My mother is the rudest person I ever met in all my forty-nine years. Ma would tell God to go to hell if he got in her way. And He often got in her way. Ants, for example, was an indication of His incompetent approach to creation. Listening to my mother on the subject of ants, you would think they constituted a biblical plague, not just a nuisance around the sugar jar. I once tried to explain to her about biological diversity, and everything having a role in nature. 

‘They must be have a role in nature, but they ain’t have no role in my kitchen,’ she snapped. ‘You does only talk shit.’

I retreated, thinking that she did have a point.

Dust was another failure on God’s part. The world would never have included dust if my mother had had her proper place as designer of the universe. It would never have included black people, who didn’t fulfil her concept of propriety. It wouldn’t have included any of our relatives, who were just fools, or my father, who was the worst fool of all, or any servant she ever had, or the colour green which she despised for no reason I have ever heard. As far as my mother was concerned, she was born to be the sole arbiter of taste and propriety in the entire universe. The fact that no-one except she recognised this was only a reflection of the stupidity of the human race. It wasn’t going to stop her from carrying out her duties as judge and jury of everything around her.  

‘Pundit!’ She would call out, as an eminent Hindu priest performed a sacred ritual in front of a considerable gathering. 

The priest would pause.

‘You making a mistake with that puja!’ 

Used to being revered, the pundit would look from left to right, not knowing what action was prescribed in the event of being insulted.  

‘You supposed to light the camphor before you pour the milk!’ 

The pundit would begin stammering and stuttering. 

‘They too lazy!’ Ma would expound to nobody in particular. ‘They does want to give people short-cut work and finish the puja fast, so they could go and make more money somewhere else.’ 

To say that my mother wasn’t a very popular person is to understate the matter. But Ma didn’t care for the good opinion of people she despised. Since she had never met anyone she didn’t despise, she gave a piece of her mind to everyone she came across. She told off government census-officials that came to our house, informing them that it was none of their business how many people lived there. She told off customers who came to the shop asking for something we didn’t have in stock at that moment. She told off doctors who didn’t agree with her self-diagnosis. She told off policemen as a matter of principle. Ma only had to glimpse a police uniform to get into a bad mood.

How she got to be this way can only be a matter for speculation. Her sisters claimed she was born with a hot-mouth. She was the last of four of them, and tiny in size. Perhaps she developed this personality to avoid being bossed around by a lot of older siblings. But whatever the excuse, Ma was, by all accounts, a pain in the ass from early o’clock. Her father was a well-to-do landowner who lived on the other side of The Croissee, at the back of the Caroni Savannah. When it came time to marry his daughters off, he found husbands within a few miles of his home –in Tunapuna, Champs Fleurs, Barataria-- or around the pleasant Southern borough of San Fernando. For my mother, he identified a bridegroom at the farthest reaches of the known world, Mayaro. To find one any further away he would have had to cross the sea. Draw your own conclusions.


Needless to say, my mother didn’t take this lying down. Being banished to a coconut estate, where the only creatures available to her correctional bent were jelly-fish and scorpions, was not what she had intended herself for. She took one look at Mayaro and despised it. She took one look at my father and despised him. He was only interested in picking up his shotgun and going off to hunt in the nearby forests. She took one look at her mother-in-law, a plump, jovial woman, and decided she was too stupid even to despise. She took one look at her father-in-law and decided he didn’t bathe often enough. She decided to get the hell out.

‘Sand!’ she snaps whenever the word ‘Mayaro’ is mentioned. ‘That is all Mayaro is. Sand!’

Other people see a spectacular landscape of waving coconut trees and magnificent sunsets, a wide vista of beach that goes on forever. 


‘Sand up in your nose-hole; sand in your crotch,’ is all my mother has to say about her early married life. ‘Sand in every blasted thing. You expect me to stay there?’

To be fair to Ma, at the time she got married, there were no electric lights in Mayaro, or running water. An outside latrine must have been a horror for her. And Pa was no company. But Ma was never one to appeal to anyone’s sympathy. She preferred to give as good as she got. If Mayaro had the effrontery to confront her with kerosene lamps and wood-fires, she would reduce it to sand. The only other aspect of nature that can compete with ants for my mother’s contempt is sand.

The minute she got pregnant, Ma’s escape route was assured. It was conventional to return to your own family’s home to give birth. Once she had returned to The Croissee, she forgot her marriage and took up permanent residence at her parents’ house.

‘Sand will get in the child’s bottle,’ she informed anybody who dared question her decision. ‘It will get in her diapers. You think I mad to go back there?’

In the end, her father made a compromise. He gave her a piece of land on the Eastern Main Road as a sort of belated dowry. My father was designated shopkeeper. The problem was, Pa didn’t want to be a shopkeeper. He was used to the wide-open spaces of Mayaro, to the sound of wind and surf, to the easy, irregular life of the coconut estate. But it was an offer he couldn’t refuse. Everybody said it was the chance of a lifetime. The Eastern Main Road was prime commercial property. He would become rich there. 


My father defied them. He managed to stay poor on the Eastern Main Road. He stocked his shop with the most unattractive items available at the wholesalers –brooms and enamel basins and such-like—jumbling them together to create a dark hole in the wall that people only entered out of utmost necessity. Ma’s contempt for him grew. Her relatives were making money out of the land her father had accumulated in the urban centres of Trinidad. They were starting gas-stations and Chinese restaurants. Her husband chose to sell chamber pots. She refused to participate in this embarrassing pursuit, barricading herself in the wooden house at the back of the shop to produce another generation of women to carry on her work of condemning the rest of creation. 

My oldest sister turned out looking like Pa. She was tall and husky and dark, with a long face and heavy jowls. The expression on her face did nothing to lighten these looks. She seemed to have absorbed Ma’s attitudes with mother’s-milk, but, lacking Ma’s wasp-like swiftness, they just made her dour and haughty. She was named Raywatee, but somehow everybody took to calling her Queen. My second sister, Indrawattee, upped the ante. She was pretty. Slim and of a nice height, she reacted to Queen’s grumpiness by being bitchy. When I learnt about Marie Antoinette in high school history classes, I immediately started visualising her as Indra. 


You can see why I took to the pan-yard and savannah from early in life. With three people at home who thought they had a share in mothering me, I would put up with anything outside. My brother, Rabindranath, who was born three years before me, tried to assert his independence, but he was outnumbered. Robin was the spitting image of Pa, and the female members of the family were determined to ensure he didn’t develop the same personality- or kill him trying. 

Children have a native intelligence, they say. I knew from early that discretion was the better part of valour. When the going got tough, I got going. And the going was always tough in our house. The mahogany chairs in our living room weren’t meant for sitting in. They were there to be polished. The curtains weren’t to budge an inch from the way they were hung. Doormats should remain as clean as towels and towels were to be as straight as curtains. I retreated to the dust of the savannah, the ripe mangoes you could stone down and then eat without washing them, the jaunty bawdiness of the mas-camp. 

School only gave me other escape routes. My mas-camp experience made me valuable in the Drama Club, which was a focus of college life. One of the English teachers, a portly Chinese man with a reputation for fornication, fancied himself as a literary type and fuelled his ambitions via college theatre. I was happy to create props and help build sets for Julius Caesar, The Tempest, Oedipus Rex. When he went one step further and mounted a play without a set, I was so chagrined I sat through several rehearsals of Waiting for Godot trying to figure out what the goddammed thing was all about. Another English teacher, meanwhile, aspired to being a jazz performer. That was a hopeless ambition. Trinidad was wrapped up in steelband and calypso and Indian music. So he created his own ensemble from some of the older boys at school. While trying to recreate Ancient Rome on the stage in the Assembly Hall, I would hum along to the strains of modern jazz coming from the back of the hall. 

I was perfectly content. These folks at home were just the backdrop to my life, like God, who sent rain to wash away a long-awaited cricket match. Like Latin, with its declensions and conjugations that you had to learn for no good reason that you could see. I honestly never thought my family would ever have any influence on my life at all. Like all teenagers, I guess.

