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When the men drive past in their battered old truck, me lying with Tuesday underneath a bush of big red flowers trying to get her to kiss me.

“Come to England!” the men shout out the window using a megaphone . “Work the London Underground! Get rich!” 

Me raise me head.
“Done you go listen to them Jackson,” Tuesday whine, trying to recapture my attention.

“Jackson?”


“What is England like?” me ask me father later that evening.
We sit at the wooden table. The chickens peck and chuckle in the yard outside the door and squabble over the grain. Earlier, me mother kill one for our tea, cook it hot in the clay oven and make it spicy with pepper and chilli. The smell make me hungry.

“You hear them too eh?” me father say, his watery brown eyes looking at me mother across the table.
“I think the whola Jamaica hear it,” me mother say, banging the dish of fried chicken down on the table and avoiding me father’s eye.


After we have eaten the chicken, Pook poke his head round the door and we go out and sit out on the porch with our guitars. The stars are so low we could play them.

“You hear the men today?” him ask me.

Me nod, me head down, watching me fingers on the strings.

“You goin?” he ask me, his eyes huge in the darkness.

Me still me fingers, look up at him.

“Me father want me to,” me say. 


Me mother go on the bus to me auntie’s house at Mary Penn.

“Auntie May send you a raincoat Jackson,” she say, holding up this big navy ting in front of me.

“What he want wit a raincoat?” me father say.

Me mother glare at him.

“It rain in England,” she say. “It always rain in England.”
And that was when me knew the decision was final.


“Jackson goin to England to be a fine gennleman and work on the Lonun unground,” me mother say to anyone in Clarendon who’d listen, puffing herself up like a big proud colourful bird. And then she take a cardboard box out of her tin steamer trunk where she keep all her treasures.

“This is London,” she say, opening up a board with squares on it.  

She show me London. It is square. Some streets are pink, some streets are orange and some streets are green. She use her thick forefinger to say the names to me.
”Bon Street,” she say. “Lesser Square. Par Klane. Peekadilly. And round there, the queen live.”



Me say goodbye to me hummingbird. His throat feathers catch the light and sparkle. Pook promise to feed him sugar and to look after me guitar. 

Pook drive me to the airport in him father’s truck.

“What’s that you wearin?” he laugh, looking across at me as we bounce over the potholes in the road on the way to Kingston.
Me shrug.

“Everyone wear them in England,”  me say, adopting a superiority me don’t feel, defending  the raincoat me wearing.

Pook look ahead, smile, change gear.

“Gonna miss you,” he say. “No one play guitar like Jackson.”

Me look out the window. The sleeves of the raincoat are too short and me bony wrists poke out at the ends.

Pook drop me off at Norman Manley International Airport. 
Me walk wit me brown case, no look back.

On the plane me sit very still. How a big heavy ting like that stay up in the air?

Me sit in me seat with me raincoat on, keeping me seatbelt tight all the way in case me fall out. 

Me arrive at London Heathrow airport in August 1987. 
It is raining.

Me mother write me letters on blue air mail paper and ask if me see the queen yet. 


When me write back, me hands  so cold me warm them at the one bar electric fire in me room. Me tell her good things. Me tell her me seen the queen and she a mighty fine lady who wear gloves all the time.  Some tings me don’t tell her. Me don’t tell her it is so cold in me hostel room me wear me raincoat in bed at night. Me tell her  me uniform is smart and proud with shiny buttons and me eat good food. Me don’t tell her me miss the colours of home and me don’t say about Sparks.


From the first day me go to work at King’s Cross, him have it in for me. He supposed to show me how to do me job but him leave me stay in ticket office all day on me own and me stomach turn inside out it get me so hungry. Other times him make me empty the bins and sweep the platform and if me do something wrong because me don’t know it yet, him get all pink in the face and call me names I won’t repeat here but they are names all black men are familiar with.

London is confusing. Me spend ten minutes trying to cross the road until someone show me how to press a button and stop the cars. London is not like the square board me mother show me with different coloured streets. There are no colours. It is grey and it rain a lot.  Me wonder about this strange place that has an underground station called Elephant and Castle. They keep elephants underground in a castle? This is a strange, strange place. 

One day a train driver come into the office and him hear Sparks call me nigger. Him glare at Sparks and take me outside saying him want to show me something. When we get out him ask me if I ok.

Him take me to the canteen and him buy me coffee. Him ask me about Jamaica .Me tell him about me hummingbird and about me and Pook playing guitar on the porch at night with the scent of the flowers in the thick humid air and the insects calling. Me tell him about the tobacco and the cotton fields and me mother working in the citrus packing factory and the big oranges she bring home and then me see the dark colours of London – even the birds are dark – and me no want to say nomore. 

In me room at the hostel me have electric light. Me switch it on and off so many time someone shout me to stop. Me feed the electric meter fifty pence pieces and the meter in the bathroom ten pence pieces. Me like to have a bath after work but it take thirty minutes for the water to get hot. One night someone steal me water and so me go out in back yard and stand in the rain and me love the way it feel on me skin and me think about me and Pook splashing about in the river and then a man open a window and him shout he is calling police and me go back to me room wondering what me done wrong this time.

London only stops feeling strange when me hear the music.  Me stand at the top of the wooden escalator and listen to the music floating up from below. It fill the tunnels and the underbelly of London with sweetness and me heart with joy; the first colour me find in a country of dark evenings, dark buildings, dark birds and dark rain. 

One day me go down the escalator. It feel funny like me feet are running away but me hold on the rail and at the bottom me see a man sitting on the tiled floor playing a guitar and singing.

Him look up at me and him smile and for the first time in England me smile too, I mean a proper big smile like me give when me see Tuesday walking down the road with the sun in her hair and her jiggy jiggy hips swinging.

“What’s that you play,” me ask him.

“The Jam,” he grin, resting the flat of his hand over the strings of his guitar to still them.
Me nod.

“It’s good,” me say.

After that me start spending time with him. One day he hand me his guitar.

Me strum some reggae and him grin.

“That’s good,” him say. “You sing too?”

Me nod but when me look up the escalator, Sparks is strolling down it, taking the steps two at a time and glaring at me, his face all pink.
“You’re supposed to be working,” him say.


“Me on me teabreak,” me say.
Sparks no happy that me chat back to him and after that me no go down the escalator on me tea break. One night after work me feet take me back.

“Sit down,” Jim say, patting the floor next to him.
Me sit. It feel strange sitting there looking up at the grey legs passing but Jim grin at me and we are in our own world. We are invisible except when he sing.


Me tell him about me and Pook out on the porch in Clarendon, playing our guitars, re-arranging songs.

“Play something,” him say.
I am nervous of Sparks and look up at the escalator.

“You’re not at work now,” Jim say.

Me play some reggae music. It fill the tunnels and for a moment me close me eyes and me smell the flowers and see the humming bird fly and then me open them again and people are throwing money into the hat on the floor.

“They like you,” Jim say, smiling.

Jim invite me to his house. Him live under the railway with his girlfriend Trisha. When the trains go overhead the teapot and cups and saucers rattle.
Their flat is filled with nice things, orange cushions, lemon candles, soft blankets. 

Jim hand me a guitar and him say,“Teach me some reggae.”

Trisha smile and she leave us on our own. Outside the rain fall but inside it feel warm and cosy.
Me take the guitar. 

Me pick out the melody of True Colours that me and Pook put to reggae. Me close me eyes and play and sing.

When me look up, Trisha is standing in the doorway with tears in her eyes.

“That is beautiful,” she say.


After that, me spend lots of time at Jim’s house.  It is like being with Pook again. Jim give me his spare guitar and when me not with him, me no longer feel colourless in me room now me have music.

Wednesday 18th November 1987 start like any other shift. Me go to work at six o’clock and Sparks moan there is no milk for his tea. At seven o’clock him go to buy some. Jim does not busk in the underground on Wednesdays and me hear no music.

Me sit in ticket office. It is quiet and me start thinking about the music me play when me finish when suddenly there is a bang that hurt me ears and people run past the ticket office shouting. Me go out the door and me see fire rolling in a great orange ball up the escalator and me turn and run but it catch me and the colours go.

The next thing me hear is music. Me think me home in Jamaica with me humming bird and Pook. 
“Jackson?” 

Me wonder why it all dark, why me can’t see wit me eyes open.

“Sparks dragged you out,” Jim’s voice say.
Me lay back on the pillow. Him tell me about the fire. It is like he is very far away. Or maybe it is me who is very far away.

“Let me have your guitar,” me say.

Me take it, me feel it with me hands. Me hold it. Me find the strings. Me play.

“You wit the sad eyes…


Don’t be discouraged


Oh I realise


It’s hard to take courage


In a world full of people


You can lose sight of it all


And the darkness inside you


Can make you feel so small


I see your true colours, shining through…”

Me feel tired. Me give guitar back to Jim and lay back on the pillow and close me eyes.


Me hummingbird come flying toward me in the blue Jamaican sky, his feathers glowing in the light of the evening sun. Me wonder at his colours and me reach out to him. 


It is time to go home, to leave the land of grey skies, dark tunnels and dark birds and return to the land where hummingbirds fly.
