,” Ras Norbert says to the boy. “But a wise man know di worth of a penny. Problem is we too lazy an’ downtrodden fi stay an’ search we own backyard fi find we blessing.”


Miss Ida and Miss Foster laugh and fan Ras Norbert away, grabbing the hands of the wide-eyed children to haul them in different directions. “Is wah di backside him talking ’bout?”


“Come, children! Time to go! Me haffi cook dinner before di match start! Di Reggae Boyz g’wan delivah we go’al!”


“Who yuh telling! M’dear, is foolishness di ole man talking!”


“If go’al was really in we backyard, Nelson woulda find it by now. No treasure nor money can’t miss dat wutless brute of a landlord.”


Patsy is the last to walk away. The other women’s cackles grow faint around her. All the elation she felt earlier is suddenly gone, replaced by sadness—a sadness she has always felt, but can never pin down. “Come,” she says to Tru in a joyless voice, averting her eyes from Ras Norbert and his reprimands.


MAMA G’S PLANTS CROWD THE FRONT YARD ALL THE WAY UP to the veranda. The rented two-bedroom house they share is a low powder-blue box with a shingle roof, louvered windows with burglar bars, a veranda, and a TV antenna sticking out from the side. Most of the houses in Pennyfield look like that. The yards are separated by barbed-wire or zinc fences with holes bored through them, giving neighbors immediate access into each other’s business: “Dat Peggy get a new man again. Hope she can keep dis one!” Or, on days before the end-of-the-month’s paycheck when a dollar fails to stretch to the last penny, ingredients for cooking: “Beg yuh a dash a salt, nuh Jerry? Beg yuh two ginger head, Miss Berta. Come sip dis soursop an’ tell me if it taste right. It want more sugah, nuh true? Beg yuh likkle?” Children spy on each other bathing outside, laughing and pointing at their peers with outie-navels or misshapen birthmarks in odd places. Rubbing soap from their eyes, the shamed children yell, “Leave me alone! Wait till me tell yuh mother! Yuh not g’wan see di light ah day again if me evah catch yuh! G’weh!”


But all the noise and chatter give way to sighs during quiet moments. Or sometimes, during turf wars, they give way to the sound of gunshots. From her bedroom at night Patsy hears them. But in a place like Pennyfield where these sounds are common, people are unafraid but never unprepared, sleeping with doors shut and bars on the windows. And, quiet as it’s kept, they can be at ease because of Pope. Patsy knew Pope as Peter Permell, when they were schoolmates at Pennyfield Primary— the oldest of Miss Babsy’s three sons, who grew up on Melrose Lane. Cicely dated Pope in secondary school. Patsy always thought he was bad news, though his mother gave Patsy food and invited her to their dinner table when Mama G stopped providing. He became Pope when he was deported from America. Presently, he presides like God Himself over Pennyfield, more powerful than any crooked policeman or politician. His younger brothers, Keith and Leroy, who now go by Bishop and Cardinal, are his right-hand men.


“One day ah g’wan buy you a big house,” Patsy says to Tru, who is holding her hand. With her other hand Patsy opens the gate. From one of the plants comes a sweetish smell that reminds Patsy of something painful. She lifts the latch on the grille.


“Will it ’ave a upstairs?” Tru asks.


“Yes,” Patsy says.


“Wid a balcony?”


“Definitely wid a balcony.”


“An’ a big yard where ah can play football an’ practice to become good like di Reggae Boyz?”


Patsy pauses before she says, “Yes. Wid a big yard where yuh can play yuh football an’ be our first woman football star.”


“But where will it fit?”


“I’ll build it on di hill. Like those.” Patsy points, and Tru follows her finger toward Miss Ponchie’s ackee tree, all the way to the highest branch, above which she can spy the big houses on the hill overlooking Kingston like grand castles. “Dat’s where it’ll fit,” Patsy hears herself say in a near-whisper. “Dat’s why I’m going to America. To mek t’ings bettah fah you. Fah all ah we.” She wants to add, Suh dat yuh neva have to rely on Pope fah anyt’ing—but decides against it.


THEY ENTER THE HOUSE, WHICH HAS NO SCENT OF COOKING OR cleaning like the rest of the houses, just a sickening smell of rosemary oil. The long pink curtains with red flower prints cover the louvered windows, which are closed. Patsy moves to let in some fresh air. Dust motes dance in the rays and settle on the Jesus figurines that crowd the whatnot and the old stereo box Mama G used to play Motown records on before she stopped listening to the “Devil’s music.” Patsy averts her eyes from the waxed faces of the Jesus figurines in the small living room. She came of age under those same frozen querying gazes, awkward with fear. Their quiet judgment seemed to sift down like the dust they collect, dulling the room, choking the life out of it and the whole house.


“Evening, Grandma!” Tru calls out as soon as she drops her book bag on the plastic-covered couch to find Mama G.


Exhausted, Patsy moves slow behind her, checking the mail—mostly bills piling up—on the dining table. She sifts through each of them like a stack of cards, whispering, “Dat can wait. Dat can wait. What is it dat me owe dis one again? Dem so t’ief!”


She drops the stack and shakes her head. It’s only a matter of time before Mrs. Tyson will come knocking at the gate for the rent money. Patsy swears the old woman only leaves her house uptown in her chauffeured vehicle to assault them for rent money. She’s one of the few landlords who refuses to give up her property to Pope. Most landlords have stopped coming into the area. They end up abandoning their properties altogether, fearful of retaliation of some sort, or extortion on other properties or businesses they own. Mrs. Tyson’s father was one of the upper-class people who lived at the house when Pennyfield was a well-to-do place. He died in the late sixties and left Mrs. Tyson the house. Instead of selling it, Mrs. Tyson rented out one side to Mama G—who was then a young helper who was pregnant with Patsy—and left the other side of the house boarded up with her father’s things still there covered in dust and cobwebs. Mrs. Tyson’s body has since shrunken with years, her pale face set in a permanent scowl. She has a tendency to look around the yard, walk through the house with her cane, and peer inside cupboards and pots on the stove when she comes, her nose turned up.


“Dat woman is Satan,” Mama G used to say when Patsy was a girl. And Patsy believed it. Mama G used to tell Patsy to tell the woman she was out—the only lie Mama G stuck to even after being saved. But there was a time when Patsy, barely eleven years old, disobeyed and let the woman inside the house. It was Mrs. Tyson who peeled off a twenty-dollar bill from a stash of rent money to give Patsy, discreetly pressing it into her open palm. “Go buy yuhself groceries wid dis.” The woman’s eyes had slid to the bare cupboards Mama G had forgotten to stock during one of her many fasting periods, which could last for days, sometimes weeks. It was a rare act of kindness displayed by Mrs. Tyson, who has yet to make repairs.


“Ah can’t afford all dis right now,” Patsy says aloud, her eyes eventually landing on the figurines. She wants to smash each and every one of them, then crush the splinters with her heels.


Just fifty years old, Mama G has long since renounced her life, waiting patiently for the Day of Judgment, too caught up with scriptures and collecting these damn figurines to concern herself with bills. “Di Lawd will provide. Remembah di loaves of bread Him multiply?” Mama G always says. But it’s Patsy who has been providing, multiplying, and dividing—dwindling to a frayed thread. It’s her punishment, she tells herself, for getting pregnant by a man who already had his own family. A fact Mama G has never let her live down. Patsy constantly repents those sins by working overtime to feed not only Tru but Mama G, whom Jesus has called to testify full-time and therefore makes no money for the house.


Mama G is now sitting on the small back porch that Uncle Curtis built before he left. He was really Patsy’s stepfather, but Mama G said to call him Uncle. She didn’t like the idea of Patsy calling him Papa, and Mr. Willoughby sounded too formal. Uncle Curtis was too much of a jealous man to put up with the idea of Mama G loving another man, even if the man in question was God Himself. Uncle Curtis continued to drink his rum and smoke his cigarettes despite Mama G’s protests. He liked to sit in his armchair in the living room at nighttime, his big feet resting on a stool, and listen to old hits on the stereo. The music drew Patsy out of bed to his side. “We use to dance to dis,” he would say when he sensed her presence. His sad, drooping eyes would find Patsy’s face hidden in the dim light. “Remember, Gloria?” The years between them evaporated like the veil of cigarette smoke when he looked at Patsy, curious about what had gone wrong, bewildered when the veil cleared and he still could not see her young face, but Mama G’s.


Then one day he left, unable to take Mama G’s newfound religion anymore. “Me is a grown man! Nuh tell me what fi do! Me nuh tek talking to from no ’ooman!” Mama G didn’t flinch. “G’long, then!” she said. She helped him by putting out the rest of his things in the middle of the yard.


Without the drama of casting out sin, Patsy suspects that her mother wouldn’t know what to do with herself. She is wholly animated by her contempt for the secular world. Here she is wearing her usual housedress, a bright orange tent that covers her full-fleshed legs, the languorous calves that used to make men stop and say, “Howdie,” before she uttered a single word, the liquid roundness of a body Patsy caught glimpses of as a girl under sheer nightgowns. It used to seem so sure of itself, that body, when it moved to wave for a bus, jump over a puddle, or reach for food inside the cupboard. Now it’s covered, closed to the rituals and passion of love. The frail hope died in her eyes long ago, just before she folded up her youth and sealed the grip, a hole closing up beneath her. Without her Bible she’s a broken thing, as empty as the dust-yellow rooms she once cleaned out in a fit, purging to fill with Jesus figurines. Patsy stays back in the dark kitchen and watches her mother pat Tru gently on the head.


“How was school?” Mama G asks, closing the Bible.


“Fine,” Tru replies, looking up at her grandmother with those large eyes.


They seem almost perfect like that—grandmother and grandchild tenderly exchanging stories about their day. Mama G’s laugh is as murmurous as water. A contrast from the shrill yet gravelly condemning cries capable of grating meat from coconut.


“Jus’ fine? What did you learn?”


“How to add an’ subtract!”


“Oh? So yuh can teach me.”


Tru nods.


“Yuh know, yuh mother was really good in maths.”


“Really?”


“Come first in har class. Teacha neva see a girl so good in maths suh. Dey say she did ’ave nuff potential.”


“Potential?” Tru asks.


“Yes. Potential.”


“What dat mean, Grandma?”


“Somebody who could be great.”


Patsy looks down at her own hands in front of her, her fingers clasped in painful motionlessness, unable to hold on to the thing that slipped from their grasp, streaming in the sea of dark that embraces her.


Tru leans in closer to Mama G and whispers, “Mommy told me a secret.”


“What kinda secret?”


“Dat she’ll move us closer to God on di hill.”


“How so?” Mama G’s voice drops an octave with a hint of laughter.


“She got a visa!”


For a moment it appears Mama G doesn’t understand. Her eyebrows hold questions too heavy for Tru to bear as she lifts her gaze above Tru’s head and finds Patsy standing behind the mesh door.


“Go get yuh homework suh dat ah can help you,” Patsy says quickly.


Her mother doesn’t drop her gaze. Patsy unfolds her arms, lowering them to her sides as Tru runs into the house for her homework. “Walk!” Patsy calls after her. “I’ll be there in a second.”


Mama G takes the left leg she favors off the stool. Lately it has been bothering her, but she refuses to get it checked out. Another miracle left for Jesus to work. The glimpse of silver under her mother’s black head-wrap eases the tension in Patsy’s back, but only a little.


“Mama, ah want to talk to yuh ’bout somet’ing,” Patsy says, though she wonders now if it would’ve been easier to just quit everything without saying a word. She wishes to skip what’s coming and go to bed, to sleep deeper than when she took her first swig of rum from Uncle Curtis at ten; deeper than the pits of mangoes, steadier than a john-crow’s flight, and more tranquil than the fresh bloom of hibiscuses outside. Until it’s time to board that plane.


The spell, which comes and goes often, passes through like a heavy breeze, shifting things, slamming doors shut in its wake, then standing there in her periphery, watching and listening. It uses air from her lungs to breathe, to expand, to crowd the room; bulging into the hall, the two bedrooms of the house, onto the veranda, into the street, and flaunting its black in the face of the sun. The Devil’s cold is as vicious as it is overbearing, and Patsy would sink under its weight, fade within its shadow, invisible.


She faces her mother in this moment to disclose the one private thing that has kept her happy and alive for years. “I’m going to live in America,” she says.


Mama G puts down her Bible, her dark face stern. “Yuh was in labor for a long time delivering dat baby,” Mama G says.


Patsy narrows her eyes. “What does dat have to do wid anyt’ing?”


Very slowly Mama G takes off her spectacles and rests them on her Bible.


“Dis one came out alive. Di Bible seh children are di heritage from di Lord. Di fruit of di womb. Yuh reward! Ah hope yuh not t’inking ’bout leaving di chile God bless yuh wid.”


Patsy pauses to compose herself, to quell the rage that flows through her as if a faucet has turned on somewhere inside her brain. She knows she won’t win a battle once Mama G brings up the Bible or God.


“Mama, I want more,” she says.


“Look, Patricia, mi nuh come yah fi hear horse dead an’ cow fat. What yuh saying?”


“I’m saying dat maybe—maybe if I go away, I can . . .” Patsy’s voice trails as she loses courage.


“So, is me did lay dung an’ spread me legs, don’t?” Mama G asks, tilting her head, her teeth a sturdy cage. “Whose fault was it? Yuh evah hear di saying when coco ripe it mus’ buss? What yuh t’ink woulda happen when yuh lay dung next to a tick, eh?”


“Mama, don’t.”


“Don’t what?”


“I’m tired.”


“Yuh listening to yuhself?” Mama G says, wincing as she lifts her weight out of the rocking chair. “How many woman yuh hear talk ’bout dem want more an’ lef’ dem pickney? Is we carry di belly fah nine months. Suppose I did leave yuh saying ah want more?”


Patsy laughs—a genuine one.


“What suh funny?’


“If it wasn’t fah Uncle Curtis, ah woulda starve to death.”


Mama G’s face seems to fall as if all its muscles give. “Don’t you dare bring up dat ole drunk.” After a strained pause, Mama G speaks. “So, yuh jus’ g’wan leave Tru wid me?”


“I know bettah than to leave har wid you,” Patsy says.


“Then who you g’wan leave har wid? Dat wutless bwoy who t’ink because him own a gun him is somebody?”


“He’s her father,” Patsy says.


“Suh yuh can’t ask him fah money, but yuh can ask him fi raise di chile? But yuh see me dying trial! Patricia, where’s yuh head?”


Patsy hasn’t mentioned any of this to Roy yet, and now she feels sick. She sits on the edge of the chipped blue wall that surrounds the back porch, the reality of her decision not to consult with him sooner descending like crows to feed on every bit of joy she had earlier. The scent of cooking is strong in the backyard, as if all the neighbors have swung open back doors to air out their kitchens. Patsy rests both hands in her lap. She allows all the other sounds to fill the space between her and her mother in their silence—barking dogs, and the distant cackling of neighbors getting ready to view the World Cup match at Pete’s Bar or on their televisions. No such joy and noise happen at 5 Rose Lane.


“You jus’ g’wan sit there like yuh jus’ discover Jesus left di tomb?” Mama G asks.


“Jesus Christ, Mama! Done wid dat foolishness!”


“Don’t you dare call di Lawd name in vain!”


“Does everyt’ing ’ave to be about yuh stupid God?” Patsy says, realizing too late that she said this out loud. Mama G’s eyes widen like she has seen Satan’s shadow slant across Patsy’s face. Mama G’s hands fly to her covered head and she begins to pray, mumbling something about forgiveness and the curse of her only child being possessed by the Devil. Something shifts inside the old house. Tru must be waiting impatiently. Mama G stops praying suddenly. “Him send you a angel in dat child,” Mama G whispers. Her face tightens, the black so definite, so unequivocal, it astonishes and awes Patsy. A hard wetness veils her mother’s eyes. “Tell me yuh wouldn’t dare leave dat child,” she says again. “Jus’ like you would neva curse our living God an’ expect Him to bless you.”


“Mama . . .”


“In God’s name!”


“Mama . . .”


Patsy is unable to discern whose voice she hears saying, Mama: Hers? Or Tru’s? Suddenly the old smell returns. In this house with open Bibles and crucifixes in every room, and the Virgin Mary and Jesus figurines condemning her on the whatnot, old burdens replace the new one. Patsy, too nauseated by the smell of stale blood and rosemary, can no longer take it. She pushes pass her mother and hurries to the bathroom.


“Mama?” Tru calls after her.


Patsy slams the door in the girl’s face and bends over the rusted toilet, where she sees her own face in the base of the bowl.


[image: image]


SHE WAS FORBIDDEN TO HAVE AN ABORTION, THREATENED BY HER mother to be thrown in jail, since it is illegal in Jamaica and deemed an abomination by the Church. It was unheard-of for a woman to willingly end a pregnancy—even if it was her rapist’s child that swelled her stomach; or even if, like Patsy, she was no more than a mistress unable to tell her lover of his child. More common were the women locked up in a ward in Bellevue Hospital on Winward Road because they went mad and buried newborns in plastic bags or mounds of sand. There were also the young girls, barely fourteen, with protruding guts that embarrassed their families, who ended up sending them off to the country to have babies; and the ones who secretly drank concoctions, convinced that salvation was as easy as a gulp. Those were the ones too whose babies came out with no limbs or overgrown heads, abandoned on the steps of churches, back doors, or group homes. The good ones remain with Miss Foster, who clothes and feeds them until the visitors, mostly men in cars with dark-tinted windows, come to get them. Patsy has seen the cars pull up to Miss Foster’s yellow house plenty of times, then depart as quiet as night before dawn, rolling down the graveled path of Rose Lane, leaving Miss Foster with one less child and a fistful of cash she stuffs inside her brassiere.


Patsy’s rage had soared unbounded, encompassing not only her powerlessness but the accumulated resentments she had for her mother— the pain of her mother’s loyalty and affection for Jesus. Patsy had to be restrained once by the church sisters, who had come to pray for her. They clamped their hands on her shoulders and belly—hardened hands callused from washing clothes and scrubbing floors, hands used to comfort grief-stricken mothers and catch those who throw themselves about, eyes rolling, swept up in the Holy Spirit. Those were the hands preventing Patsy from harming herself. Her head was so foggy that she had forgotten that those women with their minted breath and church hats and starched dresses worn proudly on Sundays were the same women she was taught to respect and fear, the same elders who scowled at any expressions of youthfulness with stern faces, the same elders who spoke of the end of the world at the mere sight of a young girl wearing too little clothes or a young boy smoking loosies, the same women Mama G feared for their judgments.


Patsy had forgotten who they were when she wailed at them to go to Hell, her desire to fling herself down the steps outside the porch Uncle Curtis built, before he left for good, swelling more than the child in her belly. But they were too strong, too determined. They wrestled Patsy to the mustard sofa inside the living room, held her down, and prayed. Mama G prayed too, devoid of real emotion, her eyes receded in their sockets, fixed on Jesus. When the baby was born, Patsy didn’t try to kill it. It was too late. There were times when it cried and cried and she didn’t stir, not even a twitch in her fingers or nipples. She sat there inside the stale light of the room, propped against pillows on her bed like a rag doll with thin, rotted thread aged by time, her gaze traveling the room, lingering on each Virgin Mary and Jesus figurine that Mama G had placed on the vanity as if they could help her.


One day when she was left alone with the baby—no church ladies darting in and out of the house with wet rags and a bucket to wash the sour milk from her breasts and wipe her down—the baby wailed. Patsy wouldn’t, couldn’t, move to stop it. Then, out of the blue, the crying ceased. Patsy remembers the relief she felt. It was like a waft of fresh air filling her lungs that had been flattened for months by the dark thing that weighed on her. But the relief was short-lived. The quiet became frightening. Panic set in, as if she had screeched toward an edge, unable to stop herself from toppling over. She had a sudden burst of energy that put movement in her legs toward the baby’s crib. There, she caught a glimpse of the small dark face surrounded by a halo of thick black curls. It was not at all like the doll babies Patsy played with as a girl—the ones that Cicely reminded her of with her nice fair skin. Tru was quietly sucking her thumb, staring up at Patsy as Patsy experienced a small burst of regret. It was as though the child somehow knew, even before she had started to live, that she would have to soothe herself.
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ROY SITS BACK IN THE LEATHER SWIVEL CHAIR AT WHAT PATSY believes to be his desk at the police station—the only place where Patsy agrees to meet him to discuss their daughter. He runs his hand over his recently cut hair—a modest, police-force-friendly fade with two equal parts on the left side of his head. A 1998 National Housing Trust calendar hangs on the bare beige wall marred only by the faded marks of nails and tape. Even if this were really Roy’s office, it wouldn’t have been shocking to find it bare. Roy is a man who believes in essentials. He would never spend a penny on frills or anything extra. He only owns three pairs of everything, in brown, navy blue, and black. “Why would a man need more than dat?” Several dates are circled on the calendar, the only personalized thing inside the office—maybe court dates, birthdays, days off duty. Patsy is relieved by the ambiguity of the office, by the fact that there are no pictures of his family pinned up on the walls like the other secretaries tend to have at her workplace, as if they need to be reminded why they work eight hours in a freezing office, subjecting themselves to paper cuts, leg cramps from too-small cubicles, and the condescension of the higher-ups.


From this angle where she peers at Roy, he seems to her like a boy adjusting the collar of a baggy uniform, his head raised as if to match the height of his ego. He looks the same as the day she met him at her secondary school fete: tall, dark, and good-looking in a boyish way. Patsy knew who he was—Roman Phillips Secondary’s beloved track star. He was seventeen and she was fifteen. He was more put-together than the other boys, with his stone-washed jeans, dress shirt with colorful patches, and gold chain. He wore a fade, the top of his hair tall and squared like a pencil eraser. And when he approached her, he came over smelling like lemons. With age—and a rigorous boot-camp routine, which he still adheres to before the break of dawn every morning since his track-and-field days—his lanky body has transformed. What remains of the boy Patsy once knew is the prominent dimple in his chin, the full lips, and the pinpointedness of his light brown eyes capable of bursting any doubts about him. He gave their daughter those eyes. It’s those eyes that look right through her now as she awaits his response. Roy’s pause is beginning to seem endless, as though he has forgotten that she had said anything or that she’s even there in his office. All night Patsy agonized over telling Roy, aggravating the worn-down spring mattress with her tossing and turning.
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