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         It’s a double celebration tonight, not that many will care about your starring role. You carry the weight of the occasion on your shoulders, take it in your stride. You’ve worked hard to get here, earned these palpitations, the dry mouth, these uncontrollable jitters: short breaths, thumping chest. You’ve dreamt of this moment for years now – and what a night to make history. Here, in this, the first competitive fixture at Derby County’s shiny new stadium. You, the first black man to referee in the Premiership. You must be the proudest man at Pride Park.

         You strut up and down, make your face known, act like a regular at this level, as players from both sides mill about in the tunnel, loiter outside their dressing rooms, laughing and joking, basking in the pre-match buzz before it all kicks off.

         Shaking a few hands, muttering a few hellos, you look the tracksuited players dead in the eyes, show them that you belong here, that you’re the man in charge.

         You look calm, but the nervous energy simmers within, your unsettled stomach a sack of stress, a little uneasy, feeling a little queasy – to be expected of course, becoming the history-maker you are.

         Time to get in the zone, get your mind and body ready for the ninety minutes to come. You change from your suit into your training gear in your changing room and head out onto the pitch for a pre-match warm-up as the new all-seater stadium begins to fill up with wide-eyed burger-stuffing Bovril-slurping fans.

         The glare of the floodlights is a spotlight and you are the performer about to put on a show.

         To start, a light jog around the perimeter of the Pride Park pitch, flanked by your two linesmen tonight: Neil Hancox and Ray Oliver. As a trio, you do a few shuttles and drills to get your bodies match-ready: sidestep star-jumps, high knees, ‘open the gate’, ‘close the gate’, skipping, ankle circles, hamstring walks.

         Muscles gradually loosen.

         First-team coaches in baseball caps, pulled-down socks and Copa Mundial boots bellow throaty instructions at players in fluorescent-coloured bibs who zig-zag through fluorescent-coloured cones. Goalkeepers launch balls from the penalty area to the centre circle. Plump stewards get into position. Everyone has their role.

         It looks the part, Derby’s new ground: modern, square, neat corners, shiny black and white seats. The playing surface too is in pristine condition, everything seemingly in order already for the Rams to assert themselves as a proper Premiership football club.

         You end with a few stretches and then a gut-busting sprint from the goal-line to halfway to show off your speed. You are meticulous with your routine because the devil is in the detail.

         You have learned a lot from doing martial arts: By failing to prepare, you are preparing to fail. 

         The words have stuck.

         Up to thirty thousand fans will flood into the stadium, you’ve been told, to see their boys in their shiny new surroundings for this historic Wednesday-night game. Derby have left the old Baseball Ground with all its history, Brian Clough and Peter Taylor, title wins and European nights, they’ve packed up the boxes, loaded the removal vans and have relocated here to the shiny new Pride Park across the city.

         You try to play down the occasion, keep a lid on it, but this isn’t just another game. It’s taken you eighteen years to get here and you’re determined to make the most of it, you’re determined to make a good first impression.

         Back inside your changing room, kick-off nearing, you thumb through the match programme, see your name at the back in glossy print: U. Rennie (Sheffield). The nerves gush through you, the razzamatazz of the occasion, the first game in this spanking new stadium and you at the centre of it.

         You change, you think, you pace, you pretend.

         An outer coldness, an inner quickening of the pulse.

         Same pre-match spiel to your two assistants, new significance.

         Heart pounding, head fizzy.

         There’s a knock on your door, it’s somebody from Wimbledon, he tells you one of their players, Alan Kimble, doesn’t have a shirt to play in, they’ve forgotten it back in London.

         You’ve got to be a people person as a referee, fix things, think fast, think on your feet, be quick off the draw. Not ideal but a plan is hatched, a decision is made, you pretend you have everything under control.

         The Dons’ kit man goes on the hunt, returns again shortly after, has borrowed a top from a travelling fan. It’s a blank shop-bought replica, no name or number on the back. Not ideal but it will have to do.

         You’ve changed, you think, you pace, you pretend.

         Sugary snacks and swigs of your sports drink. Liquid courage. One deep breath, then it’s time to ring the buzzer, let the players know it’s showtime.

         You give it a minute, then march out when both teams are lined up and ready. They must wait for you, not the other way around.

         In the tunnel, the stench of the occasion consumes you, soaks into your bones: sweat and Deep Heat and bravado.

         Take it all in, Uri, quash those butterflies, say your little prayer, not many have made it this far up the footballing pyramid coming from where you have, being who you are. It’s all down to you now; at this level, they’re expecting you to be good and that you will be, undoubtedly.

         The echoing thud, thud, thud of the Wimbledon keeper, Neil Sullivan, bouncing the match ball, mirrors the thud, thud, thud of your heart. He spits on his gloved hands and claps three times. The sound reverberates: thud, thud, thud.

         Last rallying calls from the two captains: rituals and superstitions rife. Everything throbs, new yearnings invade the fibres of your skin, infiltrate your consciousness, as you take those first few steps and saunter out of the tunnel, lead the two teams out of this shiny new stadium. Floodlights glaring.

         Your heart pulsing and pulsating.

         The roar all-consuming

         as you blow that first whistle.

         Lots of eye contact and furtive waist-down gesturing to your assistant as the ball bounces out of play; getting it right downstairs before lifting your left arm up fully to signal for an attacking throw.

         Ray on the line duly follows and hoists his yellow flag up cleanly and clearly. Setting out your stall, singing off the same hymn sheet already. A small thing but a good start: synchronicity. Cogs in a well-oiled machine, one thing leading to another, letting the players know who’s running the show.

         You use the dead ball time to get into your next position, anticipating where the ball is going to bounce next. You can’t give what you don’t see, and if you’re not in a position to see, then you’re not refereeing right.

         You swivel, you spin, you sprint, you swagger, you strut.

         The Derby keeper, Mart Poom, launches the ball upfield and you keep shuffling to make the right angle. Ambling and then scrambling along the turf to give you the right vantage point.

         Always on the move, always needing to get ‘side-on’, crabbing left to right to get into a position for you to see the nudging and tussling and shoving, the excessive physical contact, the battle between two opposing players. One desperate for the ball, the other desperate to keep it. Legs and feet scrapping.

         No foul, no foul. You play a running commentary of the action as it unfolds in your head, keeping your brain alert, keeping you on your toes, ready to respond at any second.

         Wimbledon midfielder Vinnie Jones has a moan, of course he does. Welcome to the Premiership, Uri.

         You shuffle into position. You are always shuffling into position to see the next foul, reacting to the next phase of play, spotting the next offence, following the trajectory of the ball as it balloons from place to place.

         You break into a sprint, pump your arms and legs like it is a race.

         You swivel, you spin, you sprint, you swagger, you strut.

         Derby possession, Derby pressure: pushing and probing and passing and … goal.

         Poise, patience and penetration paying off.

         Derby County lead. Ashley Ward scores the game’s first goal, heads it past Sullivan. The Pride Park crowd celebrate wildly, make themselves at home. Twenty minutes gone: one–nil.

         Wimbledon corner, you get into position, get yourself somewhere to see.

         The Wimbledon centre-back, Chris Perry, rises to meet the ball and heads it into the back of the net. The famous ego-deflectors Wimbledon have equalised straight away, a minute or so after falling behind, the score now one–one.

         Derby possession, Derby pressure: pushing and probing and passing and Eranio slides in to put Derby back in the lead.

         A frantic first thirty-two minutes: two–one Derby.

         For a foul, you book Kimble, you know it’s him, no name or number on the back of his shirt.

         You blow for half-time on the forty-five, swagger and strut down the tunnel, your heart pulsing and pulsating.

         A fifteen-minute respite: sugary snacks and swigs of your sports drink.

         So far, so good, you think.

         Ten minutes into the second half and you reassure yourself you’re doing just fine, settling into the rhythm of the second half, the rhythm of top-level football.

         Positioning seems solid so far, you’re in the right place to make the right decisions. You’re getting through your first game as a Premiership football referee with little controversy so far, no hiccups of note here at Pride Park, in this shiny new stadium.

         Still over half an hour to go. You give a corner and get into position.

         Then …

         Darkness,

         Silence sharply followed by ironic cheers …

         boos and jeers …

         shadows.

         All black. Pitch black. Black as the night sky.

         Only silhouettes remain. Confusion surrounds you. Players wonder what the fuck’s going on. The managers and the fans too. Wonder what the fuck has happened to the floodlights. You’re supposed to have all the answers. You wing it. Pretend to be in complete control. Pretend you know what to do.

         It goes with the territory that you’re going to be a talking point as a referee but this wasn’t meant to happen, this lack of light.

         You pace and pretend. Speak to your linesmen, speak to the two captains, speak to the two managers, groundstaff and security.

         There’s only one thing to do, you get the players off. Off the pitch, out of the black and back inside. You have to.

         An announcement is made over the tannoy, the fans grumble, puzzled. More boos. The stadium shrouded in nervy confusion.

         Twenty-two bodies like baddies in a video game, trudge off the pitch and down the tunnel.

         It’s nine o’clock now.

         The Wimbledon manager, Joe Kinnear, asks what the plan is. The Derby manager, Jim Smith, asks what the plan is. You’re expected to know all the answers.

         The referee is all things to the players and managers, the wearer of many hats: the police officer, the parent, the teacher, the therapist, the social worker, the confidant, the nurse; judge, jury and bloody executioner.

         You pace about, pretend you have everything under control. You’re surrounded by hi-vis Derby groundstaff. Staff that barely know their new stadium themselves, trying to reassure you that this is nothing to worry about.

         You’re told there’s an electrical issue.

         Someone else says they heard a bang.

         Derby: Five minutes, ref, got an electrician looking at it now. Generator problem.

         9.15 now. It’s getting late, it’ll start to get dangerous. It’s Wednesday night, fans will need to get home, kids will need to be tucked into bed. The players’ legs will stiffen and their muscles will seize up.

         They’re trying to keep warm and limbered up, you hear them jumping up and down and running on the spot, metal boot-studs peppering the concrete.

         Derby: Just five minutes, ref, two failed generator problems.

         You give Derby more time, some leeway to sort it out on their special day, provide the light needed to resume the game. You try not to ask too many questions; instead, remain assertive with a series of statements. This is not the time for wishy-washy words, long-winded explanations or beating about the bush. This is not some drama being watched on tele, this is you, right here, right now, with a big decision to make.

         Look, you pause to formulate your words clearly …

         You: 9.30 cut-off.

         Derby: Or what?

         You: Or it’s postponed, abandoned.

         Derby: Abandoned?

         You: Abandoned.

         Derby: 9.30?

         You: 9.30.

         Pace and pretend and wait.

         Pace and wait.

         Wait.

         You loiter. Club officials from both sides at your ‘Match Officials’ door.

         Wimbledon: Any news? What’s happening now? My players are getting restless, ref. Just call it off, this is fuckin’ ridiculous.

         Derby: Don’t be so hasty, any minute now, we’ve got a good team on it.

         Wimbledon: This is getting silly, how much did this stadium cost to build again?

         Derby: The maintenance men have nearly fixed it, we’ve been told.

         Wimbledon: What a joke.

         Derby: You can delay it another five, ten max, can’t ya, ref?

         9.27 – nothing.

         9.28 – nothing.

         9.29 – nothing.

         9.30. You tried, gave them a chance. 9.30 cut-off you said and it’s 9.30 now.

         Decision made, match abandoned.

         Derby: Really, ref? Come off it, we’ll get it going any minute now. Just give it another five.

         Decision made.

         9.33 – light is restored, you hear the ironic cheers from the fans who have remained, but it’s too late. Turning back now would make you look weak. You are now a Premiership referee, with Premiership referee responsibilities, you must remain strong, unfazed.

         Decision made.

         Wimbledon: Well done, ref!

         Derby: Rash decision, weak, been bullied, ref, bullied.

         Wimbledon: Had to be done. Your hands were tied.

         Derby County are embarrassed. The celebratory champagne will have to be put back in the fridge.

         It had to be done though; it’s hard to be seen as a black man, even in the best of lights.
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         Positioned at the start line, left foot in front of the right. Big toe wiggling. You ignore the fighting talk from the other boys either side of you, you will do your talking with your legs. You are too busy focusing on the finish line – the invisible white tape between two trees at the far end of the yard – to listen to their big big talk.

         You are too busy picturing what winning will feel like when you get to the other side, dreaming about the cheers you will hear and the respect you will get for being faster than them all.

         With a quick wobble of the head, you snap yourself back into real life, can’t dream for too long, not yet, you have a race to win.

         Here, in Jamaica, in Dalvey Pier, St Thomas, you must be good at running, being slow makes you an embarrassment to your area, an embarrassment to your nation.

         It’s in your blood to be fast, you must run to get to where you need to go, every day to everywhere, bolting it from here to the Blue Mountains, there is no place for standing still or being too slow.

         You breathe in heavy through your nose, heavier out of your mouth. You are readier than you have ever been to be a winner. You are one of the best around, one of the fastest for your age and probably the whole school. You could be everyone’s number one sportsman. You run, you race, you bowl, you field, you catch. You play until the sun goes down and your aunt or your grandma shouts, Uri, where are you, pickney? for all of Dalvey to hear.

         Everything to you is a competition you must win.

         A small crowd have come to watch, drawn in by the pre-race noise. One of the younger girls, somebody’s little sister, is given the duty to start the contest. She cups her hands over her mouth like it is a megaphone and shouts, on your marks … 

         As soon as she says get set … and go, you’re off, catapulting yourself forward, running as fast as you possibly can to get to the other side.

         You make a strong start, your bare feet pounding into the hard ground as you run a hundred miles an hour like you’ve been fired from a slingshot. You push out your chest to give you the tightest of leads and the more you run, the more the other boys disappear from the corners of your eyes.

         Blood rushes through your body fast like a fielder rushing to the boundary. Sweat drips from your forehead like rain during hurricane season.

         You run like you are running to your cousins. Like you are late for school. Like your neighbour’s dog is chasing you seconds after you have stolen some low-hanging fruit.

         Pushing and pushing, using every bit of your body to make sure you beat the other boys to be the best. You get closer and closer, the finish line coming nearer and nearer as you stretch out your neck, making every centimetre count, to make sure you finish in first place.

         And you have, you’ve won. The other boys are not even close.

         In seconds, you are surrounded, crowded by everyone jumping and dancing like it is a carnival. The other breathless boys mutter their congratulations with half-happy, half-jealous faces.

         Even though you are now a winner, your body feels like it is about to explode from the inside and the crowd of bodies isn’t helping, so you drop to the floor, collapse back first, spreading out your limbs like a starfish.

         Vision is blurry, sky not coming through clear. Your chest heaves up and down, up and down, but soon, as the sound of the children around you can be heard again, your movement becomes more regular, soon it feels easier to breathe. Soon you feel normal. Soon enough you are Uri again.

         
            • • •

         

         Tracing your footsteps in the dirt, leaving your mark in the earth on the road where eventually concrete meets water. All the sounds together make a song: machete-wielding farmers – skinny men with fat voices – yelling across plots; clip-clopping mules tugging carts with crops; noisy birds chirping in the trees.

         The sea can be heard from here, twinkling like Sunday-best jewellery, as the sunlight glints off the water in the drum that will need refilling again in the morning. It’s your job to make sure it’s full for everyone by breakfast.

         For now though, you play, hurtling from friend to friend, cousin to cousin, as freely as an old car tyre being rolled downhill past the houses with the old men smoking their pipes in their rocking chairs on their verandas.

         Everyone in Dalvey is talking about tonight. A big sound system is being set up: big boxes with buttons and little knobs and flashing lights. Every now and then, you hear the thumping of the bass as they test all is in order for later.

         A team of dreadlocked workers from Duckenfield to Golden Grove help put it all together, they smoke spliff after spliff and swig golden-brown rum and laugh and sweat and cuss as they pile everything up, box on top of box. The smell of the kerosene they use to feed the generator makes your eyes sting more than the ganja.

         It takes all day to set everything up, and with your own eyes you watch the monster come to life. The many wires like snakes.

         You are amazed by the power and energy of something that wasn’t alive this morning.

         By nightfall, everything is ready.

         Little makeshift rum shacks have been built for the grown-ups to drink themselves happy, or angry, or both. And the people eat – jerk chicken, jerk fish – as the youts, younger than you, run and run until they are dizzy, drunk off the fun, the fumes and the extra-loud music.

         You like this record, ‘Cherry, Oh Baby’. The floor shakes and your ears throb with the dancehall beat as you join the adults shaking their leg in front of the quick-talking DJ.

         It doesn’t take long, within seconds your body has this great urge to move, like your bones can’t be stopped even if they want to. As the record plays, you make yourself the star. Movements start small but get bigger beat by beat.

         As the first singer is joined by a second, the track is in full swing. You thrust left, then thrust right with the energy of a famous hotshot superstar. It’s a happy tune and the vocals make your insides feel warm. You want to jump and move and dance until you are too tired to dance anymore.

         The chorus comes in big and powerful.

         You like to dance because you like to move, you like to show off sometimes. You like to be the centre of attention, make people watch, make people laugh, make people admire. You wiggle your hips to the beat. You swivel your ankles, the vibrations sliding all through your body.

         You do figure-eights with your hips, swing and spin them, shimmy to your right twice, then allow your left side to copy. You are dancing with rhythm, dancing with heart; the raspy Jamaican tones making your soul feel strong.

         Then you switch it up, pick up the pace, start bopping your head side to side: one second this way, one second the other.

         Eyesight gets foggy and you start pulling a funny face, the music has you moving mad. You bite your bottom lip and shunt your pelvis forward, then back, and forwards again. You have a little routine going, a little two-step. Hip bones pound the air vigorously.

         As a new song starts to play, tiring, you leave the dancefloor for a moment to catch your breath.

         Away from the noise, behind the curtain of some trees, you hear some storyteller, an elder, gathering the little ones to tell them a tale. Probably a story with a goody and a baddy and a hidden message – like one of them sermons you hear in church – and an ending that either makes you think, or laugh long into the night.

         Cross-legged, you join in to listen for a bit. You like the stories that make you think about what is the right and wrong thing to do in a situation, the stories that teach you things.

         The party won’t stop till the young ones have been hurried to bed and the adults have run out of rum.

         
            • • •

         

         The news feels like a strange fruit, weird at first, then sweet. The time has come; enough money has been saved, you and your little sister Joice are moving to Sheffield.

         Your stomach suddenly feels tense, like you’ve just drunk a punch made from a mixture of excitement and sadness. The combination gives you a funny tummy. Your brain feels odd too: memories shifting.

         You’ve read your parents’ letters and skimmed through the pages of the Gleaner and know a bit about the streets in England that are paved with gold, but not too much about what it will be like when you get there.

         Maybe you should have listened more carefully in class when you were learning about the United Kingdom, to know what it’s like, how life will be for you when you reach.

         Usually, when the grown-ups who can actually read have finished with the paper, you do not really concentrate on the words, instead you like to make kites with them, sharply folded and attached to a long piece of string to run about with out in the field.

         You do remember when the Queen came to visit and you saw all the soldiers in their bright red-and-black uniforms marching through town; now you will get to see her and all her guards and the rest of the monarchy all the time when you get there.

         You are soon to leave the dirt roads with the junk heaped on the side that cuts up your feet if you don’t tread careful. The pile of other people’s trash and the sharp-edged stones that can take a toenail off and can only be made better with Bluestone. You are leaving the newly tarred road that gets too hot and starts to melt when the sun shines bright. The closeness of your cousins who live just over the way. The strict teachers who slide a pencil through your hair in the mornings before school starts to make sure your afro’s been combed out properly. The macca trees with the sharp sharp prickles. The glass Pepsi bottles to bring back to the shop for a couple of coins.

         You are leaving it all.

         No more chicken chasing. No more hearing about Cuba – the bad guys – on the radio. No more Christmas tree making using broken twigs with the bark stripped off. No more library vans with a vehicle full of books, sometimes Penguin ones. No more foraging for fresh mangos, pears, bananas, guineps and jackfruit picked straight from the tree. No more lemonade making. No more trucks coming round full of ice covered in sawdust, and running home quick before the blocks start to melt. No more hanging around with Benny and Catherine Macpherson from down Morant Bay.

         Now, you will probably not be buried with your other family members on the communal plot. The graveyard with Rennies you never met or barely knew.

         Your mum and dad, your other brothers and sisters who you have yet to meet, are waiting for you on the other side of the world. They’ll pick you both up when you land at a place called Heathrow, where your new life will begin.

         It’s been three or four years now since you have seen them last, your parents; you can’t quite remember the details of their faces, the shape of their bodies and the way they spoke. What their skin smells like.

         For the last time, perched on the side of the field hugging your knees, you watch the men play cricket, the lucky players selected to represent the parish. Round here, everyone wants to be the number one fast bowler, build up speed, get a good clean throw and show off their wicket by sliding on their knees like showmen.

         Sometimes, you look at them doing it wrong, not standing right, not bending their arm correctly as they bowl – or crouching wrong as a fielder, and judge them. Technique is so important; some players should get that right before they start celebrating.

         Stepping up to the crease, following a long rub of the ball on his cricket whites, here comes another slow-spinning shot, better looking than the one before.

         The batsman looks in trouble. You hear it before you see it, the sound of the stumps smashing and the steady elevation of the umpire’s index finger signalling that he is now out. The bats-man’s half-hearted complaints about the quality of the bowler’s delivery are ignored by the figure in the middle. Whether he likes it or not, the umpire’s decision is final, and must be obeyed.

         Before you know it, sooner than you think, you’re driven to the airport by your aunt: you and your sister. It is time to leave Jamaica and head for England, leave your home and everything you know, to go to where you will start a new life in a new place you have never been before.

         You kiss your aunt goodbye, not knowing when you will see her again. Not sure when you will see Uncle Tim and Miss Marcia. Not knowing when you will see the sea. Not knowing just how different life will be. Not knowing whether you will make friends like the ones you have here. Not knowing whether you will be the fastest over there.

         Each journey starts with a single step. You knew this time would come one day, but didn’t know how strange it would feel as you climb aboard the biggest machine you’ve ever seen, Joice just ahead.

         The smell of the plane fuel makes your nostrils tingle.

         This is your first time on a plane and everything is noisy and big and busy and scary but you have to be brave as you take off. You are four years older than your sister, so it is your big brother responsibility to look after her like a dad might.

         You show no fear, flying within touching distance of the sun, over the blue of the sea, through the clouds, the plane jiggling like an old lady’s batty at a ska dance.

         From the trolley, the lady stewardess gives you and your sister a weird foil tray that is warm to touch and smells funny. When you peel off the wrapper, you turn your nose up at what you see inside, some strange-looking meat, mashed Irish potatoes, and something else she says are mushrooms. Not keen, you pinch one with your fingers and pull a disgusted face as watery brown liquid drips down the side of your hand.

         This is not the food you are used to consuming. You don’t like the look or smell of them and definitely do not want to eat things you’ve seen grow on trees. They are not eaten in Dalvey, they are fungi, you learnt in school.

         Are you going to try it? you ask Joice, navigating your fork around the fleshy fungus to get to the meat.

         I’d rather go hungry, she says with eight-year-old defiance.

         I’ll try it if you do, you lie.

         She shakes her head decisively as she scoops up a spoonful of potato and shoves it in her tiny mouth. After a few unsure chews, her face confirms it is safe.

         Are you hot? you question as she gulps down her mash.

         Yes, and my ears feel funny.

         You stroke the sweat off her forehead with your thumb and smile. It’s your responsibility to make her feel comfortable, even though the insides of your ears feel strange too, like they are growing and shrinking at the same time.

         It’s going to be fine, you say, it will be colder soon.

         As the plane lowers to land, you see your new home get bigger and bigger, nearer and nearer. Soon you will be with your mum and dad and your brothers and sisters in your new home where they already live.

         When the wheels touch the tarmac and the pilot slams on the brakes, everyone claps and you’re not completely sure why.

         With wrist-grabbing urgency, you clutch your sister’s little arm, as you lead the way through airport security and the passport control people. It’s all knees and bags and people rushing around to meet their families and go to their fancy big English homes.

         Suitcases are lugged and tugged from every direction, you feel lost as they bash into you from left, right and centre. You try to dodge them like it’s a game but there are too many of them to win and break free.

         You are saved by strangely familiar faces, their smiles like lights at the end of the tunnel, your mum and dad.

         Life is about survival, and thank God you’ve made it to your new life in one piece.

         
            • • •

         

         So this is England, the so-called Mother Country. It is July and it is cold.

         You join your mum, dad, uncles and aunties, brothers and sisters in a minibus along a long and busy road from Heathrow to Sheffield. It will take over three hours to get there, you have overheard.

         Hundreds of motor vehicles, many more than you saw back home, speed past like it is a race they are running.

         Unlike where you have come from, the road here has lights and no big potholes and this is shocking to you, details you didn’t expect.

         You look out the window and see houses that are two storeys tall and have chimneys sticking out of the top of them. In Jamaica, unless you live in Kingston, none of the houses are as tall as the ones that you can see now.

         Your other brothers and sisters and cousins play games to pass the time, they are relaxed enough around everybody to try to spot cars with number plates in alphabetical order. You want to be a part of it too, but you’re too nervous to join in, and their words aren’t coming through clear either, the sounds from their mouths come out all strange like a record that is on the wrong setting and has been sped up too fast.

         Your two youngest sisters were born here and they speak like younger versions of the crackly voices you hear on BBC World Service. You don’t really catch what they are saying, they are speaking so quickly, your brain has to work hard to understand just a little bit of what is going on. The problem is contagious. When you speak they look at you funny as if you’re speaking a completely different language.

         At least you are not alone. Inside, you know it will take a while for everything to feel normal, for you two to adjust to your new lives here. For you both to fit in.

         Once they get to Z, spotted in the form of a green Ford Cortina, they move on to a game of I Spy.

         Peering out still, you notice the grass outside is greener and the fields are big but the clouds are coloured dirty. After a long time, along a long road, you arrive into a city that must be Sheffield. A city that you will have to find your feet in. Somewhere in the background, you can hear the clink clank of machinery.

         Everybody is moving back and forth like ants, everybody has somewhere to go, something to do. You see hundreds of people, with their caps and coats, filing in and out of factories at pace.

         It will take time for you to understand the routine of it all, where exactly you will sleep, whose clothes you will wear to keep warm. It won’t be easy. You’ve already been told that times were tough when your parents first arrived, sharing the house with friends to save money. Who would sleep where managed in shifts. One couple in the bed in the morning, while the other couple worked.

         Here, there are far more white faces than black ones, but this doesn’t bother you too much. In Jamaica, the prime minister used to be Norman Manley, a white man who spoke like a regular Jamaican when he addressed the nation over the radio.

         You are used to seeing people with white skin, but maybe not so many as you see today though. The girls here, even the black girls, are not as black as the ones from back home and look shinier than you expected.

         The minibus pulls up outside your new home, where you will eat, run, play, laugh, work, sleep. The Wybourn is the right place for all of you because of the steel, you’ve been told. Your parents knew people who settled in Sheffield, worked at the Works: brick, engineering and manufacturing. Unlike your mum’s side, which is a bit more middle class, your dad comes from a line of ancestors who have been good with their hands, manual work, farming and that sort of thing, to look after themselves, to survive.

         Here, already, in England, in Sheffield, you have cousins who came here before you did and have made it their new home like you must do.

         They used to live in Jamaica years ago and want to know what life is like now, want to know what has changed, if anything at all. They ask you questions about people from back home you only vaguely know.

         More or less as soon as you park up, outside a house that is smaller than you expected, people from the street have come out of their little houses, to greet you and your sister, welcome you both to your new home, welcome you to the area with their funny voices, smiley faces and cheek-pinching fingers.

         Stepping out, the smell of the air is different, harder to breathe in somehow.

         As soon as you get inside, your sisters are desperate to show you their toys and teddies. Although you’re not really interested in playing with dolls, you’re happy they are excited and trying to make you feel at home.

         It will only take a little while for the strangeness to feel normal, you think.

         Finally, you’re a unit now, all together, one family.

         And you’re going to have to settle here, to survive. There’s no flying back now.

      

   


   
      
         
            1992

         

         You’ve been crabbing your way up the refereeing ladder. Crabbing and flagging. Flag waving and not drowning, yet. You have risen through the ranks, from jumpers for goalposts, to grassroots, Sunday Junior Leagues, Sheffield County Senior League, Unibond Northern Premier League, Football League line, First Division line, and today, to finding yourself here in north London with the big boys.

         No doubt about it, this is the biggest game of your career so far: FA Cup semi-final, Liverpool vs Portsmouth. You, Uri, Linesman. Lino. Man with the flag on the side, assistant to the match referee in the middle, here, this afternoon, down the M1, at Arsenal’s Highbury.

         A tight little stadium in a small pocket of north London. An old-fashioned stadium, with old-fashioned art deco stands, with the North Bank facing the Clock End. An old-fashioned stadium with no breathing space between the players and fans, between you and the fans.

         The noise, as kick-off approaches, skin-prickling: back-and-forth chanting between the reds and blues resonates around this little stadium; one team just one game away from Wembley and a cup final watched by millions. And then there’s you, a black official, a small part – some might say – on a huge day of football.

         As you emerge from the tiny tunnel here at Highbury, there’s a carnival atmosphere in the stands of this tight little stadium in this small pocket of north London: singing, bells and all the whistles come together to create a cacophonous noise.

         Fans fill every corner of this little ground, not a spare seat in sight, every soul making their voice heard. Red and white seats sat on by red and blue fans. Balloons everywhere.

         FA Cup day is, and always has been, a special day in the calendar. Not just your average Saturday, not just your average football match. It’s bigger, better, more historic.

         One day, you think, as you take in the spectacle of the scene, you will referee the FA Cup final. Be the actual man in the middle, the first black official to have the honour. This is your goal, your era-defining once-in-a-lifetime dream you will strive to achieve.

         But first you must earn your stripes, keep your eyes open and your ears to the ground, learn the lessons as a linesman first, in order to be the best referee later.

         In every stand, somewhere in the blur of bodies, kids have been picked up and hoisted onto shoulders to get a better view of their shaggy-haired superstars, their idols from their Blu Tacked posters on their bedroom walls right in front of their eyes, in the flesh. Young fans with wide smiles and toothy grins here to see Rush and Barnes and McManaman and Thomas. Fans clambering up metal fences to get a closer look at the players warming up, pinging balls from one side of the half to the other, working up a sweat, getting in the zone.

         A day they won’t forget, a day you won’t either, squeezing the handle of your fluorescent flag tight as you check for holes in the net at the North Bank end.

         Liverpool favourites, Portsmouth the underdogs from the Second Division and you, Uri, on the line for this massive massive game.

         Perfect cup semi-final conditions, with freshly cut grass for the players to knock the ball about.

         You shake hands with the skippers, Mark Wright and Martin Kuhl, witness the coin toss, absorb the last few reassuring words from Martin Bodenham, the man in the middle, and shuffle into position, benchside.

         A few last seconds to soak it all up before it all begins, think how far you’ve come, as you wait for that first whistle. From Dalvey Pier to Sheffield to an FA Cup semi-final. You’ve plied your trade on wind-strewn public playing fields across the north of England, you’ve come from being a young black boy from Jamaica living in the Wybourn and barely understanding the words of your brothers, to here, to this, to now.

         Being successful back home would have been unlikely, but to be here, as a black man, as an outsider, as a referee – not something many would have predicted. But you must stay focused, the job isn’t done yet, the game hasn’t even started.

         On the line, with your back to them, you can’t see their eyes, can’t see their funny faces gawking when they see you are the man with the flag. A black man. Not that you let what they might think bother you too much. You just do your job, gallop into position, keep your eyes on the field of play and crab down the line to get in line with the last defender.

         You’ll hear the odd unsavoury comment, whispered words and little jokes made at your expense, you always do, but you take whatever skin-deep slur they want to say in your stride. You’ve been conditioned to.

         From behind you, you hear the rustle of a crisp packet, you hear the muttering and the spluttering and the laughing and every swear word you can imagine, nothing you’ve not heard before. It’s part and parcel of the game, part and parcel of football culture. You’re on a mission to the top and their words are water off a duck’s back.

         All the world’s a stage, Shakespeare said, and all the men and women merely players. Football is a pantomime at the best of times, a theatre, a show, and the officials are the villains of the piece, always the villains of the piece. The bad guys. You know that now.
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