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            ‘These overlapping essays form a coruscating portrait of a place and make for a searing indictment of our times. Portrait of an Island on Fire is written with a formidable intelligence and a precisely targeted rage, and comes from a place of passion and of deep love. Ariel Saramandi is a writer of Mauritius and for our whole twenty-first century world; these essays are cris de coeur, they are wake-up calls – they are essays everyone should read.’

            — Lucy Caldwell, author of These Days

            ‘Ariel Saramandi is a courageous and mesmerizing new voice, a chronicler of contemporary Mauritius whose writing refracts the influences of her Mauritian compatriots, Ananda Devi, Nathacha Appanah and Shenaz Patel in French, Lindsey Collen in English, in a voice which is wholly her own. Portrait of an Island on Fire unpicks the knots of Mauritius’s entangled histories – of plantation slavery, of indentured labour, of colonization, of communalism and patriarchy – laying out the threads which make up her own history of ancestral oppression and structure her lived experience of privilege and pain; which form the fabric of contemporary capitalist Mauritius, and its particular intersections of race, class, gender and language – its politics – and its particular forms of the white supremacy, anti-Blackness and toxic masculinity acted out on the bodies of those without power the world over. Saramandi is laser-focused in her rage, joyful in both her refusal to look away, and in her insistence on what sustains her: writing, motherhood, her marriage, friendships, community – and the beauty of her island.’

            — Natasha Soobramanien, co-author of Diego Garcia

            ‘With an unflinching, searing clarity, Ariel Saramandi opens the festering wounds that have been sewn shut by silence in Mauritius since the time of colonialism and slavery. This legacy of racism sheds light on new forms of economic enslavement, the consequences of climate 4warming, abortion rights, old and new misogyny, the utter irresponsibility of successive governments. This important book is both heartbreaking and a wake-up call.’

            — Ananda Devi, author of Eve Out of Her Ruins

            ‘Portrait of an Island on Fire is a fascinating look at Mauritius, a personal account of a homeland told with rage, rigour and love. Saramandi brilliantly, subtly teases out the threads of Mauritian history, politics and culture, honouring both the particularities of this unique place and showing the troubled connections – rapacious capitalism, racism, creeping authoritarianism, right-wing paranoia – that seem to stretch across the whole of our fragile planet. This is a beautifully written book of deep knowledge, righteous anger and fierce hope.’

            — Lydia Kiesling, author of Mobility5
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            ‘I’ve got a cunt plastered over my mouth.’

            — Virginie Despentes, King Kong Theory, tr. Frank Wynne14

         

      

   


   
      
         
15
            MAURITIUS: A CHRONOLOGY

         

         Around 10 million years ago: Mauritius was formed after a series of underwater volcanic eruptions. Volcanic activity continued until the near Holocene period. Mauritius is still considered an active volcanic region, even if the chances of an explosion in the near future are low.

         
             

         

         The Late Middle Ages: Arab sailors crossed the Indian Ocean. They named Mauritius Dina Arobi, but didn’t settle. Vasco da Gama, the Portuguese explorer, reportedly heard about Dina Arobi from a Gujarati pilot named Abdul Majid, who may also have shown da Gama how to travel to India. Portuguese colonists then devastated east Africa in the sixteenth century, but spared Mauritius from their activities.

         
             

         

         1598–1710: The Dutch, interested in the Indian Ocean and the promises of the spice trade, crossed the perilous seas of the Cape of Good Hope and reached Vieux Grand Port on the south-east coast. The Dutch frequently used the island as a stopping point on their way to India, and settled in 1638. They called the island T’Eylandt Mauritius Van Nassau, after the Prince of Orange. Famously, in their time here, they killed off the dodo bird.

         By the time they left in 1710, they’d massacred our ebony forests for trade; wiped out the lowland palm community; killed off the population of land tortoises and large birds; introduced rats and pigs to the island, which helped in the killing.

         They enslaved people from around the Indian Ocean, mainly from Madagascar, Bengal, the Malabar coast and south-east Asia. Many enslaved Africans and Asians rebelled, despite facing almost certain torture and death. 16The most famous rebellion involved Aaron of Ambon, Anna of Bengal, Ésperance of Bengal, Antoni of Malabar and Paul of Ceylon, who burned Fort Frederik Hendrik in 1695. The maroons who survived the island’s colonization lived on in the mountains and valleys of the island well after the Dutch had left.

         
             

         

         1715–1810: The French believed Mauritius was of strategic importance to their imperial ambitions. They called the island Isle de France and attempted to settle in the only way these Europeans knew how: through extraction of resources and chattel slavery. And slavery was cherished by the whites; it was upheld even after the French Revolution, in defiance of the First Republic.

         There were a number of famous governors, but the enslaved men and women who built the country’s infrastructure mostly go unnamed. They were taken mainly from Madagascar, but also from the south, west and east coasts of Africa, and some from India. Despite public torture and the decapitated heads affixed to poles, many enslaved people rebelled, marooned. Some of the most famous were Diamamouve and Madame Françoise. The latter was the leader of a maroon guerilla organization.

         
             

         

         1810–1835: The British ‘conquered’ the island in 1810 and called it Mauritius. Though some French colonists left the island around this time, a good number of them stayed. They kept their language, their customs, their slavery. There was little improvement in the condition of enslaved people. Upon the abolition of slavery in 1835, colonists were paid a significant amount of money by the state as ‘compensation’, but the 66,000 or so enslaved people weren’t granted anything, and had to work as meagrely paid apprentices in estates that they’d laboured in 17all their lives. In the years following abolition they were pushed out of the plantations en masse, denied fair wages, their assets and land stolen from them.

         At around the same period, the Colonial Office decided to expand sugar production and replace enslaved labour. There’d been a small population of South Indians in Mauritius from the time of Isle de France, people who’d come to work here as artisans and traders, but the Office required people in their hundreds of thousands. This is how the first indentured labourers from India arrived in Mauritius. The first great migration of Chinese immigrants to Mauritius came a while later.

         
             

         

         1835–1968: About half a million Indian indentured labourers were brought to the island from 1835 to 1870. Sugar mills and their columns towered across all districts. Health and sanitation facilities were poor, and the island faced many epidemics. Slowly, despite crushing racial and class inequality, Mauritians of African, then of Indian descent began carving out a space for themselves in politics, trade unions and in media. That carving was often met with violence. Take Anjalay Coopen, thirty-two years old and pregnant, who was part of the 1943 workers’ strike at the Belle Vue Harel sugar estate to demand better wages. After a few days of growing hostility, the owners of the estate asked police officers to intervene. The officers shot some of the labourers. Anjalay was killed, along with Marday Panapen, Kistnasamy Mooneesamy and Moonsamy Moonien, who was fourteen years old.

         
             

         

         1968: Ebullience and bloodshed ripped through the island: there was talk of independence, and while this was negotiated, a months-long ‘Bagarre Raciale’ devastated the country, the capital in particular. The racial riots were 18arguably the most traumatic event of the twentieth century in Mauritius. They engendered a thorough cultural and ethnic remapping of the island, as Creoles left the capital en masse for towns in the Plaines Wilhems, abandoning their homes and entire livelihoods. A significant amount of those who fled would also leave Mauritius for Australia.

         Still, on 12 March 1968, we gained our independence. In 1992 we became a Republic, with an Exclusive Economic Zone of 2.3 million km2. Our islands comprise Mauritius, Rodrigues, Agaléga and St Brandon. The Chagossian Archipelago, before Independence, was under Mauritius’ jurisdiction.

         
             

         

         1968–1999: In 1967, the Independence Party – a coalition made up of Labour, the Independent Forward Bloc and Comité d’Action Musulman – won the majority of seats in the election. Once in power, though, the coalition effectively established an authoritarian state until 1976. The island was marked by multiple states of emergency and press censorship. By the late seventies there was hope for better days: economically, and despite international pessimism, Mauritius blossomed. The quality of life grew better with every decade; more and more Mauritians were able to study abroad and return to improve their island. A Marxist-socialist party was born in 1969, ushering in a new wave of trade unionism and activism. Anti-Black racism and discrimination were still rife, however, and the island took a markedly centre-right turn by the 1980s.

         
             

         

         21 February 1999: Joseph Réginald Topize, known by his stage name, Kaya, died in police custody after being arrested for smoking marijuana during one of his 19concerts. An autopsy report from Réunion stated that Kaya had been beaten to death.

         Kaya was the island’s most beloved artist, a pioneer of seggae music, and a campaigner for Black rights. After his murder there were protests across the country, and those protests were met with extreme violence. Berger Agathe, a singer of Rodriguan origin, was gunned down in public the day after Kaya’s death. Sixty-two lead balls were extracted from Agathe’s body during his autopsy.

         
             

         

         1999–2014: Marxist-socialist hopes for the country waned in the 1980s; the nineties saw the rise and concretization of neoliberal monetary policies, of Offshore, the emergence of ‘schemes’ that allowed foreigners to buy luxury properties in Mauritius. The political climate changed, but never fundamentally: an almost comfortable sense of dynasty prevailed. Since Independence, Prime Ministership was conferred from Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam to Anerood Jugnauth; from Jugnauth to Ramgoolam’s son, Navin; from Navin back to Aneerood Jugnauth and Paul Berenger; from Navin Ramgoolam back to Anerood Jugnauth; from Anerood Jugnauth to his son, Pravind.

         By 2019, Pravind Jugnauth’s broad vision for the economy was marked by infrastructure projects, an explosive vision for real estate through the ‘smart cities’ programme, incredibly strong ties with India – to the detriment of other nations – and a rise in Hindu nationalism. Despite growing concerns about corruption, Mauritians chose to give Jugnauth and the MSM a second mandate in 2019.

         
             

         

         March 2020: The government imposed a nationwide lockdown during the first few months of the pandemic. 20Small businesses shuttered, while conglomerates operating in tourism received considerable assistance. This time also saw a staggering increase in police brutality, particularly towards Creole men.

         
             

         

         July–August 2020: The MV Wakashio wrecked off the reefs of Pointe d’Esny, and its oil spilled all around the south-east coast. The crisis could have been avoided, but no one in government resigned in its wake. Instead, the party in power attempted to stifle citizen-led clean-up operations and protests. A nationwide sense of outrage emboldened the population. Out of this anger emerged the figure of Bruneau Laurette, an activist turned politician, determined to radically change the island.

         
             

         

         October–December 2020: A series of strange deaths made Mauritians fearful. The most talked-about murder was that of Soopramanien Kistnen, nicknamed Kaya, who was found tortured and burned to death in a sugarcane field. Kistnen was close to the party in power. The spectre of his murder would loom over the MSM’s entire second mandate.

         
             

         

         2020–2024: International concern, but also consensus, that the Mauritian government was rapidly autocratizing grew. A number of deeply troubling bills were passed in parliament, restricting freedom of speech and the powers of the Director of Public Prosecutions. The Speaker turned the House of Parliament into a grotesque carnival, ejecting and insulting members of the opposition. The political landscape beyond the MSM was fraught with conflict and unstable. The government promised ever greater increases in pensions and allowances, to quell rising discontent over the cost-of-living crisis. The 21Mauritian rupee plunged.

         
             

         

         We all knew that the 2024 general election woud be a watershed moment in our country’s history. 22
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         ¶ I am back in the place I started.

          

         I’d seen my future as a straight line to progress, to getting out of here. A line that turned out to be a loop. I thought I had climbed the rungs of a driven and purposeful life. The best grades, one of the best universities, the best chance at a better life – though what that life would consist of I didn’t know quite yet, only that I’d sacrificed so much to be on track for a semblance of personal and professional fulfilment. Ideally I would be studying and reading and perhaps even writing books in a place where I would be paid to do so, like a university. I wanted access to a decently stocked library. A city where I could walk around at night, alone. My dreams were banal, grandiose, formidably naïve.

         
             

         

         I wonder if there are teenagers today who still believe in the pure attainability of their ambitions. Perhaps not in this world, this climate. I’d written step-by-step action plans in my diaries. I thought that I’d get somewhere by just following the plan, no matter the cost, the physical burnout. Those diaries are in the Mare Chicose landfill now, probably burnt given the repeated trash fires we’ve had over the years.

         
             

         

         Still, sometimes dreams work out. Almost all of my close friends have left the country. I see them thrive, the joy and the pleasure they take in speaking freely across Europe and America, emboldened and safe in the mostly academic spaces they inhabit.

         
             

         

         I left for university in England in 2012; I returned to Mauritius in 2016 with a BA and an MA in English Literature, unsure of what to do next. I started writing and 24publishing essays a year later. My work has not brought me any popularity. If this book is ever sold in shops back home, it’ll ripen existing furore.

         
             

         

         ‘How can you write this?’ I am asked over and over again. ‘Are you not ashamed?’

         ‘You already know about this anyway,’ is what I say now. They didn’t have to read my essays to know about my life.

         
             

         

         Mauritius is small, compact. Two degrees of separation between each of the island’s 1,262,523 people. No one is allowed any privacy. Take the events in my essay ‘An Education’: my orthodontist knew all the details before I’d even written them down. Take a major row I had with my parents in 2021, an estrangement that lasted nine months: family acquaintances – who’d never spoken to me before besides saying hello – would ring me, asking me to ‘stop with this’, to ‘listen’, even ‘obey’. ‘Alors, toujours en bisbille avec la famille?’ asked a client of mine when I came over to appraise her house. She had, naturally, been informed of all the details. ‘It’s a terrible shame to see a family break apart like this,’ said my husband’s boss over coffee. He’d been informed of the situation by his secretary.

         
             

         

         I had conformed to island-wide expectations: I was married with two children, I was mostly a stay-at-home mother trying to work odd jobs. But I didn’t respect society’s demands. I got angry in public: in schools, on the street, at dinner parties. I couldn’t shut up. I opened my mouth wider and wider.

         
             

         

         Housewife as wolf. 2526
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            ALL MY LANGUAGES

         

         I used to think that it could have gone either way. If choosing a language to write and think in was primarily a matter of exposure – so that, in the end, we picked the tongue in which we were comfortable, the language with which we were surrounded – then I would have chosen French. Or, at the very least, I would also have written in French.

         
            I was born in 1992, brought up in English, French and Kreol. I spoke English with my English father; French and English with my mother; French with my aunt, who took care of me and my sister while my mother worked; French, Kreol and a smattering of Bhojpuri with the women and men who cared for me alongside my aunt; French and Kreol outside of our home.

            All the leading newspapers and media outlets are in French, a postcolonial particularity. It stems from the British administration’s decision not to impose English on the island’s (mostly Francophone) residents when they colonized the country in 1810. As a child, I’d read the papers after watching cartoons early in the morning on national TV: Babar, Petit Potam, Cat’s Eye and Sailor Moon were all either in French or French-dubbed. When I was around seven, our island was introduced to satellite television; to my knowledge no provider offered a mix of both English and French channels. My father made sure we alternated between English and French satellites every year, to balance out our tongues.

            I spoke English at my international primary school. Later, when I joined a Catholic secondary school run by the Diocese, our textbook education was in English, but 28everyone spoke French. It was there that I learned the intricate ways in which language is linked to ethnicity in Mauritius.

            The school was in the same town as the private French lycées, whose fees most of my classmates’ families wouldn’t have been able to afford. It was considered a better institution than the other public schools in the area. Within the school there was a separate building dedicated to prevocational education. The students attending these classes were often darker-skinned with unstraightened hair. They spoke Kreol outside of the classroom.

            This was untenable to many of the schoolgirls I knew who would only speak French: Kreol was used sparingly, in jest, never spoken earnestly. These girls spent hours polishing their accents by watching French satellite television; lusted over the white boys of the lycée and the light-skinned boys at the school next door; straightened their hair, wore green contact lenses. When I was 15 I won a place at a prestigious state school, and the languages around me changed again: French was rarely heard, English, Kreol and Bhojpuri were dominant. Like the Catholic school, many of the girls were middle and lower-middle class; unlike my previous school, my classmates were now mostly Indo-Mauritian. The obsession with whiteness didn’t change: some of the girls would buy bleaching creams advertised by Bollywood stars.

            But I would hesitate to delineate a precise order of things. In Mauritius there’s a tendency among people to equate light skin and wealth with languages of former European empires; darker skin and lower incomes with Kreol. People often assume I can’t speak Kreol, for 29instance. When I do speak Kreol, people tend to react in three main ways: some will converse with me without commenting on my accent; some will giggle at my accent and try to place it (the main theory is that my time in England has forever altered my tongue – ‘li anglez li!’); some will look at me in a kind of awe, as if I were a woman of lofty heights seeking to be ‘of the people’. It is the last reaction that hurts. There was a marked fourth way, too, more apparent when I was at secondary school: other children would ask me if I knew any Kreol swear words, as if, through the swears, through a performance of some crude idea of Kreol authenticity, I would show that I too belonged to this country.

            And besides and beyond Kreol, locals across cultures generally assume that Indo-Mauritians prefer to speak English, whereas Creoles and Franco-Mauritians choose French. These linguistic schemata are blasted apart every day. None of them hold. A wealthy Indo-Mauritian child attending one of the lycées would probably speak French at home. And Kreol is spoken by over 90 per cent of us, across all spectrums of wealth and ethnicity.

            I say 90 per cent, but the statistics are somewhat misleadingly presented. The 2022 census by Statistics Mauritius, for instance, seems to assume that Mauritians choose to speak in one language at home. ‘90% of people [are] reported to speak only Creole at home’; ‘5.1% speak Bhojpuri only’; ‘4.4% speak French only’ (my italics). Only, or, instead of and.

            A conversation with my friend Marek Ahnee, a researcher at the Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales (EHESS) in Paris, complicates this assumption 30of linguistic correlative order and single-language dominance. Both of us – and our families and friends in our Creole milieu – speak in a mix of French-English-Kreol every day without thinking about it. I’ve just said ‘allume l’aircon s’il te plait mo pe mor’, for instance.

            I’ve seen our parents and our friends questioned for their supposed ‘allegiance’ to French, when they speak and write in English and Kreol just as perfectly. Marek tells me that when Creoles speak French, it’s often interpreted as French colonial mimicry. English, incongruously, is sometimes seen as a somewhat ‘liberated’ language. This whole line of thinking is another example of how colonial empires exist in relation to other colonial empires, and are experienced by social groups in different ways, ways which aren’t necessarily grounded in historical fact. English is perhaps felt to be ‘freer’ since, as is oft repeated, ‘the English abolished slavery’ – but it should be mandatory to follow the phrase up with ‘upon abolition in 1835 and until 1839, enslaved people were made to work as “apprentices” for seven and a half hours every day, without pay, “remunerated” in rations and land for cultivation, for the same people that had enslaved them. And, after 1839, the British government decided they would be properly free, but wouldn’t give them any financial compensation.’ Marek adds that French, which has been used (and is still used, in certain settings) as a tool of colonial power, is also a refuge for many Mauritian Creoles and marginalized Indo-Mauritian communities; it even serves as an instrument of social mobility for these people.
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         31These supposedly neat equations between skin tone and language will hopefully go rancid in my lifetime. But the tough, complex systems of caste and white supremacy will take the efforts of a nation to dismantle. And besides race, there is money. A mother tongue, the product of an intersection of race and history and class. If it weren’t for my father – his excellent position, his English nationality that I inherited, my private primary school, the English bookshops to which I travelled, the English books I amassed – I would probably be writing in French. Perhaps I wouldn’t be a writer at all.

         
            Mauritius in the mid-1990s: you could count the number of bookstores on one hand. They sold an excessive number of self-help books, as well as copies of classics in strange fonts, reprinted by local publishers with or without permission. The municipal libraries were (and still are) pathetically stocked. The British Council’s library existed back then – it closed in 2016; English officials didn’t think there’d be much interest in keeping it open – but I don’t remember my parents taking me there. The Institut Français de Maurice’s gorgeous mediatheque only opened in 2010. I don’t know where their first library was, and definitely wasn’t taken there. As for Kreol, the only book I had in Kreol was a poetry pamphlet. There were no Kreol books for children back then.

            I had books in French: picture books of Disney movies, the Martine series, Hector le Castor and friends. These French books, bought in Mauritius, couldn’t rival the number of books I had in English from abroad. There was a catalogue that my primary school sent out once or twice a year: I’d circle the ones I wanted most to read, the school would order them, and they’d arrive a few months 32later. My father also travelled several times a year, and there was often a book or magazine packed inside his suitcase for me when he returned. Once a year we’d all go to England. My parents would leave me alone in one of the bookshops in Canterbury and I’d emerge with ten to fifteen books. I depended on those bookshops well into my teenage years, when it seemed that people all over the world were able to buy books online except for me: Mauritius didn’t exist in the ‘choose your country’ dropdown menu at most checkouts.
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         I was cushioned in English children’s literature, and then PG classics like Little Women.

         
            When I’d finished rereading my books, I’d search for others around the house. My father mostly read tomes on the World Wars and biographies of athletes. My mother, however, had a proper, literary, adult collection of novels.

            I was 9 when I stumbled on the first volume of Henri Troyat’s Les Eygletière. The volumes were furrowed under piles of Cosmopolitan and Anaïs Nin, stored away in a broken cream drawer in a spare bedroom. They weren’t especially well hidden. As I started reading the novel – I didn’t know there were two more books in the trilogy, and in any case, I never sought them out – I felt, acutely and for the first time, very young and stupid and scared. The Eygletière family live in Paris in the 1960s. Philippe, the patriarch, has married his second, much younger wife, Carole, whom he cheats on. Carole, in turn, begins to have an affair with Philippe’s son Jean-Marc. Daniel, the youngest son, sets upon discovering himself in ‘pure’ 33Africa (of course!).

            I don’t remember finishing the book, but I do remember putting it back in the exact place I found it and never telling my mother. I was cautious around her other books in French – and French literature in general – after that. I didn’t want to relive the moral horror Les Eygletière had brought up for me. Given that I didn’t have access to that many French books anyway, it wasn’t difficult to read exclusively in English.

            As I grew up, I turned to French literature again, but always with a certain apprehension. I prepared myself to be disquieted, thrilled. Some of the greatest reading experiences of my life have been in French: Madame Bovary, L’Étranger, Vipère au Poing, Bonjour Tristesse, Proust, Zola, Ernaux, Énard, NDiaye, Colette, Blanchot, Bachelard, Balzac, Levinas. Sometimes I wonder whether I hold the language as sacrosanct, the language of the sublime – my sublime – that I won’t tamper with, won’t attempt.

            That may change. I think and dream in French. Over the past few years in Mauritius, it has become rare for me to talk in English for more than a few sentences at a time. My son is bilingual but chooses to speak mostly in French. Sometimes he will surprise me by repeating to me a sentence I’ve just said in the other language. Bookshops now are filled with French offerings, and though he knows and loves the classics – the animals of Eric Carle, Margaret Wise Brown’s rabbits – it is the adventures of Timoté that he picks up again and again. He has books in Kreol, too, like the translations of Tintin by Shenaz Patel. He is more immersed in Kreol than I was at his age, borrows from all three languages to express himself. He sings and dances 34to sega blasting from our phones, he says ‘korek’ when I ask him how he’s feeling, uses ‘manger’ as both a noun and verb (after the Kreol word ‘manze’, food), and like most of us apologizes by saying ‘sori’ (Kreol for ‘sorry’). He delights us with an abundance of gorgeous phrases such as ‘j’ai flushé la toilette’. A fourth and fifth language may be budding, too: he sings along to old Hindi and Mauritian Bhojpuri songs in my mother-in-law’s car; she explains the lyrics to him. My husband passes on fragments of his inherited Hindi: ek, do, teen, chaar, paanch. Mera dil. Perhaps, like me, he will hold a palm to his father’s face and say ‘ayo beta’ when my husband does something a little silly. For now, he showers his dad with high praise: ‘t’es serieux papa’ when my husband managed to get some apple juice in a village corner shop for him, serieux not in the French sense of ‘serious’ but in the Kreol use of serye, ‘super’.

            I wonder if he’ll end up choosing one language over another. I hope he won’t feel like he has to.

         

         2021
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            AN EDUCATION

         

         This is how it starts.

         
            My brother’s school asks me to be a guest teacher for their Day of Mauritian Literature. His lycée is part of the French system: private, proud, with only three or four such schools across the island. They are the institutions of choice for wealthy Mauritian parents and Francophone expatriates, seeking the best education the country has to offer. These students only learn about Mauritius through our country’s literature; they are taught little to no Mauritian history. I feel part of an admirable, necessary initiative.

            I won’t be teaching my brother’s class, but I will be teaching students of his age; they are nineteen years old, nine years younger than I am, and almost all of them are taller than me by a head. I see the students going into the classroom. A group greet each other near the class next door. They do not say hello, good morning, how are you. Instead they say ‘Hey, my n–, my n–, my n–.’ I can’t tell whether the word ends in an –a or in an –er. In any case, it’s an abomination in their mouths.

            I can tell by their accents that they are white Mauritian, descendants of French colonizers, of which there are fewer than 10,000 living on an island of 1.2 million people. Mauritians can’t refer to them as ‘white people’ to their faces, it is taken as an insult. We must call them ‘Franco-Mauritians’, ‘Francos’ for short.

            ‘My n–! How are you my n–!’ My hands shake. I walk in and forget what it is that I’ve prepared to say. I open 36my bag and fiddle with the books on the table, start with Nathacha Appanah’s 2003 novel Blue Bay Palace. I talk about the protagonist, Maya: low-caste, she lives in the slums of Blue Bay and not in the luxe beachfront houses of Pointe d’Esny, where some of these students live and where there is very little talk of racial and class privilege. I hear some of the students cackle.

            I hear ‘Hey, my n–’ over and over again in the class next door, everyone does. Their teacher must be very late. The teacher in my classroom is unconcerned; she shuffles some papers in front of her, marks them. My fingers can’t find the extracts I want to read. I tell the students how Maya is used by her lover, Dave, a Brahmin who knows he’ll never marry her but sleeps with her anyway. She finds out that Dave is married when she reads the newspaper: there’s an announcement of his wedding to another rich Indo-Mauritian heir, an august union of two Indo-Mauritian sugar barons. Maya lies comatose in her bed for a few days before rising, monstrous, to seek her vengeance. She murders Dave’s wife then plunges into the sea, lets her body be carried by the waves.

            There’s some nervous chuckling at ‘Indo-Mauritian sugar baron’. The students think the term’s an oxymoron. In my experience, Mauritians tend to believe that cane fields, mountains, the private sector mostly belong to the whites. It is often stated that 80 per cent of our economic production is tied to companies built on colonial sugar wealth; an approximate percentage, since essential documents that would allow historians to trace the history of white sugar capital are either private, lost or destroyed. I wonder if the students assume Indo-Mauritians are only to be found in politics and the civil service, not sugar, not 37the conglomerates that emerged from sugar.

            I wonder just how much they know about Mauritian history. My brother, for one, isn’t able to trace even the faintest outlines of its exoskeleton. The ancestors of most of these white students came from France, settled here, built the country on the muscle and blood of their slaves, then on the backs of indentured labour. They are known for what they stood against: the abolition of slavery in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, universal suffrage in the twentieth century and our independence in 1968. For my brother, this white history is the only one that matters. For him, the only person of interest in my mother’s family is her Franco-Mauritian great-grandfather. Once, when he was about eight, before he learned such things were never said, he approached a white boy in his class with my mother’s maiden name and said they must be cousins. The violence in my family home began a year or so later.

            The chuckling does it. I stop what I’m doing and tell them I heard some of them using the n-word. They don’t understand what I mean, so I must pronounce it for them. I tell them I’ve never used the word. I am light skinned with slightly wavy hair. I walk with privilege. The word does not belong to me. It belongs – if she so wishes to use it – to my mother, who is Creole and identifies as Black. It belongs to my grandfather, my grandmother, my aunts, my uncles, my cousins. It does not belong to the students in front of me.

            I have only returned to Mauritius a little over a year ago, after four years away. The confident, pleasurable racism on full display is abrasive to me – only to me, it seems. Perhaps if I’d never left, perhaps if I’d returned years ago, 38I’d have just rolled my eyes in distaste and continued with the talk I’d intended to give.

            They scrunch their eyebrows, parsing out the terms I’ve used with the ones they know. In Mauritius one is ‘Catholic’ (Creole, Black), or ‘Hindu’ (Indian), or ‘Muslim’ (Indian). ‘Chinese’ and ‘white’ stand alone. This diction is new to them, alien in a country that melds ethnicity to religion, and these children see a Creole woman with Indian features, a product of our particular history, our own one-drop strictures, dissecting herself for their sake. An education.

            I tell them n– is the ultimate insult. No, it is not the same as saying ‘nasyon’, it absolutely does not convey the same feeling of ‘mo Nwar’. N– is an insult, in French or English. Their teacher, who is seated at the back of the class, asks casually for the name of the students who spoke the n– word. It is a banal matter for her. She doesn’t seem particularly interested in what I’ve had to say, so far; she only asks the question for my benefit.
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         There is no secret to the way a dark-skinned child is born with a white surname. A white man has a non-white child and makes them legitimate, shows up to the birth registration office. Until the early 1920s at least, when such a birth happened in white families, they’d cut the offender out of the family tree. Some white families even legally modified their last names, adding extensions to better separate themselves from their black relatives. But my distant white cousins have kept the same name, though the family tree is cut jarringly in places. I’m not sure 39how my mother ended up with a copy of it, only know that neither my great-grandfather’s Creole wife nor his Creole children exist in the sepulchral diagram, a black and white tree reaching from one page to the other like an outstretched hand. My great-grandfather’s name, Gerard, is a neatly amputated phalanx.

         
            When I am twelve, my sister and I go to a Catholic school once run by Irish nuns where our white father’s unusual surname precedes us. In the first few weeks we’re scrutinised, kept at a distance. We are asked why we aren’t enrolled in the lycée.

            The girls at school think it is incredible that my mother is not white. When they want to tease me, they call me milat, mulatto. They watch the boys in the school next door, assert feverous crushes for those with light skin, light eyes. They wear coloured contacts – green, because blue would be ‘too much’ – and bleach their skin. They watch the boys who go to the lycée on motorbikes with awe and giggle excitedly from a respectful distance. To speak to a white boy is not done.

            We sunbathe on the concrete playground during recess, but not for too long. The girls don’t want to darken their skin. The dream, they tell me, is a white boy. A white surname. There is nothing better.

            My mother instructs me early on: ‘Whatever you do, don’t fall in love with a white boy here. His family will never accept you.’

            I don’t understand. My father is white. My sister appears white. She has green eyes and when she was 40young she had blonde hair. My father’s body is unlike any that I’ve ever seen. His nipples are pink. Constellations in brown and red cover his whole body. I could trace his veins with a Pentel, so easy are they to follow.

            I don’t understand what my mother is trying to tell me, so I probe. She says: ‘Never marry a Mauritian.’ She says, ‘White foreigners are different.’ I can’t parse the variances between white-foreign and white-Mauritian. They all look the same to me.
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         In the lycée I pay attention to the way the class is arranged. There are very few students of colour, they sit next to each other or they sit alone. After my explanation that the n-word is the ultimate insult, a discussion begins and the students have many opinions. A white boy in the front row says: ‘It’s fine to say n– as long as it’s said well, right, like playfully?’ Another girl says: ‘It’s just the way we say hello. No one told us it was wrong.’ In silence I wonder if I am the first to do so.

         
            At home, my brother calls my mother n–, kafre before he hits her. He didn’t learn those words at home.

            A girl intervenes. She is stunning, with straight hair and copper skin, and sits with Franco-Mauritians at the back of the class. I’ve seen her face on my brother’s phone. He speaks of her with a certain reverence, the kind of reverence he only uses when reciting his Franco-Mauritian friends’ names and surnames. Her name is Chloe. She’s a cool girl.

            41Chloe says she’s French but has lived here for a long time. She stumbles with her delivery; quickly, softly, she says her parents have African ancestry. Her eyes dart around the room. She says with more confidence that she has Creole friends and white friends, that she was taught never to use ce mot in her house. She’s trying to take a stand and I appreciate it. A Franco boy speaks. He says, ‘But n– is like saying “white”, no?’ I don’t know how to respond. I pour a glass of water. The bottle shakes, my glass shakes, water spills onto my jumpsuit. I apologize and continue.
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         It is in Prisunic, the ‘white’ supermarket, that I learn how racism dictates our body language.

         
            There, when the whites see each other, they instantly form a congregation. We walk around them. We do not say that they are in our way. We move aside when they walk in our direction. We are moved aside, through habit, in shops when a white customer walks through the door.

            It is in church that I begin to learn how racism defines the places we occupy. The man we see nailed to a cross is supposed to be a symbol of absolute freedom; it is remarkable, then, that until my mother’s time non-whites couldn’t even choose their own pews.

            The whites still favour the pews closest to the altar, even though the rule that banned people of colour from occupying those pews was abolished in the 1970s. All I know is that my grandmother once tried to secure a seat there. Mass was packed, it must have been Christmas or 42Easter. Bodies congealing, squashed into benches, bodies standing at the back and to the sides, sticky in the summer heat. My grandmother was heavily pregnant. She made her way to the front, where there was still some space. The whites barred her entry, ordered her to stand or leave.

            My mother tells me how we imbibe the strictures of racism until we cannot see the world in another way.

            In the late 1980s, my mother and father start dating. They spend weekends together in the best hotels. Saturday afternoon, and my mother has laid out towels on the sand at a private beach, rubbed sun cream on her body. My father has left her to fetch cocktails from the bar. A Brown security guard approaches my mother, asks if she is Mauritian. She says yes. He tells her to leave. ‘Why should I?’ she says. ‘It’s reserved for guests of the hotel. I am a guest here.’ He shakes his head in disbelief. ‘There’s a public beach just down there.’ He sees persuasion will not work, starts to threaten her.

            In late 2018, my mother decides to stock up on cushions. She visits a shop owned by a white interior decorator. The salesgirl is Creole. She tells my mother that she probably won’t be able to find what she is looking for here, the prices are quite high.

            My mother is well-educated. She left school at fifteen after her O-levels, top of her class. Her family couldn’t afford to pay for her A-levels and, like most Mauritian women, she had to start working quickly to contribute to the household. Back then, one of the best jobs in the private sector for middle-class Creole men and women was at the local bank. She was superlatively qualified, but 43didn’t get the job as a teller. They employed a white girl in her year with meagre grades. ‘She’s more presentable to our clients,’ was the bank’s reasoning.

            When I used to work for a communications agency, I’d often visit the offices of the island’s major sugar-estate-turned-conglomerates. The head management are mostly Franco-Mauritian. Demographics suggest that Human Resources must have gone out of its way to skew proportional ethnic representation in each of the companies. Take one of the biggest conglomerates, for instance. It has fifteen directors sitting on its board: eleven are Franco-Mauritian. One director is Creole, and two are non-Mauritian. Take the conglomerate’s executive team, comprising fifty-two people: twenty-seven are Franco-Mauritian, fourteen are Indo-Mauritian, six are Creole, one is Sino-Mauritian, and four are not Mauritian.

            The stories I heard then, hear now: Franco-Mauritian employees paid three times more than their non-white colleagues for the same job; quasi-meaningless jobs created just for whites to justify their higher salaries; white sons and daughters casually taking over senior leadership positions in their mid-twenties, because the company ‘belongs’ to their fathers and uncles and cousins, anyway.
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         In the lycée, I pick up Nathacha Appanah’s 2007 novel The Last Brother. I explain that it’s the story of a young boy, Raj, who lives in a hut in Mapou. After torrential rain sweeps away his home and kills his two brothers, his family moves across the country to live in Beau Bassin. His father finds a job at the local prison, where 1,600 or 44so Jewish immigrants were kept in appalling conditions from 1940 to 1945. Raj’s father is an alcoholic. One night, he beats his wife and son to such a degree that Raj has to be treated in the prison hospital. There, Raj meets David, a sickly Jewish boy of about his age. The two become inseparable.

         
            I tell the class that Appanah made sure that the novel wouldn’t just be about abuse and violence; it would also examine the systemic oppression that generates such violence.

            Some of the Franco children take out their phones and place them on their desks. They cradle their faces in their arms. They hide from me. They do not want to hear. There are two Franco girls who have not taken out their phones. They look at me and their eyes are glossy and wide, like they’re afraid I am going to hurt them. One of the girls looks like she could be the daughter of one of the richest men of the island, she has his face. I had attended a guest lecture he gave at a local university a decade ago. He scanned the room, joked that he hoped no Jews were present. He said that, to him, Hitler was a model of leadership. No one in the class had disagreed or complained afterwards. I wonder what she hears at home.
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         A Franco-Mauritian who treats Mauritians of colour with respect is not called ‘white’. Or they are ‘white, but’.

         
            I talk to my mother about her close Franco-Mauritian friend Anne, who leads her prayer group. One day, in private, Anne says: ‘I want to apologize for all the hurt my 45ancestors did to you, and what the community still does today. I am so sorry.’ It is the first and remains the only time my mother has heard this from the mouth of a white person. It is a miracle.

            My mother says Anne is not white. ‘I mean her skin is white, but she’s not – she’s Creole, she’s –’.

            A Franco-Mauritian who wants to make his allyship apparent will usually hark at his less-than-white origins, not knowing what else to do.

            ‘You see my skin?’ a white man fumbles. ‘We are not white, exactly. We are more tanned. We have dark hair.’ He marvels at the brown spots on his arms, the tan lines about his shoulders. He is just as pink as my father.

            Not all of them are so maladroit. Some Franco-Mauritians who have emigrated, or who plan to emigrate, identify the mechanics of white supremacy and seek to remove themselves from the system as much as they can. ‘We moved when my children started school at the lycée. All the racist tropes that I knew twenty, thirty years ago – I saw my children repeating the same words, insults. I was disgusted.’ I tell them of what happened during the lycée’s Day of Mauritian Literature and they are not surprised. ‘It’s gotten worse there, apparently. Remarkable that it could get any worse, in fact.’ It was, after all, a school founded for the Franco-Mauritian elite in the 1950s; a place to get away from the British administration’s plans to anglicize education; a private institution exempt from the gradual diversification of the student body in other prestigious schools across the country. 46
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         I look at Chloe, then at the Creole boy who sits alone on the opposite side of the room. I introduce my next subject as gently as I can. I tell them of one particular moment in Appanah’s novel that embodies Jean-François Lyotard’s concept of the sublime, a moment of such force and violence it overwhelms the mind, refuses cognition. It’s when Raj and David meet a Creole man working in a colonial mansion, the governor’s house.

         
             

         

         ‘How did he,’ I ask, ‘a Creole mixed-race man in 1940s Mauritius, come to such a prominent position?’

         ‘Maybe he worked hard,’ one white student says.

         I explain that this man could possibly be the illegitimate son of the governor: this would explain his position, his dress, his colour. I tell him that, though this governor is English, the practice of white men fathering children of colour – ‘enfants naturels’, they were (and are) called, ‘bastard-born’ – was common in Mauritius.

         
            I tell them how much of Creole blood is the result of sexual violence: that this is probably not a happy story of a governor falling in love with his maid. How, 200 years ago, people of African and sometimes of Indian descent were considered property, bien meuble, to be used however white owners saw fit. That such violence is a legacy that we carry in our bodies.

            A boy raises his hand to speak. He tells me he disagrees with this idea of violence as legacy. ‘She was raped,’ shoots Chloe in his direction. The boy struggles to find a rebuttal. He is worked up now, and I am unbearable to him.

            47I turn to Ananda Devi and her 2016 state-of-the-nation novel Eve Out of Her Ruins. I speak of poverty, abuse. I tell them how lucky they are to have such a wonderful school and pristine education, because most Mauritians don’t have that luxury. The boy interrupts. He says he completely disagrees with me. He is French and has lived here for a while, believes I am too pessimistic in my outlook. He says racism exists, but if everyone works hard they’ll get to the place they deserve in life. I understand immediately; I ask him if he is white. He tells me his mother is white but his father is darker than I am. ‘Maybe you should talk to your father tonight, ask him about the racism he faced in France.’ The boy is adamant that his father has suffered from no racism at all. I talk of microaggressions. He says his father is checked by the police in France ‘as often as everyone else’. That he is a brilliant man, an entrepreneur. I say I have no doubt about that. He says I propound an ideology of the victim. I’d have recommended Light in August if he were older, but even then Faulkner would slip through his fingers. He has bleached himself into oblivion.
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         In the early 2000s I look in the mirror and cry. My hair is thick, voluminous in the humidity of our tropics. It weaves itself into knots at the back of my head, snaps brushes. Conditioner is of little use, only oil will do. I tie my hair using six, seven, eight elastic bands, not because they keep my hair in place but because the tight pain grounds me somehow. My nose is aquiline, too bold for me. My teeth are crooked and the girls at school say I have a man’s jaw. My thighs are thicker than my mother’s. In no way do I resemble the girls on glossy magazine covers, 48Keira Knightley, Mischa Barton.

         
            Mauritians are enamoured by my sister. They clasp her face in one hand and pronounce her the next Miss Mauritius. She is uncomfortable with the attention. She tells me how she has to fight to be taken seriously in the new school she’s in, a half-white anomaly. We’re suspended in a place of belonging and unbelonging.

            I am eighteen, about to leave the island to study literature at Durham. The coolest friend I have tells me men will come after me in England, and they do. The spray-tanned models I grew up seeing on advertisements in Boots have established an ideal of beauty that I somewhat fit, with their temporary melanin, straight-ish hair. My own is now manageable with oil and the country’s dry air. I appear, incredibly, as a dark-skinned white girl. The English are quick to reassure me that I look Spanish or Italian.

            I am treated differently to my aunts, who immigrated to Europe in the 1980s to work as nurses. They are stunning, with their coiled hair, their features we call ‘African’ for lack of a country of origin. My aunts rarely speak of the initial years following emigration. ‘I have a blank across many years, don’t remember anything’, one of them tells me mock-cheerfully. I know enough not to ask any more questions.

            My cool friend warns me to be careful of white men in Mauritius, too. ‘They won’t speak of their desire in public. They marry white women. But alone in the elevator with you, they’ll turn their heads to smell your neck, they’ll say your skin has such a beautiful scent.’

            49‘None of the mistresses are white,’ my mother laughs, as if this is somehow a source of power. She is proud of her beauty. My father, after seeing her once at a party, knocked on every door in the neighbourhood – every door, it must have taken him the whole afternoon – until he found her, hair thick with oil, mango flesh in her hand. A vision.
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         The bell rings and the teacher has many thoughts about my lecture. She makes sure to point out that she has a PhD from France. ‘I disagree with Appanah and Devi,’ she says. ‘They believe the cycle of violence has no end. Look at today, for instance, what happened with the n–situation. Isn’t it a sign of progress that these kids use that word without a care for the past, that they don’t care?’ I ask her if she is Creole. She says no, she is Tamil. ‘Worse than a Creole’, she jokes, but stops chuckling when she looks at me. ‘If there was a word that embodied the torture and enslavement of your Tamil ancestors, would you be okay with these kids using it?’ She doesn’t reply. In the staff room ten minutes later, she hands me coffee and says she knows the white children didn’t react well to what I was saying, ‘but you must understand, they have a lot of weight to bear.’

         
            All communities are the same here. The consensus is that, as an educated person of good standing, you must not see race. It is the only acceptable position to take. Racism is a general practice. Time and time again I hear ‘but look at the Chinese, the Hindus, the Muslims. They all have their own racist systems and methods. It’s not just the whites.’ Constant racial gaslighting.

            50She leaves for her next class, leaves me alone with the school’s Franco-Mauritian history teacher. I tell her about today. I ask her if she noticed the segregation in the classrooms, in the playground. She says yes, very little has changed here. The maintenance staff have come out for cigarettes. I ask them and they agree, too. The history teacher tells me that there’s everything to correct in the education system.

            I don’t attend any of the other sessions at the lycée on the Day of Mauritian Literature. I go home and make tea. My hands are still shaking and I can’t find the teapot, the strainer. I’ve been invited to meet the French ambassador’s wife at a cocktail party at midday. All the other artists and intellectuals of note who have participated in the Day of Mauritian Literature will be there. I tell myself I have to go.

            They are all there, gathered in a room. I wait until everyone is inside and close the door. I place myself in the centre of the room, break protocol, speak before the headmaster, the ambassador’s wife.

            ‘I am honoured to be here,’ I say, ‘but I’ve spent two hours at the lycée listening to the most incredibly racist things. We’re here to celebrate Mauritian literature after all, but what’s the use if, minutes upon my arrival, I hear students greet each other by saying n–? I hate that I even have to pronounce it.’

            The intellectuals and artists have formed a circle around me. They are of all ethnicities. They don’t react. Some look amused, can’t believe I am making a scene. I tell them of the teacher’s reaction, how profoundly 51disturbing it was. My voice is louder now, keeping calm is impossible.

            I tell them that my grandfather was called n– all his life, the son of a rich white landowner and his maid, forced to bear his own grandfather’s name due to his father’s whimsy. My mother too was – is – called n–. There is still no reaction. I tell them my brother suffers from racial discrimination in this very school. Silence. Later, a friend who was at the gathering tells me he overhead the person next to him saying, ‘I can’t believe we’re hearing such violent opinions. I didn’t come here for this.’

            The headmaster thanks me for my thoughts. He says, ‘Do you think, then, that we don’t do enough?’ I say no. Another teacher smirks and looks disdainful. He is tall, with a grapefruit-hued shirt that accentuates his pallor. ‘I cannot believe what you are saying. I am French. I’ve taught here for five years; I’ve never seen or heard what you are describing.’ I tell him what the history teacher and other members of staff have told me. The segregation in the playground. He shakes his head. I tell him and the headmaster that if I walked in the corridor and heard n–, said not in hushed tones but loudly, full of confidence, so clearly and with teachers present, then such greetings must be common. He shakes his head. I don’t tell him – I am too embarrassed to tell him – that I had believed, until today, that this word was only ever muttered in secret.

            The headmaster tries to regain control of the situation. Tells the audience that he, a white man, also knows what it is to suffer from discrimination. He comes from the Franco-Swiss border and for the longest time he wasn’t considered properly French. He says language is a very 52important thing. He has taught in Houston and in Brazil. He says, ‘If I tell a Black man he is stupid, then that’s like telling him he’s a n–.’ He says n–. My friend, my only friend in this room guffaws, says he can’t be serious. I tell the headmaster that this is scandalous.
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         That night I go to the clinic. The doctor who takes my blood pressure sees that I am in shock, tells me he went to the same school ten years ago and he’s glad someone’s finally called them out. He doesn’t charge me.

         
            The next day a shrill woman demands to speak to me on the phone. She is part of the administrative staff at the lycée. I hang up. In a series of ebullient messages she describes how she was made incredibly distraught by my behaviour. She believed me to be an elegant woman. She says I’ve disgraced myself.

            You broke protocol, my mother mouths, rocking back and forth on the bed. The ambassador’s wife. Oh my God. She thinks that I have brought white wrath upon my family, that now I will be castigated wherever I go.

            Your brother, your brother, she repeats. If he finds out he’ll explode. Couldn’t you think of your brother before opening your mouth?

            My parents are called into the school. The headmaster wants to know if what I said about my brother is true. ‘He calls me negre’ my mother says. ‘And I forbid you to talk to him about it. It’ll just make things worse.’

            53The headmaster is flustered, seeks reason in my father. ‘You see, though I sympathize with the anger of your eldest, it seems to me that her actions constitute reverse racism.’ My father nods. He wants to get it over with. My brother has his final exams this year.

            ‘And the teachers and I agree, the word they use, n–, they learn it from American rappers.’

            The headmaster never speaks of my outburst to my brother. The school’s only too happy to keep the tirade a secret.

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         My brother hates himself. He is the darkest of all my mother’s children, with wavy hair that curls in the water, flared nostrils.

         
            It starts with the print of his knuckles, neatly indented on our fridge. Door handles are broken.

            Clots of blue appear on my father’s wrists, but it is my mother he cannot stand. The sight of her is too much for him. Pansies bloom on her arms and neck.

            My brother is accepted into the circle of Franco-Mauritians by virtue of our white father and his wealth. He speaks with the Franco accent, uses withering, degrading terms for all ethnic groups, including his own. He spends his weekends at his white friends’ houses as much as possible. His violence is always worse on Sunday evenings, when he comes back home. One Saturday, his friend whisks him around the lagoon in a speedboat. His 54friend steers the boat though he’s underage, doesn’t have a licence. He knows the national coastguard won’t arrest him. He approaches Isle aux Cerfs, then doubles back. ‘We can’t go there,’ his friend says. ‘There are animals there,’ pointing to all the non-white Mauritians who’ve come to enjoy the islet’s famous beaches for the day. My brother comes home and recounts the incident with pride. Later, before bed, he turns to my mother and says ‘You’re ugly. You’re fat. You’re Black. Tu me fais honte.’

            My mother goes to the clinic a few times. The doctors who treat her are sometimes white, they’ve known her for decades. ‘It’s the school,’ they tell her, without her having to say a word. ‘You won’t believe the number of mothers who come here, like you. White and Black and Brown.’

            One night, when I think he’ll send my parents to the clinic, or worse, I call the police. They arrive at my family’s house. The police chief doesn’t understand how money hasn’t made our problems go away. He is disgusted.

            I get calls in the middle of the night from my father, asking if I can come home, impose an authority I don’t have on my brother. For years, I try. ‘You are not white,’ I tell him.

     ‘I am white. I am white. I am white.’ He hurts himself. Smashes his head against the wall, rolls around screaming. Another trigger is when I speak Kreol. He screams until I stop.

            I am the only one in my family who sees a psychologist. My mother will only talk to God. My psychologist says my family needs intensive, collective treatment. This 55doesn’t happen. My brother agrees to see her alone. ‘He is a very, very difficult case,’ she tells me. ‘He’ll need a lot of work.’ He only sees her three times. I tell her my parents dismissed the warning signs – violence, tantrums – as bad behaviour he’d eventually grow out of. ‘He is a child,’ she says, ‘in excruciating pain.’

            She attended the lycée two decades ago, one of the few students of colour. Her child is now a student there. ‘Like today, the school was very segregated, students of colour to one side, white students grouped all together. I went to our high-school reunion a few years ago, and you’d have thought nothing had changed at all. We were in the same groups as before.’
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         My brother’s ex-girlfriend’s mother thinks that the region we live in should be for whites only. She doesn’t greet her non-white colleagues at work.

         
            The ex-girlfriend came to our house a few times. She seemed to genuinely like him. We liked her too, wondered if this was a sign of progress, or if the relationship was her one great act of defiance to her family, her form of teenage rebellion. ‘It’s not like she would ever have married him’ was my mother’s take on the matter.

            I thought it was ludicrous to talk about marriage in high school, but I am told that white relationships are taken very seriously in the lycée. Franco-Mauritians tend to inter-marry, and courting begins early.

            My sister dates a Franco-Mauritian man for a few 56years, but it doesn’t work out. She spends considerable time getting to know his friends and family, attending white-only weddings, white-only dinners. After they break up none of her Franco friends speak to her ever again. ‘You won’t be able to find a man to marry now’ her ex-best friend sneers in a text message.
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         White supremacist documentaries on South Africa are making the rounds on Facebook. ‘White genocide’, Mauritians write, with teary, angry emoticons.

         
            A white man I know quite literally rubs his hands in glee when he hears that white Mauritians in South Africa are returning to the island. There was a tradition of Franco-Mauritians emigrating, by choice, to South Africa in the late 1960s after Independence. Fears of the ‘Hindu Peril’ were written in the white-owned newspapers; fears that, even as a dominant minority, an elite, the Franco-Mauritians would be subsumed.

            ‘They went and they were treated like kings,’ he says. ‘Now look at them. They’ve lost everything.’

            No one speaks of apartheid.

            We do not speak of racism in the press. We do not speak of it online. And we do not speak of it in public, ever.

         

         And I am only just learning how to speak. A local woman in a bar clutched my face one night. We’d barely exchanged a word, but her husband was enthused with one of my friends, telling him all about his white 57expatriate lifestyle. The woman was Mauritian, of mixed Indian descent, proud to be his wife. ‘You are Indian too, aren’t you?’ she said, holding my face, thumbs pressing down on my cheeks. ‘You can’t be Creole. Creoles, they have such vulgar traits. Ugly.’ I felt slapped in the lungs.

         ‘Let it go,’ says my mother. ‘Just let it go. You won’t change anything. You can’t change anything.’
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         After the Day of Mauritian Literature, I spend the next couple of months talking to twenty or so ex-students of the different lycées around the island.

         
            ‘Once, a fight broke out between a student of colour and a Franco. The white girl ended it by saying “your ancestors were the slaves of my ancestors.”’

            ‘A boy told me he was shocked that I could speak French because, according to him, I looked like I could only speak Kreol. We were both in the same lycée. He justified himself by saying that I was Black. I am Indo-Mauritian. I thought it was all so stupid.’

            ‘There were these virtual “white-only” areas in the playground.’

            There are still other students of colour who have systematized the racist behaviour they have witnessed, won’t even call it racism: ‘It’s normal that they only sit together. They’re pretty much all related to each other.’

            I try to contact a few teachers; some are interested, but all are too afraid to talk to me. From what the students say, 58racial discrimination’s rife in the administration, too.

            Franco-Mauritians are also terrified of speaking to me, but some do, under the promise that I never reveal their names and only write their stories down, not record them.

            ‘They said n–? Out in the open? When I was at school, they’d say it in private, in the changing rooms, when it was only us. They’d say, “sa pue le negre ici.” It stinks of n– here.’

            I learn of segregation in their own community. ‘At the top you have the Big Whites, the sons and daughters of some of the people who own and manage the biggest private companies in the island, or those in equally wealthy positions. Our parents work for them.’ The Big Whites have been Big since the sugar industry centralized its operations in 1867. ‘The Big Whites set the rules. You can’t cut your hair differently from them, for instance. They invent all these rules to exclude you. Swear words you can or can’t say. Lots of rules like that. Things only got better once the expatriates started to arrive, when I was fifteen or so – the control the Big Whites had over the rest of us lessened, then.’

            I remember an anecdote my brother told me, proudly, about the son of one of the ‘Big Whites’ at a nightclub. Some kid of colour accidentally spilled his drink on his shirt. The white boy’s friends, including my brother, gang up and beat the coloured boy for having ‘dared’ to touch ‘the son of –’.

            A white, lower-middle-class girl explains that routinely, white people will demand that she recite her 59family tree, her many cousins and cousins removed, her many possible links to the community. ‘This happened at school, and then at work. White isn’t just skin colour,’ she tells me. ‘It’s what you do on the weekends. It’s hunting, fishing, social clubs you belong to. It’s a postcode. A lifestyle.’

            I’ve only been asked to conjure my family tree once. In the clinic after the events at the lycée, a Franco-Mauritian woman next to me asks me my name and surname, her eyebrows furrow at the ambiguity. She asks me if I have a maiden name. She is not satisfied. She proceeds to tell me of her family name, her maiden name, her children’s names, where they are employed, who they are married to, where they live. It is imperative that she tells me all of this. She doesn’t stop until she reaches the end of the line, her grandchildren.
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         Weeks after my outburst at the school, the local literati talk about me on social media. They don’t mention me by name. The administration has carefully orchestrated a Facebook campaign to promote the Day of Mauritian Literature at their school. Different authors, poets, persons of local importance talk about how happy they were to contribute to the enrichment of our culture. On their private profiles, they discuss my ‘performance’; that my ‘act’ should be considered as ‘theatre’. I won’t – and don’t seek to – change their minds, wired to white supremacy. But I must write this down.
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