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Author’s Note



Throughout this book, I have used the word ‘Selah’.


Selah can mean interlude, or praise, closely linked to music in ancient of days and appears in the Bible seventy-four times. Although there are many different interpretations from a multitude of scholars, it is originally the Greek word for intermission:1 pause.


When writing this book, at times heaviness and tears came. This, to me, feels like a prediction that heaviness and/or tears could come for at least one of you reading this. There will also be words, anecdotes, and theories that may cause deep pondering, reflection, joy.


Therefore, ‘Selah’ is woven throughout this book as an invitation. An invitation to pause, my friend, my sister, my brother. Be still. To pause.


And as I give this book to you, the reader, you can of course choose when and where to . . . selah.










Introduction



A Voice from the Margins.


The title of this book can conjure the imagery of an American pastor about to preach or someone about to make a speech on behalf of a nation, ‘I am a voice from the margins.’ Perhaps, you could look at me as someone stepping up to a very rustic pulpit, the pages as my church, because, after all, without the pages I may have had nowhere else to place this amount of words.


I’m entirely self-conscious of saying I am speaking for those in the margins, like some quasi-deity, because I am not. However, I do know the margins. I know the margins from my personal experiences, some painful, some joyful, and from the battles within those betwixt and between moments. I am now an academic, an entrepreneur, a researcher wearing titles afforded mostly to those who often do not look like me or who may not have experienced varying degrees of marginalisation as I have. Therefore, I do not write this book from a place of snobbery. Synonymous with hooks, (activist and author) when writing her chapter Choosing the margins a place for open radicalness, ‘I am speaking from a place in the margins where I am different – where I see things differently.’1


For me, being in the margins has meant:




[image: Illustration]   having a deep-rooted knowing, based on observations and experience in employment and self-employment, entrepreneurship, that you have to work twice as hard often at times to only achieve half as much as non-Black females because of the barriers in place. By the same measure, recognising that your efforts to do so are measured by a different social barometer


[image: Illustration]   growing up realising that not every opportunity that should be easily accessible to you actually is


[image: Illustration]   having to navigate situations remembering that your tone of voice may be policed or deemed as a weapon, leading others to label you as aggressive, problematic, or troublesome


[image: Illustration]   entering into spaces and not be accepted due to skin tone, gender, place of birth or residence


[image: Illustration]   finding that in a work setting, your ideas may be good enough to execute, yet you are not credited appropriately for the work or the concept


[image: Illustration]   being magnificent but made to feel less than


[image: Illustration]   raising children, ensuring they have confidence in who they are but also training them to know what to do when encountering: a) police; b) an obvious racist; c) an undercover racist; d) and the list continues


[image: Illustration]   raising Black sons to be vigilant at all times because of the ongoing pandemic of violence affecting young people


[image: Illustration]   knowing your gender could be used against you and deem you as weak, invalid


[image: Illustration]   witnessing your Black brothers face injustice at the hands of the police and the system overall


[image: Illustration]   having an innate desire that you must share power with others who need and deserve it at every opportunity, because you know how hard it is to be seen and heard as a marginalised person


[image: Illustration]   being seen as having a chip on your shoulder when centring your Black womanhood, your identity, even though it is the only type of womanhood you’ve ever known, and that the two connected change everything





I felt it important to write this book to explore experiences that may have some women feeling less than, trapped or burdened by. Experiences that they may have moved to one side, taking up the mantle of strength that many marginalised women often have to. I wanted to also shed light on alternative endings, joy, happiness and hope; hope for those who have experienced hopelessness.


I began writing this book during the Covid pandemic, and at a time of civil unrest in the UK. At this time, it was as though everything had collided into one big trigger solely for Black people and also women, especially Black women! This period of time was bursting with instances of televised iPhone movies of police brutality, uprisings, an increase in gender-based violence, missing Black children.


I wrote this book at a time when it felt like women were not protected and when I was seeing constant negative images of Black youth perpetuated in the media. At a time when George Floyd was brutally killed by the police in the USA and we collectively held our breath during the trial. We then celebrated what should have been seen as the obvious conviction of his murder, but what sadly we had feared may not happen. So much of what collectively as Black people, and in some parts, as women, we have known to be true was brought to the surface for the whole world to see.


I’m all too aware that many of my experiences may not be so uncommon, although they may be experienced in different ways by others. Yet they are often kept locked away within the souls of those women, or working-class people, and for those who are Black. hooks speaks about this entrapment, which many from the margins feel. I speak of hooks as she has a way of articulating the depths of invisibility, the subconscious performative living many of us embrace without even knowing it. As if it is part of our genetic makeup. bell hooks identifies a locked-awayness of sorts, in her book Talking Back, stating that ‘this is truly, on a deep level, a real race and class issue’.2 It is this locked-awayness and the ability to keep your business to yourself that means that many definitions of the margins come from the mouth of those in the centre, speaking for us.


It is a hard truth that many people speak on varying issues within the margins, without themselves ever experiencing marginality or truly having empathy for those who have. However, these people often hold strong opinions and great power. They write policies, pass legislation, write papers and articles in public discourse, which in turn can influence our very experience in Britain all the more. This is why I have been compelled to raise my voice from the margins, writing the counter-narrative3 in public discourse, bringing it to the centre and to the mainstream.


It is a hard truth that many people speak on varying issues within the margins, without themselves ever experiencing marginality or truly having empathy for those who have. However, these people often hold strong opinions and great power.


I have written this book because I – along with many other women, those within the margins of society – have often been othered and misunderstood. Our forced and historical silence, and lack of safe spaces to speak, mean we have been spoken for, or spoken over. Therefore, throughout these pages I shall share stories and experiences that may resonate with some. Yet I also write to highlight that there are diversifications of the Black British woman’s experience via the stories of my youth and womanhood. Contrary to popular belief, Black people, Black women, are not a monolith. As a Black British woman, in my adult life, the notion that Black women are monolithic is one I have encountered all too often. I have battled against this perception of being a Black woman meaning I must speak in a certain way, be strong, loud, aggressive or problematic.


Our forced and historical silence, and lack of safe spaces to speak, mean we have been spoken for, or spoken over.


To be monolithic is to be the same, exactly the same. I can stand with a Black woman who rocks the same braids as me and loves the same music yet has a completely different upbringing to me. If her grandmother is from Jamaica as mine was, she may have eaten similar foods. We might even have a joke about something that our grandparents have said religiously. These women, who share some of my experiences, may not have had the same parenting or schooling experience as me, nor frequent the same places to meet with friends.


It is important to share that I have spoken to many women who are drained by the suppressive and limiting clutches of racism. Sharing commonality and solidifying our sisterhood and understanding without even knowing each other because, more often than not, racism has synergised us to act collectively despite our individual differences. This is why I have chosen to write a book that unveils some of the issues we battle with, notions and conversations that are all too often kept within the margins, private, which need to be amplified in order to expose and make change.


Racism has synergised us to act collectively despite our individual differences.


Each human being is shaped in part by their life experiences and their culture. Yes, race plays a big part because we are all treated, in certain ways, systemically. We have an understanding of nuanced experiences throughout the system. In this book, I share stories of my journey that resonate from and nuance people falling into one or more of my intersecting identities.


Each human being is shaped in part by their life experiences and their culture. Yes, race plays a big part because we are all treated, in certain ways, systemically.


Intersectionality was coined in 1989 by Kimberlé Crenshaw within a paper called ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics’. Intersectionality allows deeper interrogation into discrimination and inequality. Career, academia, healthcare, society, all of your encounters, are disrupted and navigated through the prism of intersectionality. Crenshaw states that ‘we tend to talk about race inequality as separate from inequality based on gender, class, sexuality or immigrant status’. But as I’ve already noted, many people exist in many of these margins. Put simply, intersectionality is the concept that all oppression is linked.4


It is also important to contextualise race and place because of course it is this intersectionality that can massively alter our lives. Growing up, living in a specific area that is already deemed as deprived and suffering from high levels of poverty, will have an impact on people’s lives. Then, when we add race to it, the dynamic can change, and usually it does. The places where we grow up help to shape us. They shape our mentality, the way we may view life, our expectations, and our ambition, and at times our lack thereof. It can help to shape our social class identity.5 Many of us may use the lack in our area as a catalyst, a motivation to obtain more, to succeed or at least to desire more. However, it can also shackle us, our mindset, or systemically block our access to better.


I quickly met with my marginality in my teens. I learned about the claws and suppressive energy of institutionalised racism by early adulthood. I knew stereotyping by the almost rhetorical demeaning questions I’d be asked, based upon the demographic I came from. I knew what looked rough and what looked plush.6 It became apparent to me that coming from Tottenham, or having an understanding of the area, was great when applying for a role working with the youth. But Tottenham was seen as ‘the ghetto’, ‘rough’, to those from the centre who lived just outside the area themselves. However, I loved the area as a young person; it was close to everyone I cared for. I loved the fact that Temple Night Club on Tottenham High Road (circa 1995/96) was a three-pound cab ride from my house and that I could stumble out of there to the bagel shop. I’d get an ackee and saltfish bagel and a king’s cake oozing with cream to soak up the alcohol. Everything I needed was in close proximity.


I fell pregnant aged sixteen, contributing, albeit unknowingly, to the negative data and rhetoric around the area. Throughout my late teens, with my first child in tow, I experienced the looks of distaste from people of a variety of hues and classes. I tried hard to ignore many judgemental looks on the 444 bus from Turnpike Lane and 144a from the nearby Wood Green. I knew marginality. ‘A teenage mother’, ‘a young mum from Tottenham’ . . . I gained titles projected upon me. Titles with which I never aimed to be labelled, but later in my life, felt warmed by, upon reflection of how far I’ve come. A seventeen-year-old mum, baby on her hip or in the pram, growing up with all the academic desires of someone who would attend Oxbridge, with clipped wings like a dove before being released at a funeral. When many people saw me, they saw me as a young girl; they factored in my race, my age, the presumptuous and stereotypical limitations of a teenage mother living in a deprived inner city area. This deemed me a statistic and with those statistics came notions and stereotypes and labels and limitations that I had to shake off, rebel against and overcome, which we will explore in the coming pages.


There is undoubtedly still racism, there is still sexism, prejudice, classism and therefore the margins from which I write still exist. We cannot pretend these things away as the effects they have are visible, tangible and limiting. To many, discrimination is invisible or tucked away because it does not affect them. This can mean at times, within communities, politics, the workplace, if those people don’t become allies, those of us who are marginalised are left with the fighting against and living within the struggle and it’s heavy. So heavy and present that there are many of us Black women commenting on each other’s posts across many platforms. We all agree: it is rather tiring at this point. From Black women who take up space in the incomprehensibly non-Black territory, to Black women who are navigating entry points into said spaces or shunning them altogether. The experienced marginalisation (past or present) resonates with us although our day-to-day situations are vastly different.


I am reminded often that my tears do not create the same tidal waves as a non-Black woman. When the tears of a white woman fall, they are more than likely taken into consideration at the very least. There will be some reflection and most times accusations are deliberated upon. The words within White Tears/Brown Scars: How White Feminism Betrays Women of Color resonated with me, whereby author and researcher Ruby Hamad, rightly articulates: ‘White women can oscillate between their gender and their race, between being the oppressed and the oppressor.’7 Although admittedly, I know white women who do not operate in this vein, utilising their power in this way, but we cannot ignore that there are many who do and such power is something never afforded to Black women. We ‘are never permitted to exist outside of these constraints: we are both women and people of colour and we are always seen and treated as such’.8


As a Black woman, I know first-hand, the tears of Black women often cause shock, dismay, and are followed by a ‘you’ll be OK’ because we are always seen as extremely strong. Our stereotype, the stereotype of strength, aggression, built to ‘withstand-ness’, often means our tears are wiped by our own hands, or a hand the same colour as ours, even if of a varying hue. On the other hand, our preconceived strength means that we sometimes do not even afford ourselves the tears when they are more than warranted. This strength that is the quintessence of DNA supposedly carried around by Black women is something I will also explore within the pages of this book.


Defining the margins is no quick feat. There is no short snappy definition that I have garnered from my over forty years’ experience of living in the UK. However, as a child I had one definition for the word ‘margins’ and one definition only.


As a little girl I had learned to treat and view a piece of paper as if it was a sheet of pure gold.


‘Remember to show your working out,’ my headteacher would bellow or, ‘If you’re not sure how to spell a word, try a few times before writing it in your final piece. All the mistakes can be made in the margins.’ So that is what I’d do. I’d do my maths working out in the far left of the page, in the margins. Then I’d rub my hardest with the rubber, whilst using my other hand or my elbow to keep the paper fixed to the table, being careful not to let it buckle, not to leave an awful crease along its edge.


I was drawn to this image in my early thirties when my desire to make change grew even stronger and I concluded that the word ‘margins’ meant pretty much the same to many people in power about people and communities, as it did to four-year-old me about paper. I started to think about the power of words and their many meanings. For so long, to me, the margins simply meant a part of the paper where I could make a mess. Although of course I learned very quickly in my teens and especially in my adult years just what it meant. And now I’m very much a grown-up who has experienced the margins, and some taciturn parts of the strange grey matter in between. The margins are a place within society, where mess, trials, wrongdoings, mistakes are made, and that, although it is visible, it is not in the centre, and therefore it isn’t quite as important, as noticeable, as worrying, to many.


As I speak to you from my rustic pulpit, I want you to keep this definition in mind. The margins aren’t separated from society, they are very much on the page, on the paper we are all working from, ever-present, even if pushed to the side.










Chapter 1



Roots


Identity is very often shaped heavily by our families, those closest to us, at the very least in our early childhood.1 Just like a plant takes nourishment from the foundations of the earth, in the same way we draw from those we see as the roots. My dad was a present figure in my childhood yet it was my mum and my maternal nan as women, who were displaying a blueprint for womanhood. It was from them mostly that I was nourished, nurtured and poured into. Although my environment, society and other factors would intermittently intervene, it was them from whom I would gain droplets of ideologies, characteristics and mannerisms. That watering was teaching me how to be a girl, a young lady and, eventually, a woman.


Identity is very often shaped heavily by our families, those closest to us, at the very least in our early childhood. Just like a plant takes nourishment from the foundations of the earth, in the same way we draw from those we see as the roots.


As a child I would peer way up high at my nan’s tall frame, her well-groomed hair, her immaculate make-up. Always an overthinker and analyser, I would stare at her face, carved with both laughter and frown lines, blessed to be without wrinkles. There, I witnessed a strong Black woman.


As my mum gripped my little hands, when too young to freely roam the main road, her other hand often holding a multitude of shopping bags. Bags that, at times, she refused to put into the boot of a taxi, shunning the thought of unnecessary spending. We would wait patiently for the bus, Mum aware that this would be a savings of sorts. There, I witnessed the embodiment of strength and discipline, even when you are troubled and tired.


My identity was forming. The strength mounting within me was to be the very emulation of all I had seen. I was too young to know of the process of identity formation as a child. From learning how to behave in public, the dos and don’ts for a little girl and woman, the value of money, mannerisms, ways of thinking, reading social cues, and so on. Like clay in the potter’s hand, it never knows what it will become until it is finally formed and I, just like clay, was being moulded. Moulded into a strong, resilient Black woman. Just like the women I had always seen.


Inherited traits


I found myself reminiscing a great deal over the years about my childhood and my beginnings. Never more so than in the lead up to my fortieth birthday. All very cliché, yet true. On one occasion, whilst standing over a bowl of Ready Brek, lost in the stirring motion, my son brought me back to reality as he bellowed, ‘Make it a sweet one, please, Mum.’


Isn’t it funny that a certain food and smell can transport you to your past life? For me, in this instance, it was circa 1984 in a sniff. The smell brought about a strong memory to me of my nursery in Broadwater Farm. Little did I know, aged three going on four (going on fourteen, I’m often told), that an area so dear to me as a little girl, would be infamous for the Broadwater Farm Riots, (which should be known as the Broadwater Farm Uprisings), the following year in 1985. Plagued by murder, social unrest and wrongful imprisonment, the presence of marginality was right under my nose; I, however, was far too young to be aware of it.


I hold so many dear memories from Broadwater Farm. From visiting my mum’s friend with the soft cream leather chairs to the jokes I had as a teenager with my school friend who lived in the flats. I cannot forget the nearby sweet shop that sat just before the entrance to ‘The Farm’, as we called it as youngsters. As amazing as most of my memories of nursery are, I also recollect the little fragments from the day I ran through a very low-hanging washing line at nursery.


My neck was garrotted! OK, maybe my neck hadn’t been quite garrotted, but it was red and raw and I was in pain, and the scar still remains. And my mum and I got on the bus to the hospital anyway! And as soon as I was old enough to comprehend the whole situation, I became somewhat enraged and asked my mum what she’d been thinking. Maybe she’d been in shock? Why hadn’t we got an ambulance or a cab; anything but a bus? It’s a small memory, in the context of my own personal history, but one that illustrates that my Mum had a lot on her mind, many of which I would not have understood.


It made me think of our circumstances at the time: how my mum didn’t drive. Far different from nowadays when those who may have struggled to buy a car back then can quickly arrange a payment plan via hire purchase, lease, PCP etc, with finance being far more accessible. In the early eighties, most families we knew took the bus or occasional cabs.


It definitely wasn’t like now when many will moan when it’s raining, or teenagers, my very own, will call down and ask, ‘Is it OK for me to get an Uber, Mum?’ Taking the bus was the norm, and we didn’t care. Cabs were for Sundays coming back from Stamford Hill, when our bellies were too full to walk to the bus stop, after Nan insisted we finish the cheesecake. Or for the weekend after Mum’s payday when Mum had a little less load on her shoulder, and more money in her pocket. Then my dad bought her a car. It was white; a boxy shape with a little tail end that stuck out. It wasn’t as attractive as some of the other cars we’d parked outside our house. My dad had a Porsche and a Range Rover, the cars that made people see us as middle class and having it all. Mum eventually had a Triumph.


‘A bloody triumph,’ she’d chuckle when talking about her first motor. You could see the sprinkle of anger and disdain when she reflected on the gifted vehicle. I was never sure if it was that it wasn’t a fancier car, or if it was memories that caused her grimace, or both. The car didn’t run for very long; it became an outdoor storage unit. It just sat there for years, getting older, like a family treasure we couldn’t bear to part with, although it was worth absolutely nothing. I never asked why she didn’t fix it or why she stopped driving until about a decade later.


Although labelled ‘inquisitive’ by most of my family, I didn’t ask my mum about a lot of things. Oftentimes culture and traditions can actually prevent the deep closeness that we speak of when referring to our parents. Academic research and cultural knowledge indicate a general belief that Caribbean elders partake in ‘authoritarian parenting’.2 An academic paper on Jamaican child-rearing practices states, ‘Authoritarian parenting is not conducive to open parent-child communication’,3 and I believe a massive focus on respect, pride and ensuring the adult as above and child as beneath can leave many things unsaid. There is some truth to this, but I’d have to disagree that this is the case for all who implement authority in parenting, as it is also important for there to be boundaries and respect. Additionally, I felt such a warmth from many West Indian grandparents, including my own nan. There was a love and nurturing and deep desire for more for the ones that came after them. Yet I do acknowledge there was a sharpness and a quick tongue, which was natural to the elders I came into contact with. They had no time for foolishness, but really all they were striving for, was more for their family, their offspring and grandchildren. Their past life and stories of old came up from time to time, but I cannot recall them making time for their own emotions, or dwelling too long on memories of pain and trauma although they existed. These stories seem to have been pushed to the side. The present day seemed of more importance. Therefore, secrets and withholding of truths can mean there are layers that you are unaware of, which make up a person you love so dearly. Then, if you throw in a sprinkle of the busyness of life and the stresses of making ends meet as a parent, time can just evaporate, leaving no space for deep conversations. In these situations, how can you truly know a parent, to the deepest depths, so to speak?


‘I wish I could have told my mum some of the things you tell me,’ Mum once said as we sat across the table from each other a few years ago. Although what I said to Mum was not always well-received, she was never as stern as my nan, and, that being said, my nan was less stern than many. ‘Children should be seen and not heard.’ This was a typical viewpoint for many of my elders and, even if not verbalised, it was executed via the looks: squinted eyes and tightened lips. Just as, at post-forty, I’m now reflecting on my own relationship with my mother, what I do and don’t know about her, it was interesting to see my own mum questioning the thought processes of her mother beforehand, and what she’d learned from her unintentionally.


It is a well-trodden opinion amongst many of my age mates, and even within research, that a great deal of our elders place ‘an emphasis on obedience and harsh parental power suggesting that Jamaican parents have the intention to suppress expressions of resistance in their children’.4 This has also been the general consensus held amongst African and West Indian friends I have about their non-British-born parents and grandparents. This isn’t always discussed in a negative light, positive traits can and often do emerge from such parenting techniques. Polite manners, good behaviour (in front of company), a disciplined character were also positive traits gained from a stricter, more regimental upbringing.


‘You know there was no way we could even talk back to Mum in front of Nan,’ my brother J recalls. Both truly opinionated, he and my nan clashed many times as he knew just how to wind her up.


‘Oh, shut your mouth,’ Nan would shout at him, ‘you’re too rude . . .’im bright eeee,’ she’d say, (meaning he was cheeky, with an ever so slight undertone of disrespect when speaking to her) turning to my mum to signal her disapproval. Children who were very vocal or cheeky were seen as ‘acting common’. This is an ingrained belief that I too have had to unlearn; because I was that child and, unsurprisingly, have produced highly vocal and opinionated children myself.


Though she was liberal in many ways, there were some things you could never display in Nan’s sight. ‘You have no decorum,’5 Nanny would say. Overt loudness in public, ‘dressing overtly sexy’, spitting, swearing were seen as ‘common’ along with many other behaviours or acts. My nan had a big thing about the synergy between behaviour and class. Teetering on ‘class arrogance’6 it did reinforce ‘colonial ruling class ideology and practices’7 which ‘placed great weight on decorum, proper manners and law and order’.8 No behaviour, or in the British sense ‘bad behaviour’ and a lack of togetherness was deemed as being like the underclass of ‘the English’ and a display of classlessness was Nan’s pet peeve. Though, after many a late night chat with Mum, reminiscing on the ‘good ole times’, I have found Nan to be quite fair whilst painfully frank. This candour and boldness I most definitely inherited.


Traditions


My Jamaican grandma, who we called Nan or Nanny (which is very non-Jamaican and British adapted) was the head of the family on my mum’s side. The matriarch was a strong, firm woman from the May Pen parish of Clarendon, Jamaica. Part of the Windrush Generation,9 Nan arrived in the United Kingdom in 1956. She married shortly after and my mum was born the following year.


My childhood and early teens consisted of ad hoc Friday overnight stays and fortnightly Sunday visits to Nan’s house in Stamford Hill, seated on the cusp of South Tottenham and the beginnings of Hackney. In her three-storey Victorian house, the rest of the family would also congregate religiously.


Nan’s house seemed to have the highest ceilings in the world to me as a child. Her living room was vast with a dining room adjacent. She had so many cushions, crushed velvet, patterned with embroidered images of Victorian and Edwardian white women with fruits. The walls were adorned with an archetypal eighties velvet 3D wallpaper. The chairs were designed and situated for childhood comfort, banter and full-bellied naps. In this house, our family home, you would not be able to instantly recognise marginalisation. Everything we needed was provided, any hardship that was being endured, or extensive hard work being executed, was well covered at first glance. The ability to provide decadent and abundant food, love, laughter, and rich and layered conversations, diminished any link to associated stereotypes which may have been held about a family like ours. Little did I know at the time that it was our very marginalisation that afforded the life my nan would provide, trained by the stumbling blocks, inculcated by necessary financial cautiousness and the desire to challenge the hegemonic.


The smell of good Jamaican home cooking would be detectable on the walk leading up to my nan’s front door. As soon as I smelt it on those Sundays I felt excited. The door would burst open and, in the long hallway, coats piled on the knob of the banister indicated the members of the family who had already arrived. Nan had enough cutlery to lay a banquet for the whole street, and with a family our size, she needed it. It varied from small plain china, to intricately designed saucers. Thinking back, everything was in vast amounts and this was the same for many homes of Caribbean elders I had visited. Multiple cup sets, glasses, and pots and pans. She lacked nothing, nothing at all. The intricacy of serving dishes, the good old-fashioned Pyrex dish with floral patterns on each side, were all symbolic of a level of etiquette and linked closely to Nan’s Jamaican lineage.


On Sundays, Nan would be found in the kitchen most of the day, prepping that food with the beautiful smell, which drew me to her house. Peeking into the kitchen, you would be able to see her tall slender frame standing over multiple pots, which she’d check, stirring and sifting simultaneously. The lifting of Dutch pot lids meant the steam infused with our culture, stirred an eagerness for the meal ahead, as it wafted towards you in the living room. Although the kitchen would be hot, steam present on the windows behind the net curtains, Nan would be draped with exquisite layers of scarves and jumpers, teamed with long culottes. Her face would be powdered and at times her high cheekbones accentuated with blush. Just like Nan, the dining table would be presented perfectly. Salads (with beetroot), roast potatoes, stew chicken, beef, lamb, plantain, rice and peas, sweet potatoes, and all the condiments and extra trimmings you can think of.


‘Can you kindly come down?’ she’d sarcastically shout up to us like clockwork at 4 p.m.9 We would all clamber down to the bottom of the house to eat. First we would say the grace, a short prayer, to give gratitude before tucking in. Eating as a family, an abundance of food, the time, the prayer was all important to my nan; it was tradition. This family meal was an age-old Jamaican tradition ‘Sunday dinner’.10 It was an opportunity to share space, converse, laugh and joke, discuss any issues, to cultivate love and deepen bonds. This served as family time. Quality time.


These Sundays meant being around a house full of women with a scattering of young boys, the cousins and one adult male, my uncle. It meant sitting amongst witty, intelligent women. Stunning Black women. It meant laughing, singing, giggling, with ‘ah love you’ seeping out in reference to the bearer of jokes. It meant secret whispers, displays of comfort at the dining table on the middle floor, with two or more elders resolving a problem. It is the laughter that is truly unforgettable. There has never been a time that we all came together and did not laugh. We laughed more than the families I had been around. A sincere happiness, as if laughter was a form of resistance, as it wasn’t as if there were never any trials or hard times. I have to tell you that the power of family was ever-present in my childhood, as if troubles and hard times could not phase us because we had a togetherness that acted as a buffer for all of us, that buffer stronger because of our nan.


Laughter was a form of resistance, as it wasn’t as if there were never any trials or hard times.


This sense of family is something I have witnessed in the very crevices of society. This is what I have seen in marginalised corners of societies, with many kinds of families; families who have fought hard for stability, who may have struggled to make ends meet, or who pushed harder than should be allowed to survive and who may be looked at as ‘other’. Here, race is not always a factor, the commonality: the ‘pushed out’ness, the segregation and marathon-like distance from wealth or even financial stability, to a struggle-free existence, all create marginality that in turn can create such a beautiful sense of family. Lower class, historically ‘hard’ working-class people, drawing strength in tough times from each other and sapping together for support, for true wealth, the love and camaraderie of family.


Myself and cousin V would often stay over at Nanny’s together. The reasons for us staying over were varied, from our parents going out, or even just needing a break, and Nan wanting to spend time with us. This collectivist attitude to caregiving was the tone for many Jamaican families. We felt this love as we all snuggled up in her massive queen-size bed, laden with a magnitude of cushions and pillows and luxury throws that were fit for a queen. Her dressing table was adorned with a beautiful velveteen cloth, which trinkets and creams sat upon. The jewellery boxes were many in number, with chains, loose beads, glistening earrings, brooches and more. I remember perusing them as if in a boutique or a jewellery haberdashery. There was something about excellence and beauty that exuded from Nan and her daughters. It held importance to them and we as little girls felt and yielded to that.


She always locked her door when not occupying the space and we daren’t turn the key if she ever forgot to hide it away. She often left it in the pocket of a cardigan hanging in a closet beside the room, but we never dared sneak in. ‘Curiosity killed the cat,’ my nan would say. Who knew the riches and treasures, and private letters, she had hidden away from us, whatever it was it didn’t warrant death or a cussing. We had respect for her and her wishes and if ever there was time to respect your elders it would be at Nan’s house. This rule around privacy, especially with the elders, was entrenched in us. Respecting your elders, and in turn ‘mind your business’, meant that often lessons didn’t come from in-depth conversations of deep childhood stories, or past pains (because they were often yet to be addressed). The lessons often came through quick statements, or visual and auditory cues so quick you could miss them, or traditions performed so many times, they were a way of life.


‘Fisherman’s fren?’ Nan would offer us the strongest mints known to man just before bed. Her wise addition to teeth brushing, ensuring we would be less likely to have morning breath. And we always put tights on our heads. This was a ritual as a sign of respect for the labour and potential money paid if done by an external hairdresser, and assurance of the style’s preservation. This all stands today in many Black households, albeit no longer a stocking foot with a knot or lazily with legs of tights wrapped round heads; it’s silk scarves and bonnets that now protect the hair and style. These rituals we followed with Nan, these traditions, were the beginnings of self-care, the way we present ourselves and the value of any labour and money spent.


Every weekend Nan had a market day and her house ran like a well-oiled machine. ‘Market Day [meant] a shared ritual, every Saturday morning and half the afternoon, a ritual of the gut. It [meant] a city block of Black folk who [spoke] the same tongues, the language of shanty-town, back-ayard’.11 Market day meant Nan’s quick, filling breakfasts such as plantain, mackerel or kippers, and fried dumplings accompanied with the sweetest tea made with carnation milk.


Nan’s market of choice was Ridley Road, Dalston. This was the one place where you could manage to step in a puddle on a summer’s day, where the fishmonger had allowed the ice water to melt and it had drained out into the street. I enjoyed going in and out of the crowds and feeling half crushed and myself and my cousin (if she was on the adventure) would point and laugh at silly little things. We’d always have a treat, and we were grateful. It’s so funny, simple things like a doughnut (and not even the ones from a fancy baker) would bring such joy. It would be from a somewhat stout man with a once-white apron on. His little stand would be in between some doorway or other of the indoor market and the doughnut smell would be calling to us.


‘Ten for a pound,’ he’d bellow. I can remember the rush of excitement, when I saw my nan’s feet tottering towards him. They came in a brown paper bag, which helped to soak up all of the oil, but I promise you they were lovely. These little oily doughnuts had the power to appease us somehow and erased any tiredness for a while.


It’s funny to think those little outings, those visits to Nan’s house, provided me with life skills so early on. I didn’t take on board the importance of knowing how to acquire well-priced meat, fruits, veg and other household items. In that market, I learned how to barter, how to be astute, assertive, and put my negotiation skills to the test. I learned how to make a little money go far (sometimes not far enough, but it would stretch at least).


My nan would never take anyone’s word for it; she did not trust many people. I understand her scepticism far more now, of course; her having to overcome so much coming to the UK as a Windrush settler, she valued money and also how she carried herself.


‘You put de onion in dere?’ she’d question whilst poking her head in the bags to make sure. She’d check her change, once then once again. She was delicate but contrastingly harsh, strong and wise. She had class. She moved through the market like someone who didn’t need to be there, but knew that being there would keep her and her family afloat all the more longer. However, I had ignorantly assumed that my nan and others like her had only gone to the market to save money. She was in fact ‘keeping in tune with the Islands’.12 I now understand how deeply my nan wanted to feel at home in a foreign place. Just like how many of us (admittedly or not) long to see those who resonate with us in some way or the other, my nan needed to see people who made her feel not so far away from her home in the Caribbean. Those who looked and sounded like her, as the isolation of being in a land, space, where you are not accepted and fight daily, would have been heavy. It was never going to be exactly like a market in the Caribbean or the epitome of Jamaica for my nan but it was a memory of it and a representation of it to me.


Work Life


My nan wanted and needed zero handouts. None that I could see. Self-sufficient could have been her middle name, even though she was raising five children alone. Her life a testimony that ‘the passive-dependent personality typically associated with the female role is not inevitable’.13 She didn’t even like us getting involved when she was serving food or prepping the table. She was constantly in service to us. She worked hard and we infuriated her by demonstrating a lack of gratitude, or any signs of laziness. Her frustration: we were completely divested of a connection to the realities of the Windrush settler.


‘You know how many backside I ’av to wash. I had to wake up early to go a Glebelands every day,’ she’d scowl. Glebelands was the care home my nan worked at for over twenty-five years. Much of the Windrush women entered into nursing and care work within the NHS. They experienced discrimination, which reduced their chances of ever being promoted within their place of work. Hearing how hard it was for Nan and all these other women was a grim reminder to my generation that it may also be hard for us. Though what happened in those stories was wrong, these were the stories we would hear – myself, cousins and peers – which would, and sadly can still, normalise racism in the workplace and the struggles we would go on to face ourselves.


Even with the limitations and stifling racism which she experienced at work, Nan was able to save diligently and also purchase multiple homes during her time in the UK. She did this with much frugality, tenacity and intentionality, and, I would say, to the demise of her health. Her frugality meant that, although on sight she was the epitome of glamour, you would not see her eating out or being what she deemed as ‘wasteful’. She worked and came home and at times she would meet with friends but not for anything lavish. I even took her to dinner once where upon seeing the bill she shouted ‘bloody eediat’, sickened by the thought of the money I’d seemingly squandered. I just laughed it off as it was my treat to her and wasn’t anywhere overtly expensive but £80 to Nanny was shopping or bill money. She did not understand spending lavishly because I believe she knew how many hours she would have worked to make that £80. She valued money. I felt I did too, but I didn’t realise the access I had at the time to x amount of pounds per hour was not what she experienced. This mattered and the outrage therefore made sense.


My nan probably had to work four times harder than me: a Black woman, Windrush settler, with an obvious Jamaican accent, a divorced mother of five, in the sixties and thereafter. She never had any acquaintance with financial complacency or frivolous spending. It would be too hard to ‘start over’ if things went wrong financially. Her job, her livelihood, was not something she would just chop and change as we see people able to do now when not enjoying work anymore. Accessibility and inclusivity were still a work in progress for the most marginalised, not the buzzwords they are today. As I grew, I quickly learned why my nan scowled at frivolous spending. Learning that as a woman, a Black woman, even forty odd years my nan’s junior in far more progressive times, I may not have access to the same opportunities as other women. Having financial stability and spending carefully became a prerequisite for survival more than a quaint inherited habit. Money meant a way out. Money meant security. Money meant having some autonomy. I began to understand when I had to go it alone.


It was through my nan that I understood that life brings pressures and frustrations, and although extremely bold and vocal, she had to tighten her lip against many atrocities. She shared stories of elderly white women who didn’t even want her to touch them and brown-nosing, two-faced colleagues who would stab you in the back should they get the chance. Washing the private parts of people who thought you were the scum of the earth couldn’t have been easy, especially not for twenty-five years. You have to imagine that would give you grittiness, harden you in some ways or dare I say make you a tad bitter.


Nan’s comments and stories meant I knew racism existed early on. I learned that you were expected to close your eyes to it and keep going. Especially if you had children to feed. Therefore, grit your teeth and bite your tongue, Black woman; behave yourself at work and then share the tragic and nuanced experiences amongst fellow Black friends and family members. In some ways similar to what happens nowadays. Then laugh or shrug it off and get up for work the next day as if it never happened. Building resilience. Building resentment. Building bitterness. Early mornings and late nights in one role, then home for another. Your role as mum, nan and caregiver to your flesh and blood. The multifacetedness of a Black woman’s work and roles is something that Angela Davis explored greatly in Women, Race and Class. ‘Black women worked until they could work no more.’ I witnessed this. I also witnessed Black women ‘assume the responsibilities of family providers’. All the while being moulded and trained, unintentionally in some respects.


Behave yourself at work and then share the tragic and nuanced experiences amongst fellow Black friends and family members.


Like my nan, my mum worked hard too. She’d go on to pour that hard-working spirit into me from early on. Like intergenerational trauma14, this way of being was poured into me via the umbilical cord. For a time, a non-negotiable. Innate. In my DNA. Either way, ‘working hard as a Black woman’ is not a new paradigm to Black women who have come before or after me. We have been working hard since the plantation and beyond. Yes, the dynamic has shifted, altered in some ways; however, it has the same essence.


Mum still has memories I want to know about, anecdotes I want to listen to, pains I sometimes want to rip away, especially those which have left little scabs that aren’t quite healed. You know, like a little scab that you can always lift. Speaking brings healing that being locked up doesn’t. But it can take some unlearning to open up. In the sentiments of hooks, ‘openness is about how to be well and telling the truth is about how to put the broken bits and pieces of the heart back together again. It is about being whole – being wholehearted’.15


The thing about my mum that irked me was that she possessed a naivety and ‘niceness’ (through fear of confrontation) that I disposed of way earlier in life than she did, or at least I thought. That character flaw, as I saw it, was what would form a resistance, resentment and rebellion within me. I didn’t understand how the person who did the most, who worked the hardest and was the ‘nicest’ seemed to get the complete opposite to what they deserved. My mum’s meek, subservient demeanour fell in line with the archetypal ‘good wife’ and the well-behaved Black woman who doesn’t speak up. It is funny how when trying to ensure you rewrite your childhood you can betray yourself. My mum wanted to keep her family together.


I myself took for granted her quiet manner in the late evening, or constant scribblings and calculations on the back of envelopes. I failed to interpret the meaning behind the strained phone calls that kept her locked up in her room, with an invisible ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door. I failed to see what she was going through as many a day she would sing around the house much like I do now in my own house. She would dance carefree, near-waist-length hair groomed, lipstick applied, whilst swaying me around as if nothing was wrong at all. She would ensure our weekly singing lessons took place on a Saturday and that she sang ‘Ave maria’ to me regularly; as she knew how it soothed me.


I was yet to know the true weight of the embodiment of pain, the burying of sadness in order to stay strong enough to keep going for the children. ‘The strong Black woman stereotype feeds on the Black woman’s ancestral resilience’16 and Mum embodied parts of the strong Black woman she had seen growing up. Although far more tolerant. Donning a ‘tough exterior and essence of indestructible superhuman strength’,17 she exuded levels of togetherness, outward beauty and most times a happiness that shouldn’t have been possible. This has been the norm for many Black women historically and to date; navigating work, motherhood and a society and system that did not always have them in mind.18


All the while my mum was constantly trying to figure out just how she would manage it all: the house, the job/s, the emotions, the bills and the children. The children included me, the sometimes selfish, somewhat spoiled, confused, very broken, often extremely facety teenager who grew up to idolise her mother. It was at the time I became a mother of two (the number of children my mum birthed herself), that I was able to somewhat measure the weight of my mother’s life. I could finally see all she had done for my brother and me, and all she had sacrificed for us.


Conclusion


Over time, from my youth to adulthood, there were things I both consciously and unconsciously told myself I would never put up with as a woman, based on what I had seen in my family. I told myself I would speak up for myself, stick up for myself. By the age of eight, I knew when someone was taking liberties, when a certain level of anger was unreasonable, and when something didn’t feel right. By the age of sixteen, I knew not everything modelled or witnessed in families is meant to be re-enacted. However, habits and bloodline are a real thing; habits are learned, they can permeate your psyche and can resist change, and bloodline? Bloodline, like blood, is with you. It is you. Characteristics can be shared within a family, the thought patterns, the ideologies, the behaviours, leading to similar or even the same outcomes. Unless you rebel against that, which you know is wrong.


Bloodline, like blood, is with you.


In many ways, I did rebel. I even had to betray some of my own self-talk that came about because of what I had witnessed, experienced and inherited. I had to shake off mindsets, unpick the good from the bad. But there was a beautiful inheritance from which I did not want to be free. The ability to walk with confidence, emboldened by my inner strength, by my faith that ‘it is well’. I had an innate knowledge that I could, and would, do well in life, even though I knew it would take work, effort and zeal. As I watched the women around me I knew I came from a lineage of survivors, women who were resilient and bold, women who did their best, not letting any situation or person break them.





Selah
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