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    To the women who came before me—whose hands stirred the pot, held the family together,and danced under the stars with bare feet and quiet strength.This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We carry our islands with us—not just in our stories, but in our silences, our spices, and our songs."
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Chapter 1: The Air We Breathed
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The world, as I knew it, began with a whisper of two essential things: salt and sugar. In L'Escalier, our small village nestled snugly in the Grand Port District of Mauritius, the very air itself told a story, a continuous narrative woven from these two profound elements. Our houses, a comforting huddle of tin roofs weathered by sun and rain, seemed to breathe in tandem with the landscape – caught perpetually between the endless, whispering green of the cane fields that stretched inland like an emerald sea, and the shimmering, impossible blue of the Indian Ocean, a vast, living presence that edged our world. Every breath you took carried a nuanced scent, a subtle shift in the island’s aromatic personality. One moment, it was the deep, sweet perfume of molasses, rich and heavy, drifting lazily from the nearby sugar factory, promising warmth and richness, a tangible taste of the island’s primary industry. The next, a clean, sharp brininess would cut through it, a salty kiss from the sea that reminded you where the land ended and the vastness began. And always, underneath it all, the lighter, fruitier scent of mangoes, ripening in the sun, ready to burst with sticky sweetness, a reminder of the abundant, vibrant life that thrived around us. This interwoven scent was the quintessential aroma of home, woven into the very fabric of the air we breathed, a constant, comforting presence that marked the rhythm of our days.

My father, like so many men in our village, belonged to the fields. His days were an endless cycle under the relentless Mauritian sun, wrestling with the tall, whispering cane. He was a man of the earth, his skin tanned dark as roasted coffee, etched with lines around his eyes from squinting into the bright light, his hands rough and calloused from wielding a machete, yet surprisingly gentle when he finally reached for mine at the end of a long day. His return was marked by the distinct smell of sugarcane dust and honest sweat, a scent that was as much a part of our home as the spices from Maman’s kitchen. My mother, on the other hand, was the undisputed heart of our small house, a magician in her kitchen, where warmth and the comforting scent of simmering spices perpetually lingered. She moved with a quiet efficiency, her presence a steady anchor in our bustling lives. As for us children – myself, my elder brother Jean-Claude, and my younger brother Michel – we were wild, free spirits, a whirlwind of energy, running barefoot between these two distinct worlds. Our feet were permanently stained black with the rich, dark dust of the earth, a badge of our freedom, and our laughter, bright and unburdened, seemed to get lost in the constant, gentle sigh of the wind through the sugarcane and the rhythmic murmur of the waves breaking on the distant reef. We were children of the salt and sugar, shaped by the land and the sea.



Before the sun could climb too high, before it truly began to scorch the earth and make the air shimmer above the fields, our day started with the familiar, ingrained rhythm of chores. These weren't burdens, but simply the undisputed way of life, activities that connected us to the very pulse of our village. The first light of dawn would find me already awake, the cool, smooth feel of the clay pot against my hip as I made my way to the communal well. The well was more than just a source of water; it was the village’s morning gathering place. Women with their pots balanced expertly on their heads would exchange hushed greetings, the metallic clang of buckets hitting the deep water echoing in the pre-dawn quiet. There, under the vast, lightening sky, secrets were shared, news exchanged in low tones, and the first gentle ripples of the day’s gossip would begin. The water itself, drawn from the earth, was cool and clear, tasting faintly of minerals, and I carried it back carefully, each drop precious, knowing it would be used for cooking, washing, and drinking throughout the day.

Back at our humble home, I’d take up my balai l’herbe – a broom my father made with ingenious simplicity from dried coconut leaves. Its rough, stiff bristles whispered across the packed earth of our yard, chasing away the stray leaves blown in by the night breeze, the lingering dust, and, most importantly, the mischievous chickens who always seemed determined to make our porch their breakfast spot. Their indignant squawks and hurried scampers were a familiar morning soundtrack, often accompanied by my own playful shooing. This sweeping wasn't just about cleanliness; it was about preparing the space, clearing away the old to make way for the new day.

Breakfast itself was a quick affair, devoid of any lingering or long, drawn-out conversations at the table. Life in L'Escalier was about doing, about moving, about practicalities, and there was always, always work waiting. It was often simple fare: a slice of plain bread, perhaps softened with a leftover gâteau piment from the day before – those delectable, spicy lentil fritters – or a scoop of fiery rougaille, a tomato-based dish whose vibrant color promised a kick. We ate quickly, standing or perched on a low bench, fueled by the necessity of the day. There was no time for idleness; every hand, even small ones, contributed to the smooth running of the household. This instilled in us a deep sense of purpose and the understanding that communal effort was the bedrock of our survival and well-being. The pace was dictated by the sun and the demands of the fields and the home, a rhythm that was ingrained into our very beings from the earliest age.



The sun, a giant, benevolent eye in the sky, was our sternest and most constant teacher, especially within the confines of our single-room schoolhouse. Its heat clung to our skin like a second uniform, making the air inside shimmer above the worn wooden desks, and even the dust motes danced lazily in the bright shafts of light. Madame Laxmi, our formidable teacher, ruled her domain with an iron will and a well-used ruler. Her disciplinary methods were swift and sharp; a quick smack to knuckles too slow to move or an ear pulled if our attention wandered was not uncommon. Yet, beneath that strict exterior, there was a hidden warmth, a surprising tenderness. She was just as quick with a rare, encouraging smile for a well-turned phrase in an essay or a perfectly spelled word on a chalkboard, and those smiles were treasured, worth more than any treat. "Education is your ladder," she'd tell us, her voice firm but with an underlying passion that crackled in the still air. "Climb it. It's the only way out, the only way up."

I loved the small, sharp scent of new pencils, their graphite promising endless possibilities. I loved the satisfying, comforting weight of a worn textbook in my hands, the feel of the rough paper and the crisp black ink. There was a quiet thrill in new knowledge, a sense of expanding horizons with every story read, every sum solved, every new word learned. The world outside our village felt vast and distant, but within the pages of a book, it was suddenly within reach. I devoured stories, letting my imagination soar beyond the cane fields and the familiar shoreline. Books were windows, beckoning me to peer into lives and places far removed from L'Escalier.

But not everyone stayed on that ladder, eager to climb. It was a stark reality that, even as a child, I recognized with a quiet sadness. Some girls, friends I'd shared secrets and laughter with, girls with whom I'd raced through the cane fields and splashed in the shallows of the ocean, would simply vanish after Form 3. One day they were there, their bright eyes reflecting the dreams we whispered to each other; the next, their desk would be empty, their laughter absent from the schoolyard. They were gone – married off, perhaps, to a young man chosen by their families, destined for a life of domesticity and motherhood, a path already set for them. Or, increasingly, they were sent to work in the humming textile factories that were slowly starting to appear on the island's landscape, their small, nimble fingers deemed more valuable for threading looms than for turning pages. Even then, I understood that not everyone's path was meant for books, that circumstances and traditions often dictated destinies. But a stubborn, hopeful part of me always clung to the idea of a different climb, a ladder that might lead me to a life where I could continue to hold books, to learn, to teach. This quiet yearning was a secret seed, planted deep within my heart, watered by the words of Madame Laxmi and the endless possibilities glimpsed within the pages of a well-loved story.



Our connection to the island wasn't just through the






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Memoir of a
Mauritian
Grandmother
Salt, Sugar, and Sega Nights

7
=/






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





