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    For the keepers of the quiet songs,Whose hands are maps of where they belong.For those who hear the roots beneath the rain,And plant their hope, and try again.
For every seed saved from a storm's dark breath,For stories cheated of a market's death.This verse is soil, this line a vine,For your enduring, steadfast design.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Progress that asks us to forget is not a path forward, but a slow retreat. The true future is a chorus, where every old note finds its place in the new song." 
— From the notebooks of Moïse Ravinal
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Chapter 1: The City Goodbye
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The taxi smelled of pine-scented cleaner and yesterday’s rain. Lena pressed her forehead against the cool, slightly gritty window, letting the vibration of the engine travel through her skull and into her teeth. Port Louis wasn’t just awake; it was in the middle of a shouting match with itself, and it was winning.

Outside, the world was a chaotic, beautiful blur. A symphony of impatience played on car horns—short, sharp blasts from weaving scooters, deep, aggrieved bellows from stalled trucks. The humid air, already thick at seven in the morning, carried a layered perfume: the yeasty sweetness of fresh dholl puri steam from Mr. Lall’s cart on the corner, the sharp, salty tang of fried mine bouilli from a sidewalk wok, the ever-present acrid breath of diesel fumes. Neon signs from Chinese trading companies and late-night bars flickered a tired goodbye, their pink and green glow paling against the climbing sun. Buildings, a jumble of colonial-era French facades bleached by time and sleek, glass-fronted banks, flashed past the window.

In her lap, her phone was a live thing, a persistent, buzzing nerve ending.

Vini ou bien. U gonna get so buff carrying buckets of water lol. – Jason

Think of it as a detox. From, like, people. – Sophie

Seriously, send pics. Even if it’s just a cow. ESPECIALLY if it’s a cow. – Anika

Your mum said it’s only two months. That’s like... one semester of Netflix. You’ll survive. – Marcus

She didn’t type a single reply. Her thumbs felt heavy, disconnected from the flashing digital keyboard. Instead, she watched her city perform its morning ballet. She saw Mrs. Chakoory, a tiny woman in a bright sari, methodically arranging pyramids of lentils and beans outside her grocery, her movements as familiar to Lena as her own mother’s. She saw a group of schoolboys in immaculate white shirts, ties askew, shoving each other and laughing by the bus stand, their backpacks swinging. She knew the quickest route from her apartment to the café that sold the best gâteaux piments, the backstreet where you could find vintage band t-shirts, the spot on the Champ de Mars seawall where the breeze was just right in the evening. This was her ecosystem. She knew its rhythms, its shortcuts, its noise. She knew how to belong here.

The taxi jerked to a halt behind a bus, its rear end emitting a cloud of black smoke that enveloped them momentarily. The driver, a man with kind eyes and a radio tuned to a low, mournful séga station, clicked his tongue.

“Traffic, ti-fiille,” he said, catching her eye in the rearview. “Always like this. You going far?”

Lena shifted, the straps of her overloaded backpack digging into her shoulders. It was a physical anchor, a weight of her own choosing stuffed with the essentials of her old life: noise-cancelling headphones, a power bank, three novels, her favourite hoodie. It felt like a betrayal, this bag. As if it, too, wanted to remind her she was leaving something vital behind.

“Trou-aux-Biches,” she said, the name feeling foreign on her tongue.

“Ah,” the driver nodded, a world of understanding in the syllable. “Family?”

“My grandfather.”

“Good. Good. The air is better there.”

The bus moved. The taxi lurched forward, merging into the stream of metal and life. Lena turned back to the window. They were leaving the dense commercial heart now, passing the Jummah Mosque with its brilliant white arches, heading toward the motorway that traced the coastline. The buildings began to shed stories, shrinking from six to three to one. The packed, pulsating energy of the city centre began to dilute, stretching out, breathing more deeply.

“Two months,” she muttered, the words swallowed by the rumble of the engine and the séga’s plaintive violin. “A lifetime in the middle of absolute nowhere.”

Her mother’s voice was there, a persistent echo in the hollow of her mind. It wasn’t the gentle, cajoling voice of her childhood, but the firm, pragmatic tone of recent years. Lena, this isn’t a negotiation. Your grandfather is seventy-eight. He lives alone. He needs help with the land after the last storm, and he won’t ask for it. Family looks after family.

She had armed herself with arguments. I have summer prep classes. My friends are all here. I’ll lose my internship spot at the design firm. It’s the twenty-first century, we can hire someone to help him.

Her mother’s final blow had been soft, and all the more devastating for it. She’d placed a worn, blue airmail envelope on Lena’s desk. He asked for you, Lena. Specifically.

Inside, in a spidery, careful script, were a few lines.

Mo chère Lena,
The fields are green after the rains. The mangoes are sweet this year. I have saved some for you. It would do an old man good to see his city granddaughter. Your room is waiting.
Granpapa Moïse
Guilt, warm and cloying as the city air, had wrapped itself around her protests and smothered them. The decision, as her mother said, was no longer hers to make. It was a done thing, packaged in duty and a strange, quiet pull from that spidery handwriting.

She slouched deeper into the cracked vinyl seat, tugging the sleeves of her hoodie over her hands. The air conditioning was a feeble gasp against the gathering heat.

As they merged onto the coastal road, the transformation became profound. The concrete jungle fell away completely. On one side, the land opened up into a vast, emerald sea—not of water, but of sugarcane. It stretched to the distant, purple-humped mountains, a rippling, whispering ocean of green under the vast Mauritian sky. The stalks, taller than a man, swayed in a synchronized dance, their rustle a constant, shushing sound through the open window. On the other side, beyond a strip of spindly, wind-bent filao trees, was the real ocean. The Indian Ocean, a breathtaking, impossible blue that shifted from turquoise near the white-sand beaches to a deep, profound navy at the horizon. It sparkled under the sun, indifferent to her turmoil, ancient and calm.

The city sounds faded, replaced by a new orchestra. The wind through the cane. The distant cry of a tropicbird. The hum of the tires on the asphalt. The air changed its recipe. The complex urban stew was gone. Now it was clean, sharp salt, the rich, damp scent of freshly turned earth, and the cloying, wonderful sweetness of flowering frangipani and overripe fruit from roadside trees. Lena breathed in, and the unfamiliarity of it made her chest tight. She wasn’t sure if she liked it. It felt too big, too empty, too honest.

A sudden, desperate need for a familiar soundtrack seized her. She fumbled with her earphones, jamming them in, scrolling through her playlists. She chose one labelled URBAN PULSE, all driving synth beats and confident, angry rap. She cranked the volume until it thumped in her eardrums.

But something was wrong. The music, which usually filled her up, made her feel powerful and connected in the city’s concrete canyons, here it sounded tinny, intrusive, and absurdly small. It was a feeble shout against the vast, quiet singing of the land and sea. It didn’t drown out the unease; it highlighted it. The bassline felt artificial against the primordial rhythm of the wind.

She hit pause. The silence that rushed in wasn’t silent at all. It was full. It was the cane whispering, the distant wave-crash, the buzz of insects. It was alive in a way the city’s noise wasn’t. The city’s noise was a barrier, a wall you built your identity against. This... this was something you had to step into. Or be consumed by.

A deep, cold knot of anxiety tightened in her stomach. The curated digital life on her phone—the messages, the playlists, the social feeds—felt like pages from a book about someone else. Who was she outside of that? Who was Lena Perrine without the bustling, forgiving anonymity of Port Louis?

The taxi sped past a small cluster of brightly painted wooden houses, a village clinging to the roadside. A woman in a floral dress hung washing on a line. A shirtless old man sat on a porch step, watching the world go by. Their lives seemed rooted, specific to this patch of earth and sky. Her life in the city felt mobile, transferable, a collection of experiences and connections that existed independently of place.

What if, in this place that was so specific, so rooted, she didn’t fit at all? What if she was a weed in her grandfather’s ordered rows? What if her city sharpness, her impatient energy, was useless here? What if, for two months, she was just... invisible?

The thought was a chilling whisper. She had fought so hard in the city to be seen, to carve out a space in her friend group, in her classes, in the vibrant, competitive swirl of it. The idea of being unseen, of not mattering to the landscape, was terrifying.

“We are almost there, ti-fiille,” the driver said, his voice pulling her from the spiral. “The village after next.”

She nodded, unable to speak. The sugarcane fields gave way to smaller plots now—neat rectangles of chili plants, rows of young tomato vines staked with bamboo, the broad, lush leaves of manioc. The houses were more frequent, painted in faded, sun-bleached shades of robin’s egg blue, mint green, and sunflower yellow. Corrugated iron roofs, rusted to a painterly palette of oranges and browns, shimmered in the heat. She saw a child chasing a chicken, a cloud of red dust rising around his bare feet. She saw an old Citroën van, more rust than metal, parked under a huge, shady banyan tree.

This was it. This was the nowhere she’d dreaded.

The taxi slowed, then bumped off the smooth tarmac onto a narrow, unpaved road, little more than a wide path of hard-packed red earth rutted by tractor tires. They jolted along for another five minutes, passing smallholdings where the scent of woodsmoke and baking bread now mixed with the earthy smells. The driver finally came to a stop beside a lone, crooked mail post with the number 47 hand-painted in white.

“Here,” he said, turning off the engine. The sudden quiet was a physical shock.

He got out, opened the boot, and heaved her suitcase—a hard-shell, bright pink relic of a family holiday—onto the dusty ground. It looked ludicrous here, an alien spacecraft that had landed in the wrong century.

Lena climbed out, her legs stiff. The air was different again—cooler, softer, carrying the chill of dawn not yet fully burned away. The sky in the east was a delicate watercolour of peach and lavender. And the noise... it was a gentle cacophony. Roosters called from every direction, a conversational, competitive soundtrack. Somewhere, a dog barked lazily. From the dense trees nearby, a chorus of birdsong erupted, melodic and chaotic.

“You want I wait?” the driver asked, looking from her to the single dirt track leading away between two fields of tall, leafy plants she couldn’t name.

“No,” Lena said, finding her voice. It sounded small. “No, thank you. I’m... I’m fine.”

He gave her a kind, slightly pitying smile, nodded, and got back in his taxi. With a three-point turn that kicked up a cloud of red dust, he was gone. The sound of his engine faded, swallowed by the fields and the birdsong.

And just like that, she was alone.

Truly, utterly alone. The connection to her old life was literally driving away in a cloud of dust. She stood beside her absurd pink suitcase, her oversized backpack a turtle shell on her shoulders, at the edge of a world she did not understand.

She took a deep, shuddering breath. The air was so clean it hurt. It tasted of green things and damp soil and a floral note she couldn’t place.

“Okay, Lena,” she whispered to herself. “Two months. You can do anything for two months.”

She grabbed the extendable handle of her suitcase, clicked it upright, and began to roll it down the dirt path. The wheels, designed for airport linoleum and city pavements, immediately protested, catching and bumping in the ruts. It was like dragging a stubborn animal.

The path wound between small, lovingly tended plots. She passed a house with a veranda strung with drying fish, their silvery scales catching the light. An old woman wearing a wide-brimmed hat was on her knees, planting something with quick, precise movements. She looked up as Lena passed. Her face was a map of wrinkles, her eyes dark and bright.

“Ki manière, ti-fiille?” she called out, her voice warm and cracked like old leather.

Lena froze. Her Creole was passive, something heard in markets and from her mother on the phone, not actively spoken. She fumbled for the words, her tongue clumsy.

“Mo... mo bien, merci,” she managed, the accent feeling all wrong in her mouth.

The woman’s smile widened, revealing a gap where a tooth was missing. “Bon. Bon arrivée.” Welcome.

She went back to her planting. The simple, warm interaction, the lack of further demand, left Lena disoriented. In the city, a stranger’s greeting often wanted something—money, a moment, your attention. This felt like a gift, freely given.

She trudged on, the suitcase becoming heavier. According to her mother’s directions, the house was at the end of this path, bordered by fields on three sides. As she rounded a bend, she saw it.

It wasn’t a house as she knew it. It was a low, sprawling bungalow with a deep, shaded veranda that wrapped around two sides. The walls were washed in a faded, powdery blue. The roof was corrugated iron, rusted at the edges to a lace-like pattern. It sat in a wide clearing, surrounded not by a fence, but by a riot of life: hibiscus bushes heavy with red blooms, a trellis sagging with purple morning glories, and beyond, the ordered rows of his crops stretching towards the rising hills.

And there he was.

Even from a distance, she knew it was him. He was tall and lean, his posture not bowed but economical, like a well-made tool. He wore a broad straw hat, its brim casting his face in shadow, and simple blue work clothes faded by countless washes and suns. He was bent over in a patch of dark earth, his hands moving with a slow, deliberate rhythm, planting seedlings from a tray beside him.

Lena stopped, the suitcase settling into the dust. She watched him. He was utterly absorbed, part of the landscape. A heron standing in a pond was less still. This was her grandfather. The man from the faded photographs in her mother’s album, the sender of the careful blue-airmail letters, the reason she was exiled from her life.

A swell of something—resentment? curiosity? dread?—rose in her throat. She called out, the name her mother used feeling formal and strange.

“Moïse?”

The figure went still. Then, slowly, he straightened. He turned. From under the brim of the hat, she saw his face. It was lean, the skin the colour of teak, etched with deep lines that spoke of sun and laughter, not just age. His eyes found her, and for a moment, they just looked. Then, his face transformed. The serious lines melted, his mouth curling into a wide, unguarded grin that was pure, startling joy.

“Lena!” he called, his voice deeper than she’d imagined, carrying easily across the space. “Mo kontan ou in pé vini!” I am happy you came!

He pulled his hands from the soil, wiping them roughly on his trousers, and began to walk towards her. His gait was swift, sure-footed, the walk of a man who knew every inch of his ground. The distance between them closed.

He stopped a few feet away, still smiling, his eyes taking her in—the hoodie, the backpack, the ridiculous suitcase. He didn’t seem to see the city in her, or chose not to. He just saw her.

“You are here,” he said, switching to French, his accent a melodic blend of Creole rhythms. “Look at you. A woman now.”

Before she could muster a reply, a hug, or a handshake, he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her. It wasn’t a polite, tentative embrace. It was firm, whole-hearted. She was enveloped in a new symphony of smells: rich, loamy soil, the clean salt of dried sweat, the faint, sun-baked scent of cotton, and beneath it all, something green and vital, like crushed grass. It was the absolute opposite of the pine cleaner and petrol of the taxi. It was unfamiliar, deeply foreign, and yet, undeniably, fundamentally real. A strange, unexpected comfort seeped through her stiff posture.

He pulled back, holding her by the shoulders, his hands strong and callused. “You have your mother’s eyes,” he said, studying her face. “But your father’s stubborn chin, I think.”

Lena managed a weak smile. She shifted her weight, and her white sneakers sank slightly into the soft, damp earth at the edge of the path. The sensation made her gasp quietly. It was cool, yielding, alive. She could feel the moisture seep through the thin canvas, the subtle give and texture of it. The ground here wasn’t just something you walked on; it was a presence. It breathed. In the city, the ground was concrete, asphalt, tile—barriers, dead things separating you from the earth. Here, there was no separation.

She looked from her sinking feet up to her grandfather’s expectant, happy face. The roosters crowed, the birds argued in the trees, and the sugarcane whispered its endless secret on the breeze.

She had arrived.

And standing there, in the cool, breathing earth, with the scent of soil and man and green things wrapped around her, Lena Perrine, city girl, expert in noise and neon, felt a single, clear thought pierce through the anxiety and resentment.

I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing here.

The adventure, terrifying and immense, had begun.
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Chapter 2: The Village Awakens
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The inside of the blue house was a museum of quiet, cool shadows. It smelled of old wood, lemongrass polish, and something else—something like dried herbs and time. The main room was sparsely furnished: a worn but sturdy wooden table, four mismatched chairs, a sideboard holding a few ceramic dishes. A single, elegant crucifix hung on one wall, opposite a faded, framed photograph of a much younger Moïse and a beautiful woman with a serene smile—his wife, Lena’s grandmother, who had died before Lena was born. The air was still, holding its breath.

Grandfather Moïse lifted her pink suitcase as if it were filled with feathers and carried it down a short, dark corridor. “This is you,” he said, pushing open a wooden door with a glass knob.

The room was small, square, and flooded with morning light from a large, uncurtained window. It contained a narrow bed with a wrought-iron frame, a simple wooden wardrobe, and a small desk under the window. A crisp white sheet was stretched taut over the thin mattress, and a single pillow in a blue cotton case waited at the head. It was austere, clean, and utterly unlike her cluttered, poster-covered bedroom in Port Louis. It felt less like a bedroom and more like a cell in a very peaceful, sun-drenched monastery.

“The bathroom is there,” he said, pointing to a door across the hall. “Water from the rain tanks is for bathing. Drinking water is in the big bottles in the kitchen.” He set her suitcase down beside the bed. “You rest. The journey is long. I will finish in the field.”

And then he was gone, his footsteps soft on the wooden floorboards, leaving her alone in the silent, sunlit box.

Lena stood motionless for a full minute, listening. The silence was a physical presence. No hum of a refrigerator, no distant traffic, no bass line from a neighbour’s stereo. Just... a void. Then, as her ears adjusted, the void began to fill. A faint, rhythmic drip-drip-drip from outside—a leaking tap into a metal bucket. The gentle rustle of the mango tree’s leaves brushing against the corrugated roof. A gecko chirping its tock-tock-tock call from a high corner. It wasn't silence; it was a different kind of noise, slow and biological.

She walked to the window. The view was a painting in vibrant green and brown. Directly below, a small, neat kitchen garden grew—clumps of lettuce, fronds of parsley, the spiky leaves of pineapple plants. Beyond that, the land belonging to her grandfather unfolded. She could see now it wasn't just random planting. It was a mosaic. Neat rows of tomato plants, staked and tied, formed a regimented green battalion. Next to them, a patch of taller, leafy plants she guessed might be maize. Further off, the chaotic, lush tangle of fruit trees—mango, of course, but also what looked like lychee and longan, their branches heavy. And surrounding it all, the ever-present, whispering wall of sugarcane on the boundary. It was ordered yet wild, productive yet beautiful. It was the antithesis of the concrete grid of the city.

Her phone, still in her hand, showed a single, pathetic bar of signal that flickered in and out of existence. A digital ghost. She had a sudden, crushing feeling of isolation. She was a drop of oil in this vast bowl of water, unable to mix, unable to connect.

With a sigh, she unzipped her suitcase. The sound was obscenely loud. She unpacked mechanically, placing her folded clothes in the empty wardrobe, her stack of novels on the desk, her headphones beside them. The ritual of placing her things in this foreign space felt futile, like building a sandcastle as the tide came in. Her bright, synthetic city clothes looked garish against the plain, pale wood.

A wave of exhaustion, emotional and physical, rolled over her. She kicked off her dirt-stained sneakers and lay down on the bed without pulling back the sheet. The mattress was thin and firm. She stared at the ceiling, where a single, slow-moving fan rotated with a soft, rhythmic click. The gecko continued its conversation with itself.

Two months, she thought, the number echoing in the quiet. Fifty-six nights in this silent room. Over a thousand hours of... this.

She must have dozed, because when she opened her eyes again, the angle of the sun had changed, striping the floor with hotter, whiter light. The sounds from outside had changed, too. The birdsong was less frantic. She could hear the distant, melodic call of a vendor—“Tih-roots! Douce-coco!”—and the occasional putter of a small motorbike. The village was going about its day.

Her stomach growled, a rude, immediate demand. She hadn’t eaten since a snatched pastry at dawn in Port Louis. Reluctantly, she swung her legs off the bed and padded barefoot into the corridor. The wooden floor was cool and smooth under her feet.

The main room was empty. On the table, she found a simple place setting: a chipped but clean plate, a fork, a knife, and a glass. Next to it sat a bowl covered with a cloth. She lifted the cloth. Underneath was a mound of perfect white rice, still faintly warm, and beside it in a smaller dish, a rough, aromatic tomato and onion salad, dressed with oil and fresh coriander. There was no note. It was just there, an assumption of her need.

She ate standing at the counter, looking out the small window over the sink. The food was stunningly simple and stunningly good. The rice was fragrant, each grain separate. The salad was a burst of freshness, the tomatoes sweet and acidic, the onions sharp. It tasted real in a way that made her realise how much of her diet in the city was an approximation of flavour. She washed the plate and fork, feeling like an intruder in the quiet ritual of the house.

Restless, the four walls of the bedroom already feeling like they were contracting, she decided to explore. She slipped her sneakers back on and stepped out onto the veranda.

The heat of the day hit her like a warm, wet blanket. The light was intense, bleaching the colour from the sky and making the green of the leaves almost fluorescent. The village, which had seemed so still from her window, was quietly bustling.

From the house next door, the one with the yellow walls and the impossibly pink bougainvillaea arching over its gate, she heard the rhythmic thump-thump-thump of someone pounding something in a mortar. A smell of garlic and ginger fried in oil wafted through the still air, making her newly-full stomach grumble again. A bicycle leaned against a tree, its basket filled with long, thin baguettes.

She walked down the dirt path towards the main road, feeling exposed and hyper-visible. Her movements felt clumsy, her steps too loud. In the city, she could disappear into a crowd. Here, she was the crowd.

She passed the old woman from earlier, who was now sitting on her porch shelling peas into a bowl. “Alor, to finn desann?” she asked. So, you’ve settled in?

“Wi... oui,” Lena said, managing a smile.

“Mo apel Marie. Zot apel mwa Tante Marie.” I am Marie. They call me Tante Marie. She pointed a brown, wrinkled finger towards the blue house. “Moïse, li mo frère.” He is my brother.

Aunt Marie. So this was her grandfather’s sister. A relative. The web of connection, so absent a moment before, gave a faint tug.

“Enchanté,” Lena said, feeling foolishly formal.

Tante Marie laughed, a sound like dry seeds shaking. “Pa tracas, ti-fille.” Don’t worry, little girl. “Ou pou aprann.” You will learn.

Lena walked on, the phrase echoing. You will learn. Learn what? How to shell peas? How to exist in this slow-motion world?

She reached the main road, a slightly wider ribbon of packed earth. A few shops clustered at the intersection: a tiny boutik with a counter selling soap, cigarettes, and cold drinks from a humming fridge; a barebones hardware store; a open-fronted workshop where a man was welding, the bright blue flare of the torch and the sharp crackle-hiss violently out of place. A group of old men sat on plastic chairs under a massive banyan tree, playing cards, a radio between them crackling with Creole news. They all looked up as she passed, their conversations pausing for a beat. Their gazes weren't unfriendly, but they were assessing. She was news.

Feeling self-conscious, she turned back, taking a different, smaller path that seemed to loop behind the houses. Here, the village showed a different face. Washing lines strung between trees fluttered with colourful clothing. Chickens scratched in the dirt. A child, no more than three, naked except for a tiny shirt, stared at her with huge, serious eyes from a doorway before being swept inside by an unseen hand.

And then she heard
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