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The Powers of Grandmothers and Vicks VapoRub 
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I must tell you about my Mami Enny because she was perpetually in my 

grandfather’s shadow. Our job as writers is to challenge the dominant 

narrative, after all, so let me share some memories of a magnificent 

Caribbean woman who was much overlooked in her lifetime and in 

memory. I want to reach back across time and bring her sharply into focus. 

Let me tell the smaller story that hides behind the bigger story of my 

grandfather Joseph Zobel, the great Caribbean writer. 

 

When I think of my Mami Enny, I remember her lying in her wide bed in her 

perfumed, pink bedroom watching Dallas and providing a running 

commentary on the stupidity of each character.  Although Mami Enny was 

married to the great Caribbean author, when I knew her they didn’t share a 

bedroom.  

 

Papi had his study and bedrooms on the first floor of their old French 

farmhouse, which was perched on the side of a valley deep in the 

Cevennes in the South of France. He liked peace and quiet. He liked to look 

out of his windows at the views of olive trees below and up at the rocky 

outlines of the mountains that embraced the valley, while he wrote his 

poems and his memoirs. Mami, on the other hand, enjoyed watching 
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American soap operas dubbed into French and gathering her grandchildren 

around her to massage clove oil into her gnarled and aching feet.  

 

Mami grew up in rural Martinique and, as a teenager, was put to work as a 

trainee pastry chef with her rather severe aunty, Medelle. She excelled at 

baking and always made cakes by sight, never measuring out the 

ingredients. Yet in France, in her old age, she was pushed out of her kitchen 

by Papi who was certain of his abilities as a Renaissance Man who could 

master any skill, be it poetry, painting flowers in inks, pottery, making 

abstract metal sculptures or Japanese flower arranging. Papi decided he 

was a Master Chef (a rather deluded view, in my opinion). Mami, the true 

cook, was eventually restricted to her bedroom while he made indigestible 

soups and claimed much of the house, including a huge salon stuffed to 

the rafters with West African art and sculpture – none of which we 

grandchildren were allowed to touch. 

 

Mami’s bedroom – and in particular her bed – was her domain, and she 

ruled over them like a queen. It was the first place we went to on entering 

their home. Her bedspread was dark pink and silky, and from a reclined 

position Mami could reach into numerous drawers in the furniture around 

the room to reveal all manner of seductive treats, from Ricola ‘bonbons 

pour la gorge’ (sweet herby throat sweets) to tiny test vials of Channel No.5 

perfume (much coveted by all of us grandchildren). She was always elegant 

and prided herself on her good looks and taste; she wore heavy gold filigree 

earrings that made her lobes droop, had the much-desired lighter skin of a 

mixed-race Martinican (‘peau sauvé’, she called it) and a tight black fake 

chignon that sat atop her head. When we told her she was beautiful she 

would smile wistfully and say, ‘j'étais belle’ (I used to be beautiful). 
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Her favourite grandchildren were the ones who stayed still the longest. Out 

of the seven of us, there were two who were allowed on the bed, to lie 

next to her and watch Dallas for long, uninterrupted periods. The rest of us 

(I was the wriggliest) were often expelled to a low single bed in the corner 

of the rooms for ‘se tortillant comme des asticots’ (wriggling like maggots). 

When we started to wriggle (the inevitable outcome, for me at least, of 

being asked to sit still) a quick-fire round of slaps would be aimed at our 

legs. Sometimes, if she had it handy, she would use her beloved plastic fly 

swatter to do the job properly. 

 

The need to obliterate a wasp with that white plastic fly swat was one of 

the few things that got Mami out of her grand pink silky bed quickly. She 

would perform the assassination with loud shrieks of ‘VOUS NE PIQUER 

PAS MES PETITS-ENFANTS VIEILLE VIEILLE GUÊPE!’ (YOU WILL NOT 

STING MY GRANDCHILDREN YOU NASTY OLD WASP!). Wasp corpses 

piled up in her wastepaper bin until we were ordered to empty it.  

 

If we were ill, even if we were one of the wriggly grandchildren, we were 

suddenly elevated to The Favourite Grandchild. She spent a great deal of 

time worrying about illness so when it actually happened she was both 

ready and vindicated. A chest cold, in particular, was Mami’s favourite 

ailment to heal. She would rub Vicks VapoRub into your chest with terrifying 

vigour and make you a tisane with a good measure of La Mauny rum before 

bed. You had permission to cough and blow your nose into her lavender-

scented embroidered cotton handkerchiefs, all the while tucked up snug, 

her soft arms encircling you, on the pink bed watching TV. It was blissful.  

 

Mami enjoyed telling Creole stories and singing songs from her youth. She 

remembered a plethora of Martinican traditional proverbs and sayings. Papi 

clearly didn’t consider Mami his intellectual equal and seemed to grow tired 
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of her provincial ways, yet Mami was the living embodiment of the Creole 

culture he claimed to love so much. It was a shock to find, after their deaths, 

a bundle of letters hidden in Mami’s dresser from Papi, written when he 

had first moved to Paris from Martinique in 1946, in the hope of trying to 

carve out a life for himself as a writer. Mami and his three children joined 

him a year later. His letters brim with a love, desire and affection for her 

that I never glimpsed when they were alive.    

 

So these poems are dedicated to my Mami Enny – whose very name 

conjures the sweet smells of Martinican clove oil, Cévenol lavender – and 

the pungent, healing aroma of Vicks VapoRub.  

 

 

 

 

Mami’s Warning  

 

Listen, child, ma dou-dou 

don’t open the fridge  

without your cardigan 

haven’t you heard about  

My niece Mary-Lou from Guadeloupe - 

who opened the fridge without a jumper on? 

Caught a chill and nearly died 

Bam! right there in her kitchen 

a close call, Mary-Lou 

 

Girl, don’t fiddle with the car door 

Fide, The Second Cousin, sat on his mother’s lap 

three-years-old, in Dakar, in the back seat  
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fiddled with the door handle, they both fell out  

rolled like coconuts into the gully 

still has trouble walking, ugly man 

gravel marks all across his face 

poor Fide 

 

You want to watch those hiccups 

Jean-Claude, The Great Uncle 

hiccupped for two years straight 

nearly threw himself off a cliff 

in desperation  

pray now child 

you don’t hiccup 

like Jean-Claude 

and never say, dou-dou  

dit jamais 

that your Mami didn’t warn you 

 

 

 

Undocumented  

for Mami Enny 

 

The tiny drawer inside your dresser is secret  

but it pops open to the lightest touch 

inside, we are stunned to find  

the bundle of his letters, snug in their velveteen pouch 

we hurriedly unfold, read  

wary of the burden  

of confidences  
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Each scrawl speaks of his longing  

for you – his wife, and the island left behind  

carried over oceans by a tide of hope  

to the rigid 

white metropole 

 

And so we read: 

‘You, you are more beautiful than brash Parisian women 

they are wealthy, but lack your humble grace 

and if the grand boulevards take my breath away 

when I lie, alone, in my narrow bed 

it’s the softness of your hand, the light of fireflies,  

the steady flight of the mansfenil  

that fill my mind’  

 

One month later: ‘Let’s get a little trade going, 

send me cinnamon, a packet of vanilla pods 

in Paris they'll fetch triple  

in return, parcels of kitchen things, a radio 

you’ll be the envy of our neighbours 

for the radio – invite Monsieur Armand to wire and tune  

and Madame Christophe to covet 

place it (carefully!) on the second dresser shelf  

and when she’s gone (only when she’s gone) 

find a station with Biguine and dance with both our boys 

and I, in my icy room, will imagine  

the sway and tilt of your hips in the warmth  

of our kitchen’ 
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Instructions on thinning pages, kept for decades  

but in his things, nothing of your life 

of two wild boys and baby Jenny heavy in your stomach 

the unremitting heat; long sweaty, lonely nights 

the eldest rubbing your swollen feet 

and money worry 

(always money worry) 

 

He will call for you and you will pack  

travel to the world’s centre 

stand beside the writer on his grand journey  

you’ll bake cakes, raise children and host, 

sing Creole lullabies, tell island stories  

(simple tales, he says, but you’re not quite so sure) 

No long letters reveal your secrets, Mami  

did he not treasure your replies? 

and so the life I long to read still hides 

undocumented; I have no maps 

a granddaughter can only dream 

into the gaps 

 

 

Bath of Herbs  

Previously published in Weighted Words (2021) Peepal Tree Press.  

 

While I mewed new-born in my basket  

and my mother lay birth-ruptured  

you prepared a bath of herbs 
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gathered from your garden  

under beating summer skies 

 

With mortar and pestle you crushed 

yellow chamomile into young mint  

pressed buds of newly flowered lavender 

sprinkled ocean salt  

with cramped fingers you 

mixed cloves in oil of orange 

made back then for now 

 

You mix, scrape, paste  

add plant to water  

until bath and steam are essence busting  

until tiles gleam and mirrors mist 

until all is ready to receive  

 

And so you lead her, daughter of yours 

long and naked, hurting, tender 

slowly sink her into hot forgetting waters 

uncoil her aching body 

your love hits her lungs 

diffuses into every crevice of her form  

she will step out strong again  

to greet the world and me  
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Grandmother, daughter healer  

I give thanks 
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