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“God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the sky, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth."

God created man in his own image. In God's image he created him; male and female he created them.” (Genesis 1:26-27).

For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.

If you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's seed and heirs according to promise” (Galatians 3:27-29).
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“In Mauritius, they cultivate three things: sugarcane, gossips and ... prejudices.”

I have often heard that sarcastically said – especially in political quarters.

You will have noticed that I haven’t said “we” but “they”.

As a Bible teacher, I hate gossips and prejudices. Of course, I am very far from being perfect. I’m still a sinner saved by grace.

Retired now, I spent 52 years teaching at three different high schools – automatically transitioning from one to the other.

The first was predominantly Creole and Catholic. 

The second was massively Hindu. The owner and Manager was a ... Yogi. His head was shaven and he was always dressed in a white dhoti. I spent 37 years there, being the only Creole teacher on a staff of about 30! If I spent that long in such an environment, it was all due to – no pride meant – my competence.

The third was predominantly ... Muslim! Although the student population and the personnel were mixed, the largest component was, nevertheless, Muslim. And there, too, I was held in high esteem by Management, staff and pupils alike.

The reason I am relating all that is to say that I have mixed with the different ethnic components of the Mauritian society and can rightly say that I am quite un-complexed, uninhibited and unprejudiced.

However, the fact remains that Mauritians are full of prejudices. It goes without saying that we cannot put all Mauritians in one and the same basket. I know a number of Mauritians who are Mauritian in the true sense of the word!

To help you, foreign reader, understand what I am saying and better appreciate the subtleties, connotations and innuendos found in this book, allow me to give a succinct description of Mauritius.

Mauritius is a small island - about 48 miles at its longest and 38 miles at its broadest - situated in the Indian Ocean. After having been a French colony then a British colony, it is now an independent Republic.

Its population amounts, as at 2024, to 1.3 million.

As the former colonizers needed labour to work in the sugarcane fields, they brought slaves from Africa and Madagascar, and indentured labourers from India. 

Additionally, some Chinese came and established themselves mostly as shopkeepers. French people also came to settle in the island and, for a long time, owned and ran the sugarcane factories, the banks and the Insurance companies.  Finally, there is also a Muslim component originating from India and Pakistan.

The majority of the population is of Indian origin. However, the Indian component comprises also Tamils, and is further subdivided into a number of castes.

Those of African and Malagasy origins are the Creoles. The majority of them are Roman Catholics.

As can be seen from this brief explanation, the Mauritian society is a very complex one.

Generally speaking, we all live in peace and harmony. We are called “The Rainbow Nation”.

However, there are times when social and ethnic tensions rise. During electoral campaigns, for example, politicians exploit that situation to put in place a “Divide and Rule” strategy. Consequently, ethnic tension rises to its maximum.

It must be said, however, that now clashes are not as frequent and brutal as in the past. Fortunately so.

Although not as brutal as politically driven dissensions, mixed marriages – especially involving the Hindu and the Muslim components – often cause the ethnic or religious temperatures to rise!

When it comes to the Creoles, for some absurd reason, they are considered to be on the lowest rung of the ethnic ladder. Their African origin is no stranger to that assessment. Hence, mixed marriages between a Hindu and a Creole – especially if the girl is Hindu – entail a lot of problems and provoke a lot of conflict. 

However, the hypocrisy is that a Hindu girl marrying a white foreigner – French, English, German, Irish and so on – is viewed as an exploit. It brings with it upward social mobility, confers prestige and enhances status!

Again, it is worth mentioning that a few rare mixed marriages of that composition work smoothly – especially among the educated ones.

It must, however, be put on record that, until the country’s accession to Independence in 1968, the Creoles held important posts in various fields – education, health, banking, the police, the post office, the customs, etc. The uneducated ones and those with little education were masons, carpenters, tailors, blacksmiths, shoemakers, hairdressers, etc. In short, they were active in most trades. They were next to the Franco-Mauritian élite. In fact, the Franco-Mauritians and the Creoles were collectively called the “General Population”.

But, with the accession to Independence, something happened that completely changed the country’s ethnic – and, by ricochet, the industrial – make-up of the country. 

The predominantly Hindu Labour Party was already in power. Its aim was, at the next elections, to break away from British rule and give the country its independence. 

To try to upset the electoral balance and win the elections, the main opposition party – the “Parti Mauricien Social Démocrate” (PMSD) – adopted a diametrically opposite strategy. It wanted, rather, association with Great Britain.

To try to achieve its aim, it instilled in the “General Population” a Hindu phobia: if the Labour Party won the elections and obtained the country’s independence, the General Population would be forced to become Hindu!

Consequently, as election date drew near, there began a massive exodus: most of the General Population emigrated to Europe, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Australia!

That massive exodus was a real brain drain! 

The unfortunate consequence is the drastic impoverishment of the General Population – especially the Creole component.

Hence, the unjust and bitter prejudice against them.

It takes love - real love, love in its purest form to break these prejudices.

And there is no love greater than the love of God for us.

Table of Contents

CHAPTER 1

RENDEZ-VOUS IN KENSINGTON PARK

CHAPTER 2


MEET THE LEBONS


CHAPTER 3


MEET THE GOOLAMSINGHS


CHAPTER 4


HOW IT ALL STARTED


CHAPTER 5


BERNARD CONFIDES IN HIS MOTHER


CHAPTER 6


THE LEBONS DISCUSS MIXED MARRIAGE


CHAPTER 7


BERNARD’S HOUSE BUILDING PROJECT


CHAPTER 8


AT THE GOOLAMSINGHS’


CHAPTER 9


BALRAM SHARES HIS ANGUISH WITH SUNITA


CHAPTER 10


THE LOVERS EXCHANGE NEWS


CHAPTER 11


ENTER YASMINA


CHAPTER 12


BERNARD SHARES THE GOOD NEWS


CHAPTER 13


BERNARD’S SLEEPLESS NIGHT


CHAPTER 14


GOOD NEWS FROM MR. LEBRETON


CHAPTER 15


BERNARD ON VACATIONS


CHAPTER 16


BERNARD ATTENDS MASS


CHAPTER 17


REENA INVITED AT THE LEBONS’


CHAPTER 18


LUNCH AT THE LEBONS’


CHAPTER 19


FATHER BARTHELEMY COUNSELS


CHAPTER 20


AUNTY JOSEPHINE


CHAPTER 21


ANOUCHKA VISITS HER PARENTS


CHAPTER 22


AT REENA’s PLACE


CHAPTER 23


MEETING ENDS ON SAD NOTE


CHAPTER 24


BERNARD CONVERSES WITH SARAH


CHAPTER 25


VASSANTY, THE WHISTLE-BLOWER


CHAPTER 26


REENA WARNS BERNARD


CHAPTER 27


TROUBLE STARTS FOR BALRAM


CHAPTER 28


YASMINA, THE DEVIL WOMAN


CHAPTER 29


ESCAPADE AT THE BEACH


CHAPTER 30


THE RETURN OF MR. LEBRETON


CHAPTER 31


REENA ANNOUNCES THE GOOD NEWS


CHAPTER 32


THE LOVERS AT TENT MEETING


CHAPTER 33


CONVERSATION WITH PASTOR PHILIPS


CHAPTER 34


BAPTISM AT FLIC EN FLAC


CHAPTER 35


THINGS GET BETTER


CHAPTER 36


THE LONG EXPECTED MEETING


CHAPTER 37


THE COURTSHIP


CHAPTER 38


INVITATION CARDS


CHAPTER 39


THE WEDDING CEREMONY


CHAPTER 40


THE WEDDING FEAST


EPILOGUE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​

CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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“DO YOU FANCY AN ICE-cream, Baby?” Bernard asked with his usual gentle voice, as he passed his right hand around Reena’s slim waist. She had lately dropped a couple of pounds. Her colleagues at the Pre-primary school where she taught used to tell her teasingly: “Love is eating away your plump body, girl”. 

Coquettishly shaking her head to display her long black hair, she answered: “Not if you won’t have one, yourself.” 

Like two kids, they crossed the street and walked over to the ice-cream seller. A cool breeze was blowing and a warm sun was shining. It was mid-May: the hot summer days were gone and the bitter winter cold was still a few weeks away. Just the ideal climate for two young lovers to take a day out.

“Chocolate or vanilla?” the caring Bernard asked teasingly.

“Oh, darling, you know quite well I hate chocolate and my favourite flavour is ...”. 

“Almond,” broke in Bernard, laughing. Of course, I know my darling loves almond and hates chocolate. I was just joking.” 

“If the guy doesn’t have almond,” Reena said, turning tenderly towards her prince charming, “you know what my next choice is ...”

“Vanilla, of course. Sure I know, Baby.”

The ice-cream seller was a middle-aged man – maybe in his late forties. He was dark-skinned and grew a long greyish beard. On his balding head stood a green fez. He was known by his many regular customers as “Bhai Kassim”​[1]. Indeed, Bhai Kassim was a familiar figure in Kensington Park. The elderly say that they had seen the boy Kassim grow up, helping his father, during weekends, selling ice-cream on his old black rusty Raleigh bicycle. 

When Kassim had just been admitted to secondary school, his father was run down in a hit and run accident. His old bicycle was twisted, his ice-cream bucket was smashed and all his ice-cream splashed all over his bleeding body. He sustained skull injury and died a few days later. 

Consequently, Kassim had had to leave school to take up his father’s job in order to help his widowed mother and siblings.

“One vanilla for me, please,” Bernard said, “and one almond for my ... friend.”

“Sorry, miss,” broke in Bhai Kassim with a smile. He was too old a fox to know that they were more than friends. “Sorry, miss, no almond today. Just vanilla and chocolate.”

“One each then,” Bernard said.

Holding their ice-cream cones with the offered tissue paper to prevent the cream from spilling over their hands, the two young lovers walked away, licking at their ice creams. 

“Shall we go and sit on that bench in the shade, darling?” Bernard asked.

In fact, it was more a suggestion than a question. Indeed, Bernard didn’t wait for an answer but just gently led his trophy to the wooden bench in a shady spot in the public park. 

Kensington Park was particularly crowded that Sunday afternoon. Colourful crowds of people had flocked around the circular pond in the middle of the park to enjoy the cool air around it. Seated on the stone rim that ran round the pond and on the slabs that led to it, they picnicked while their kids ran like mad all over the lawn. Some were running like mad after a deflated ball, kicking into it and sending it in no particular direction. 

The grown-ups were having a picnic of bread and curry or pickles with large green lettuce leaves and blood red tomato slices hanging out. The men were having a drinking party with cheap local rum made from sugarcane. Some of them poured the heavy smelling alcohol into glasses; others gulped it from the bottle itself, passing it on to one another. They winked as the alcohol hit and burned their throat; their tongue made an unpleasant sound as if they were chewing something. Then they wiped their mouth with the back of their hand.

The women were busily slicing loaves and filling them with salad, ketchup and mayonnaise for their kids. The prattling was loud and confused. One would shout to call back her kid to come and eat; another one would yell to reprimand her child for doing some mischief. 

In more secluded confines of the garden, couples — young and not so young — sat on the benches, hugging each other, kissing and declaring their love yet without a word, only as lovers know how to. Not a word was heard coming from them. Their communication was more tactile than vocal. It’s amazing how much lovers can communicate through silence!

“See, Bernard, how they are happy,” Reena said as they neared a wooden bench in the shade of a tall poplar tree. 

“Wait, Baby.” Bernard took out of his trouser pocket a delicately folded brown chequered handkerchief. Bending down, he wiped the bench where Reena was about to sit.

“Oh, Bernard, why are you taking so much pain?” 

“It’s just that I don’t want you to dirty your beautiful dress, darling.”

Indeed, Reena wore a delicately embroidered pink dress. It perfectly matched her clear complexion. With her new hair colour and her clear brown eyes, she was really very beautiful. 

Bernard brushed aside with his right thumb a little ice-cream that had spilled from her lower lip. The sunlight projected long dark shadows of her eye lashes on her brown eyes. 

Captivated by her beauty enhanced by that romantic environment, Bernard ran his fingers through her hair. She looked like one of those actresses in Bollywood movies. 

As they sat on that bench in Kensington Park, enjoying their ice creams like two innocent children, with so many kids running and frolicking around them, they had like a foretaste of what their marriage life would be like. 

Turning to Reena, Bernard saw the light in her eyes. The dark shadow of her long eyelashes in her brown eyes gave them an exceptionally poetic look.  Unable to resist such a seductive look, Bernard, holding his ice cream at arm’s length in order not to spill it over his clothes, drew closer to his beloved and kissed her on her vanilla flavoured lips.  

But, out of a sudden, her mood changed. An air of sadness had chased the smile from her face. She became moody and kept her head bent.

Worried, Bernard lifted her head gently and asked: “What’s the matter, darling? Have I said something that has upset you?”

“Not at all, Bernard. It’s none of your fault.”

“What’s troubling you then?”

“Oh, Bernard, I’m afraid ...”

Troubled, Bernard got up from his seat and squatted in front of her to look her in the face. 

“You make me afraid, Reena darling, when you say you’re afraid. You’re afraid of what? Or of whom?”

“Of the future, Bernard,” the young girl said, heaving a heavy sigh.

Intrigued by her mysterious air, Bernard asked: “But I don’t understand, Baby. Afraid of the future? But why? Do you doubt my love for you? Do you fear I’m just hanging out with you and will drop you one of these days?”

“No, Bernard, it’s not that. I have no reason to doubt your love. I know you are faithful to me.”

“Tell me then, my love, what frightens you about the future.”

The young girl lifted her head and fixed her gaze on Bernard. Suddenly, she took a grave air. “Look at these young lovers around us, see how happy they are. They are enjoying their love without any fear. They are completely oblivious of everything around them. They are living the present moment to the full ...”

“And so are we,” broke in Bernard. “Let’s live this moment the best we can, Reena. Let’s leave aside everything else. It’s just you and me now. We are now the only two persons walking the face of the Earth. Let’s not allow an unjustified anguish to trouble this moment.” Saying this, he held Reena’s hands in his, exerting a soft pressure on them to comfort her. Young lovers’ Morse code!

Reena, however, did not look convinced or comforted. The shadow of doubt still hung on her face. 

Tormented by anxiety, Bernard said: “Come on, Baby, speak your mind. Tell me frankly what’s worrying you.” 

“Listen, darling,” the young girl said, sniffing. She opened her little pink handbag and fished out a silk handkerchief. The sweet flowery fragrance of her perfume rose to Bernard’s nose. He was impatient to know what explanation she had to give. 

Catching a little tear drop with a corner of her handkerchief, she said: “Sit down, Bernard, or your legs will become numb.”

Bernard got up and resumed his seat, squeezing himself against Reena’s body. The young man felt her body temperature mixing with his, producing a cozy and pleasant sensation.

“Listen, Bernard,” she resumed. “You know this is Mauritius. Our country is one of the most beautiful islands in the world. The landscape is exceptionally green, the summer sky is azure blue, the sea is a combination of turquoise blue and emerald green and the population is multi-coloured and multi-cultural.”

Bernard was visibly at a loss to understand what she was driving at. He squinted and frowned, making a mental effort to try to understand. Was she delivering a lesson in local Geography? Of course, He knew everything that she was saying. Ever since he had been in Primary School, he had learned that. And that poetic description of Mauritius was in all touristic brochures, pamphlets and flyers. 

Impatient, he asked: “Excuse me, Baby, can you help me understand, please?”

“I will, Bernard. Just bear with me a minute and you’ll see what I mean.”

Fearing he might offend her by insisting too much, the young lover kept quiet and listened. “Okay, Reena darling, I’ll listen.”

“Mauritius is really a wonderful country. She’s been rightly called ‘The Star and Key of the Indian Ocean’”. Tourists call her “Paradise Island”. Her people is even more wonderful. We are a multiracial people. We have our origins from Asia, Africa and Europe. We are, in fact, a world in miniature. In spite of our different backgrounds, we live in peace and harmony. Visitors to our country wonder at this and marvel. But, ...”

That word “but” made Bernard draw closer to her and he listened more intently. Her “lecture” had been going on smoothly – like a car speeding down the highway. Then, suddenly, like that car in front of an unexpected “Turn Left” sign, she changed fifth gear and engaged “but” gear! A bridge built with odd chords in an otherwise sweet melodious song! 

“But,” she resumed, “our weakness lies hidden in our plurality. That’s our “Achilles’s heal”. Her voice dropped and became softer as if to translate the weakness she mentioned.

She went on: “But - I don’t know whether you’ll agree with me, Bernard – our “peace and harmony” are just a veneer. And a very thin one at that! The least culture clash can cause a scratch in the fabric of the nation and reveal the rot inside.”

As soon as he heard the expression “culture clash”, Bernard saw clearer what her darling was driving at. A cloud just lifted off his mind. He remembered his father had told him about the racial riot that had broken between Muslims and Creoles​[2] in the suburbs of Port-Louis in the sixties. It had caused a lot of casualties and many people had had to leave Port-Louis to settle in the more peaceful highlands of Plaine-Wilhems.

Also, he had learned that, in the sixties, there had been great political unrest over the question of Independence. The population had been divided into two distinct factions – those in favour of Independence and those opposing it. The situation had been so serious that it had caused an exodus and a brain drain. 

When the country obtained her Independence from Great Britain, many of those who had opposed the project emigrated to Europe, South Africa, Zimbabwe and Australia. They belonged to the upper classes of society and had held high posts both in the public and in the private sectors. That massive emigration has, unfortunately, contributed to the country’s impoverishment – intellectually, culturally and politically. That impoverishment had been exacerbated by the British’s leaving the country. It’s not that everything is totally bad now. There has been a lot of improvement in certain sectors. But the bare fact is that we have lost much of our intelligentsia.

That was in the sixties. Now the social condition of the country is much better. With access to free education up to tertiary level and the advent of technology, people are now broader-minded. Hence, the country is relatively more peaceful.

Nevertheless, we must be ever vigilant and cautious. The coals are still aglow under the ashes of a superficial peace. The least cultural, religious or political spark can trigger a fire that hurts certain sensitivities, at least, and set the country ablaze, at most!

Bernard feared he had anticipated what Reena was going to say. However, he said nothing, leaving the young girl to voice out her anguish.

“You see, Bernard,” she went on with her explanation, “let’s not fool ourselves. Let’s not close our eyes to certain Mauritian realities.”

Her tone became ominous. She cleared her voice, stifled by emotion, and went on: “Remember you are Bernard and I am Reena. You see what I mean, don’t you?”

Bernard nodded affirmatively. “I do, Baby. But continue. Relieve yourself.”

“The tragedy here, my love, is that everything is interconnected – name, ethnic appurtenance, religion, culture and even political association, to a certain degree. Thus, you are Bernard, you are Creole and Catholic, you go to church, you celebrate certain religious festivals and live in a well-defined social set-up. I am Reena, I am a Hindu, I go to the temple, I celebrate Hindu religious festivals and I live in a more complex world quite different from yours.”

“But,” broke in Bernard, “you know quite well that, for me, that makes no difference. You know how much I love you and that’s all that matters. Everything else is of secondary importance. Ever since the day our gazes locked at your cousin’s wedding, I haven’t stopped loving you.”

“You’re right, Bernard. You know I feel exactly the same. However, your heart and mine can be as close together as possible. But your world and mine are miles apart. You, Creoles, are closer to the West; we, Hindus, are closer to the East. Your society is – I must confess – more open-minded than ours. Your parents and relatives may be more inclined to accept me, a Hindu girl, in their midst. But, ...”

Reena shook her head as if to chase away some undesirable thought. 

Again that three-letter word “but” troubled Bernard. He feared what she was going to say next. Not only he feared what was coming next: he anticipated it and knew it was true. 

In life, there are, unfortunately, certain truths that you wish were untrue. But there are things you cannot change – things carved with the chisel of tradition in the stone of culture.

“I fear my close ones’ reaction, Bernard,” Reena said, sniffing, and wiping her tearful eyes with her handkerchief. My mother knows about our relationship. She and I are very close to each other. Like two sisters, in fact. But my father is quite different. He’s very strict and very orthodox in his beliefs. Besides, he’s not my only concern. A Hindu marriage involves the extended family as well. I don’t see them consenting to seeing my parents’ eldest daughter marrying a ... Excuse me, Bernard baby, I don’t mean to hurt you ...”

“Go on, Reena,” interrupted Bernard. “Speak your mind, darling. I can take in whatever you have to say. The fault, anyway, isn’t yours. So don’t blame yourself. And rest assured, Baby, whatever they say or think, I’ll still love you the same. My love for you is unconditional and not negotiable!”

Bernard’s tone was firm and adamant. He really meant what he said. He was speaking his heart out.

“You see, Bernard, if we should get married ...”.

“If? Should?” broke in Bernard with a firm voice. “It’s not a question of “if” or “should” for me. For me, it must be “must”!”

“You see, Bernard,” Reena resumed, “if we are to get married one day, that will raise a number of questions: in what religion shall we get married? In a church or in a temple? Who will officiate – a Priest or a Pundit?​[3] What shall I wear: a dress or a sari? What kind of ceremony shall we have? What kind of food shall we serve at the reception? And so on and so forth...”.

Bernard could sense the mental fatigue that bore upon his beloved. She felt burdened under the weight of culture and tradition. And she looked so fragile and vulnerable. 

He stood up, placed both his hands on Reena’s shoulders as if to protect her from all her fears.

“Listen, Reena, there’s a saying that goes thus: ‘We’ll cross the bridge when we reach it’. Let’s do just that, Baby. Let’s wait and see how things unfold. Maybe you’re worrying unnecessarily. When we find ourselves in front of each difficulty, we’ll see how to deal with it. And don’t forget, there’s a God above who can help us achieve our goal. He’ll surely help us for we don’t mean to do anything bad. Our desire to get married is quite legitimate, darling.”

“You’re right, Bernard. Let’s wait and see how things evolve. And, as you say, let’s trust God. You pray on your side and I pray on my side. God will surely grant us His favour.”

Bernard felt satisfied to see her shaking off her pessimism. He stroked her cheek and smiled.

Looking at her watch, Reena said: “It’s nearly 4:00 pm, Bernard. I must hurry to catch my bus. I don’t want my father to pass any unpleasant remark – especially in view of the present circumstances.”

“You’re right, my love. Let me accompany you to the bus terminal. I wouldn’t like you to incur any reprimand because of me.”

The pair left Kensington Park, hands clasped. Near the exit, sat an old woman begging for alms. Bernard took out his purse and gave the woman a one-hundred-rupee note. That was a very generous alm: in the woman’s begging bowl, lay scattered just a few miserable coins.

Grateful, the woman crossed her fingers and lifted her eyes to heaven. “Thank you, very much, young man. May the good LORD bless you and the young lady. And may He protect your love and grant you success in whatever you do.”

Then looking up at Reena, she said in a motherly tone: “Oh dear, you’ve been weeping, haven’t you? See how red your eyes are!”

“Oh no, Madam,” replied Reena, trying to smile. “it’s just the sun’s glare in my eyes.”

But the beggar woman was no fool. She, too, must have had the sun’s glare in her eyes! She, too, must have wept, in her youth! Or she must have seen her daughter or daughters weep because of love.

“Oh no, my child,” she insisted, “I know what love is. I’ve known that, too. That may surprise you. But my old heart was young once, too. It has now wept its last tear drop out. It’s run dry now with life’s misery. I pray the LORD protect your love.”

“Thank you, Madam,” Bernard said, patting the woman on her shoulder. “Thank you for your blessing. Take courage. God will bless you, too.”

As they walked away, Bernard said: “You see, Baby, God has begun using this woman to bless us and encourage us. Let’s trust He will be with us all along.”

When they arrived at the bus terminal, a bus was about to leave. The conductor waved in the direction of Reena who had started to trot towards the bus. The two young lovers had no time to kiss each other goodbye. Reena jumped in and hurried to find a seat.

As the bus moved away, Bernard saw her turning round and blowing a kiss in his direction.

Sad-faced and head bent, Bernard went to find a bakery to buy a few cakes to take home for his loved ones.
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THE LEBONS LIVED IN a suburb of Beau-Bassin, a town in the Lower Plaines Wilhems. Aged 24, Bernard was their only son. He had two sisters, one older than himself and the other younger. 

Anouchka, the elder one, was employed as secretary in a textile company. She was married to Jean-Pierre, a customs officer. Before they got married, they had together contracted a bank loan to buy a plot of land and build their own house. They now lived happily in Cascavelle on the western coast of Mauritius. They had no children yet. Together, they had agreed to enjoy the first two or three years as a couple before having their first child.

Sarah, the younger sister, was still in high school. She had vowed not to get married until she had studied through university and become a Lawyer. For her, status in society was a matter of honour. She always reproached her elder sister for getting into wedlock so soon and so young. 

Indeed, Anouchka had fallen madly in love during her last year in high school and had insisted upon being married to Jean-Pierre at once. As she had threatened to run away with her lover or even to commit suicide if her parents objected, they had finally granted her request to avoid a scandal. 

Did she really mean it or was that her strategy to blackmail her parents? Nobody could tell. But her parents, Mr. and Mrs. Lebon, didn’t want to take chances by staking the family’s honour and their daughter’s life. Although she was reasonably bright in class, she had chosen to give up her studies and join Jean-Pierre in wedlock. 

“With today’s young girls,” Mr. Lebon had told his wife, Solange, “you never know. Love turns them mad.”

“They’re no longer the kind of girls we used to be,” had said Solange with a deep sigh. “No longer the same, Raymond... Alas!”

Sarah, on the other hand, was not the kind of girl to settle for such a cheap fate. She would study until she had achieved her aim of becoming a Lawyer and, eventually, getting into politics. Anyway, she was only eighteen. Definitely too young to think of marriage. She had no lack of determination: she knew exactly what she wanted in life.

She had become attracted to politics by seeing how the Mauritian society was being gangrened with corruption. Drug trafficking was becoming a real plague drawing many youngsters of both sexes into the hell of addiction. Many were dying, too, of overdose. Many mothers were lamenting the plight of their children; others were mourning the deaths of theirs.  Social injustice was making the rich richer and the poor poorer. Women were still being discriminated against and children were being robbed of their childhood because of an overloaded and ill-planned school programme. Many were homeless or were living as squatters in makeshift houses of rough wood and iron sheets. Others were simply going without food because of poverty.

Sarah had decided to become a Lawyer and a politician in order to help change that situation. She knew that, alone, she would not be able to do it. She would have to find a group of like-minded people and set up a new Party. 

She had no intention of joining any of the existing Parties. Each one of them had had the opportunity to be in Government or in the Opposition. But, as Parliamentarians, none of them had helped improve the lot of their countrymen in any satisfactory way. Certainly, there had been commercial, industrial and infrastructural improvements. But, it was at the human level that much still had to be done. For her, the existing Parties had, each, run their course. Mauritian politics needed a potent infusion of new blood!

Compared to the two girls, Bernard was not very bright as a student. Not that he was bad. But he was one of those students who journey through their school career, unnoticed. He had taken the General Certificate of Education examinations and had obtained only three passes - namely in French, Commerce and Economics. His parents had volunteered to allow him a second chance but he had kindly declined the offer. He feared a second attempt would not be better than the first and, above all, he did not want to put an additional financial burden on them. 

His father, Raymond, worked in the sugar industry. He was a crane operator in a factory in the East of the country. His mother, Solange, was a seamstress. She had once been in the service of a Franco-Mauritian family, the Raffrays, living in Floréal, a rich neighbourhood in uptown Curepipe.  But now that her children were grown-ups, her husband had asked her to stay at home and do the house chores. Additionally, she had a few clients among her neighbours and relatives who came to her for their couture needs.

When their children were still studying, to supplement their modest incomes, the couple had had to breed a few chickens and ducks. The sale of the poultry and eggs brought them a little extra income which helped to upkeep the family and pay for the children’ s schooling. 

Too proud to bother them with yet another year of schooling, Bernard had left school and had found a job as messenger in an Architect’s office in the capital. He had proved to be so devoted to Mr. Marc Lebreton, his boss, that the latter gave him certain odd jobs to perform. He washed the Architect’s car, trimmed his lawn in Floréal, and ran various errands for Mrs. Lebreton and the two Lebreton children. 

He was such a faithful young man that his employer could entrust him with any job. In return, his boss rewarded him generously for every little service that he rendered. As a result, Bernard became more than a simple messenger for Mr. Lebreton. He answered phone calls, received customers and even took payments from certain customers in his employer’s absence.

“Bernard,” his boss told him one day, “why don’t you join one of those night schools and try to improve your qualifications? Intelligent as you are, it won’t be difficult for you to get a couple of additional certificates.”

The young man had not known what to answer. In a sense, he had felt the need to obtain some sort of qualification so as to obtain advancement in his job. On the other hand, he had thought of the time and money he would have to invest in such a project. 

Sensing his hesitation, Mr. Lebreton had told him: “You need not worry about the money, Bernard. I’ll pay your fees no matter what they may be.”

Bernard had thanked his employer and had looked for a night school that dispensed courses leading to the General Certificate of Education. The first attempt had been successful: he had obtained a full Certificate with passes in all of the seven subjects he had taken. Mr. Lebreton had been so happy and admirative that he had volunteered to finance a computer course for his young employee.

“Computers are all over the place now, Bernard, “Mr. Lebreton had told him. “Without a basic knowledge in this field, you’ll be lost. Lost, Bernard, do you understand that? Lost and lost for good in the technological jungle that’s developing!” 

Indeed, as he worked in the Architect’s office, Bernard saw how his boss and his two draughtsmen used computers. Indeed, those formidable machines worked wonders! 

He had, therefore, joined a computer course and obtained a certificate in computer programming. With each additional qualification obtained, he had seen his position enhanced and his salary accordingly increased. Following Mr. Lebreton’s advice, he had taken a course in draughtsmanship and had, eventually, become a draughtsman, himself.

His employer was proud of his performance and of his desire to grow and progress in life. Consequently, he promoted the young man to the post of draughtsman in his office, “Marc P. Lebreton Designs Unlimited.”
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MEET THE GOOLAMSINGHS
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REENA’S FAMILY, THE Goolamsinghs, was not very rich. They lived in Triolet, a predominantly Hindu village in the North. Because of a pulmonary problem, her mother, Sunita, stayed at home to do the house chores which, for their moderately large family, meant, however, a lot of work.

Balram, her father, worked as an attendant at the Central Post Office in the capital. The job, itself, was not a hard one, but it was tiresome. All day long, he had to stand on his feet – except for a fifteen-minute tea break at 10:00 and a forty-five-minute lunch break at 12:00. His job consisted in directing customers to the required desk or ticket office. Sometimes, the Post office employees sent him to run short errands for them mainly to buy something to eat or some medicine if they suddenly felt unwell. After work, he had to travel the long distance from Port-Louis to Triolet by bus. That journey by bus was enough to empty his stomach of the meagre lunch he took at mid-day. When he arrived home, he was very often worn out and hungry.

Balram came from a very devout and orthodox background. His late father had been a Hindu priest. Though not a priest, himself, he was a very active member of the community. He sat on a committee in charge of the administration of the village temple and held certain responsibilities in the temple, itself.

Already, the Goolamsinghs were having some difficulty meeting all the needs of the family. They had four other children – two sons and two daughters – who were still doing their Primary and Secondary education. Public education was free, but school books and private tuitions were costly. In addition, the cost of living kept rising year after year.

To try to cope with the situation, they bred a couple of cows which gave them milk and manure. They also had a small vegetable garden in their back yard where they grew some thyme, parsley, chives, tomatoes, beans and carrots. They sold their excess produce to their neighbours and that brought them a few much needed rupees. 

As she stayed at home, it was Sunita, who fed and milked the cows and tended the vegetable garden. In the afternoons, she got some help from her younger children and, during weekends, Balram lent a helping hand, too.

As Reena was much closer to her mother than to her father, she had, after some hesitation, put her into her secret. Her mother had joyfully received the news that her eldest child had found a boyfriend. 

However, when she learned that the boyfriend in question was called Bernard, the name, itself, had made her start. In a split second, her imagination rushed from name to ethnic group, to religion, to beliefs, to practices, to culture ...

“So,” had she replied, “if I understand well, the young man is a Creole and a Roman Catholic?”

“Indeed, Mum,” the young girl had answered, slightly annoyed. “But he’s, first of all, a human being!”

“You’ll agree, Reena,” her mother had said, “I have always understood you and have always wanted your well-being. But, as you know, it’s your father the head of the family. Let’s hope he understands you, as well.”

Personally, Sunita was not overly bothered by Bernard’s ethnic and religious appurtenance. She, herself, had a distant nephew who had married a Sino-Mauritian girl, Ah-Moy, and they were living a happy life with their two children. All she wanted was her daughter’s happiness.

With time, Balram, personally, might end up accepting his daughter’s choice for the sake of her happiness. Also his daughter’s marriage would bring some relief to the family on the financial plane. 

The real problem was not so much Balram, himself, as the members of his side of the family. He had a sister, Anjani, and two brothers, Sunilduth and Kishore. They were all of them married. The problem was that a traditionally Hindu marriage, did not concern only the girl’s parents, but the extended family, as well. The men, especially, were concerned because of the family name which would be subject to change with marriage.

The Goolamsinghs would surely welcome that opportunity to marry their eldest daughter. Not only because it was becoming hard for them to make ends meet, but it was also a question of honour for them. 

Indeed, most of Reena’s cousins were already married and the uncles and aunts always teasingly asked when Reena’s turn would come. Mrs. Goolamsingh, especially, sensed the irony in their tone and felt embarrassed. 

So, if Reena had found somebody who loved her, whom she loved and who was ready to marry her, her parents would certainly feel a sense of pride. That would prove that their daughter was in no way inferior to her cousins. More importantly, that would put an end to the mockery and unpleasant remarks.

On the financial plane also, that would be a great advantage for them. Once Reena would have been married, they would be able to better concentrate on the other children – especially for their education.

Reena was a very nice and caring girl. She had always wanted to work with people — especially with children. After her secondary education, she sent application letters to different industrial sectors. Eventually, she received positive replies from the Airport authorities and the Ministry of Education. 

Without any hesitation, she chose to join the educational sector. After a three-year training, she was appointed as teacher in a Pre-primary school. 

She was well appreciated by her Headmistress, her colleagues, her pupils and, even, by her pupils’ parents. Whenever the latter came to drop their kids in the morning or pick them up in the afternoon, they always had a kind word or an appreciation for her. Also, at home, her pupils always spoke well of her.

At the end of the day, she realized that she had been wise to choose teaching as a career. Not only did she enjoy teaching, but she felt she was in her natural element. At her school, she found herself surrounded by people who appreciated her.

Thus, Reena, their eldest child was well on her way to total autonomy. Her parents would, now, have only the younger children to cater for. 

In addition, it wouldn’t be long before the second child, Nandini, finished her studies and found herself a job, too. 

With a little more patience, the Goolamsinghs’ lot would be considerably improved.
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