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Dedication
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To my father, Hugh Valentine St. Aubyn Ward —Though your candle burned too quickly, its light has never gone out. I carry your name, your promise, and your love in every step I take.

To my mother, Mama (Marva), whose unwavering strength and selfless love have guided every chapter of my life—from the dusty lanes of Denham Town to classrooms across three continents. Your sacrifices, wisdom, and fierce determination laid the foundation upon which I have built my dreams.

To my children, Jilisha and Rhys—your love, laughter, and boundless curiosity have been my greatest joy and inspiration. You gave purpose to every cross-Atlantic journey and remind me of the legacy I want to leave behind.

To Sharon—thank you for your enduring presence, your patience, and for seeing me through seasons when I didn’t always make it easy. I know I was a challenge, but you stood firm.

To my brother Wayne (Roos), my first and best friend—your loyalty, humor, and quiet strength have been constants in a world of change.

To my Aunty Bar and Aunty Patsy—your love, guidance, and humor filled my childhood with warmth and belonging.

To my Uncle Basil—your calm wisdom and steady presence helped shape the man I have become.

To my sister Shema—your quiet strength, thoughtful words, and ever-supportive presence have meant more to me than you’ll ever know.

To my cousins Nadia, Kaydean and Oneil—thank you for the love, laughter, and shared memories that made growing up feel like an adventure.

To my sixth-grade teacher Mrs. Dunn, who saw in me a light I hadn’t yet recognized and opened the first academic door that led to St. George’s College. Your belief was a turning point.

To Ms. Dorrett Campbell, my brilliant college English lecturer at The Mico Teachers’ Collegee, whose passion for literature and unwavering standards taught me that language is not only power—it is purpose. Your influence echoes in every classroom I’ve ever taught in.

My journey, in all its beauty and complexity, belongs to all of you. Your spirits walk with me on every page, every lesson, every triumph.

“A child who reads, grows into an adult who thinks.”

Horatio Ward
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My Father’s Legacy
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Born in the foothills of Denham Town in 1969, I was the first of two boys. My father, Hugh Valentine St. Aubyn Ward, a quiet, intelligent man with a passion for books and football, (soccer) died tragically young—just nineteen—just after graduating from Jamaica College. The loss reverberated through the generations. My mother, Marva—known to all as Mama—was just seventeen, yet even at that tender age, Mama was a whirlwind of strength and grace, balancing discipline with affection, and raising her sons with a fierce belief in the power of education. 

[image: ]Though I never had the chance to know my father in the way a son longs to know his dad, the stories about him became my inheritance. They were carried in whispers from family members, in laughter-filled anecdotes from friends, and in the quiet pride on Mama’s face whenever his name was spoken.

“Val,” as he was affectionately called, was remembered not simply as a young man who left too soon, but as a figure of promise — a flame extinguished just as it was beginning to burn brightly.

People always said he was a man ahead of his years. Though barely out of boyhood, he carried himself with a maturity that made others take notice. His drive was evident in the way he attacked his studies at Jamaica College, pouring over textbooks late into the night, determined not only to pass but to excel. He was a thinker, a strategist, a dreamer who paired ambition with discipline. Football was his great love after books, and he was said to have been graceful with the ball at his feet, moving with the kind of quiet authority that earned respect rather than demanded it. To him, football wasn’t just a game — it was a discipline, a place where character revealed itself.

But beyond his achievements, what made my father memorable to those who knew him was his decency. In a community where bravado often substituted for respect, my dad was known for his honesty, his sense of fairness, his refusal to compromise on what he felt was right.

Relatives often said, “Yuh father was a gentleman,” (Your father was a gentleman) and not in the casual way people use the word. They meant it — he was deliberate with his manners, respectful to elders, protective of the vulnerable, and always mindful of the dignity of others.

His honesty was both a compass and a shield. He would rather face difficulty than cut corners. It was said he once walked miles back to a shop to return a small item he hadn’t paid for by mistake.

“It nuh belong to me,” (It does not belong to me) he told the shopkeeper, brushing off her astonishment. 

That story was told and retold not because of the money involved — it was insignificant — but because of the principle. Even as a teenager, my dad lived with a kind of moral clarity that inspired those around him.

And, of course, there was the matter of his good looks. My father was tall and slim, with a confident stride that seemed to mark him as someone bound for great things. He had sharp features softened by an easy smile, and eyes that carried warmth even when his face was serious. Aunty Bar would often remark on how handsome he was, shaking her head wistfully at the tragedy of his short life. Mama never needed to say much on that subject — her choice to be with him at such a young age spoke volumes about the pull he had. He was the kind of man people noticed, but he never carried himself with arrogance. His good looks were simply part of who he was, matched by an even greater inner beauty.

What moves me most in the stories is the way he loved my mother. They were young — too young, some would say — but their love was genuine, full of fire and tenderness. Friends would say they were inseparable, walking the lanes of Denham Town and nearby Hannah Town hand in hand, sharing plans for the future that life never allowed them to realize. Mama would sometimes speak of him in fragments, her eyes softening, her voice lowering:

“Your father loved deep. He treated me with care, with respect. He believed in us.”

That love, though cut short, was powerful enough to endure. It became a legacy in itself, woven into the fabric of how Mama raised me — with the conviction that love must be strong, honest, and never halfway.

His death at nineteen left a wound that time could never fully heal, but it also left a challenge: to live up to the name “Hugh Valentine St. Aubyn Ward” to carry forward the decency, the honesty, the drive that defined him. I often wonder what life might have been like had he lived — whether he would have coached me on a football pitch, or pressed books into my hands with the same insistence Mama did or simply sat with me under a mango tree and shared his quiet wisdom. That wondering shaped me too. It made me hungry to embody the qualities I had only heard about, to let his absence become a guidepost rather than a void.

My father’s absence was never just a silence in our house — it was a contrast etched into every corner of my boyhood. At St. George’s College, I would watch fathers arrive to cheer their sons at football matches. They stood tall along the sidelines, shirts tucked in, voices carrying over the field. A boy could miss a goal and still look up to see his father clapping, reminding him that effort mattered as much as outcome. That presence was an anchor, and it gave boys a confidence that could not be taught in classrooms.

For me, that anchor was missing. On Manning Cup afternoons, with the chants of “Hess Tee Gee Cee” (STGC) echoing across Sabina Park, I found myself glancing at the stands, searching for a face I knew would never be there. I imagined him — Val, tall and slender, his confident stride carrying him through the crowd, his eyes burning with pride. I gave him a voice in my head, cheering, calling my name. I stitched that presence out of absence because every boy wants his father to see him.

Yet when she could, Mama substituted for him. Dressed in her Sunday best even on a weekday afternoon, she made her way to the football field. Her voice did not carry like the other men, but it carried something else: a determination that her son would not feel alone. I can still see her clapping furiously beside me in the grandstand at Sabina Park, during the 1983 Manning Cup final against Tivoli Gardens High School. Her face lit with pride as though my every effort in my devotion as a fan — was a victory worth celebrating. She could not replace my father’s absence entirely, but she filled the gap with love, with presence, with a fierce insistence that I was not alone.

That wound of absence, however, followed me into adulthood. I eventually found out where my dad was buried — Shooter’s Hill Cemetery in Bull Bay — but for nearly thirty years I never went. Life’s busyness, distance, and my own hesitation delayed the moment. Yet as the years wore on, the pull grew stronger and stronger: I had to find him, had to stand where he lay, had to confront the silence. I had to meet my dad again.

On a hot morning, I went with my lifelong brother, Alva Taylor in his new Suzuki Swift motor car. We drove through the winding roads of Kingston, the sea breeze from Bull Bay and Harbour View carrying salt and memory. Shooter’s Hill Cemetery spread before us, wild and unkempt. Graves lay hidden beneath tall grass and stubborn bush; the order of the place had been lost to time. Machete in hand, we pressed forward, sweat soaking our shirts, insects buzzing around us.

For a while, I feared we wouldn’t find him. Then, through the overgrowth, we saw it: a headstone, weathered yet defiant. And there, carved clear despite the years, was the name: 

“Hugh Valentine St. Aubyn Ward.”

My father.

I swallowed. I stared, transfixed. I froze. The years collapsed into that instant.

I knelt and brushed away the weeds, my hands trembling as if I could reach through stone and time. His name had endured where his body had not. Tears welled, and the words slipped out:

“Daddy, mi deh yah.” (Daddy, I am here.)

The world narrowed to the rasp of my breath and the whisper of grass against the stone. Sun pressed on the back of my neck, hot and insistent, and somewhere a bird scolded from a tamarind tree. The air smelled of dust and cut stems. I traced the letters again—carefully, almost reverently—like a child sounding out the alphabet, hoping the name might open into a voice. In the chipped corners and hairline cracks I saw all the breaks we never mended: birthdays missed, stories never told, the old arguments we never had, laughter that was never shared.

I thought of his hands—scarred, steady—and how they could have taught me to hold a hammer, a pen, a promise. I thought of his laugh, that I could not remember. “Mi agoh tek care of yuh name,” (I am going to take care of your name), I quietly whispered and decades later while sitting in Starbucks in Lehigh Acres, writing this chapter and remembering that moment, my throat tightened and the tears flowed silently down my cheeks, landing softly on my laptop’s keypad. 

“I carried you with me,” I whispered. “Through cities, through winters, through rooms that never knew your voice.” The breeze shifted. Leaves ticked like a clock. I pressed my palm flat, as if to sign my name beside his.

“Daddy, mi deh yah,” I said again, steadier this time. “An’ mi nah go nowhere, yuh always agoh deh inna mi heart.” (And I’m not going anywhere. You will always be in my heart).

Beside me, Alva placed a hand on my shoulder, his silence heavy with understanding. We stood there in the wild cemetery, two men facing the permanence of death and the persistence of memory.

Years later, the past reached for me in a way I could not ignore. I still remember the dream—June 30, 2014—clear in 2025 as the night it found me. In the dream, I was in Florida, living at Aunty Bar’s house, and he appeared: a tall man with his right foot bent at the knee on a hassock, his elbow resting on his thigh, fingers enveloping his chin, staring back at me—the exact pose I’d struck as a boy in a photo studio on Duke Street. The likeness hit like lightning, one still frame echoing another across decades. He stood very still, staring at me, the air thick as if time itself held its breath. His eyes said what his mouth did not: 

“I am so sorry, my son.”

I woke with my heart pounding and my palms open, as if receiving a benediction, I’d waited on since boyhood. I called Mama the moment I could breathe again and told her, breathless, what I had seen. She grew quiet, and in that hush, I heard every room we had walked through without him, every birthday with one chair unfilled. The apology did not erase the absences, but it softened their edges, and the sorrow in that gaze pierced me deeper than any voice could. When I woke, the feeling lingered, heavy and raw, as though he had truly crossed time to find me.

After that, every small choice became a way of answering him back: I hear you. I’m still carrying the name you gave me.

So, while I never walked beside my father in this life, I carried him in my steps. Every act of discipline, every choice to pursue education, every attempt to live with decency and honesty, every refusal to compromise my integrity — I did these things with his face in my memory, his name in my chest. He was my first silent teacher, the man whose love for Mama and whose promise as a son of Jamaica left a mark that even death could not erase.

But carrying my father was not a passive thing — it was deliberate. As a boy, I sometimes walked the streets of Denham Town with a quiet determination, telling myself I had to walk straight because Val’s son could not stumble carelessly.

If a neighbor called me, “the pickney weh Val leave behind” (The child who Val left behind), I straightened my back a little more, as if to prove that the son of Val must carry himself with honor. I did not have his hand on my shoulder, but I had his name, and names have weight.

Even in small choices, I felt him watching. When tempted to follow boys who strayed into trouble, I would hear the whispers of stories about my father’s honesty — of returning the shopkeeper’s money after being given too much change. That story lived in me like scripture. It taught me that integrity was not about grand gestures but about the small decisions that revealed character when no one was looking. So, I, too, tried to live in a way that would make people say, “Yes, Val’s son is just like him.”

And in books, I felt closest to him. Family members told me my father loved to read, that he could lose himself in pages even when noise filled the yard. Whenever I opened a book and let words carry me beyond Tulip Lane, I imagined I was walking with him, sharing the same path of curiosity and imagination. His passion became mine, and though death had stolen his presence, it could not steal the inheritance of his mind.

At night, I would sometimes stare at the one photograph of him we kept close — a young man, slim and confident, with eyes that seemed to look beyond the camera into a future he never lived to see. I would trace his features with my eyes, comparing them to my own in the mirror, wondering which parts of me were his. Did I inherit his stride? His smile? His way of thinking? In those questions, I found both sorrow and strength. Sorrow because I would never truly know; strength because the very wondering pushed me to make sure that if anyone ever saw my dad in me, it would be in my decency, my effort, my resilience.

The Strength of Mama

If my father’s life was a candle that burned too quickly, my mother’s was the lamp that stayed lit through storm and silence, steady and unyielding. But where my father’s life was a spark, brief and brilliant, Mama’s was the steady flame. His absence might have been my wound, but her presence was my healing. She became both anchor and sail—holding me steady while pushing me forward. Mama did not just tell stories of my father; she embodied the very qualities people said he had—discipline, faith, dignity, and resilience. Through her, I saw the continuation of his love, stretched across time and circumstance. 

If my father’s legacy was the blueprint, Mama’s strength was the foundation. Together, they became the twin roots that held me upright in the rocky, oftentimes treacherous soil of Denham Town, Hannah Town and Tivoli Gardens. His story gave me something to live up to; her story gave me the daily strength to survive. And it was in that fusion—his silent guidance and her relentless presence—that I first learned what legacy truly meant.

Legacy is not just the inheritance of wealth or land. It is the passing down of values, of faith, of resilience. My father left me honesty, intelligence, and love—wrapped in memory. Mama gave me survival, sacrifice, and unshakable devotion—wrapped in flesh and blood. Between them, I was raised by both presence and absence, both memory and endurance.

Marva, known to all as Mama, was just seventeen when my dad died, yet from that tender age she carried herself with the bearing of someone twice her years. She was thrust into adulthood with a baby on her hip and grief in her chest, but she refused to bow. Where others might have broken, Mama bent—only to spring back with even more determination.

Mama’s strength was forged in sacrifice. She had been a promising student in high school, sharp with words and quick to learn. Teachers told her she had the potential to go far, but life had other plans. With me already in her arms and her future abruptly rewritten by grief, she made the heartbreaking decision to leave school before finishing. For many, that choice would have meant surrender. But for Mama, it was not an end—it was a pivot. She never saw it as dropping out; she saw it as stepping up, taking responsibility, and shouldering the weight of survival for both her and her son.

Work came quickly, and it was no easy work. Mama began at Kingston Public Hospital (KPH), one of the busiest hospitals in Jamaica, where suffering and resilience collided every day. It was a place where you learned fast, or you sank. Mama thrived. Though barely more than a teenager herself, she moved through the wards with a maturity that earned the respect of nurses, doctors, and patients alike.

At KPH, in the X-ray department, working alongside older staff members like Mr. Gilzene, Ms. Biggerstaff, Bredda G, Ms. Holding, Ms. Henry, and later, a young Peaches (Stewy), she cared, she carried, she tended. She did the jobs no one glamorized—the heavy lifting, the long hours, the thankless tasks. Yet she did them with dignity. Family members would say, “Marva have pride in everything she do” (Marva has pride in everything that she does) and it was true. Even scrubbing floors or delivering meals to patients, she carried herself with the grace of someone who understood that every role, no matter how small, was part of a larger purpose.

Her natural compassion soon became evident. Mama couldn’t pass a suffering patient without offering a kind word, a gentle touch, or a prayer whispered under her breath. Though she was not a nurse by title, she nursed by nature. Her colleagues said she had a way of easing tension, of bringing calm to the chaos of crowded wards. And at the end of long shifts, when she returned to 17 Tulip Lane, she carried none of the bitterness that hard work and little pay might have justified. Instead, she poured her energy into me and my brother.

Her strength was not only physical but moral. Mama was determined that we would not see her sacrifice as excuse but as example. 

“Mi never finish school,” (I never finished school) she would say, “but you will.” 

Those words carried weight because they came from a woman who had traded her own dreams for ours. When she corrected us over homework or scolded us for laziness, it wasn’t just discipline—it was her way of demanding that we use the opportunities she had been denied. 

KPH became more than just her workplace. It was her training ground, teaching her resilience, discipline, and compassion that she would later pour into us. She worked alongside people from every walk of life, witnessing both human frailty and human courage. And in her quiet way, she absorbed those lessons and carried them home, instilling in us the belief that every life had value, that no work was beneath us, and that dignity was found in effort, not in title. 
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Mama

Yet Mama was more than her labor. She was beautiful, striking in her youth, with a presence that turned heads and a sense of humor that was second to none. But she never let beauty distract her from purpose. She was courted, admired, and could have chosen an easier path by leaning on others. Instead, she chose independence. She raised us not as a woman waiting for rescue, but as a warrior determined to prove that she could hold her family together with her own two hands, and held us together, she did: with dignity, with determination and with courage.

Her faith was the other pillar that carried her. After long shifts at KPH, she still found time for praise and worship, still bent her knees in prayer. She believed deeply that God had not abandoned her, that every test was also a lesson. And she raised us in that belief. We learned to pray before bed, to give thanks even when cupboards were nearly bare, and to carry ourselves with integrity because, as she said, 

“God watching even when people not.” 

She summed up her philosophy one evening, when the weight of her choices pressed hardest and yet her spirit remained unbroken:

“If my children are to survive, I have to survive — and survive I will.”

That line, simple yet fierce, became her mantra, and by extension, mine. It was not just a statement of endurance; it was a vow to life itself. She refused to let despair claim her, because to give up would have meant giving us up too.

Through all these chapters and acts—Bustamante, KPH, Mico—Mama remained a constant. Marva, the girl who had become a mother at seventeen, never stopped moving forward. She had been barely more than a child herself when she first cradled me in her arms, yet she carried the weight of motherhood with a determination that defied her years. Now, her hair has grayed, the silver strands catching the light like threads of wisdom. The lines on her face have deepened, not from defeat but from the countless hours spent working, worrying, and loving. Her eyes, though, never lost their light, or the humor contained—that unwavering spark of laughter, faith and fight still live and brightly they burn.

It was during one of her shifts at Kingston Public Hospital that she faced her deepest sorrow. She had walked the corridors countless times, yet on that day her steps slowed when she noticed a stretcher in the hallway, a body covered by a plain white sheet. At first, it
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