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Twelve-year-old Kairo Bennett did not believe in magic.

He believed rain would come when the sky turned the colour of dark grey. He believed in his grandmother’s voice calling clearly across the yard when he forgot to wash the dishes. He believed in cricket balls breaking louvres and, in the way, ripe mangoes fell without warning if you stood beneath a tree too long.

Magic, though? No.

That was for tourists buying wooden carvings in Ocho Rios or children who still slept with nightlights.

Kairo lived in a small district outside St. Ann’s Bay, where the hills were like folded green cloth, and goats wandered wherever they pleased, seeking grass to eat. His family’s wooden house stood on a slight rise overlooking a narrow road. Behind the house stretched a patchwork of land his grandfather had once farmed—breadfruit trees, banana trees, a few coconut palms, and at the far edge, near a crooked stone fence, stood the oldest mango tree Kairo had ever known.

The tree was enormous.

Its trunk twisted like it had changed its mind halfway through growing. The bark was ridged and scarred, and its branches spread wide, casting shade that stayed cool even in the sharp heat of July. When mango season came, the fruit hung thick and heavy—Julie mangoes, medium-sized and golden, sweet enough to make your fingers sticky for hours.

Kairo had grown up under that tree. He had climbed it, hidden in it, and once fallen from it—though he never told his grandmother that part. To him, it was just the old mango tree.

Until the year the fruit stopped falling.

It began quietly.

One morning in late May, Kairo noticed that while the tree was covered in blossoms, there were no bees around it. No humming. No movement. Just stillness. He frowned but said nothing.

By June, the blossoms had dried and drifted down like tired confetti. No tiny green mangoes followed.

By July, the branches were bare.

That had never happened before.

Kairo stood beneath the tree one afternoon, squinting up through its leaves.

“Yuh give up?” he muttered. “Is so you just decide not to bare dis this year?”

The breeze answered by rustling the branches, but it sounded thin. Not like the full, leafy whisper he was used to.

From the veranda, his grandmother called out, “Kairo! Yuh finish sweep the yard?”

“Almost!” he shouted back, though the broom was leaning untouched against the wall.

Miss Evadne Bennett did not tolerate laziness. She was small, yet she carried herself as if she were twice her size. Her silver hair was always wrapped neatly in a scarf, and her eyes missed nothing—not cracked plates, not unfinished homework, and certainly not unswept yards. She was in her seventies. 

Kairo grabbed the broom and began sweeping red dust into careful piles. But his eyes kept drifting back to the mango tree.

That night, as rain tapped lightly against the zinc roof, Kairo lay awake thinking about it.

He didn’t like change. Not when it came quietly and didn’t explain itself.

First, it had been his father leaving for work in Kingston more often, staying weeks at a time. Then his older cousin, Andre, moved to Montego Bay for a job at a hotel. Now the mango tree had decided to stop bearing fruit. His mother had run off to Canada when he was two years old. 

It felt like pieces were shifting rapidly. 

The next afternoon, after finishing chores, Kairo carried a small plastic bucket of water to the tree. He poured it slowly around the base.

“Maybe you’re just thirsty,” he said.

He didn’t expect a reply. 

He knew as well that what he had done was stupid because a big mango tree didn’t require someone to water it.   

But as the last of the water soaked into the soil, something strange happened.

The air cooled.

Not in the way clouds cool the day. This was sudden and precise, like someone had opened a refrigerator door just for him. The hairs on his arms lifted.

Kairo froze.

The leaves above him shivered—not with the wind, but with a tremor that seemed to move from branch to branch.

Then he heard it.

A sound like a sigh.

Not loud. Not human. But deliberate.

Kairo’s stomach tightened.

“Who deh deh?” he called out in Jamaican Patois, trying to keep his voice steady.

No answer.

He stepped back, scanning the yard. The road was empty. No goats. No neighbours passing by.

When he looked back at the tree, he noticed something he was certain had not been there before.

Carved into the bark, low enough to be at eye level, was a symbol.

A circle.

Inside the circle, he saw what seemed to be mango slices arranged in a spiral.

Kairo stepped closer.

He reached out and touched the carving. The bark felt warm. Too warm for late afternoon shade.

Suddenly, the world tilted.

Not physically—but like a vision.

The crickets stopped.

The distant hum of traffic vanished.

Even the breeze seemed to pull away.

And in the silence, a voice spoke.

“You took long enough.”

Kairo stumbled backwards, nearly tripping over a root.

“Who say dat?” His voice cracked.

“I did,” the voice replied. It was deep and textured, like wood creaking in a storm. “And you are late.”

Kairo stared at the tree.

Trees did not talk.

Trees dropped leaves. They cracked pavements. They made good climbing spots. They did not hold conversations.

“I must be dreaming,” he muttered.

“If you were dreaming,” said the voice patiently, “you would not feel your heart racing.”

He absolutely did.

Kairo pressed his palm against his chest. It thudded hard and fast.

“Trees can’t talk,” he insisted.

“Most don’t,” the voice agreed.

There was a pause.

“I am not most.”

The leaves shimmered, though there was still no wind.

Kairo swallowed. “Yuh... yuh is some kind of duppy?”

A low rumble filled the air—almost like laughter.

“I am older than your fear,” the voice said. “Older than your grandmother. Older than the house behind you.”

Kairo’s gaze drifted to the stone fence at the edge of the property. His grandfather had built it by hand decades ago.

“You were planted before that?” he asked quietly.

“Yes.”

Silence settled again.

Kairo did not run.

He wasn’t sure why.

Maybe it was because the voice did not feel threatening. It felt... tired.

“You stop giving mangoes,” Kairo said after a moment.

“I did,” the mango tree answered. 

“Why?” Kairo asked, looking as though he was getting crazy. 

The leaves shifted again, this time with something that sounded almost like irritation.

“Because you stopped listening.”

Kairo frowned. “Listening to what?”

“To this land. To the stories in it. To the roots beneath your feet.”

“I didn’t stop listening!” he protested. “I live here.”

“Living is not the same as paying attention.”

The words struck him harder than he expected.

Kairo thought about the times he had rushed past the tree without noticing its blossoms. The afternoons he had stayed inside watching videos on his father’s old phone instead of sitting in the yard. The way he had started talking about leaving the district one day, like everyone else seemed to be doing.

“You think I don’t care?” he asked, his voice smaller now.

The tree was quiet for a long moment.

Then, softer: “I think you are forgetting.”

“Forgetting what?”

“That not everything valuable shines. Some things grow slowly. Some things must be protected.”

Kairo stared at the carved symbol again.

“Wat yuh want from mi?” he asked the mango tree. 

“I want you to remember,” the tree replied.

“Remember what?” Kairo asked impatiently. 

The bark beneath the symbol began to glow faintly—gold, like the inside of a ripe mango.

“Come back tomorrow at sunrise,” the tree said. “Alone.”

“And then?” asked Kairo 

“And then,” the voice said, “we will see if you are ready.”

The glow faded.

Sound rushed back into the world—the distant barking of a dog, the hum of a passing car, the buzz of insects.

Kairo stood there for a long time, staring at the tree as if it might speak again.

It didn’t.

From the veranda, his grandmother called out, “Kairo! Supper is ready!”

He turned slowly toward the house.

His hands were still shaking.

That night, he didn’t tell anyone what had happened.

Because twelve-year-old boys who claimed mango trees were talking to them did not get taken seriously.

But before going to bed, he stepped outside once more.

The moon hung low and bright over the hills. The mango tree stood still and dark against the sky.

Ordinary.

Completely ordinary.

Except for the symbol.

It glowed faintly in the moonlight.

And for the first time in his life, Kairo Bennett wondered if magic wasn’t about sparkling lights or fairy tales.

Maybe it was
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