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    For the keepers of the quiet stories,The menders of the torn maps;For those who speak in tides and trees,And fill the unforgiving gaps.
For the friends who are the compass points,When all other landmarks lie,This path was paved with your true north,Beneath the Mauritian sky.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The past is not a footprint in the sand, washed away by the tide. It is the coral reef itself—living, growing, shaping the waters of the present, upon which we must all learn to sail." 
— From the notebooks of Anjali Lall
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Chapter 1 — The Lagoon at Dawn
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The first thing Amaya always noticed was the smell. It was a scent that existed nowhere else on the island, a primal alchemy of the night’s deep, damp earth giving way to the day’s sharp, salt-spray promise. It was the smell of Le Morne, her home, and it wrapped around her each morning like a familiar, if slightly damp, blanket.

She slipped from her bed, the cool terrazzo floor a shock against her bare feet. The house was a creature of silence in the pre-dawn dark, holding its breath. It was a silence that had grown teeth and claws over the past two years, a silence that had started the day her mother, Anjali, didn’t come back from her trip to Port Louis. It wasn’t a final silence, not one marked by a coffin or a ceremony, but a suspended one, heavy with unanswered questions and a phone that never rang with her voice.

Amaya padded past her grandfather’s closed door. Through the thin wood, she could hear the soft, rhythmic saw of Bapaye’s snoring, a sound as steady and comforting as the tide. He was her anchor, this man of few words and deep-rooted patience. He had taken her in, his sixteen-year-old granddaughter, a storm of grief and confusion, and had simply... continued. He had taught her the language of the sea, the patterns of the wind, the way to mend a net so the mend became a part of its strength. But of her mother, he spoke barely a word. It was the one subject where his vast reservoir of knowledge ran dry, a wall of quiet grief she could not scale.

She pulled on a faded cotton t-shirt and shorts, the fabric soft from countless washes. Outside, the world was a study in indigo and silver. The massive, brooding silhouette of Le Morne Brabant dominated the skyline to the south, a sleeping giant against a sky just beginning to bleed periwinkle at the horizon. The mountain was a monument, Bapaye had told her. A place of terrible history and fierce freedom. It was here that escaped slaves, maroons, had found refuge in its hidden caves and dense forests, and it was here, legend said, that some had leapt to their deaths rather than be captured again, mistaking approaching abolitionists for slave catchers. The mountain held those stories in its bones, and sometimes, on still nights, Amaya felt she could hear their echo in the wind.

She followed the narrow, sandy path that wound from their small, weather-beaten house through a grove of casuarina trees. Their needle-like leaves whispered secrets to one another. The crunch of her footsteps was the only other sound, a small percussion against the island’s vast, breathing quiet.

The lagoon opened before her, a vast, mirror-still sheet of water cradled by the reef. The sky and the sea were indistinguishable, a seamless dome of deep blue. The fishing pirogues were already out, their dark shapes gliding across the water like silent water striders. The fishermen’s voices, low and melodic in Kreol, carried across the still surface, snippets of conversation about the catch, the weather, a wife’s birthday.

She found Bapaye where she knew she would, down by the old wooden jetty that stretched its skeletal fingers into the lagoon. He was already in his pirogue, a sleek, hand-carved vessel painted a fading sky-blue. He was checking the nets, his hands, gnarled and dark as mangrove roots, moving with an economy of motion that spoke of a lifetime of repetition.

“Pa tro for, zot pe vini,” he murmured without looking up, his voice a gravelly rumble. Not too strong, they are coming. He was talking about the fish, but Amaya sometimes felt he was talking about everything—the tides, the wind, her own tumultuous emotions.

“I’m here, Bapaye,” she said, her voice still husky with sleep.

He finally glanced up, his face a roadmap of wrinkles carved by sun and sea. His eyes, the colour of warm, dark honey, crinkled at the corners. “Bonjour, mo ti-dodo. You woke before the sun today. The dreams, they are restless again?”

Amaya just shrugged, stepping onto the unstable pirogue with the practiced ease of a seabird landing on a wave. The boat barely rocked. She settled on the middle bench, the worn wood smooth against her legs. “I just wanted to be out here.”

He nodded, understanding the things she didn’t say. He passed her a coil of rope. “Check the knots. The current was tricky yesterday.”

She took the rope, her fingers automatically finding the familiar, complex patterns of the fisherman’s knots. This was their language. Not the messy, complicated words of grief and absence, but the clean, purposeful language of tasks. Of mending nets, of baiting lines, of reading the water. As she worked, her eyes scanned the horizon. To the east, the sky was now a furnace of orange and rose, the sun preparing to breach the edge of the world. The dark outline of Le Morne began to soften, revealing its cloak of green.

“The mountain is quiet this morning,” she said, more to break the silence than anything else.

Bapaye paused, his hands stilling on a net. He looked toward the summit, his expression unreadable. “Le Morne is always quiet, child. It is we who are loud with our stories.” He resumed his work. “The old ones say the mountain remembers every footstep, every prayer, every tear. It holds them in its heart. Silence is just a different way of listening.”

Amaya fell quiet, turning his words over in her mind. Was that what she was doing? Listening? For what? For the sound of her mother’s laughter on the wind? For an explanation that would never come?

The sun broke the horizon then, a sliver of blinding gold that instantly set the lagoon on fire. The water transformed from a mirror into a liquid kaleidoscope, shimmering with light. The day’s heat began to uncurl, replacing the cool breath of night. The world was awake.

They worked in comfortable silence for an hour, preparing the boat for the day’s real fishing that Bapaye would do later with the other men. Amaya’s restlessness, which had been a low hum in her blood since waking, began to recede, soothed by the rhythm of the work and the sheer, undeniable presence of the sea. This was the one place where the knot in her chest loosened. Here, with the salt on her skin and the sun on her back, she could almost believe that the gaping hole in her life was just another tide pool, waiting to be filled.

When the tasks were done, Bapaye gestured to the small cooler he’d brought. “Gateaux piment,” he said. “From Madame Lorette.”

Amaya’s stomach rumbled in agreement. She opened the cooler to find the small, golden lentil fritters, still warm and wrapped in newspaper. The spicy, comforting smell of turmeric and chili filled the air. She bit into one, the crisp exterior giving way to a soft, flavourful centre. It was a taste of pure, uncomplicated happiness.

As they ate, watching the pirogues begin their journey back to shore, their holds hopefully full, Bapaye cleared his throat.

“The house,” he began, his eyes fixed on a distant boat. “It needs... an airing. The storeroom under the roof, the one with the old things. It smells of closed windows and forgotten years. While I am on the water, perhaps you could...?”

Amaya looked at him, surprised. The attic. That space was a forbidden zone, a place Bapaye always referred to with a vague wave of his hand and a change of subject. It was where her mother’s childhood things, and generations of other family detritus, had been sent to gather dust.

“You want me to go up there?” she asked, her voice cautious.

He finally met her gaze, and for a fleeting second, she saw something in his eyes—not sadness, not exactly, but a deep, weary apprehension. “It is time the past breathed a little,” he said, his voice so low it was almost carried away by the lap of the water against the boat. “Just open the window. Let the ocean air in. Don’t... don’t trouble the ghosts.”

He turned back to the nets, the conversation clearly over. The moment had passed, but the charge of it lingered in the air. Don’t trouble the ghosts. It was the closest he had ever come to acknowledging that the past was a physical thing, stored in cardboard boxes under their very roof.

An hour later, Amaya stood at the foot of the pull-down ladder that led to the attic. The house was empty, Bapaye having left with the other fishermen. The silence felt different now, charged with a new potential. The dust motes dancing in the sunbeams looked like suspended secrets.

She pulled the cord. The ladder unfolded with a groan of protest, releasing a puff of dust and that distinct, melancholic scent of old wood and memories. She climbed up, the steps creaking under her weight.

The attic was smaller than she’d imagined, and hotter, the corrugated iron roof already baking in the morning sun. It was a landscape of memory, shrouded in white sheets that looked like sleeping ghosts. The shapes were amorphous—a rounded hump that could be a chair, a long, flat plane that was surely a table. In the corner, a large, old-fashioned trunk with rusted clasps sat like a stoic guardian.

Following Bapaye’s instruction, she wrestled with the small, circular window, finally forcing it open with a shriek of protesting metal. A gust of fresh, salt-tanged air rushed in, stirring the dust and making the sheets sigh. The sound of the outside world—the distant crash of waves, the cry of a tropicbird—flooded the silent space, making it feel less like a tomb.

Her task was done. She should go back down.

But Bapaye’s words echoed. Don’t trouble the ghosts.

Her eyes fell on the trunk. It was tucked away, as if hiding. Unlike the other sheet-draped objects, it wasn’t covered. The dark wood was scarred and beautiful. She knelt before it, her heart suddenly a frantic drum against her ribs. This felt like a violation, and yet, it also felt like an invitation. Why send her up here, if not for this?

The clasps were stiff, but she worked them loose. Taking a deep breath, she lifted the heavy lid.

The smell that wafted out was complex and instantly, painfully familiar. Sandalwood, from her mother’s perfume. The faint, floral scent of dried frangipani. And underneath it all, the ever-present, comforting smell of the sea.

Inside, the past was neatly, heartbreakingly, organized. There were stacks of her mother’s schoolbooks, the margins filled with intricate doodles of birds and flowers. A cassette tape with a handwritten label: Sega with Jean-Claude and Marie. A bundle of letters tied with a faded ribbon. And folded with care, a vibrant, embroidered sari the colour of a sunset, and next to it, a costume for the sega dance, adorned with tiny, mirrored discs that winked in the dim light.

Amaya’s throat tightened. She ran her fingers over the sari’s silk, as if she could touch the woman who had worn it. She was here, in this trunk. Vibrant, and alive, and whole.

It was when she gently lifted the sari that she saw it. Tucked into a corner, hidden beneath the fabrics as if deliberately concealed, was a flat, rectangular object wrapped in a piece of old, oil-stained canvas. It was about the size of a large notebook.

Her hands trembled as she pulled it out. It was heavy, solid. She unwrapped the canvas, the rough fabric whispering secrets.

It was a sketchbook.

The cover was of worn, dark leather, scarred and softened by time and what looked like water stains. There was no title, no name. It felt ancient, sacred. This was not her mother’s; her mother’s journals were bright, colourful things. This was something else. Something older.

Sitting cross-legged on the dusty floor, a beam of sunlight illuminating the book in her lap, Amaya opened it.

The first page was not a drawing, but a painting. It took her breath away. It was the Seven Coloured Earths of Chamarel, but not as she had ever seen it in tourist brochures. This was rendered with an almost mystical intensity. The dunes of sand—red, brown, violet, green, blue, purple, and yellow—swirled together not like geology, but like emotion. They looked like a heartbeat made visible, the very soul of the earth laid bare.

And beneath it, in a fine, elegant script that was faded with age, was a line of text:

“Where the earth wears its heart in stripes, begin.”

Amaya stared, her own heart hammering against the cage of her ribs. The restlessness that had plagued her since dawn, that had been a constant companion for two years, suddenly coalesced into a single, sharp point of focus. This was no random relic. This was a map. A message.

Bapaye hadn’t just sent her up here to air out a room. He had sent her to find a key. A key to her mother, to the silence, to the ghosts that haunted their house.

She closed the sketchbook, holding it tightly against her chest. The dust motes continued their silent dance around her, but now they felt like a celebration. Down below, through the open window, she could hear the ocean, its rhythm unchanged. But for Amaya, everything had changed. The tide had turned.

She had found the first thread, and she knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that she would not stop pulling until the whole, tangled tapestry of her past lay revealed.
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Chapter 2 — The Attic
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The world below—the world of terrazzo floors and the smell of gateaux piment—had ceased to exist. Up here, in the dust-choked silence of the attic, there was only the weight of the sketchbook in Amaya’s lap and the frantic drumming of her own heart.

For a long moment, she didn’t move. She simply sat, cross-legged on the rough plank floor, the leather cover cool and strangely alive against her skin. The beam of sunlight that had guided her to the trunk now illuminated the sketchbook, turning dust motes into gold flecks and highlighting the scars on its binding. It felt less like an object and more like a dormant creature, a sleeping heart she was afraid to restart.

Bapaye’s warning, “Don’t trouble the ghosts,” now felt less like a caution and more like a prophecy. She had pulled the thread. Now, the entire tapestry was beginning to unravel.

With a reverence usually reserved for church, she ran her fingertips over the cover. It was soft as old skin, worn smooth at the corners from countless handlings. Whose hands? Not her mother’s, she was sure of it. This book had a gravity, an age, that her mother’s vibrant, impulsive energy didn’t possess.

Taking a shaky breath, she opened it again.

The first page, the painting of the Seven Coloured Earths, was even more breathtaking the second time. The artist hadn’t just depicted the sand; they had captured its essence. The red wasn’t just red; it was the rust of laterite, the colour of spilled life. The violet held the deep, bruised hue of twilight, and the yellow was the bright, bold gold of a Mauritain sun. They swirled together not like separate entities, but like blended emotions on a single, tumultuous palette. The earth’s heart, in stripes. It was a place she’d visited once on a school trip, a curious geological phenomenon. But in this painting, it was a living, breathing, sacred site.

And the words. “Where the earth wears its heart in stripes, begin.”

It was a riddle. A starting pistol shot in the silent race of her life.

Her thumb, trembling slightly, brushed the edge of the page. It was thick, high-quality paper, slightly cockled with age and what might have been humidity. She turned it.

The next page was a shock. It wasn’t a beautiful landscape, but a study of gnarled, ancient ebony trees in the Black River Gorges. The rendering was stark, almost brutal, in charcoal. The trees were twisted into agonized shapes, their branches like claws scraping at a brooding sky. There was a raw power here, a story of struggle and resilience. In the margin, a single word was written in the same elegant script: “Endure.”

She turned another page. A watercolour of the Tamarin salt pans at sunset, the crystalline pyramids of salt glowing like pink and orange pyramids against the flat, reflective pans. The sky was a wash of fire, and the figure of a salt worker, bent and shadowed, was a mere silhouette of labour against the blazing beauty. The caption beneath: “The sea’s white tears.”

Page after page, the island unfolded not as a postcard, but as a character. A complex, wounded, magnificent character. There were paintings of the roaring waterfall at Chamarel, a single, powerful plume of water crashing into a mist-shrouded pool. There were delicate ink sketches of the intricate ironwork on the balconies of Port Louis, and a haunting, almost abstract painting of the crumbling sea-wall at Souillac, where the waves exploded against black basalt cliffs into a fury of white spray.

Amaya was no longer just looking at pictures; she was reading a diary of the land itself. Each painting was a verse, each caption a cryptic line of poetry. The artist was a lover, an archaeologist of the island’s soul.

But who?

She carefully examined the inside of the front cover, the back, the space between pages. No name. No date. Just the art and the riddles.

Her eyes fell on the trunk again. If the sketchbook was here, maybe there were other clues. She gently placed the book aside and returned to the trunk, her movements now fueled by a focused intensity. She lifted the bundled letters, the ribbon so brittle it snapped at her touch. The top envelope was addressed to her grandfather, Bapaye, in a flowing, feminine hand she didn’t recognize. The postmark was blurred. She didn’t open it. It felt too private, a door to a room she wasn’t sure she was allowed to enter.

Beneath the letters, her fingers brushed against something hard and angular. She pushed aside a folded blanket and found a small, wooden box, inlaid with a simple mother-of-pearl design of a leaping marlin. Her breath hitched. She knew this box. It had sat on her mother’s dressing table, holding her few pieces of precious jewellery.

With trembling hands, she lifted it out. The latch was a simple brass hook. She opened it.

Inside, nestled on a bed of faded velvet, was not jewellery. It was a single, perfect, pearlescent conch shell, small enough to fit comfortably in her palm. Its interior was a swirl of pinks and creams, a miniature galaxy. And curled beside it was a faded, black-and-white photograph.

She picked up the photograph first. It was of a young woman, perhaps in her late teens, standing on the very jetty where Amaya had sat with Bapaye just hours before. She was beautiful, with a fierce, direct gaze that challenged the camera, her hair blowing wild in the sea breeze. She wore a simple cotton dress and held a painter’s palette in one hand. It was her mother. But a version of her mother Amaya had never known—untamed, full of a defiant joy, her whole life ahead of her.

Her eyes stung. This was the ghost. Not a sad, vanishing memory, but a vibrant, powerful force.

She put the photo down and picked up the conch. It was smooth and cool, its weight a comforting solidity in her hand. She lifted it to her ear.

Every child knows the cliché—the sound of the ocean in a shell. But this was different. This wasn't a generic, soothing rush. It was a specific, layered symphony. She could hear the high, thin whistle of the wind over the lagoon, the deep, resonant boom of the waves against the reef, and underneath it all, a faint, rhythmic pulse, like a distant drumbeat. It was the sound of this coast, this sea. It was as if the shell had not just captured sound, but memory itself.

A memory of her mother, perhaps, holding this very shell to her own ear.

The pieces were there, in this dusty attic: the map of the island, the portrait of the young artist, the shell that held the sea’s voice. But they were scattered, a jigsaw puzzle from different boxes. The sketchbook was the only thing that promised a way to assemble them.

She wrapped the book carefully back in its canvas shroud, a priestess protecting a relic. She placed the conch and the photograph in the pocket of her shorts. She closed the trunk lid, the soft thud a final note in the attic’s silent symphony. She had troubled the ghosts. And she found, to her surprise, that she was not afraid of them. They felt more like allies.

Climbing down the ladder, the sketchbook held securely under one arm, she felt the shift in the air immediately. The house was no longer just a shelter; it was a repository of secrets, and she was now its keeper.

She hid the sketchbook under her mattress, a childish hiding place, but the only one that felt immediately available. The conch and the photograph she placed inside the mother-of-pearl box, which she tucked beneath a stack of her own t-shirts in a drawer. The artifacts were safe. For now.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of agonizing slowness. The sun arced across the sky, bleaching the world with its intense midday light. She did her chores—sweeping the porch, washing the lunch dishes—her body moving on autopilot while her mind raced across the painted landscapes of the sketchbook.

Where the earth wears its heart in stripes, begin.

Chamarel. It was a place, a real place. She could go there. The thought was terrifying and exhilarating.

When Bapaye returned in the late afternoon, his skin smelling of salt and sun and his pirogue laden with a decent catch of red snapper, she watched him carefully. Did he know? Had he sent her up there knowing exactly what she would find?

He moved through his evening rituals with the same quiet economy as always, hosing down the boat, hanging the nets to dry, his movements a practiced, meditative dance. He glanced at her once, his honey-coloured eyes lingering on her face for a fraction of a second longer than usual.

“You opened the window?” he asked, his voice neutral.

“Yes, Bapaye,” she said, her own voice sounding strangely high-pitched to her ears.

He nodded, satisfied. “Good. The air in that room... it was too heavy.”

That was all. He asked no other questions. But the unspoken words hung between them, thick as the evening humidity. He knew she had done more than open a window. And she knew that he knew. It was a silent, fragile understanding, a new layer added to the quiet language they shared.

That night, sleep was impossible. The moon was a bright, watchful eye through her window, painting a silver path across the floor—a path that led directly to her mattress, and the treasure hidden beneath it. She could feel the sketchbook there, as if it emitted a low, magnetic hum.

After what felt like an eternity, she gave up. She slipped out of bed, retrieved the book, and by the pale light of the moon, she opened it once more. She didn’t need to see the colours clearly; the images were already burned onto the back of her eyelids. She traced the outlines of the painted dunes with her finger, feeling the faint texture of the watercolour paper.

Begin.

The word was a command. A summons.

She thought of her friends. Lina, with her restless energy and camera always at the ready, desperate for a story to tell, an adventure to
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