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Preface

The sun rises and sets on the ocean’s horizon, casting diamond sparkles on the water. Perhaps its unique appeal is that it is a thousand miles from anywhere, a scatter of islands with the ocean stretching far beyond: spectacular, a dream of perfection, a land of ancient giant tortoises that dominated the world long before mankind, of massive granite rocks and forests of huge trees, rare trees, only found on the islands. The Seychelles archipelago, with its coral reefs, golden beaches and lush vegetation, is where I spent my childhood – on Mahé, the main island, ever close to my heart. The sand melts beneath your bare feet and the clear turquoise water whoops against your toes as you walk at the edge of the sea.

This is where I was born and grew up, met the Royal Family, sat next to the Queen on the royal yacht Britannia, and met Indira Gandhi on her visit to my school. At first glance it is indeed a paradise; you respect your elders and obey social norms. As I grew up, I began to value my roots. The Seychellois are a proud people who adore the vibrant colours that surround them. The aroma of cinnamon greets you as you walk amongst the market stalls in the centre of Victoria, where fishermen proudly display their catch of the day and tourists seize the opportunity to snap the wonderful displays of fish and exotic spices.

The ocean’s deep blue, the landscape’s green hues and lush tropical flowers captivate your vision the moment you set foot on the islands, and the laid-back individuality of its people will fascinate you. Coconut curries and barbecued red snapper will sizzle on your tastebuds and the water, so enticing, announces that you have reached paradise.

The prehistory of the islands remains obscure. Before the islands were discovered by Europeans, huge, mysterious nuts called coco de mer were occasionally found floating in the ocean or washed up on distant shores. In the eighteenth century the uninhabited islands were discovered. Coco de mer trees were well established in various locations, chiefly the Vallée de Mai Forest on Praslin, now a reservation well visited by tourists. Seychelles remains a sensational holiday destination where you can take a lazy walk-in peace on what remains of the unspoiled beaches, tour the islands’ attractions, soak up the sun, explore coral reefs or swim in the clear blue sea.

However, my early life in Seychelles was far from the idyll experienced by tourists. I was to suffer physical and mental cruelty and domestic slavery at the hands of my parents, and rape by a family friend.

As a child all I craved was to be loved, to be given an education and the opportunity of a career afterwards, but sadly I was deprived of that. My parents took me out of school after my ninth birthday and treated me more like a slave than a loved child, forcing me to assume the responsibility of caring for a handicapped sister as well as my younger brothers and sisters, as they continuously abused me, physically, mentally, and verbally. The cruelty I suffered at home was terrifying to the point that I attempted suicide, and, when that failed, I ran away seeking shelter at a convent.

As soon as I was old enough, I left Seychelles to become an au pair in Jordan. In my new life I was to meet the man who later became America’s most wanted, Ahmed Fadeel Al-Khalayleh Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi. Moving on from Jordan to Syria, I married a Moroccan diplomat, only to find myself back in an abusive relationship, subjected to physical violence and demeaning sexual abuse. Learning that my husband was planning to have me killed, I fled from Damascus with the help of a British diplomat friend.

Returning to the Seychelles, where my father was heavily involved in the construction industry, I found once more that I could not settle. I left again, moving to Nairobi, where I was working as an aerobics instructor in a fitness centre when I met an Englishman whom I married and with whom I had a daughter. We moved to the UK where, though life has been difficult at times, I have finally realised my dream of completing my education and seeing my daughter grow up in a normal, happy, family environment.

Our commitment to each other remains strong, and this year we have celebrated twenty-five years of marriage. Sadly, my relationship with my parents remains questionable. I have lived through some rough experiences and am emotionally and physically scarred, but I have survived. Writing this book has helped me to unburden my memory and free my soul and spirit from the horrors that have taken place in my life.







One

My First Memories

I begin my memoir with my earliest memories, and this is the first time that they have been set down in writing. It is my story, beginning with my dysfunctional family life on the island of Mahé, Seychelles.

A shivering chill travelled down my spine. I was clutching my younger brother beneath our parents’ huge bed in our one-bedroom house whilst our baby brother lay on top of the bed. He was six days old. There were now four of us: my older brother, George, who lived with our grandparents for some unexplained reason, me, my three-year-old brother, Ryan, and the new baby, all squeezed into our tiny home. We did not have much furniture to speak of: a small round table and four chairs, all hard wood with no cushions; our parents’ bed; a wooden cot, and a mattress. The mattress were filled with “Labou”, which is the jacket of the coconut soaked for months in water till it softens, then dried in the sun. Once dried, people use it as stuffing for mattresses. It was a Seychellois tradition for people to use whatever resources were at their disposal to furnish their homes.

My brother and I slept on a mattress on the wooden floor, and the baby slept in the cot that had served his brothers and sister before him. My parents slept on the bed. I was my parents’ only daughter at the time. We didn’t have much room to play, and nor did we possess any toys to play with; we entertained ourselves playing hide and seek with the neighbours’ children.

It was an odd day, because normally on a Sunday our grandparents would fetch us after they had been to mass. Ryan and I would spend the day with George at our grandparents’ house at l’Ilôt, which was more fun, as our grandparents would fuss over us and cook tasty fish curry. On special occasions we would have chicken or pork curry cooked with cinnamon leaves and spices, served with rice, and for dessert we would have banana and sweet potatoes cooked in coconut milk and sugar; those were our Sunday treats. Our grandparents would stop at the shop on the way home to buy lemonade and sometimes a packet of sweets, although we were not allowed the sweets or lemonade until we had eaten our lunch. I used to look forward to spending time with our grandparents and seeing my older brother, whom I missed very much.

February 1965 sticks in my memory to this day. It had been raining, and it was four days after my birthday. There were no party or gifts for my birthday that I can remember, but I was given a boiled sweet by my dad as a treat and had to suck it in secret as he told me to. I would never disobey. I did as I was told and Dad ran off to meet up with his friends, his pack of tobacco and box of matches in his hand.

That Sunday, Mum and Dad argued prior to Dad’s going off again. Mum was crying as Dad disappeared. He didn’t look back. I dragged a chair to the window and stood on the chair to watch him. I wanted him to take me with him, but sadly he would not. “No, I will be back soon. You need to help your mother,” he said.

I did not know it at the time, but those were his last words to me for some years. My dad came back after lunch. I can’t remember what time it was, but the rain had stopped, and my mother had used whatever resources she had to cook a meal of fried fish with green tomato salad and rice. It was plain, but tasty. My brother and I sat on the wooden floor and ate our meal served on metal plates with wooden spoons that our grandfather had given us. Mum did not eat; she looked sad sitting on the only wooden chair we had in the little kitchen, breastfeeding the baby. He had not been christened or named yet. She then laid the baby back on the bed, washed our hands in a plastic bowl, and washed the dishes in the same plastic bowl, in the water she’d used to wash our hands. We did not have a tap or sink in the kitchen: Dad had fetched water from the local public tap, located by the side of the road, earlier that morning. We did not have a stove either. My mother cooked on charcoal in a round cast-iron traditional cooking pot.

She then looked at me and said, “Watch your brothers. I’ll go and look for your father.” I looked at her and nodded. She still had the saddest look on her face.

She did not have the chance to leave her young brood. My father arrived and immediately they began to argue again. I have no idea what the argument was about, but they were shouting at each other horrendously. My brother and I were terrified. I grabbed my brother by the arm, dragging him underneath the bed, where we hid, and the baby started to cry. No sooner had we dived beneath the bed and taken refuge than my mother’s body landed on the wooden floor next to us. My father pulled her up by the neck, and the next thing we knew, my brother and I were swimming in a pool of blood. They landed on the bed where the baby was, and the baby stopped crying. My brother and I were frozen and soaked in blood. I had no idea what had actually happened, but silence had descended on our home and our parents had stopped arguing. My father left the room for a moment; my mother did not move. My father returned and voices followed him in, voices I recognised as our neighbours: a light-skinned lady called Madame Boy and her daughter, Flo. If you did not know they were mother and daughter, you would come to the conclusion that they were sisters, they were so alike, both plump with jet-black silky hair and brown eyes.

My father had great respect for Madame Boy. The moment she walked in she established her authority and raised her voice to my father.

“What have you done? Is she alive? And where are your two other children, Marjorie and Ryan?” she demanded.

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen them. This was an accident. It all got out of control. Help me please,” pleaded my father.

Madame Boy did not have far to search. She had been friends with my parents since we moved into the house three months earlier and she knew that when our parents started to argue and fight, we would hide under the bed. She bent down and said, “Come out, I’ll take you to my house, children shouldn’t be exposed to that.” She held out her hand to us and we crawled out.

Flo took my brother Ryan in one arm and held my hand. My father did not say a word but looked at us with deep sadness. As I stood up, I glanced at the bed, where my mother’s seemingly lifeless body lay covered with a sheet. The sheet had blood on it. I did not see my baby brother. My mother did not move. I started to cry. I thought my mother was dead, because one of our neighbours’ sons had stopped breathing a month earlier and Dad said he had died. Our other neighbours were crowding our doorway, where Flo handed me and my brother to one of the women, who was my mother’s friend.

“Wash the blood of the children and I’ll find some clean clothes for them; and send  one of your children to fetch their grandparents.”

How did I feel? Extremely sad, and could not stop crying. As we walked to the neighbour’s house the police arrived. They took my father away. I watched his face, his hands held to his cheekbones, clinging to his pack of tobacco and the matchbox with a chicken’s head on the box as the police slapped handcuffs on his wrists and marched him down the narrow alley and into the police van. The siren started up, and with everyone in the neighbourhood watching, another siren soon followed, and my mother was carted away in an ambulance.

The neighbour took my brother and me indoors and that is where we remained. She dragged a massive metal bath from under the bed and poured some cold water into it from the metal pail she kept on top of her wooden cabinet, and with a piece of soap she put my brother in the water first and washed him before repeating the process, bathing me. Lina was her name, another pale-skinned woman with black curly hair, but, unlike Madame Boy and her daughter, Lina was slender. Once she’d finished dressing us in the clean clothes Flo had brought us, she gave us a piece of cake and a mug of warm tea. My brother sat on her lap. I sat on the wooden floor next to her until our grandfather arrived and took us back to their house at I’Ilôt. I did not see my parents again or receive an explanation of what had happened. I had no idea if my mother was dead or alive.

However, one thing was certain. My father was haunted by two very dangerous predators that controlled his life and turned the loving man that he was into a tyrant. His demons were cards and alcohol. He would gamble away all his money, and drink until he was unable to stand, show emotions or be logical. The gambling and alcohol basically ruined my father’s life. It was a sad state of affairs given that jobs were hard to come by. My father was normally a loving and generous man, but his obsession with gambling and alcohol turned him into a different person. He could change so quickly, as if possessed by the devil, and I could not understand why he did not take control of it.

We stayed with my grandparents for three days, and they never mentioned what had happened to my mother or if we were ever going to see her again, and nor did they talk about my father. In those days children weren’t allowed to ask their elders questions; if you dared to, you would be told to be quiet, so I never questioned my grandparents about what had happened to my mother, father or baby brother. Nor did I talk to my siblings George and Ryan about it. In some strange way I was comforted being at my grandparents with my brother George.

The morning after the event, my grandmother washed and dressed the three of us. We had a breakfast of cold coffee and cake made from cassava flour. My grandfather stayed home to look after us while grandma went to work. Three days later, my mother appeared, looking black and blue with bruises all over her face and cuts to her lips; but Dad never came back, and nor did the baby. It was a relief to see my mother again, but I didn’t ask about my baby brother. She and my grandfather had a quiet chat and then she took me and Ryan back to our home, still without any explanation. I found the continuing lack of information unsettling. I know I was only five years old, but surely, she could at least have explained what had happened to my baby brother – but no, she refused to elaborate. Back at home, I ran in, hoping to find my father sitting in his usual chair next to the window gazing at the ocean, or the noise of a baby crying non-stop. I was disappointed on both counts.

The house smelled of disinfectant. Everything had been washed and cleaned. Lina, the neighbour who had washed the blood off my skin three days earlier, knocked on the door a few moments after we arrived. I was still dreaming of seeing my dad again, so when I heard the knock I called my father’s name, hoping it was him, but the grin was soon wiped off my face as I ran to find my mother having a conversation with Lina. The two women were close. Lina had two children, a son and daughter. Her daughter was a similar age to me; we played together, and on that occasion that’s exactly what we did, dragging my brother Ryan with us, leaving Mum.

Neighbours were always on hand, a behaviour that I have frequently observed among Seychellois, particularly women. They are quick to offer their services, yet I would say that my father detested such mentality, calling them ‘nosey’. When sober, my father was an affectionate person who liked to spend time with his children. He would tell us stories of dragons and sea monsters that lived in the deep ocean. At the time I believed the stories were true and I would have nightmares. Dad would cuddle me to sleep, his tales were so convincing.

As I grew up, I began to understand what my father meant by nosey, and the continual intrusion from various neighbours drove me almost insane. I later learned that my baby brother was dead and had been buried in the cemetery at Glacis, and that his name was Vincent. My mother attended the funeral with Lina. I was not invited, and nor did we speak of him. It was as if he had not been part of the family.

My mother would take us to her adoptive mother at St Louis on Wednesdays, where she would iron a massive pile of laundry, and Mapa, her adoptive mother, would pay her. That was how she managed to support us and pay the rent. My grandparents would provide fish, rice and vegetables, and my mother would get oil and milk from the clinic at Glacis once a month when she took Ryan to be weighed. Seychelles had a system whereby parents took their small children to the clinic to be weighed and checked by the nurse and received supplies of oil, milk and yellow maize.

A couple of months later, my mother woke me up earlier than usual. It was a lovely sunny day. What was odd was that she had a smile on her face. My mother rarely smiled after the death of my brother. My first memory of my mother was that she was short and slim, with chocolate-coloured skin, dark brown eyes and curly black hair that when let loose cascaded down to her shoulders. She looked pretty when she produced a smile; I knew she was happy about something or someone.

She gave me a bath in the plastic bath, with soap and cold water. We did not need warm water: the Seychelles climate is hot enough. Then she dressed me in my Sunday best. I only possessed one pretty dress for special occasions. It was light blue with flowers all over it, and had puffy sleeves. I wore white socks and blue sandals. The sandals were a gift from my grandparents. It was only my mother and me. I have no idea who was looking after my brother. My mother had on a sunshine-yellow dress that I had not seen her wear before. I am not sure if it was hers or if she had borrowed it from Lina. My mother did not own many dresses. She had her hair in a ponytail and wore her black sandals. I loved my parents and missed my dad more each day. Not knowing what had happened to him continually pained me.

I did not question my mother about where we were heading as we stood in silence waiting for the bus. There was only one bus, and it was called “Tikorwa”. Black and red, it looked more like a lorry. It used to run every hour. My mother had her blue canvas bag in her right hand and held my hand in her left. She never showed affection or told me that she loved me. Certainly, our situation was complicated and we did not have much of a relationship; I think my mother looked at me as a duty. There was no motherly love. I could not blame her. She had such a load on her mind. Although she didn’t express it in words, the deep sadness in her eyes said so. The bus arrived, she picked me up in her arms and helped me up the steps, then passed a note to the driver, who gave her some coins back, and we took our seats in the middle row. Two of my father’s friends were also waiting for the same bus. They boarded and paid their coins, but the driver did not give them any change. I looked out of the small square window as the bus moved off, passing a colourful variety of tropical flowers and tempting sea views. When the bus stopped beneath a mango tree on a side road, I knew we weren’t going to Mapa. We had stopped at La Retraite.

Why La Retraite? The significance of the location soon came into view as my mother grabbed my hand, walking up an earth track. There was only one building up that track, and it was not a pleasant one. As we walked, I could see the double wire fence with coils of barbed wire on top. The place smelled of sweat and dirty laundry. There were no flowerbeds, but lines of coconut trees in the grounds. We sat on a wooden bench in a small wooden hut in the yard, and immediately a man in a white shirt and black trousers appeared. He asked my mother, her name and who she had come to see. He had a small blackboard and a piece of chalk in his hands. He glanced at a list of names on the board, nodded, and made a tick. He didn’t ask any further questions. I watched as he walked toward the wire fence. I asked my mother where we were. She replied, “Shush, don’t ask questions.”

I did as I was told, with tears welling in my eyes. I wiped the tears with the back of my hands, linked my fingers together and looked around. In front of us, in the distance, I could see the dazzling ocean with ships in the harbour; then I glanced at the far end of the grounds and saw a strange structure. My mother noticed me staring at it. She said, almost whispering, “That’s a guillotine.” I didn’t know what a guillotine was at the time, but it was on a tall platform and looked sharp and scary.

That memory remains in my mind to this day, as I saw my father’s face for the first time since that dreadful accident. He looked distant and lost, wearing an odd, loose-fitting dark blue outfit, escorted by two men in uniform. The men greeted us with a quite disgusted nod of the head. I remember crying and wanting to hug my dad, but he did not hug me. He looked from my mother to me without exchanging a word or a smile. I will never forget the unpleasant thought going through my mind as to why my father refused to hug me, or kiss my mother for that matter. He had been absent from our lives for months without corresponding to inform his children of his whereabouts. Surely, I deserved an explanation even though I was a child. 

His head had been shaved. He had been in prison for accidentally killing his son while fighting with my mother. They were not married yet. She did not have much to share with him either, which was perhaps even more disturbing. The two prison officers accompanying my father never took their eyes off us. My mother took a small parcel out of her canvas bag and was about to hand it to my father, but one of the officers snatched it from her hand. How rude, I thought. The visit was over in moments, and I watched as the two prison officers walked my father back, tears flowing down my cheeks to see my father being treated like a criminal.

I called to him, “Dad comes back,” but he never looked back. It was awful, the most awful memory a child, my age could ever experience. My father was not a criminal. His crimes were gambling and alcoholism, two monsters that had taken control of his life. When intoxicated, he was unrecognisable. As I grew older, I began to understand the correlation between the two, gambling and alcoholism, and the damage it can cause. My father’s predicament was the result of that, and thus his fate was now in the hands of the authorities. 

I felt extremely saddened that he had allowed himself to be possessed by such dangerous habits, habits that had cost a life and put him behind bars, his freedom taken away, deprived of his family. My mother was struggling to make ends meet with two young children depending on her. My mother did not cry or try to console me. She grabbed my hand and we walked back down the track. She stopped halfway and arranged my plaits. She had divided my hair into two plaits, secured with what she called a “Token”, a Creole word for hair bobbles. They were red, round like marbles, with S-shaped elastic in between. My mocha skin glowed in the sunlight with coconut oil moisturiser. On reaching the bus stop, she did not stop to wait for the bus. Instead, we walked to town, which was a good five miles, under the blazing hot sun.

I did not protest at the heat. I guessed she needed the walk in her attempt to make sense of the man she loved, the father of her children. We stopped at the market in Victoria, where she bought a piece of cabbage, two onions, a piece of ginger, a garlic bulb, some green vegetables and a small pack of spices. Then we walked to the cake stall, where she bought two cakes with pink sugary topping. The woman selling the cakes wrapped them in newspaper and Mum dropped the package in her canvas bag. She took my hand in hers and we headed for the bus station. The bus was packed on the way home, so I had to sit on her lap with her bag on the floor next to her feet. Back home, she unpacked and immediately her friend Lina emerged with Ryan, and Mum invited her in for a mug of tea and a piece of cake. We all had a piece of cake. My brother and I had warm tea with ours.

My grandparents tried their best after the event to ease the pain of my father’s absence by becoming more involved in our lives. They would collect Ryan and me on Fridays and take us to their house for the weekend, leaving my mother alone. I am not sure why my mother did not accompany us. Perhaps she needed some time on her own. My grandparents took us to mass every Sunday. Grandma would ask us to pray for Dad, but she never said what the prayer was for. I suppose it was simply the effort of asking God’s forgiveness, I am not sure, but I noticed that my grandad did not come into the church. He would wait outside until the service was over. My mother would be waiting with him when we came out. She did not attend the service either. It was odd, but nothing was ever explained to us children.

Afterwards, my mother would have lunch with us at our grandparents’ house, and after lunch I would play with my brothers while my mother and grandparents chatted. We would amuse ourselves with a bag of tiny coconuts that had fallen naturally off the palm and pretend that the coconuts were marbles, or play hide and seek. It was fun. I enjoyed our games. Later in the afternoon my mother would take Ryan and me back home with her, leaving George behind. I felt sad. I didn’t understand why he couldn’t live with us.

My godparents, who were my father’s cousins, were extremely supportive towards us while my father was inside. They would visit often and bring food parcels for my mother, and, on rare occasions, take Ryan and me to the beach and watch us while we played at the edge of the sea. I knew my mother had grown up with her adoptive mother, but what I did not know until later – because they did not visit us, and my mother never mentioned them – was that her birth mother was still alive and that my mother had three brothers.

I recall a particular routine my mother adopted in my father’s absence. She would wake Ryan and me every morning. I’m not sure what time it was but she had already washed and dressed. After washing and dressing us, she would give us a breakfast of cold tea or coffee with rice swimming in it, and sometimes a piece of bread with or without Blue Band margarine. I would play with mine. I did not like the taste of coffee. It tasted horrible. After breakfast, she would wash the dishes, take us inside the house and sit on the chair that my father used to sit on, watching the ocean waves, or send us to play with the neighbours’ children, if she wasn’t taking us with her when she went to her adoptive mother’s house to iron on Wednesdays.

It was odd, but there was no physical affection or conversation to speak of. She would not play with us or tell us stories as my father used to. The frequent sadness in her eyes and her face wrapped her in a shadow of despair. It was horrible to watch a mother so distant from her own children. My mother would function, feeding us and making sure we were clean, but there was no maternal love or bonding. The memory still haunts me to this day of Ryan and me sitting on the wooden floor in front of our mother looking at her. She showed no form of affection toward us. It was extraordinary. I felt deeply sad. What increased the sadness was that our neighbours were forever kissing their children in front of us; I thought that she didn’t love us as the neighbours loved their children. As I grew up, I was so grateful to have had my grandparents around. I am not sure what would have happened to Ryan and me otherwise. As for my mother, I realised that she was probably suffering from the psychological trauma of her life. Who could blame her?

These are my earliest memories of what paradise had to offer: being deprived of my father, and my mother left to struggle on her own for over two years. But regardless of what had happened between her and my father, she kept visiting him, taking packs of tobacco, and took me with her on most occasions. I was just an innocent child, craving the love of my parents.

Two

My Family

My parents could not agree on naming me when I was born. My grandparents wanted to call me Marjorie, but as it was not a saint’s name and the majority of Seychellois have two or three Christian names, one of which must be a saint’s otherwise the priest would refuse the sacrament of baptism, my parents had to choose an appropriate Christian name, which was left to my father. Prior to registering my birth my father took a trip around the island, and on his journey, he remembered that my mother had mentioned a small island near her childhood home. He stood on the beach and observed the rocky island situated to the north-west of Mahé. There was nothing luxurious about it, but he admired the natural rock and palm trees. My father took the decision that as his first daughter, I should be named after something stronger, so he named me after that small island, Île Therese. In essence, I’m named after a rock; that is what my mother told me when I was a teenager, and she was mad at me.

My father always preferred Marjorie, and he shortened that to Jorie. Therese is my middle name, and was rarely used at home; my family and the Seychellois friends I grew up with all call me Marjorie, but more recent friends I have met on my travels all know me by my preferred name, Therese. Marjorie reminds me too much of the ordeals I suffered in my childhood.

I had been going to my mother’s adoptive mother since I was five, and we formed a close attachment over the years. My mother would take me with her when she went there to iron. That was how she earned her money while my dad lazed on the hillside overlooking the Indian Ocean at Her Majesty’s pleasure. As I grew up, Mapa asked my mother’s permission for me to spend my holiday with her. Although she wasn’t a blood relative, I felt close to her. She was an older lady and used to spoil me with pocket money and sweets, so in some ways it was fun, and when I was ten years old, she sat me down and told me the story of how my mother came to live with her.

I called her Mapa because that’s what my mother called her. Mapa was a white Seychellois, slim, with silver hair and brown eyes. She used to dress in traditional clothes, a sort of funny top and fuller skirt. Most women of her age dressed in those outfits. Her job was washing executive clothes in the river at Bel Ombre. No one had washing machines in those days. It was the colonial era. The majority of professionals working in the Seychelles were foreigners, mostly British, as the British ruled the islands as part of the Empire.

As I grew up, I realised that I came from a complex family. My mother and father were both Seychellois from the main island, Mahé. I will start with my mother’s earlier life. My mother had three brothers; two are still alive and one died many years ago. She was the only daughter, and being so, you would think that her mother would have treasured her, but sadly, far from it. When she was three months old her mother took her for a walk and left her on the ground in a field, surrounded by long grass, beneath a coconut tree, in blazing sunshine. A man climbing a coconut tree later that day to retrieve “toddy” from the palm heart heard her crying, climbed back down, followed the sound and discovered a tiny baby wrapped in flannel. She was starving, dehydrated, sunburned and close to death. He quickly climbed the coconut tree again and brought down a young coconut, which he cut in half. He fed the baby with the water to rehydrate her. He had no idea whose child she was, and he was not in a relationship that would enable him to care for her.

Social and drinking clubs in those days were private or reserved for the privileged few. It was very rare that the average Seychellois was invited to such high-status places. The average Seychellois drank local brew at people’s houses, sitting on rocks in the back yard, and Mapa’s was one of those places. Local drinks were available and the man in question used to drink at her place. Most people called her Mrs Sinon. Why, I am not sure, as I have never met Mr Sinon, if he ever existed. Mrs Sinon had no children of her own, but she had adopted a boy called Noel and the man thought he would chance it and take the child to her as he had no idea what else to do.

After telling Mrs Sinon how he had found the child and had no idea who she belonged to, Mrs Sinon took pity and agreed to give her a home. It was too late in the day to go shopping for clothes or bottles to feed her: the shop was closed. So, she washed and borrowed something to wear from one of the neighbours who had children, and then spoon-fed her diluted condensed milk. The child slept soundly that night, which was surprising given what she’d been through. She was lucky that someone had found her alive. Although there are not any wild animals on the island, she would not have survived without nurture. By the next day the news had travelled far and wide and the police arrived at Mrs Sinon’s door to inform her that they had reason to believe that she was in possession of a baby. Mapa stated how the child had come to her, and the police were very supportive and told her that if no one came forward to claim the child she was free to keep her. The law was so different in those days. There was no form of authority such as Social Services. Unwanted children that could not find an adoptive home were sent to Saint Elizabeth, a sort of children’s home run by nuns. The nuns’ resources were hugely stretched as more and more children were abandoned with no place to house them.

Later that day, news arrived at Mrs Sinon’s that the child belonged to a Mrs Price, but that she did not want anything to do with her. She had abandoned her in the field in the hope that she would die of starvation, or some humble soul would find her. Her mother was not prosecuted for her crime, or arrested for deserting her own flesh and blood, but the sad truth is that my mother grew up more like a slave than a child who was loved and nurtured. She attended school for a short period, but this did not last. Mapa took her out of school after her first Holy Communion at the age of seven and used her as a servant, washing and ironing executive clothes. She was not cruel to her, but, as an uneducated woman herself, she did not encourage her to learn and flourish. Instead, she taught her to wash and iron, and that was how she earned her keep. Her birth mother took no interest in her upbringing, and nor did she visit her; she was far too engrossed in her own life and island-hopping to care for a demanding little girl.

Her mother kept one of her sons, though, who navigated the various islands with her while her remaining two sons were handed to her sister. I was first introduced to my uncles at the age of six. By then my mother was in touch with her two brothers and various aunts. My mother discovered that her mother’s relatives were numerous, with aunts and uncles dotted all around Mahé, but none of them came forward when they heard that her mother had abandoned her. As a matter of fact, her extended family did not contact her; but my mother, having been deprived of her mother’s love, attempted to form a relationship with them that resulted in distressing events.

On meeting my uncles, I found one of them odd. He kept disappearing into the woods and came back talking to himself like a child. I found his behaviour disturbing, as he would whack himself in the face, point at objects and have conversations with trees. I later understood that he was mentally ill, and thus had a tendency to act violently. He did not take any form of medication, nor had he been diagnosed; and he never harmed us or his carer. His carer was his aunt, who had no children of her own, so she doted on her nephews, and both my uncles were well cared for. Sadly, my uncle just could not deal with his condition and died at the age of twenty-two.

I remember when it was announced on the radio; it was a Saturday morning. My mother was devastated when the newsreader stated that a body had been found on a rock next to the beach at Baie Lazare, and then stated his name and age. Frank’s body had been found by a passerby earlier that morning. The police had been informed and the body taken to the mortuary in Victoria. The announcement continued by stating that his aunt would like to inform his mother, brothers and sister of their loss.

My mother was inconsolable that day. Even though they grew up apart, she loved her brothers. My uncle Jacob used to make such a fuss of his sister and me and made me feel special. She was not introduced to her third brother until much later. However, on meeting him she found him like her mother. Her older brother was a ruthless, hard-hearted man. They formed no attachment, and did not speak for many years afterwards.

My father was an only child, educated, with a large extended family. He had been well cared for by his parents, and joined the British army. He was part of the force sent to Egypt to take control of the Suez Canal. After spending a number of years in the military, he returned to Seychelles and met my mother. Like the front line that had been part of my father’s life, the romance between the two was rough, and it got rougher for as long as I could remember. It was rare that there was no violent outburst in their relationship. It was frustrating to watch two people who were supposedly in love arguing and fighting regularly, and, as I grew up, I promised myself, if that was what love was all about, I never wanted to be part of it. Also, something about my mother was frightening. She possessed an extremely violent tongue. She was a woman with the ability to argue non-stop from dusk to dawn. It was weird.

When her adoptive mother got wind that her adopted daughter was dating an army veteran, she warned her that if she continued to see that man, she would kick her out. Mapa didn’t approve of the match. Army officers had a reputation for being womanisers at the time, so in one respect she was trying to protect her naive teenager from having her heart broken.

I later learned that the moment their ship docked in Port Victoria, girls would be on the lookout for whoever disembarked, and it was not unknown for an officer to string along two or more naive teenagers on the promise of a wedding ring. My mother, though, took no notice of her adoptive mother’s stern advice. The handsome officer was far too tempting to say no to. She was fifteen and only ventured to Victoria to shop in the capital, whereas my dad was in his early twenties and had had the opportunity to travel to other countries experiencing the army lifestyle. He continued to pursue her, and soon introduced her to his parents, who looked at the match favorable.

His parents invited the teenager back to their home. She was young, attractive and incredibly naive. They showed her with affection and some kindness. She had never experienced much kindness in her life. Abandoned and deprived of a mother’s love, she craved affection, and she was easily influenced. Having been warned by her adoptive mother that if that relationship continued, she would be homeless, she had to make a choice. She came back one evening after seeing her boyfriend to find the door locked and her belongings in a cardboard box on the doorstep. Mapa was inside the house. She opened the wooden window and shouted that she did not want her in her home. It did not matter how hard she begged; her adoptive mother wouldn’t back down. Her boyfriend had already left, transport was not available at night, she had no money and no idea which door to knock on for shelter.

She was rescued by one of the neighbours who had heard the commotion and was aware of the cruelty that she’d been through since she was a baby. They invited her into their home and gave her a bed for the night. Mapa made no attempt to find her. There was no love lost. She did not love my mother. She was an abandoned child to whom she had given a roof, and as she had grown up, she had used her as her servant. That was all. Mapa had only one love. That was her money, and it was the thing that killed her in the end. She didn’t trust any bank with her money. It was all kept in a large wooden case in her living room under lock and key, which she polished every morning before leaving her house for her trip to the river. She did not spend much either, so she was sitting on loads of money from selling local brew, laundry services and telling people their fortunes. She dabbled in the cards, and men and women would form a queue at her door seeking answers to their problems.

My mother often said that the only person Mapa trusted was me – although I am not sure my mother was right: Mapa would always ask me to stand outside when she opened her money case when I was with her. But during my various holidays at her house, she had tried to show me love and affection. She would go to the capital once a month for big shopping, while for everyday items she’d go to the local shop. That was where she’d send me, to the local shop two doors away from her house. I didn’t have to cross the road, but she would stand at the top of the road and watch me while I followed her advice, and she would always give me the right money. She knew how much every item cost. I would buy a bag of biscuits and the Blue Band margarine that came in a yellow tin with blue writing on it. On my return, she’d boil the kettle on the wood fire and make two mugs of tea to have with the biscuits, smothered in the Blue Band without jam. She never used jam, or any luxury produce that was available in the Seychelles at the time.

She was a very eccentric woman, and during her card consultations I would sit on the step; she would leave the door open to keep her eye on me, as there were all sorts of visitors present. She always placed a large carton next to me on the step, and some of the people seeking her services would put all sorts of items in the box: fabric, vegetables, bananas, small plastic containers of rice or salted meat. At first, I didn’t understand the significance of the box or the items, but as I got older it began to make some sense: not everybody could afford to exchange money for her fortune-telling services. These items helped her save her money and, as a result, she spent very little on everyday necessities. She was not daft.
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