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This book is dedicated to Juanita and Urban Turner




Prologue 


In 1953, Errol Turner, a brave seventeen-year-old, had left his homeland in the West Indies to begin a new life in Great Britain. With a suitcase in one hand and his grandfather’s old cased sewing machine in the other he stepped, with other hopeful migrants, off the ship to disembark. His destination was not the core of the Caribbean settlement in South London but the East End. Errol’s uncle Joe, a shoeshine man, together with cousin Malcolm, had arrived here two years before with five hundred or so Jamaicans and had been temporarily housed in a large air raid shelter on Clapham Common, before being moved into nearby Brixton. The condition of the cramped lodging rooms had not come up to his uncle’s expectations, nor did they compare favourably to what he and the majority of his countrymen from back home had been used to. Lodgings that left much to be desired. 


Taking a bold and brave step for the time, Errol’s uncle had moved from his South London lodgings almost immediately to the East End, where he knew and understood that the majority of residents would be white. It was clear that he and his son would stand out more than if they had stayed comfortably with the flock in Brixton and he also realised that they would be a greater and easier target, for those who were colour prejudiced, without the solidarity and support of people from his own background. Led by a strong will and determination, the risk he was taking seemed a fair exchange for the chance to make something of himself in this country. 


By the time Errol had arrived in England his uncle’s post office saving account was modest but both he and his son were prepared to work the long hours that success demanded. In case his relatives had not been able to meet him at the dock, Errol had held firmly onto the Hackney address scribbled on a piece of paper in his pocket. To come to Britain had been his dream ever since the day his uncle and cousin had made the journey and had written a letter encouraging him to pack his bags and join them. Errol’s aspiration to make his mark as a tailor had been with him from the age of eight, when his father had begun to teach him the trade. Having always been a keen reader of any news to do with Britain, he had known only too well of the problems which lay ahead of him: the most pressing of all being limited housing and overcrowded tenement dwellings. 


The mere fact that he and the other passengers had been allowed ashore had given him faith that things in Britain were changing for the better. He had been aware that hundreds of other Jamaicans who had arrived in the June of 1948 on the old troopship Empire Windrush had been told, once the ship had moored on the Thames, that they were not allowed to disembark. Unbeknown to them at the time of their departure from their homeland, the disillusioned passengers were to find out too late that the British Nationality Act had not actually been passed through Parliament: an unfortunate and costly mistake had been made at high level. 


Arriving in the mid-fifties, with the new law passed, Errol realised that he would be greeted with prejudice and suspicion, but his determination had been stronger than his anxiety over racial intimidation and he had done his homework and kept up to date on current affairs in England. He had read a report in which the Colonial Secretary, Arthur Creech Jones, had claimed that objectors to mass immigration had nothing to worry about, because those from a hot climate would not last one cold winter in England. Needless to say this had not proved to be the case. The people from the Caribbean were hardly ignorant of the British climate and so had naturally protected themselves against the harsh winters with warm clothing and while the women brightened grey foggy days with their colourful clothes and bubbly attitude, the clean-cut men brought with them a style of their own: light, wide-lapel overcoats and suits, dove grey trilby hats, sparkling white shirts and jazzy ties. 


Apart from having to deal with the sometimes freezing cold weather, most had to come to terms with a lack of interest in people from their part of the world. Practically nothing had been done to acknowledge the arrival of West Indians to help them settle in, even though they would balance the population figures. The vast flow of people moving out of London to other parts of Britain together with those emigrating to Australia, Canada and South Africa, meant a hefty decline in the city’s population. Seeking a better way of life, thousands had continued to leave throughout the fifties while the redevelopment of war-damaged towns was in full swing. It might not have struck the government that the departure of the working classes and the huge loss of lives during the war was leaving a void and that our ambitious friends coming to this country were an asset to be welcomed rather than a problem to be solved. 


At least eight thousand immigrants were employed in Britain inside the public transport system alone. The smile of a Caribbean ticket collector was like a beam of sunshine on a cold foggy morning and went some way at least to counter the discontented mood of London born and bred passengers who wanted to be far away from England, in a hot sunny place across the oceans. 


With high hopes for a new life, Errol passed through Passport and Customs officials a happy, excited, young man. His only assets were his sewing machine, a few pounds in his pocket and a touching faith in Great Britain. The piece of paper with the Hackney address on – now slightly limp and crumpled, having been nervously opened and refolded several times – had luckily not been needed, as his uncle Joe, who had travelled to Southampton on the dawn milk train, had been at the quayside to greet him. Joe, a friendly, hard-working chap had become quite a character in London’s Soho district, where he had secured a small square of pavement as his regular spot outside the old Cameo cinema. Here he pitched up at the crack of dawn as the Cherry Blossom shoeshine man, happy in his work and happy that his own son Malcolm had found employment within the British Railway. In their rented rooms close to Victoria Park in Hackney, father and son had eagerly placed a fairly comfortable second-hand put-u-up for their new guest in a corner of their sitting room. 


From the moment Errol shook his uncle’s firm hand at the dockside, some of his worries disappeared and he knew above all he had a welcoming, friendly relative to rely on. During his first few weeks so far away from home, Errol found that like most strangers to London he was in awe of the ancient city. The beautiful imposing buildings and monuments, the hustle and bustle of street life, the lively markets and the milk and coffee bars were all so new to him. The culture was different, as was the music, and he drank it all in like a cold beer on a summer’s day. He also found he was rather partial to what his uncle had referred to as ‘eye candy’ – the white girls who caught his eye and held his attention. His cousin Malcolm, however, preferred the beautiful dark skin and luscious curves of their own women. The highlight of Errol’s first week had been his walking and bus-hopping tour, within the heart of old London town. Once he had witnessed the majestic changing of the guards at Buckingham Palace any small doubts that he might have made a mistake in leaving his beloved homeland had dissolved. He had arrived and he was happy. 


Soon after he had settled down Errol, together with his cousin and uncle, had been given a pleasant reminder of home by the colourful street parties held in celebration of the new Queen’s coronation as they walked through East London. They had watched the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II on a tiny television set at a friend’s home in Hackney which had been packed with their own people. As it turned out, that historic day was special for more reasons than one. Errol had met two lovely girls, arms linked, in the excited crowd – Maggie Baroncini and her best friend Rita – a girl with lovely blonde hair and blue eyes who had swept him off his feet. 


Having finally agreed, after some flirtatious persuasion, to meet him outside the Hackney Empire, he had been disappointed and disillusioned when the girl had stood him up. But a few years later he had met up with Rita again. At first he hadn’t recognised her but thought her familiar and very attractive. Giving her the eye and smiling at her across a crowded room it had dawned on him where he had seen her before. No different from other girls of her age, she had changed the colour of her hair to brunette, but she couldn’t change the colour of her light blue eyes or her lovely smile. Mingling with a small group of well-heeled Italian young men with Tony Curtis haircuts in a dance hall in Bow, she looked radiant, even though that beautiful blonde hair which had attracted him in the first place was gone. He lost no time in asking her to join him on the floor and she was happy to slip into his strong arms and rest her head on his shoulder as they moved slowly around the floor to the wonderful soft voice of Nat King Cole and ‘Unforgettable’. 


Now aged twenty-three, in the final year of the nineteen fifties, having won Rita over since that evening, Errol was still deeply in love. Wary at first because of his black skin, Rita soon realised that their hopes for approval from both their families were no different from thousands of others who had fallen for someone from a different race, and since Britain was becoming a multiracial society, with immigrants having come from India, the West Indies, Italy, Greece, Cyprus and Malta, neither Errol nor Rita could see why their courtship would not eventually be accepted. 


In these so-called ‘modern times’ however, there continued to be a rumbling of racial prejudice, stimulated by the articles on the Union Movement. The message they were delivering was that Britain was an overcrowded island. The attitude of Oswald Mosley had not changed either; he was continuing to insist that people the world over, black or white, had to maintain and perpetuate their cultural and religious identity by keeping foreigners out and races pure. This was mostly seen as claptrap by the ordinary man on the street. 


It came as no great surprise in the summer of 1958 though, when riots broke out in Nottingham and London. Fuelling the fire had been the Black and White News with headlines to incite: ‘Blacks invade Britain’, ‘Blacks milk the Assistance Board’, ‘Bone idle and work shy’. More poignant, where Rita and her boyfriend Errol were concerned, was the most recent headline: ‘Blacks Get the White Girls!’ 


Living alone in two rented rooms in a terraced house in Cornwall Avenue, Bethnal Green, Rita was neighbour to a Pakistani family who had helped her move in, carrying packing cases and bags up two flights of stairs to her rooms. Next door to the Pattel family lived Jock McGregor and his wife Mary. A stevedore in Canary Wharf, Jock was similar to hundreds of other dockers in that he had kept his distance until he realised that, colour and religion apart, the foreigners were not so different from his own kind. 


Music in this new era played a great part in bringing people together from all creeds and classes. While most of the young were raving over Elvis Presley and the hit parade, Rita enjoyed her time with Errol in their favourite nightclub, listening to lively jazz created by an American Negro, entrepreneur Buddy Bolden. With its infectious rhythms, his music continued to brighten the times. This barber, born around the year 1900 in New Orleans, was a natural born musician. A talented man who had managed to get hold of an old battered cornet and had blown the first stammering notes of jazz. He blew so loud that on a still clear night, he could be heard ten miles across the Mississippi delta. 


Errol loved his music and was never happier than when dancing to a slow tune, cheek to cheek with his beautiful girl, in the small cellar of the Moody Blue in Brick Lane. Even though he had gone against strong advice from a friend not to court Rita in this nightclub, where most were like himself, young and black, the couple thought they would be free of intimidation and pressure to conform. Standing out amidst the West Indians, she, with her pale skin and blue eyes, behaved with a natural indifference to those who gave her disparaging glances. And when Errol’s friend, Louis Robinson, a cool, handsome young man, had swaggered over to their table for two and stood looking at Rita with half-closed eyelids, showing mild disapproval, she had simply sniffed and then said, ‘Great tie … shame about the knot.’ 


‘Really,’ had been the slow, drawn-out response. ‘And do you think the knot should be smaller … or larger?’ 


‘Tighter,’ had been her somewhat curt answer. After a short silence as the two of them stared each other out, Louis had flicked the brim of his light grey trilby and smiled, showing admiration for her refusal to be intimidated. His perfect white teeth flashing against his brown face, he had begun to softly laugh. Then strolling away he called back over his shoulder, advising Errol to get a curry into his white woman’s bones. From that moment on Rita knew she would be accepted into the tight-knit West Indian group of people who lived for their music; jazz and swing in particular, and singers and musicians such as Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Jelly Roll Morton, Muggsy Spanier and his Ragtime Band, and Louis Armstrong. 


Rita was in love with Errol and he was clearly besotted with her. He enjoyed the fact that his girl did not run with the crowd, and rebelled in her own small way, like enjoying a Marlboro cigarette which was no longer seen as a ladylike thing to do. Since Marlboro had acquired its cowboy with a tattoo on the back of his hand and the message, ‘A man’s cigarette that women like too’ it had been clearly marked as unfeminine. But Rita was not alone in rebuffing the message. Sophisticated young ladies from the upper classes in their West End nightclubs that seemed a million miles away from Rita and Errol’s caverns, were also drawing on them, albeit through their gold-rimmed amber cigarette holders. 


The fight for the emancipation of women was not yet over. In the February of 1958, when the campaign for nuclear disarmament was launched, women enrolled in their droves. 4,000 of them, several carrying their babies, gathered in London’s Trafalgar Square before marching from London to Berkshire to confront the atomic weapons research establishment. 


The young were working hard in their attempts to realign their goals to fit new facts of life while the older generation were clinging on to their old hopes: that since Britain had triumphed over Hitler, the future would from then onwards be one of peace. For the young, this was a time when life was pleasant and it was good to be cynical and mildly rebellious. There was great optimism among the youth of all cultures and classes that solutions to all things could be found through the voice of the new generation. This was a time when the hydrogen bomb and rock ’n’ roll were the topics of conversation and action. A time when those who weren’t dancing were marching. 
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1959


On this special day, with the early springtime sun on her face, Maggie Baroncini held the small hand of her little boy, Peppito, and smiled as the memory of his birth, this time five years ago, came flooding back. At the time she had only just turned sixteen and in becoming a mother she felt as if all the worries of the world had been placed on her shoulders. Even though she had shown a brave smile while carrying her boyfriend’s child, from the very beginning and all through her pregnancy, Maggie had been on a high tide of emotions. Her mood was volatile one minute, impassive, euphoric or in the grip of panic the next. She had been terrified at the thought of giving birth and confused by the flood of conflicting advice, as to what she should or should not do, from the day she broke her shocking news – three months after conception. Edie, her mother, had been the first to be told and then her much loved great-aunt Naomi. By the time Maggie had made her confession however, Edie, who had brought Maggie up as a single parent, had recognised all the signs which had pointed in only one direction, that her fifteen-year-old child had given herself to her very first boyfriend. An Italian. Tony. 


Without her father around, Maggie had at least been saved from a plethora of rage which might have come from that quarter. The one thing that she had stood firmly against from the very beginning of her confession had been the hints and suggestions to have an abortion. Adoption, the most talked about option, had come second to keeping her baby. But along with this had come controversial opinions: should she give her baby to complete strangers never to be seen again, or keep it in the family. If the baby was to be kept, Maggie’s uncle Jimmy and aunt Helen had been the obvious ones to become its parents. As fond as she was of her uncle, his ambitious wife Helen, desperate to be middle class and forget her roots in Plaistow, was the last person that she would have wanted to bring up her child. So, after much deliberation and tears all round, it was judged to be right that Maggie follow her own maternal instincts and mother her offspring come what may. 


On Maggie’s worst days the fear that Tony would turn from her made her think about ending it all. This tendency to seek relief from reality had been one of her failings since a young girl, when she had gone into her classroom with a clumsy brace on her teeth. Torment and sneering had all but crushed her confidence. At the age of fourteen however, her world had turned around. The brace was off, her teeth were beautiful and her wonderful flamboyant great-aunt Naomi had cut and styled her red hair and showed her how to wear make-up. From then on Maggie was one of the most popular girls where the lads were concerned. Wolf whistles had become normal to her. 


Now, enjoying married life with Tony, Maggie was content. Strolling under the nearby arches on her way to visit her best friend Rita, she brought to mind the night when she had delivered Peppito into the world. She recalled the voices below her bedroom window, just after midnight, when two policemen had been chatting under a street lamp. There had also been a distant echoing sound of a dog barking. Unlike this pleasant early March day it had been extremely cold with a fine layer of frozen snow on the ground. 


All things considered it had been a smooth delivery with nothing going wrong. Even though Maggie had only just passed her sixteenth birthday, the question of risk had been the furthest from her mind. The midwife who had attended her had been young, but in her uniform with its cuffs and ruffs and pinched-in waist and little pert cap, she had instilled confidence. Her gentle but efficient ways soon eased Maggie’s worries. She remembered her bedroom as it was on the night before she gave birth. The council flat where she lived with her mother had become a small maternity ward and the surface of a pine chest of drawers in her room had become a place for the midwife’s utensils: forceps, scissors, stethoscope and cord clamps. 


With all of this swimming through her mind, Maggie squeezed the chubby hand of her son and smiled into his innocent face as he looked up at her saying, ‘Will Aunty Reet ’ave a present for me? And a toffee apple?’ 


‘She’ll have the toffee apple, Peppie, she always does. Don’t know about a birthday present, though. She might have forgotten it’s today,’ she teased. She hadn’t and Maggie knew it. ‘She might not even be in for all I know.’ 


‘Can we go to where she works?’ 


‘No. Mustn’t disturb ’er while she’s at the library. We don’t want to get ’er in trouble, do we?’ 


‘I want to show my watch,’ he said, pushing the cuff of his duffel coat up with a finger and raising his arm to show her, as if she had never seen it before. ‘It’s real silver.’ 


‘I don’t know about that sweetheart, but Roy Rogers is your favourite cowboy, so there we go. Your grandfather did well to know what you want.’ 


‘I said I wanted it.’ He was still admiring it as he murmured, ‘Roy Rogers on Trigger. It’s my bestest present. And my scooter.’ 


‘Two favourite presents, eh? Lucky boy,’ said Maggie. ‘And it’s three, if you count the little train set from Aunt Naomi.’ 


‘I know. Will Aunty Rita be in?’ 


‘I think she might be in but we can’t be certain, can we?’ 


‘She’s up the clinic,’ he murmured, gazing at his watch. 


Taken back by this, Maggie stopped in her tracks and looked directly into Peppito’s innocent face. ‘What do you know about the clinic?’ 


‘I heard it. Will they cut ’er open to look for a baby?’ 


Maggie shook her head in wonder at the way her child’s mind worked. ‘No, Peppie, they won’t.’ 


‘It might be a bun,’ he grinned. 


Maggie lifted her eyes to the sky, sighing. ‘I think I know who you’ve been listening to.’ 


‘She might not have chewed it proply. Aunt Naomi said—’ 


‘I don’t want to know, Peppie! I think we might ’ave to cut down your visits to Nao.’ 


‘She’ll cry,’ he murmured, anxiously shaking his head. ‘I brighten her day,’ he added proudly. 


‘Is that right? Well, no more talk about buns and babies then. Or I won’t let her look after you any more. You can go to Grandma Baroncini instead.’ 


‘Why did we give Grandma my cot? Is she going to have a baby?’ 


‘No! It was your daddy’s cot once. We’ve given it back now we don’t need it any more.’ 


‘Will she scrub the pictures of birds off? Grandfather said we could paint cars on it.’ 


Maggie let his chatter go above her head as she recalled the first time she had held him in her arms, wrapped in a soft white towel. Her new-born child. Her perfect baby who had inherited his dad’s Italian looks with his black hair and long eyelashes. At least he had Maggie’s green eyes and freckles. She recalled the expression on Tony’s face when he had gazed at his baby and it made her smile. There had been tears in his eyes when he whispered, ‘I love you, Maggie Birch. I love you both.’ And now she was Maggie Baroncini. A young married woman and still very much in love with Tony who she had been too young to marry at the time. But marry they did as soon after her sixteenth birthday as possible – in Gretna Green. And now her baby was a bright intelligent five-year-old too sharp for his own good and Maggie and Tony were living with Edie in her council flat in Scott House. And while Peppito’s fifth birthday party was being prepared by his gran and great-aunt, Maggie was taking a break from domesticity. She turned into Cornwall Avenue and politely smiled at a couple of shabby-suited men wearing flat caps who clearly did not want anyone to know what they were discussing. Speaking out of the side of his mouth, his eyes moving rapidly as he checked his surroundings, Jimmy the Fence, a familiar figure in this neck of the woods, was holding a cheap gold-plated lady’s bangle watch, insisting it was pure gold and a bargain to be snapped up. His uncomfortable victim, eager to be away, was shrugging and doing his level best to escape. Enjoying the banter, Maggie stepped up her pace before she became a target. 


Arriving at the terraced house in which her best friend had taken rented rooms, she pushed her fingers through Peppie’s hair saying, ‘Don’t go reminding Rita that it’s your birthday. She won’t ’ave forgotten.’ 


‘I wouldn’t,’ he said, splaying his hands and shaking his head. ‘Can I knock on the door?’ 


‘Course you can.’ Maggie heaved him up into her arms. ‘Only once though.’ 


‘Twice. Aunt Reet said I could knock twice when I was five.’ 


‘Go on then. Get on with it. You’re a ton weight,’ she groaned. 


Once he had banged on the knocker, Peppito ordered Maggie to put him down. He didn’t want Rita to see him in his mother’s arms as if he were a baby. Waiting for the door to open, an expectant smile on his face, he could hardly contain his excitement. Being his godmother, Rita felt it her duty to spoil him rotten. The sound of footsteps from inside coming down the stairs caused him to chuckle before saying, ‘I fink she has got me a present.’ 


‘Peppie … what did I tell you?’ 


‘I’m not ’specting it!’ he whispered loudly to the sound of the door opening. 


‘Blooming heck!’ Rita grinned. ‘Who’s swallowed one of Jack’s magic beans then? You must ’ave grown an inch overnight, Peppie. I swear it. I can’t believe you’re only four.’ 


‘I’m five!’ 


‘Course you’re not. I should know,’ she teased, standing aside. ‘Go on, up you go. And don’t stomp on the staircase or you’ll wake up the black man.’ 


‘You mustn’t say that,’ murmured Peppie as he passed her. ‘I’m telling Errol of it. And I am five! It’s my birfday!’ 


‘Is it? I never knew. I would ’ave got you a card,’ she said with mock sympathy. 


‘I’ve got cards. And a scooter. And this real watch.’ He pulled the cuff of his duffel coat up and held his arm out proudly. ‘It’s Roy Rogers.’ 


‘No it’s not. It’s Hop-along-Cassidy,’ she jibed. 


‘It’s not!’ Peppie pushed his wrist under her nose. ‘Look!’ 


‘Stop teasing ’im, Reet. He’s bin driving me mad since he woke up,’ moaned Maggie as she arrived in the living room and flopped down on the old sofa. ‘You’ve bin winding ’im up all week. Getting ’im excited. You’re as bad as Aunt Naomi in your own way.’ 


‘And she said black man,’ Peppie chimed in, pleased to have his mother on his side. 


‘Well,’ said Rita looking earnestly at her godchild, ‘if we don’t make a joke of it, Pep, they’re winning.’ She then tapped a sheet of paper which she had pinned onto the wall. ‘This came through the letterbox today. Some people ’ave got nothing better to do.’ 


‘What is it?’ asked Peppie, his familiar frown capping his eyes. 


‘Nigger Lover? Well … depends what you read into it, I s’pose. But in plain English … whoever wrote that … has got suet pudding for a brain.’ 


‘What?’ 


Rita tapped her temple saying, ‘Nothing between the ears. No intelligence.’ 


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Peppie, shaking his head and getting agitated. 


‘She doesn’t know either, sweetheart,’ said Maggie, attempting to end this. Her five-year-old was too young and too innocent to be drawn into racial intimidation. 


‘I wish I did know who wrote it, Mags. I would send Errol to their front door so he could smack ’em in the face,’ she said with a mixture of sadness and anger. 


‘Don’t talk like that in front of him, Reet.’ 


‘Why not?’ said Rita, now in the tiny kitchen, filling the kettle, and talking through the open doorway.‘Best that he knows and has it explained while he’s young, eh Peppie?’ 


‘I don’t know what you mean!’ he said again, splaying his hands. 


‘I don’t agree, Rita, so change the subject and take that down. You should ’ave put it straight in the wastepaper bin. I would ’ave done.’ 


‘I will when I feel like it. D’yer want a cup of tea or coffee?’ 


‘Coffee,’ Maggie replied, grudgingly. 


‘Wot about you, Mister Baroncini? Do you want a glass of Welfare orange juice?’ 


‘Yes, please. And a toffee apple.’ 


‘Haven’t got none. Forgot you was coming.’ 


‘Oh.’ Peppie’s bottom lip curled under. ‘And you forgot what this day is.’ 


‘It’s yesterday’s tomorrer. That’s all I know.’ 


‘How comes you’ve got Welfare orange juice?’ asked Maggie, accusingly. 


‘I found a box which ’ad fell off the back of a lorry.’ 


‘It’s my birfday,’ murmured Peppie, pursing his lips. 


Putting on a convincing show, Rita opened her mouth in surprise. ‘It never is your birthday for real, is it! I thought it was a lark! You can’t be four already?’ 


‘Five. I’m five today! I’ve got …’ Peppie splayed his fingers and thumb. ‘This many birfday cards. Same as how old I am. You can come to my tea party.’ 


‘Five cards! You lucky boy! Well … it won’t matter that I never got you one then, will it?’ 


‘No.’ Peppie lowered his eyes. ‘I’ll ’ave another one anyway – when Emma comes ’ome from her work.’ 


‘I hope there’s jelly and ice cream at your party. So Emma Smith’s got you a card eh? That’s the sort of neighbour you want.’ 


‘She gets four pound notes and a ten shilling one on Fridays!’ exclaimed Peppie, wide-eyed. 


‘No flies on you, is there?’ laughed Rita, bending over him. ‘Now, give us a kiss on the cheek and then go in the bedroom and see what’s on my bedside table.’ 


Losing no time, Peppie raced out of the room and within seconds the sound of ripping paper could be heard through the open doorway. Giving Maggie a sly smile, Rita confided in a whisper that she had managed to find a beginners’ Meccano set for her beloved godchild with nuts and bolts big enough for his chubby fingers to cope with. The glow in Rita’s eyes said it all. She adored Peppito as if he were her own son. This was not so unusual as she and Maggie had been best friends since they had started junior school at the age of seven and were like sisters. Rita knew that the five-year-old would be totally absorbed with his present and leave them in peace. He had always been spellbound when watching his dad enjoying his hobby of carving end pieces of timber he picked up from a local wood yard. 


Leaving Peppie to himself, the girls were soon curled up on the old comfortable sofa sipping their coffee and quietly chatting about the much debated subject of Rita’s boyfriend, Errol. It was obvious to Maggie that Rita and Errol were beginning to feel the outside pressure of people who were against mixed courtship, no matter the race or religion. The note which had been put through Rita’s letterbox was clearly doing what it was meant to – unnerving her. Maggie shrugged off Rita’s worries, telling her not to let ignorant people get under her skin. 


‘It’s never bothered you before, Reet, so why now? It’s just two words on a scrap of paper.’ 


‘I know … but it’s the fact that whoever wrote that can’t live far from us, can they? No-one in their right mind would walk any distance just to put that through the letterbox. That’s what really gets to me. The fact that someone down this street must ’ave done it. It gives me the creeps. You think you know your neighbours but you don’t, not really. I feel like moving out.’ 


‘What’s to stop you?’ said Maggie. 


‘And play into their hands? Sod off. It’s obvious that’s what they want. Well, stuff them. I’ll flaunt Errol all the more. In fact, this coming Sunday I’ll invite his cousin and uncle round for tea and we’ll play some Blue Beat music … nice and loud. Or get his friend Louis Robinson to come and play his trumpet at midnight with the windows wide open.’ 


‘That should make everything all right, then,’ said Maggie. ‘Just the ticket for mutual understanding.’ She couldn’t help her gentle sarcasm. Knowing Rita’s temperamental side, it was entirely possible she would follow through her joking threats. 


‘Well, what do you suggest then?’ Rita lit a cigarette. ‘That Errol puts bleach in his bath?’ 


‘Put up and shut up or move.’ 


‘No. Why should I move?’ 


‘You want a reason, how about Notting Hill?’ 


‘What about it?’ Rita sighed. ‘And don’t preach. I’m not in the mood.’ 


‘You know very well what I’m referring to, Reet. Five blacks were beaten up. A house was petrol-bombed. Is this what you want?’ 


Rita knew what Maggie was saying and she had hit home. The race riots in London had made her feel ashamed to be English. More than 150 arrests had been made during three days of rioting in North London in the August of the previous year. Gangs of up to 2,000 white youths and children had attacked black houses, breaking the windows. Even though it was known to the police that the instigators had been the extreme political groups, nothing had been proved. 


‘Errol wants us to stay in East London once we’re married. He prefers it here to north or south of the river.’ 


Maggie smiled. ‘So together for ever, then?’ 


‘Course. And tell your aunt Nao that I’m not pregnant. I’ve put on a bit of weight with all the rice and curry, that’s all.’ 


‘Take no notice. She was going on to me about it yesterday and big ears in there was listening. Don’t be surprised if he tries to look up your skirt to see what’s growing under there.’ 


Smiling as she pictured it, Rita sipped her coffee. ‘I’ve got some interesting news. Errol’s uncle, the shoeshine man, ’as picked up some info about cheap terraced ’ouses for sale in Jamaica Street.’ 


‘And?’ 


‘Errol might buy one for us. Get a mortgage.’ 


‘Before you’re married?’ 


‘If he has to get in quick, yeah. Why? You’re hardly one to lecture.’ 


‘I wasn’t going to! And anyway, me and Tony never slept in a bed together before we got married.’ 


‘He got you up against the wall though, didn’t he?’ Rita grinned. 


Maggie chose to ignore that. ‘What about your mum? Would she mind if you share a place with ’im before you’re married?’ 


‘Who said anything about that? I said he might buy one. It’ll take months to make it liveable. Anyway, she’d be all right about it. She likes Errol. He used to make her laugh … and she cracked him up with the fings she said behind my stepdad’s back. You wouldn’t believe what she came out with. She got worse by the day, turned into a totally different woman, from the very day my dad buggered off.’ 


‘She was a bird in a gilded cage.’ 


‘Gilded? I don’t fink so. Old and rusty and stinking of ’im more like. Miserable old bastard. Once she was free to say and do what she liked she went too far at times – but that was because of Errol. He encouraged ’er. You should have heard the jokes they used to tell each other. Filthy.’ 


‘Do you still miss her, Reet?’ said Maggie, cautiously. She was quite aware that when her best friend’s mother emigrated with her new husband a year since, Rita had cried almost non-stop for a week and then avoided any discussion on her leaving England. 


‘Sometimes,’ murmured Rita. ‘But she writes all the time and I’ve got your mum to talk to, haven’t I. She’s been like a foster mum.’ 


Maggie leaned back on the old sofa and tucked her legs under her. ‘She sees you like a second daughter, that’s why. She thinks the world of you.’ 


‘I know she does. And I couldn’t ask for much more than that, could I? Anyway … one day me and Errol will go on a cheap voyage to see my mum.’ 


‘Does she ever mention in her letters that she might come home?’ 


‘No. She loves it out there, Mags. They might visit though … in a couple of years or so. They’re saving up for it.’ 


‘Good. We’ll chuck a party in their honour. In St Peter’s church hall. So … Jamaica Street. How can Errol afford to buy his own place?’ 


‘His uncle Joe will go half with ’im.’ 


‘His uncle Joe? He’s a shoeshine man,’ said Maggie. ‘How can he afford it?’ 


‘Don’t knock it. His uncle does all right and sod the tax man. And his son Malcolm, Errol’s cousin, has got a steady job on the buses as well as helping out Sunday mornings on a stall in Petticoat Lane. I always thought he was a bit on the tight side but he ’ad a good reason for putting any spare cash into a post office account. He’s been saving for a deposit.’ 


‘Why Jamaica Street of all places? Nostalgia?’ 


‘No. A Jew boy where Errol works told him about the demolition and rebuilding plans and reckons that to buy one now would be smart thinking.’ 


‘But if they’re gonna be pulled down … they won’t be up for sale.’ 


‘Those owned by landlords will be – and most are. And with the paying tenants moving out and into new flats there’ll be no rent coming in. And on the face of it there’s no plans for houses on the southern end of the street to be demolished. And there’s a little radio shop at the end of the street that might be up for grabs as well.’ 


‘What would you and Errol want with a shop? And I think I know the one you mean. It’s run down surely?’ 


‘Ah, that’s just the point. It looks old-fashioned and could do with a lick of paint, but inside, apart from a bit of damp and rot in the floorboards, it’s sound – apparently. And it would make a decent tailor’s shop. There’s one big room upstairs for cutting and making up and a smaller one out the back. Downstairs you’ve got the shop at the front and a living room with a kitchen out the back.’ 


‘And a bucket to pee in,’ Maggie teased. 


‘No, actually. An outside lavatory that flushes and there’s a little window that opens, thank you very much.’ 


‘So you and Errol would live where?’ 


‘The ’ouse next door. A two up two down. His cousin Malcolm would get a mortgage to buy the shop, number fifty-six. He’d use the upstairs back room of the shop as a bed-sit and use the kitchen below to do his cooking and that. Errol would rent the other upstairs room as a workspace … and then there’s the shop front which could be used for measuring up and that.’ 


‘And the uncle?’ 


‘Shoeshine Joe?’ Rita smiled and then clicked her teeth. ‘He’s already done a deal for a little one up two down just a few doors along. He’ll live there.’ 


‘So that’s three places?’ 


‘Yep. But … let’s not get too excited. The bank might not lend ’em the money and … would we really like living in the middle of a row of boarded-up ’ouses? In Jamaica Street?’ 


‘You tell me,’ said Maggie, pushing a hand through her hair. ‘It’s all above my head. I never thought in a million years that any of us would be talking about buying property.’ 


‘Why not? Look at your mum’s friend, Jessie. And her sister and brother-in-law. They did it in the thirties and they’re gonna do it agen. All right, in bloody Norfolk but so what?’ Rita sipped her coffee and looked at her friend over the rim of the cup. ‘Things are changing, Maggie. It’s no longer a case of class any more whether or not you buy your own property. It’s all about grafting and cashing in on the changes that are goin’ on. We’ve got something to thank that bloody war for.’ 


‘So, if the London County Council decide to rebuild there, later on, they’ll still ’ave to compulsory purchase it.’ 


‘Yep. And for more than Errol’s family’ll be paying now. Then again, the Council might not want more blocks of flats or might not ’ave the funds for a while, to keep on building. Either way, we can’t lose.’ 


Impressed by all of this and a touch envious, Maggie was beginning to feel as if she and Tony weren’t going anywhere. They had been married for almost five years and were still living with her mother and waiting for a council house. Her best friend was on the brink of moving on to new and exciting horizons, while she would be over the moon to get a council house. Which in the bigger picture wasn’t really all that much to write home about. Maggie had been friends with Rita for a very long time and had always known that she was more ambitious than herself. But now, she felt the gap widen and divide them and it made her feel uneasy. 


Prior to a brief spell of helping Maggie run an Italian caf� in Islington, when Maggie was pregnant, the girls had been employed at the Bethnal Green library. Rita was quick to get back the position she once held as general assistant. It hadn’t taken her long to realise, once she had started to help run the caf�, that she missed the ambience, the people and the books. Now, five years on, Rita had risen in rank to Assistant Librarian and had set up and established public readings involving fresh new London authors and poets, to promote their work. 


As she listened to more of Rita’s plans for the future, Maggie grew more and more despondent while trying to look positive and encouraging where her friend was concerned. Helping Tony in the fish-and-chip shop that he was managing in Roman Road seemed dull and drab in comparison to the future that Rita was enthusing over. Purchasing a house had been the furthest thing from Maggie’s mind. Her name now down for a two-bedroom council place on the nearby Ocean Estate in Mile End, she had come here with what she had considered to be her own good news. Now it hardly seemed worth mentioning. She had received a letter telling her that a house had become available. 


Snapping herself out of this invasive mood of envy, she clung on to the world in which she belonged and which she loved: her marriage and her five-year-old son. Glancing up at Rita who was flicking through the East London Advertiser, she realised that she hadn’t responded to her news about the purchase of a house as she should have. 


‘So … if Errol is to buy a house for the pair of you to live in … you’d better make a start with planning your wedding.’ She grinned cheekily. 


‘I have already. It’s gonna be a registry office. I’m taking a leaf out of your book. Me and Errol wouldn’t want a proper white wedding without my mum and his parents being there and they can’t afford to come over for it. And what we’d save we can put towards a deposit. Errol’s already been to see a bank manager who’ll arrange the financial side of it once a deal’s been struck.’ 


‘And will he keep on his job at the tailor’s in Mile End once you’ve got the shop spruced up?’ 


‘Course he will. But he’ll do some private work as well. He’s already got a couple of private customers. Two Jew boys who like a pukka finish. Hand stitched and all that.’ Rita looked up from the newspaper, her face earnest. ‘He deserves to get on, Mags. He slaved alongside his dad in Jamaica since he was a boy learning the trade. The first thing he was taught was to make sure that every pin was picked up from the workroom floor after a day’s sewing and wiped clean. Every cotton reel was kept covered to avoid any dust from settling. And every scrap of material, off-cuts, put into a box for shredding which was then sold on to mattress makers. Nothing was wasted and it was painful back-bending work, all of it.’ 


‘Of course he deserves to get on but he’ll need a bit of luck as well if he wants to build up his own business in tailoring. The East End’s packed with Jewish tailors who’re excellent when it comes to the sewing machine and hand stitching. You see them in Whitechapel of a Sunday morning hoping to be taken on. Piecework is what it’s all about.’ 


‘Errol knows that. But he’s going down a different route. Work’ll come his way. He’s a grafter and tailoring’s in ’is blood.’ 


‘I know he’s a grafter. So’s my Tony. Except his love is food. He’ll own his own restaurant one day.’ 


‘Exactly. We’ve done all right for ourselves, Mags. The Prime Minister’s been saying that we’ve never ’ad it so good and I think he might be right. We are on the brink of better times and good job as well. And do you know who, in her own way, ’as been telling us that for years? Your aunt Naomi.’ 


‘Don’t remind me.’ Maggie smiled. ‘The older I get the more I realise that what Nao’s been saying hasn’t been a load of hogwash after all. It’s just that the things she’s told us in the past seemed a bit too much for one person in one lifetime to ’ave experienced. But now I don’t think so.’ 


‘Well, we’re not talking about an ordinary person, are we? She’s special, your great-aunt. A one-off. And still glamorous in ’er own way – even though she’s old. She can wear something out of her box of tricks from the nineteen twenties and make it look fashionable. She’s got a style of ’er own, that woman.’ 


And truer words could not have been spoken. As to Maggie’s aunt Naomi’s penchant towards the roaring twenties … as far as she was concerned, there had never been a time as magical as then and she never held back from saying so. To Naomi, glamour had been at its peak and the ‘moderns’ had looked just as stunning off stage as they appeared on it. Her treasured recollections, often described to Maggie and Rita however, were of a different period – the 1890s. As a ragged street urchin, Naomi had sneaked into the stage entrance of a small West End theatre and viewed from a secret place the beautiful actress and mistress to the Prince of Wales, Lily Langtry on stage. Exuding charisma as she reclined on a plush red silk chaise-longue, her long trailing gold satin gown decorated with pearls to match her hairpiece, Miss Langtry had been the epitome of all that any young girl could wish or hope to become. Maggie and Rita had loved listening to wonderful accounts of that era while curled up in Naomi’s cosy home for one. 


‘The strange thing is,’ said Rita, ‘if we was to dress up in Naomi’s lovely sequinned flowing clothes we’d look ridiculous.’ 


‘I know. And it’s just as well because she wouldn’t let us get anywhere near ’em. Anyway, they’re practically museum pieces now.’ 


Coming into the room, Peppie offered a metal triangle to Rita which he had bolted together. ‘You can hold this. But you can’t keep it.’ 


Taking it from him, Rita admired it. ‘Well, that is definitely a triangle. And it’s right that you don’t give it to me. You need to look after every nut and bolt so you can add to this and make a car one day. But thank you for letting me hold it.’ 


‘It’s my best present. Thank you!’ said Peppie, taking it back. Then, looking sheepishly from Rita to his mother, he murmured, ‘Except for my scooter from Mummy and Daddy.’ He then turned smartly around and went back into the bedroom to make something else. 


‘We’ve got to move out of Mum’s flat soon, Reet,’ Maggie sighed. ‘The six months has turned into five years in no time.’ 


‘Why? What’s the hurry? I thought it was all working out okay.’ 


‘It is but we should have a place of our own.’ 


‘You and Tony should have moved into the flat in Islington. I don’t know why you didn’t.’ 


‘I wanted to be near Mum and Aunt Nao. And you. And in any case, one of Tony’s cousins was in there like a shot once you and me moved out. Anyway, it won’t be long now and we’ll be in our own place on the Ocean Estate. A little house with a front and back garden. Can’t ask for more than that, can we?’ 


‘No, you can’t. Lucky to get one. It’s only ’cos of little Peppie. Without a kid you wouldn’t stand a chance at the moment with the Borough when it comes to housing. Not that I mind my little nest for one. It’s cheap and I think the world of Errol but am I ready to share a home with another person all the time? I just hope we don’t get any more of them notes through the door. I’m not sure whether to let Errol see it or not.’ 


‘Not,’ said Maggie. 


‘Best ignore it altogether then?’ 


‘Definitely.’ 


‘People do get bored with tormenting after a while if they don’t get a reaction. Your mum pulled the best trick of all and fooled ’er neighbours. They actually believed that it was her who was pregnant and not you and then accepted it when he started to call you Mummy instead of your mum.’ 


‘Most knew the truth though, Reet. It was obvious really. Me disappearing for six months like that and then being there when he was born and staying on … before and after me and Tony were married. The two old gossips never twigged it, though. All that time when they used to whisper behind their hands that it was a disgrace the way we let Peppie call me mummy and Mum grandma. They had no clue as to who was having the last laugh. They honestly believed that he was Mum’s illegitimate baby. They called her the merry war widow, you know. Jessie Smith told us. Never said it twice, though.’ 


‘I still can’t believe that your mum had the nerve to walk about with a cushion under her clothes and you hiding your big fat belly in Islington ’til it was due. Brilliant. Thank God you never listened to me, eh? Little Peppie wouldn’t be here now if you had of done. I’m usually right about most things but I was wrong there. You was right not to ’ave an abortion. It don’t bear thinking about now.’ 


‘And now it’s your turn to listen to me. Chuck that note in the bin and forget it.’ 


‘I already said I would. I’m not worried for myself over it. It’s Errol. Too much of this kind of thing and he might stop coming round.’ 


‘He won’t stop. He might carry you off sooner than later, though. To your little house in Jamaica Street. And how bad’s that?’ 


A sudden chilling sound of a bottle smashing against the outside of the house stopped them dead. Raising an eyebrow, Rita got up from the sofa and walked casually from the room to look out of the front window. She needn’t have worried that the noise might frighten her godson. Peppie was too engrossed with his Meccano set to care. Back in the living room, she drew breath and slowly shook her head.‘I couldn’t see anyone but that’s not the first time it’s happened. I s’pose it could ’ave been kids. Sometimes I’m terrified that Errol will get beaten up when he goes back from here to Hackney. The Bethnal Green and Roman Road boys are okay. They’ve got mates who’re black. But you never know who’s waiting to kick the shit out of someone ’cos they’re different.’ 


‘I used to think that about Tony. Him being Italian and looking it.’ 


‘This is different. People are used to ordinary foreigners … Italians, Jews, Polish, Russians and Germans.’ 


‘Well, excuse me … but I’m not married to an ordinary. This is Tony we’re talking about.’ 


‘You know what I mean. But you never get notes through your letterbox, do you? Or bottles thrown against the front of the house. What if they was to come and kick our door in? I’ve seen what a gang can do, Maggie. Once they become a mob. They turn into vicious animals, out for the kill.’ 


‘Well … if we’re to live in the East End and marry who we want, we just ’ave to put up and shut up ’til it all dies down.’ 


‘And how are we supposed to do that? When I’m faced with this?’ She ripped the note off the wall and threw it into Maggie’s lap. ‘Well?’ 


‘I don’t know,’ Maggie shrugged. What else could she say? The sound of another bottle smashing against the front wall of the house made her go cold. 


Later on, once she was home and her son’s party was over, with the excited and exhausted Peppie put to bed, Maggie slipped into her and Tony’s room and lay on top of the bed thinking about all that Rita had said. She herself had been on the receiving end of barbed comments from neighbours when she had first started to court Italian Tony, but once she had learned not to react, the dirty looks had gradually eased off. It seemed like it happened only yesterday one minute, and a decade the next. So much had happened during the past few years. Her mum had found and then lost the love of a man, Dennis, who turned out to be someone who liked to have a woman in every hamlet. Tony’s family had moved out of their home on the third floor of the block of flats in which she lived; Jessie, her mother’s closest friend, had mourned the death of Max, her partner of several years; and Rita’s mum had divorced her husband, remarried and gone to live in Australia. And now Rita was talking about moving into Shadwell; a twenty-minute walk through the back streets would see Maggie there but it wasn’t the distance so much as the area. It was alien to her. It was not somewhere to walk alone at night. It was dark with poorly lit narrow turnings and only a stone’s throw from Commercial Road and the core of gloomy dockland in the far reaches of Stepney. She didn’t want her best friend to move there. She wanted her to stay right where she was – a few minutes’ walk away through the arches. 
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