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    For the women who record when no one listens,who hide cassettes under floorboardsand wait decades for a daughter's ears.Your static is our inheritance.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The camera lies. The tape doesn't. Neither tells the whole truth."— from a conversation in Curepipe, 1987
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Chapter 1: The Perfect Shot
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The morning light spilled across Flic-en-Flac like honey that had been warmed too long in the sun—thick, golden, almost indecent in its generosity. Nadia Ramkissoon had seen this light a thousand times over three years of shooting at the resort, and still it had the power to make her pause. The lagoon stretched out before her, a flawless sheet of turquoise that seemed to forget, in this hour, that it was merely water. It looked like a postcard. It looked like a lie she had learned to love.

She adjusted the honeymoon couple’s pose for the third time, her voice soft but firm. The woman—young, sunburned across the shoulders, wearing a smile that had started to ache—shifted her weight from one foot to the other. The man held her waist with the uncertain grip of someone who had been told to look natural and had forgotten what that meant.

“Smile wider, yes—like that,” Nadia said, crouching slightly to improve the angle. “Tilt your heads together. Look like you’re in love.”

The words came out automatic, rehearsed from hundreds of similar shoots. She did not mean them unkindly. Love, after all, was a performance like any other. The couple obeyed, their foreheads touching, their teeth appearing in unison. The shutter clicked obediently, capturing the moment before it could curdle into awkwardness.

Behind them, the sea glittered with the particular cruelty of tropical mornings. A local fisherman dragged his pirogue through the shallows, his body bent against the pull of the wooden hull. His presence was an unwelcome shadow in her frame—an interruption, a reminder that this paradise had been someone’s workplace long before it became someone’s honeymoon. Nadia waited for him to pass. He did not pass quickly enough.

She took the shot anyway, already knowing she would erase him later.



The editing pavilion stood at the edge of the resort’s main pool, shaded by a thatched roof that had been replaced twice since she started working here. Palm fronds rattled overhead, and the distant thrum of a steel drum band drifted from the beach bar where a German tour group was being taught how to dance the sega. Nadia settled onto her usual stool, pulled her laptop from its padded sleeve, and plugged in her memory card with the efficiency of a surgeon reaching for a scalpel.

Her fingers moved with practiced cruelty across the trackpad. She brightened the sky first—bleaching out the faint haze that had gathered over the mountains, turning the horizon into something almost cartoonishly blue. Then she deepened the color of the water, saturating the lagoon until it glowed like a gemstone in a jewelry store window. The fisherman went next: a few precise clicks, a stamp tool dragged across his dark silhouette, and he vanished as though he had never existed. A shred of plastic wrapper on the sand—caught in the corner of the frame, probably from a juice box discarded by a child—disappeared with two more clicks.

The final image glowed on her screen. Paradise distilled, consumable, safe. No sweat, no labor, no waste. Just two people in love against a backdrop that had never actually existed anywhere except inside her editing software.

She uploaded it to the resort’s Instagram account, typing the caption with one hand while reaching for her coffee with the other. Mauritius: Where Dreams Kiss the Horizon. The hashtags came next—seven of them, strategically chosen by the marketing manager who had never picked up a camera in her life. #Mauritius #ParadiseFound #HoneymoonGoals #BeachWedding #TravelLuxury #IndianOcean #IslandLife

The likes would come within minutes. They always did.



Nadia leaned back on her stool and watched the real lagoon through the pavilion’s open side. A group of children from the local village were splashing at the water’s edge, unsupervised, their laughter carrying across the sand. Their presence was not in the resort’s brochure. Neither was the fisherman who had finally beached his pirogue and was now sitting on an overturned bucket, eating something from a metal container. She had photographed him once, two years ago, on her own time. He had asked her not to show his face to anyone.

She had kept that promise. It was one of the few she had kept.

Her phone buzzed against the wooden table, the vibration skittering across the grain. She glanced at the screen. Maman. The name sat there like a small stone in her chest. She already knew what the message would say before she opened it.

Ta mamie la mort. Ou pé vini?

Grandmother gone. The words landed in her stomach and stayed there, heavy and undigestible. Curepipe was calling her back like an unpaid debt, the kind that accumulated interest in ways you could never calculate. She read the message twice, then set the phone face-down on the table.

The lagoon outside had not changed. The children were still splashing. The fisherman was still eating. The steel drum band was still playing a song that had been rearranged so many times for tourists that even the original melody had forgotten itself.

Nadia glanced at the browser tab still open beside her editing software. She had forgotten to close it again. Australian immigration requirements—the search results stared back at her, full of points systems and skill assessments and English tests. She had been looking at them for eighteen months now, on and off, in the quiet moments between shoots and edits and the hollow performance of her professional smile. She hovered the cursor over the tab, her finger resting on the trackpad.

Not today. Maybe never.

She closed the window.



The staff changing room was a narrow concrete box behind the resort’s kitchen, smelling of bleach, sunscreen, and the particular musk of people who had been standing in heat for too many hours. A cracked mirror hung above a chipped sink. Nadia turned the camera on herself, lifting it to eye level as though she were photographing another client.

The flash lit her face—perfect teeth from two years of orthodontics she had paid for herself, empty eyes that had learned to smile on command. Her skin was the color of strong tea, freckled across the nose from years of refusing to wear the wide-brimmed hats that foreign tourists found so charming. She looked, she thought, like someone who had been edited. Like a photograph that had been brightened and saturated and cloned until the original was barely recognizable.

For a second, the light in the changing room stuttered.

She noticed it only because she noticed everything—that was her job, after all, the noticing of imperfections. The fluorescent tube above the mirror flickered once, twice, a dying heartbeat of electricity. The camera’s flash echoed the flicker, and for a moment the two lights seemed to speak to each other in a language Nadia did not understand.

Then the tube steadied. The camera’s battery showed full. Everything returned to normal, and she was left staring at her own reflection as though she had caught it doing something it shouldn’t.

She lowered the camera and pressed her palm against the cool surface of the mirror. The glass was smudged with fingerprints—her own, and those of every other woman who had stood here before a shift, adjusting a bikini strap or wiping sweat from a brow or practicing a smile that would convince strangers to part with their money.

The flicker had probably been nothing. A faulty wire. The island’s notoriously unreliable power grid. She had grown up in Curepipe, where the electricity cut out so often that candles were considered a standard household appliance. A flickering light was not an omen. It was not a message from her dead grandmother. It was just bad infrastructure.

Nadia took a breath and held it.

Ta mamie la mort.

She had not cried yet. That fact sat at the back of her throat like a bone she could not swallow or spit out. Her grandmother had been the one who taught her to hold a camera—an old Soviet model, heavy as a brick, that had belonged to her grandfather. Cadre bien, the old woman would say, her hands guiding Nadia’s small fingers. Frame it properly. The world is chaos. Your job is to choose what people see.

She had done exactly that, for three years. She had chosen what people saw. She had erased fishermen and plastic wrappers and the tiredness in honeymooners’ eyes. She had turned a small island in the Indian Ocean into a backdrop for other people’s fantasies, and she had been paid for it, and she had told herself that this was a kind of power.

Now her grandmother was dead, and the light was flickering, and she could not remember the last time she had taken a photograph that showed the truth.



She walked back to the staff entrance through the service corridor, past crates of imported vegetables and boxes of wine from France and a stack of lounge chairs waiting for repairs. The kitchen doors swung open as she passed, releasing a wave of heat and the smell of frying samosas. A line cook she knew only as Ravi nodded at her without speaking. She nodded back.

Outside, the morning had ripened into something harsher. The sun was higher now, bleaching the color from the sand, driving the tourists toward the shade of the pool bar. Nadia stood at the edge of the property and looked back at the resort—the white walls, the manicured gardens, the infinity pool that seemed to spill into the sea. It was beautiful, she thought. It was also a construction, as deliberate and fragile as any of her edited photographs.

A bus waited at the stop across the road, its engine idling. The sign in the window said Curepipe in faded letters. She could see passengers through the dusty glass—an old woman with a basket of vegetables, a young man in a school uniform, a toddler asleep on its mother’s lap. The bus would wind through the sugarcane fields, climb into the highlands, and deposit her in the misty town where her grandmother’s body was waiting to be buried.

She did not get on it. Not yet.

Instead, she walked back to the pavilion, opened her laptop, and reopened the Australian immigration website. She scrolled through the requirements again—the points test, the age limit, the list of eligible occupations. Photographer was on the list. She had checked. She had checked twelve times.

Her phone buzzed again. Another message from her mother: Pouki ou pa repon?

Why aren’t you answering?

Nadia typed back: Mo pe vini aster. I’m coming now. She did not know if it was true. She did not know if she would actually board the bus or if she would stay here, at the resort, editing out fishermen and pretending that the world could be made beautiful by deleting the parts she did not want to see.

She closed the laptop and stood up. The lagoon glittered in the distance, still turquoise, still flawless, still lying to anyone who looked at it from the right angle.

The fisherman had finished his lunch. He was walking back to his pirogue, pushing it toward the water with the same bent-body effort as before. Nadia watched him go, and for a moment she raised her camera—not to photograph the lagoon, not to capture another honeymoon couple, but simply to see him. To see him truly, without editing.

She did not press the shutter.

She lowered the camera, picked up her bag, and walked toward the bus stop.

The morning light continued to spill across Flic-en-Flac like honey, indifferent to the dead, indifferent to the living, indifferent to the small woman who was finally, after three years, going home to a funeral she had been avoiding since the day she left.



Behind her, in the empty pavilion, the laptop screen flickered once.

The editing software was still open. The photograph of the honeymoon couple still glowed on the screen—bright sky, turquoise water, no fisherman, no plastic wrapper, no truth.

For a second, the image wavered, as though the file itself was uncertain of what it wanted to be.

Then the flicker stopped, and the paradise held.
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Chapter 2: The Bus to Curepipe
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The afternoon bus arrived twenty minutes late, which was early by Mauritian standards. Nadia climbed aboard and paid her fare without looking at the driver—a thick-shouldered man who chewed gum with the mechanical rhythm of someone who had been driving this route for two decades and intended to drive it for two more. She took a window seat near the back, where the air was less air-conditioned and more real.

The bus smelled of rain that hadn't yet fallen, sweat that had dried and re-formed on the vinyl seats, and the faint, warm scent of dhal puri wrapped in newspaper. A vendor had passed through the terminal moments before departure, and several passengers were already eating, their fingers stained yellow with curry. Nadia pressed her forehead against the vibrating window as the bus lurched away from the curb.

The coastal road unspooled first—flat, straight, bordered by sea grape and casuarina trees that leaned away from the ocean as though tired of its noise. The lagoon appeared in flashes between the foliage, turquoise and unbothered, the same water she had photographed that morning. It looked different from here, behind dusty glass, surrounded by people who would never stay at the resort where she worked. It looked like a place where people fished and swam and lived, not a postcard waiting to happen.

The bus began to climb.

The transformation was gradual at first. The sea grape gave way to sugarcane, tall stalks pressing close to the road on either side, their green fronds whispering against the windows like fingers. The air changed—thicker, cooler, carrying the smell of damp earth and crushed vegetation. Nadia opened her window a crack, and the wind rushed in, carrying with it the memory of childhood drives to her grandmother's house, when the world had seemed larger and the mist had felt like magic rather than a warning.

Each kilometer pulled her further from the curated life she had built and closer to the one she had tried to outrun.



A vendor shuffled down the aisle, calling out his wares in rapid Creole. His basket was piled with fried flatbreads wrapped in brown paper, their surfaces glistening with oil. The smell hit Nadia like a memory given form—hot dhal puri, the split peas crushed inside, the slight burn of chili paste spread too thickly by a grandmother who believed children should learn to handle heat.

Grandmother used to make them fresh on Sunday mornings, humming old sega tunes while the dough slapped against her palms. Nadia would sit on a stool in the corner of the kitchen, too short to reach the counter, watching the transformation of flour and water and patience into something that could be held in two hands. Mangé, the old woman would say, pressing a warm bundle into her small fingers. Eat. The world is hard enough on an empty stomach.

Nadia bought one without thinking, passing a crumpled note to the vendor and receiving the warm paper package in return. The first bite flooded her mouth with salt, fat, and the particular earthiness of split peas cooked until they surrendered. The grease stained the wrapper in translucent patches, like old photographs developing in reverse.

She ate slowly, watching the landscape shift outside the window. The sugarcane gave way to pine forest—introduced species, the guidebooks always noted, from some colonial project that had reshaped the island's highlands. The trees stood in straight, unnatural rows, their needles dark against the gray sky. Mist gathered between their trunks, thin and patient, waiting for the temperature to drop enough to thicken.

"Ou pé travay dans un otel? Li bon sa!"

The voice came from across the aisle, loud with forced cheer. Nadia turned to find a woman her own age grinning at her—broad face, bright eyes, hair pulled back in a scarf patterned with red and yellow flowers. Recognition flickered, then settled. Marie-Ange. Primary school. They had sat next to each other in Standard Three, trading secrets about which boys they liked and sharing lunch when one of them had forgotten theirs.

"Marie-Ange," Nadia said, the name surfacing from years of disuse. "I didn't recognize you."

"Of course you didn't. You left and never looked back." The words were not unkind, but they carried an edge that Marie-Ange softened with another grin. "I saw you on Instagram. The resort photos. Very beautiful. Very clean."

The subtext was clear: You escaped the fate of the rest of us. Nadia offered a small smile and looked away, pretending fascination with the passing landscape. Marie-Ange did not press further, turning instead to speak with the woman beside her, but the silence between them had changed. It had become the silence of two people who had once known each other's secrets and no longer remembered what those secrets were.



The bus climbed higher. The mist thickened, pressing against the windows like breath on glass. Nadia wiped a circle clear with her sleeve and watched as the sugarcane and pine gave way to tea plantations—green terraces cut into the hillsides, the bushes low and ancient, their leaves dark with the particular richness of volcanic soil. Workers moved between the rows, bent at the waist, their baskets strapped across their foreheads in the old style.

A large billboard flashed by on the roadside, its paint faded and streaked from years of rain. Mauritius: Paradise Found—the letters were still legible, but barely, the slogan undermined by rust and neglect. Beneath it, someone had spray-painted in bold red: Paradise Lost. The contradiction hung in the air like the mist itself, beautiful on the surface, defiant underneath.

Nadia thought of her edited photographs, the fishermen and plastic wrappers removed, the skies brightened until they no longer resembled anything real. She thought of the resort's Instagram feed, the endless scroll of honeymooners and infinity pools and sunsets that had been shifted a few degrees warmer. She thought of the word paradise and wondered who had invented it and why anyone had believed them.

The bus rounded a curve, and Curepipe appeared in the distance—a sprawl of rooftops and church steeples, half-swallowed by the fog that gave the town its name. Curepipe, from the French cure-pipe, pipe-cleaner, a joke about the early settlers who stopped here to clear their tobacco pipes before continuing the journey. The town had been born as an afterthought, a pause between destinations, and it had never quite outgrown that identity.

Nadia clutched her bag tighter. Inside were her camera, her laptop, and nothing from her grandmother except the weight of absence. She had not brought flowers or food or any of the offerings her mother would expect. She had brought herself, which felt like the smallest gift she could offer.



The fog rolled in thick and silent as the bus entered Curepipe's outskirts. The streets narrowed, lined with colonial-era buildings whose wooden shutters hung crooked on their hinges. Shops sold everything from fabric to hardware to funeral wreaths wrapped in plastic. Schoolchildren in crisp uniforms walked in clusters, their laughter muted by the damp air. A dog slept on a doorstep, undisturbed by the bus's diesel engine.

Nadia recognized this street, this corner, this particular shade of gray on the sky. She had walked these pavements every day for eighteen years, from her mother's house to the bus stop to the lycée where she had learned to speak French without an accent and English without hesitation. She had walked them in uniform, in jeans, in the cheap sandals that left marks between her toes. She had walked them on the day her father disappeared, when the fog had been thick like this, and no one had been able to tell her where he had gone.

The bus stopped at the central station, a concrete building that had once been painted yellow and was now the color of old teeth. Passengers began to gather their belongings, shaking out stiff limbs and murmuring goodbyes. Marie-Ange caught her eye again and nodded, a small gesture that carried years of unspoken understanding. Nadia nodded back, and then the other woman was gone, swallowed by the crowd.

She stepped off the bus and onto the wet pavement. The air here was different from Flic-en-Flac—cooler, damper, carrying the smell of mildew and rain and the particular sweetness of someone frying gateaux piments in a nearby kitchen. The fog muffled sound, deadening the traffic and the voices until the whole town seemed to be holding its breath.



Nadia stood for a moment at the edge of the station, her bag slung over her shoulder, and let the weight of return settle across her chest. She had been away for three years. Three years of turquoise water and white sand and the constant click of her camera shutter. Three years of editing out the parts of the island that did not fit the brochure. Three years of not coming home.

Her mother's house was a twenty-minute walk from the station, up a steep hill lined with jacaranda trees that would not bloom for another month. Nadia started walking, her shoes splashing through shallow puddles. The fog parted around her like a curtain, then closed again behind her, as though the town was swallowing her whole.

She passed the bakery where she had bought pain au chocolat on school mornings, still warm from the oven. It was shuttered now, a For Sale sign taped to the window in fading ink. She passed the church where her grandmother had been baptized, married, and would now be buried, its stone walls covered in lichen the color of rust. She passed the small park where she had learned to ride a bicycle, falling so many times that her knees were permanently scarred.

Everything was smaller than she remembered. The streets, the buildings, the distance between landmarks. She had grown up and grown away, and the town had not grown with her. It had stayed exactly as it was, waiting for her to return and notice how little it had changed.



A man emerged from a side alley as she passed, his face half-hidden by the hood of his jacket. He did not look at her, but something about the set of his shoulders made her slow her pace. She knew him—not his face, but the way he moved, the careful avoidance of her gaze. He turned left at the next corner, and she watched him disappear into the fog, his footsteps fading like echoes in a cave.

The hair on the back of her neck stood up. She told herself it was the cold. The highlands were always cold, even in summer, even when the sun was shining somewhere above the mist. But the sun was not shining, and the cold felt less like weather and more like something else.

She walked faster.

The house appeared at the end of the street, the same house she had grown up in, the same house where her grandmother had lived for sixty years. It was a Creole cottage, painted pale blue that had faded to something closer to gray, with a tin roof that sang in the rain and wooden shutters that never quite closed all the way. A bougainvillea had overtaken the front wall, its magenta flowers bright against the muted fog.

Nadia stopped at the gate. Her hand rested on the latch, but she did not push it open. She could see movement inside—her mother's silhouette passing behind the curtained window, the flicker of candlelight where the electricity had failed again. She could hear voices, low and murmuring, the sound of people gathered to offer condolences and eat food and pretend that death was something that happened to other families.

Ta mamie la mort.

The words had arrived by text message, four words in Creole that had stopped her heart and started something else. Her grandmother was dead, and Nadia had been three hours away, editing a photograph of a honeymoon
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Some truths won't stay cropped out.
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