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I
don’t know how many

people outside Antigua

use the word “nuff,” but it’s

a very common word here,

one that plays a big role in

our lives as Antiguans from

time we small, as we say. Nuff

can mean many things: to be

overly inquisitive, to love people

business, to be pushy, to be

forward, to carry oneself with a

kind of faux sophistication, to

be affected and pretentious —

none of them considered

desirable traits. “She so nuff”

was, and still is, definitely a label

to be avoided at all costs.

R e c e n t l y, it’s re-entered our

Antiguan lexicon afresh, this

time made even more potent by

it’s new partnership with the

term “edge-up” — as in N u f f

and Edge-Up — something you

r e a l l y, really don’t want to be.

And so, like most other

Antiguans, I was socialized to

do all within my power to

conduct myself in a manner

that would not be interpreted

as nuff.  All well and good

when you’re in Third Form, but I recently had

cause to pause and realize that I was applying

school-girl rules to my big-woman life.

It started with a call from the Director of

Antigua’s Tourism Office in New York, who was

in Antigua over the Christmas and New Year

season. Along with the Antiguan Ambassador to

the U.S., who has been a great advocate of my

novel, Unburnable, she was inviting me to be

part of a delegation that would meet Susan

Taylor (whose name needs no further

elaboration) as she and her husband passed

through Antigua en route to Barbuda. I was

thrilled and honoured, but soon began feeling a

bit apprehensive about heading to the airport

the next day for a meet-and-greet. Why was I

worried, my husband wanted to know. I couldn’t

quite figure it out, until I talked it through. You

see, I knew there would be television cameras

and several prominent Antiguan women on hand

to roll out the red carpet for Ms. Taylor, including

two Ambassadors and several Ministers of

Government, and as I told my husband, I wasn’t

quite sure I had much of a role to play among

them. “Of course you do,” he said, not

understanding my hesitation. “Well,” I finally

mumbled, “you know I don’t like to put myself

forward like that. And it’s going to be on T.V.”

Hmm. So in the final analysis, I realized that

my hesitation was based on the television

aspect of the event, and I also realized that my

hesitation was a function of being in Antigua,

because I deal with television cameras just fine

in the U.S. and other countries. So this was

about me and the dreaded spectre of nuffness. 

“What stupidness!” my adult self chided the

inner schoolgirl. And along I went to the airport,

well “dress-up in me dan-dan,” where I had an

enjoyable time with the ministers and

ambassadors (mostly my schoolmates, in any

case) — meeting Ms. Taylor and her husband

Kephra Burns, two of the most gracious people

in the world. They immediately agreed to be

interviewed later in the week in Barbuda for

Antigua’s morning show, Good

Morning Antigua-Barbuda.

And then, Susan was asked if

there was something in

particular she wanted to do while

visiting our sister island. She said,

without hesitation, that she was

looking forward to sampling our

local dishes. She said it in such a

way that it was clear she really

wanted to eat some good

Caribbean food, and I recalled

that with a Trinidadian mother and

a Kititian father, she must know

her way ‘round some saltfish.

And, having just had reason

to think of the self-imposed

limitations we put on ourselves,

in general, and specifically the

limitations of not wanting to

appear “nuff,” I opened my

mouth and offered to cook

some local food for her, and to

go long with the crew to

Barbuda for the shoot.

Immediately I heard it: from

all around me came the chorus

of “She too nuff!” and “Who she

tink she be?” In my mind’s eye, I

saw the culprits: my third-form

class. I was surrounded by these judgmental

young girls, in uniform and seated at their desks,

and I heard a lot of suck-teeth too. The

important thing, though, that I’d like everyone to

note here, is that the Third-Form Marie-Elena

was chupsing the loudest and leading the “She

so nuff” accusations.

I ignored them all, and especially, I ignored

myself, and I prepared to head to Barbuda.

And what a time I had there! With my new

Nuff and Edge-Up attitude, I got on the plane

with my saltfish and ducana, my sorrel which

had been setting for three days, my mother’s

Christmas pudding, which was made with dried

fruit that had soaked for six months, and my

aunt’s pretty baskets and madras tablecloths

for the presentation.

And there in Barbuda, I had the
chance to publicly acknowledge Susan
Taylor, on camera, for her vision; the
vision that created in Essence magazine
a place where a Black woman could go
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to receive affirmation of her beauty, inner
and outer; the vision that created a place
where Blackness was celebrated. And my

thanks came on a personal level as well, because

while the white American media outlets largely

overlooked my novel, Unburnable, that wasn’t the

case with the Black papers and magazines, with

Essence being one of the first to review it, picking it

as one of three books selected for their Mother’s Day

issue, and telling readers that I was a “major new

voice in fiction.” How could I have even thought of

passing on the opportunity to give thanks?

With my so-called nuffness, I then went on to

spend the full day in the company of a woman who

has become a veritable global icon — yet who

reached out to me and to the others in the group as

if she’d known us all her life, and who, with her

husband, was happy to take an entire day out of their

getaway vacation to make new friends. As Dave

Lester Payne interviewed her for Good Morning

Antigua-Barbuda, I listened to her talk about her

recent trip to South Africa for the opening of

Oprah’s school of leadership for girls; about her

special relationship with Oprah; about her connection

to Winnie Mandela over the many years she was

under house arrest; and their first meeting almost

immediately after President Mandela was released

from prison, how she entered the Mandela’s modest

home in Soweto to find Winnie doing the dishes, how

Winnie embraced her and picked her up off her feet

exclaiming, “My Sister!” — and so many other things. 

But the biggest pleasure was after the mics

came off and after the cameras were put away, after

we ate the food (and they loved it all, if you saw them

“licking down” the saltfish and going for seconds!).

When we sat down to chat, in some small way, I got

to know something about the woman, apart from the

icon. That afternoon, thanks to nuffness, I got to

exchange ideas with Susan Taylor, whose incredibly

sharp and intellectually curious mind didn’t detract in

any way from her genuine

compassion, her concern with

trying to make a difference in the

world on every level, with touching

people’s lives in a positive way,

with helping women to understand

their special power — collectively,

yes, but as I saw, on the individual

level as well.  By the time I had to

leave for Antigua, our conversation

had shifted to more personal

issues, and as she walked with
us to the car to say
goodbye, she encouraged
me to use my talent as a
writer to play a role in
various public discourses in

the Caribbean. I got on the plane to
Antigua not only feeling empowered, but
also feeling that I had made a friend.

And to think I might have missed that opportunity.

On the plane ride home, I thought about the kind of

people we tend to label “nuff.” Actually, I realized,
so-called nuff people are those who aren’t
afraid to get out of their comfortable little
box and step out there, they’re not afraid of
being vulnerable. What’s at the root of our fear of

being nuff, I realized, is really the fear of rejection, of

being slapped back down to the place where other

people have put us by the same people who put us

down there.  It’s the fear of our own potential.  

After that day, I decided to come up with my own

definitions of nuff — positive ones. From now on, I will

interpret the word nuff to mean: outgoing, friendly,

vivacious, self-confident, generous-of-spirit, and open

to new experiences without fear of other people’s

small-minded opinions. So go ahead: call me nuff! ❖
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