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Dedicated to all the sufferers

Singer man, sing me a song

I hear you singing | Sweet harmony...

Amazing grace, | How sweet the sound, | That saved a wretch like me, | I once was lost but now I’m found, | Was blind but now I see.
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CHAPTER ONE

Michael Wright fastened his seatbelt, closed his eyes and held his breath as the plane taxied along the runway at Palisados Airport. It was his first experience of a plane flight, a sensation filling him with emotions of fear, excitement and anticipation. Those feelings were to remain with him throughout the flight and long after. 

As the plane became airborne, he looked through the small window next to his seat. He could see jagged rock edges along the coast fringing the blue sea below. The plane gradually gained height and headed into the distance. He tried to adjust his mind to his surroundings, while listening to the steady drone of the engines. The experience could have been a reflection of some fantasia or memory of a distant dream. There was a moment’s thought about what could possibly happen in the hours ahead during flight, or in the unknown future that awaited him. 

A cloud rushed by; then others in quick succession. The silvery lining of other clouds stretched far into the distance. Behind him was the glow of the setting sun. It was a situation far removed from any previous experience he had ever had. 

Not so long ago he had been in the airport lounge, feeling the humidity and watching heat rise from the asphalt. He had been among crowds, hustling and bustling as they prepared for departure, while others were welcoming arrivals. Now he was high above the them all, heading into a life of uncertainty, on his way to England, with no real clarity about the future. 

Any expectations he had, could have been shaped by misguided impressions from the stories told to him by those he had left behind. He had heard many such stories about what life was like abroad. Unfortunately, the people who told those stories had never travelled outside Jamaica. Most had never left their own communities or even the village where they were born. For a few, their only contact with the outside world was contained in letters from family members abroad or gleaned from listening to the radio. They had no real understanding of what the bigger world was all about. Michael treated all the stories he had heard about life abroad with scepticism. And although he didn’t trust his own imagination completely, he was optimistic.

His first eleven years were spent in Jones Town and Trench Town, volatile environments. For one reason or another, those communities lived on a knife-edge of violence; fear were always close at hand. From an early age, he had learned that this was part of everyday living. Self-preservation meant learning quickly and growing up fast. Even before he had reached the age of eight, he had witnessed many quarrels, fights, knives and gun attacks. He could remember at least two occasions when his own mother had had to defend herself against vicious attacks, to preserve both their lives. Even at that young age, he couldn’t understand why people treated each other with such ferocity.

Trench Town School was one of the many Michael attended. Mr Byfield, the Headmaster, and the school he ran both had a reputation for delivering good education. But it was a tough environment. Arguments, intimidation, bullying and fights among pupils, and sometimes parents in the school yard, were frequent. Later, on reflection, he had come to realise that social and economic problems, poverty, and lack of opportunity for people to escape from their predicament, were all contributory factors to the tensions and conflicts. It was survival of the fittest. 

One of the first things he learned when he started school was how to survive by avoidance. Without brothers or sisters to defend him in such a tough environment, his mother taught him his first lesson: ‘Head straight home after school, as fast as possible.’

His life wasn’t much different from those around him. With an absent father, he was in the same predicament as many families living in those environments but his mother provided everything he needed, and he learned not to demand too much of what wasn’t unavailable. 

During his flight, his mind turned to the first time he met his father. He was about six years old. Although memories of that meeting were unclear, he recalled its emotions and the shedding of tears. Then his father went away and didn’t return again for a number of years. 

The next time he saw his father he was about nine years old. 

After that they didn’t meet again until four weeks before he was due to leave Jamaica for England. There were no words of explanation for the long disappearances and the only questions he might have asked weren’t the kind children would ask a parents to answer. It was a very emotional final reunion. He would never see or hear from his father again, although he would try to contact him by letter from England but there would be no reply. 

Michael remembered seeing his father once in the small room his mother called home. It was late at night and he was in bed pretending to be asleep when he saw his father put something on top of the wardrobe. The next morning when he was alone in the room, Michael had climbed up to see what his father had hidden secretly in the brown paper bag. He nearly fell off the chair when he saw the gun. He never mentioned it to anyone or climbed up to look on top of the wardrobe again. Afterwards he could hardly hold back the fear he felt every time he remembered that gun.

The plane was now on a steady course and the lights above the cabin door said: UNFASTEN SEAT BELTS. He looked around the cabin, still anxious and wishing he had reached his destination. He closed his eyes to try and sleep, but was feeling claustrophobic. It was a feeling similar to the one he had had when he was eight years old. He was playing with some boys his own age and went to look for a marble that was lost underneath a nearby house. He became tightly wedged between stilts that supported the house and the neighbours had to be called to rescue him. That sense of claustrophobia now returned to haunt him.

He had had a similar experience at the age of seven. He knew the exact date. It was August 17th, 1951 a day that had left an indelible mark. On that night Hurricane Charlie swept across the island with devastating effect, resulting in loss of both life and property. His adopted sister, Edith, who looked after him when his mother was away at work in the city, was with him. She was fourteen. That night they were alone in the small room. Their mother, Vashti, was caught downtown where she worked, selling produce from one of Michael’s uncle’s plantations in the country. The profits were used to buy provisions for their shop that supplied the needs of the whole district.

That hurricane would always be with him.

CHAPTER TWO

Thursday August 16th. 

The radio warned of the imminent arrival of Hurricane Charlie but the news was treated casually by some with a typically easy-going Jamaican approach. Michael overheard someone remark, ‘Cho, ah nuh nutten.’ Another man said, ‘Bwoy, storm only gwine to pass over de island, man.’ A rastaman with a spliff hanging from his lips said: ‘Jah will protect I an I. I man safe.’

However, even those taking a casual approach were quietly worried. They knew the devastating consequences of a direct hit on the island and prayed it wouldn’t happen. 

Hurricane Charlie arrived the following day as predicted.

The day began calm, sun rising with precision as usual. By midday the earth was scorched by unbearable heat. Nothing unusual about that: except in the rainy season, heat was the main feature of Jamaican weather; wall-to-wall sunshine beginning shortly after dawn. 

In Kingston the hustle and bustle of daily life was in full flow, but the weather forecast was still at the fore-front of everyone’s mind. 

By late afternoon the sky gradually began to darken, followed by light winds and a drizzle. Everyone by then was making preparations to board up their windows. There was a rising sense of urgency, as if they had all suddenly remembered the details of the previous day’s broadcast. News on the local radio was now announcing the imminent arrival of Hurricane Charlie. 

Most people were, of course, accustomed to following emergency routines over the years, during hurricane season. It was part of everyday life in the Caribbean but Michael had never had that experience before. When he saw people boarding up their windows, he realised that something he had never seen was about to happen. The other children around him also watched with excitement but the danger soon became obvious. Much darker clouds were approaching, darkening the sky. Wind and rain gathered pace and everyone started to head for the safety of their own small houses or to the rooms they called home.

Unlike Michael Edith had experienced at least two minor hurricanes but they had caused very little damage or trauma so even she was unprepared for the severity of what happened next and the people living in the adjoining yards were too busy preparing for the hurricane to notice that Michael and his adopted sister were home alone and Edith hadn’t cottoned on to the urgent need to get Michael indoors. Indeed, he and two boys about the same age, were still playing in the middle of the community yard, amid the drizzle and progressively darkening sky, having fun, while darkening clouds were gathering quickly with each passing moment. 

When Edith finally called out to him, Michael ran towards the room they called home and Edith bolted the door as soon as Michael was inside.

Within an hour, wind was howling, the rain was torrential and mass lightening flashed. Peels of thunder were constantly crashing down. By now, most who had been busy preparing for the hurricane were in a place of safety, hoping and praying that the storm would pass quickly.

Michael had seen some heavy rains before. He could remember seeing floods threaten to wash away everything in its path and the gully that ran along Central Road had carried fast flowing flood waters towards the sea. He had heard talk of how treacherous the torrents rushing along the gully could be and had been warned by his mother more times than he could remember. Whenever he gazed at the rushing water he would always remind himself to keep a safe distance. He had heard stories of children and adults who had fallen in the gully and been swept away to the sea half a mile away from his home. Whether those stories were true or made up to create a climate of fear in his mind, to him they were real. The image of the water rushing towards the sea was the first picture that came to his mind now as soon as the rain began to beat strongly down onto the corrugated roof of the small room where they had locked themselves away. He longed for the warm of his mother and her comforting voice to reassure him.

The wind gathered pace. It seemed to be increasing with every passing moment. As the hurricane started to batter their small room, Michael felt a sense of isolation, of helplessness. He and Edith both resigned themselves to the idea that no one was on the way to rescue or comfort them.

The hurricane at its most intense sounded as if at any moment the roof would be torn off, exposing them to the elements that were trying to invade the room. They hid beneath the confined space of the bed and huddled together. Wind and rain lashed the room with ferocity and the sound of thunderclaps echoed through the darkness of the night. They could hear trees and debris crashing down as the raging winds howled like a demon in a blackness outside lit up only by the lightning strikes. Corrugated irons crashed against the side of the room and nearby houses. The light bulb in the room exploded and they were in complete darkness, without even a torch or candle. Water began pouring in from a hole in the roof and crevices of the window that faced east. 

After more than an hour, there was a brief moment of respite, a moment that lasted several minutes. That moment gave them hope that the storm was passing but that was wishful thinking. Before long the surges increased once more; this time even with more intensity. The noise became unbearable. Their clothes were now soaking wet and so was everything else in the room, except perhaps the clothes in the locked wardrobe. 

Several hours passed but the hurricane was still raging. They lost track of time and were now weak from fear and becoming traumatised - tears mixed with rain water streamed down their faces.

In the midst of the cacophony of noise and deluge, they thought they could hear voices calling out. The voices, mingled with the howling wind, rain, lightning and thunder, seemed distantly eerie. They weren’t sure if they were imagining things but stopped sobbing to listen. 

Someone began pounding the door of their room, and a number of frantic voices were calling out for help amidst the pounding. The desperate sounding voices and banging on the door startled them, but were welcome signs of life outside. They got out from beneath the bed and tried to open the door, but the wind threatened to tear it from its hinges and pin them to the wall. Using all their strength, they managed to unbolt the door and three adults, two men and a woman, collapsed across the threshold into the room. They were total strangers but, for Michael and Edith, a welcome sight. They weren’t alone any more. 

It was a fierce struggle to close the door. The newcomers were mumbling and sobbing through wet and trembling lips but eventually managed to get the bolt back in place. 

Surprised to see two children alone and in a state of panic, the woman tried to comfort Michael who was now crying uncontrollably and then opened the wardrobe to look for dry clothes in the darkness of the room. The hole in the roof was now much bigger and wind and rain was increasingly invading the room but she found and put an oversized shirt on Michael. 

The men chattered frantically as they tried to figure out what to do next. There were more tears, sobbing and prayers as if they felt these were their last moments. The adults were asking God to have mercy on their souls but all such requests for mercy fell on deaf ears as the wind howled. The sound of thunder echoed through the night as it seemingly crashed against the sides of the small room. One of the men shouted ‘We’re all going to die’, adding yet more anxiety to an already distressing situation. 

Michael started to think about heaven. The mission church he went to on Sunday mornings had taught him that all good children go to heaven. He couldn’t remember anything bad he had done that would prevent him going to heaven and that gave him some sense of security. But although he wanted to go to heaven, he wanted to get there without dying. He was saying the Lord’s Prayer silently, sobbing, hoping to be rescued from the dangers of the night.

There was another urgent hammering at the door, about ten minutes after the three strangers first arrived, accompanied by a desperate cry for help. The adults levered open the door, again struggling against the wind and rain. A man staggered in with a bag of mangoes over his shoulders and fell to the floor, exhausted. He was helped to his feet and recognised by the men who helped him up. They lived near each other, but the hurricane had also destroyed his house. 

Recovering a little the newcomer opened his bag and handed everyone a mango, which by this time was beyond welcome. Michael hadn’t eaten for several hours. Fear and trauma had destroyed his desire for food. But the offer of a mango, now that there was an element of security with adults around, was like being invited to a feast. Everyone in their soaking wet clothes and trembling lips devoured the mangoes but their moment of respite from hunger was suddenly interrupted. The window flew open and everyone screamed as wind and rain invaded the room.

The men struggled to close it again. There were more desperate gasps and sighs. 

The man with the bag of mangoes shouted, ‘The roof’s gone, the roof’s gone!’

He meant the roof of a house he could see through the window. but everyone else thought he was talking about the roof of the room they were in and they all rushed out into the dangers of the night, amidst roaring winds and flying debris. 

Michael and Edith followed, hanging onto the woman’s dress. 

They struggled through the darkness, unsure of where to go. Lightning flashed and high winds buffeted them as they were tossed from side to side. There was a house about fifty yards away and they headed in that direction half paddling through water, . They fell several times as they bobbed and weaved to avoid litter on the ground and flying object coming from all directions.

The house they were heading for belonged to a local landlord, Mr Palmer. It was one of the biggest and most secure houses in the neighbourhood but the front door was wide open. The house was in darkness and water, broken crockery and furniture littered the floor. The windows had been blown open and the shutters were banging from side to side. There was no one home. The men tried to close the windows but failed dismally. Without any spoken agreement they all headed for another nearby shelter, a house on stilts, not too far away. 

Many such houses were built on stilts to avoid flooding but houses on stilts also served another purpose. They were convenient, if anyone wanted to move their home on a truck or trailer, to a new location.

This house, on a slight slope, was on very high stilts and was in total darkness. They could hear the sound of things being thrown around inside the house in the furore. They ran for shelter beneath the house. Even though the water beneath the house was flowing fast it was safer than being outdoors. Everyone desperately clung to the stilts supporting the house and argued about what to do next causing more confusion and anxiety. 

Before long there was another surge of wind and rain and in less than five minutes the water beneath the house became extremely treacherous. The oversized shirt Michael was wearing was torn from his body and he screamed as water threatened to overpower him and loosen the grip he had on the stilt. He held on with one hand and with the other clung to the woman’s arm. It was a daunting task for a seven year old and he could feel his strength ebbing away. He braced himself against one of the stilts, sobbing, shaking with fear and the cold. 

It was a desperate situation and even the adults seemed to be now concerned with their own survival. Someone shouted that the house might collapse on them. In the chaos and confusion, another torrent of water washed them from beneath the house and they were once more exposed to the elements. At first they were able to cling to each other but they soon everyone was washed in different directions and Michael and Edith were separated from the adults. They just about managed to cling on to each other as the flood water carried them in the direction of Miss Dolly’s house.

Miss Dolly was a middle-aged woman. Her husband kept goats and they were well off by Trench Town standards. She was Aunt Dolly to all the children in the neighbourhood. Sometimes children would meet in her yard to play because she was tolerant. Her house was a kind of unspoken neighbourhood crèche and people would sometimes leave their children in her trust, if they had important things to do. If she had known that Michael and Edith were alone, marooned by the storm, she would have been the first to attempt to rescue them. Her house was large enough to accommodate many people, if she had to. And even though she was a well-off member of the community, she didn’t have an attitude problem. She treated everyone in the neighbourhood with equal courtesy and respect. So she was well protected, safe in an environment where, if you had too much of anything and were arrogant about it, there would always be a lot of people trying to relieve you of some of it and they would do it one way or another. Miss Dolly didn’t have those concerns. 

Her house, also on stilts, was somewhat sheltered, and a little way from the mainstream of flood waters. Beneath it was a refuge for goats her husband kept. Goats didn’t like rainy seasons either, so her house on stilts was an ideal place for them to shelter when it rained. That was the place Michael and Edith crawled into as soon as they reached the house. They crawled between the goats to get warm and regain their strength. 

It was some time before they ventured out into the open again to knock the front door for the first time but they didn’t even have the strength to cry or shout anymore. Buffeted by wind and rain, they banged on the door with all their might but all their efforts to be heard were muted by the storm. 

They retreated to safety beneath the house again. With their strength ebbing away, they decided they had to make one final effort before resigning themselves to the likelihood that they would not survive the night. The goats were silent, as if they too had resigned to their fate. The moment of despair had arrived and in one last desperate attempt, they crawled from beneath the house and pounded the door with all their might before collapsing in the midst of the wind and rain in front of the stubbornly sealed door. 

The hours of their ordeal had sapped all their strength and they were now merely surviving by willpower alone. They were in danger of drowning, of dying from hypothermia, or of being fatally injured by flying debris. 

Almost on the verge of being unconscious, they heard the sound of the door being opened and they were plucked from the darkness and devastation by Miss Dolly’s husband and carried into the safety of the house. By instinct, or an act of God, he had thought he could hear the faint voices of children calling out. He hadn’t been quite sure whether it was his imagination or the children in the back room having nightmares but his check outside had saved two lives that were facing almost certain death. 

Miss Dolly quickly wrapped Michael, who was naked, in a large towel and removed Edith’s wet clothes. They were both rigorously rubbed down with a good helping of bay rum, bundled into oversized but dry clothes, and given a warm drink of chocolate tea and some hard dough bread, still trembling and sobbing while they ate.

They were later put in one of the double beds among other children who were fast asleep. The last thing Michael could remember was Miss Dolly sitting in a rocking chair, rocking, humming some improvised lullaby and watching them as they fell asleep. 

The next morning, Michael opened his eyes and realised he was in a bed filled with children of all ages, some from other neighbourhoods. For him, the night’s events were almost like a dream. The hurricane was over and there was an unusual calm, as if nothing unusual had happened the previous night. 

Miss Dolly fed everyone before they went outdoors to see the devastation. The sun was intense and by late afternoon a lot of the rainwater quickly evaporated, bringing back a semblance of normality. People were trying to salvage something from the nothing they had had before. Children played with broken twigs and strange bits and pieces found in tangled heaps in the middle of the community yard. They were reunited with parents; everyone cried with joy to see loved ones again and it wasn’t long before Michael was reunited with his mother. She had spent the night in Coronation Market where she was caught up in the storm. Her eyes were swollen from crying all night, worried about the safety of her children. She was overcome with emotion as she embraced them, thanking Miss Dolly for rescuing them from the storm.

That hurricane experience was still vivid in Michael’s mind, even in the midst of his maiden flight. It was as if it happened yesterday. 

Just then the plane went through an air pocket and shuddered. He closed his eyes, not wanting to think of the inevitable if something went seriously wrong. He drifted off to sleep as the plane continued without any further hint of turbulence.

‘Would you like something to eat, sir?’ said the stewardess, tapping him on the shoulder. The voice seemed distant, mysterious. 

He opened his eyes as he turned to face the stewardess. 

She handed him a menu and he searched for something unusual to eat finally ordering cream of asparagus soup, the best of everything available and went back to sleep. He still felt uncomfortable flying and didn’t really want to stay awake. He wasn’t afraid of dying, but had made up his mind that, if there was going to be a fatal accident, he didn’t want to know about it. 

Throughout the flight that became his routine. He would eat, go back to sleep and wake again when it was time to eat and the stewardess only woke him for the last time to get him to fasten his seat belt and prepare for landing.
CHAPTER THREE

The plane landed in a mist engulfing the whole airport.

A sudden gust of wind penetrated the tropical suit Michael was wearing. He felt like a visitor from another planet trying to come to terms with being hurled into another dimension where people, time, space, and the weather all needed decoding. He was in the midst of a cacophony of sounds, activities and people, all very different from those he had left behind. But he had his instructions written down long before he left Jamaica and knew exactly what to do. As soon as his luggage and passport were cleared, he got into a taxi and headed for his destination.

Looking out at London through the windows of a black taxicab he could have been a story he had read a long time ago. London traffic, fog, the London lights, delicatessen shops, the smell of fish and chips, the odour of the Thames itself, all heightened his senses. People were snuggled into warm overcoats, going about in haste to escape the chill. Red buses, more black cabs, the noise of trains, all filled him with curiosity and excitement. He tried to internalise everything he could see, hear and imagine. But all that was eventually pushed to the back of his mind as he focused on reaching his destination. 

They drove through London in silence, the taxi driver barely participating in any meaningful conversation. That gave Michael time to consider and deal with all the uncertainty of arriving in a foreign land. They reached Paddington and he paid off the taxi driver. He just wanted to reach his destination as soon as possible and escape the biting wind. 

As he got out of the taxi, he tried to familiarise himself with his brick and concrete surroundings and the strange looking houses with smoke coming from their chimneys. Walking along the one-way street, staring eyes made him feel uncomfortably out of place but he walked on
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