

    
        
          The Seashell Star: A Mauritian Christmas Tale

        

        
        
          Brinda Phokeerdass

        

        
          Published by Keshav Kumar Phokeerdass, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE SEASHELL STAR: A MAURITIAN CHRISTMAS TALE

    

    
      First edition. November 26, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232135980

    

    
    
      Written by Brinda Phokeerdass.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1 — Dawn Over the Lagoon

Chapter 2 — The Notebook of Memories

Chapter 3 — Grandmother Marie’s Kitchen

Chapter 4 — The Christmas Clean

Chapter 5 — Lanterns Over the Village

Chapter 6 — A Story Under the Filao Tree

Chapter 7 — The Midnight Mass

Chapter 8 — A Gift from the Market

Chapter 9 — Fireworks and First Smiles

Chapter 10 — The Seashell Star

Chapter 11 — The Banyan Tree Secret

Chapter 12 — Letter to Santa

Chapter 13 — Writing New Memories

Chapter 14 — The Beach Picnic

Chapter 15 — The Filao Grove

Chapter 16 — The Boat Ride at Sunset

Chapter 17 — The Village Christmas Fair

Chapter 18 — Christmas Morning Surprise

Chapter 19 — The Christmas Feast

Chapter 20 — Caroling on the Beach

Chapter 21 — The Starry Walk

Chapter 22 — Jean’s New Beginning

Chapter 23 — The Last Pages of December

Chapter 24 — The New Year’s Eve Promise

Chapter 25 — A New Story Begins

Appendix: The Seashell Star — A Mauritian Christmas Tale

Part I: The First Light of December (Ch. 1-2) — The Call to Adventure: Introduction to the world, the characters, and the central motif of the notebook.

Sign up for Brinda Phokeerdass's Mailing List

Further Reading: The Last Bus to Quatre Bornes

Also By Brinda Phokeerdass

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the keepers of the lanterns,The tellers of the tales,For the hands that knead the kindnessWhen every other effort fails.
For the listeners in the silence,The weavers of the light,Who sit with us in darknessUntil we reunite.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are all collectors of shells upon a vast shore, each one a memory, a story, a tear. But it is in the patterns we make with them that we find our constellations."
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Chapter 1 — Dawn Over the Lagoon



[image: ]


A soft, persistent glow, the colour of a freshly split papaya, began to bleed across the walls of Paula’s room. It was not the sharp, insistent glare of the full Mauritian sun, but something gentler, a tentative brushing of light against the shadows of night. She woke not with a jolt, but with a slow, dawning awareness, as if the light itself had whispered her awake. The air that drifted through her louvred window was warm and carried a perfume so specific to this island, to this month, that it felt like a memory in itself: the sweet, heavy scent of frangipani (plumeria, her grandfather corrected her, but she would always call them frangipani) mingled with the salty, mineral breath of the sea.

Beneath the scent, a sound. A low, constant rumble, felt more than heard, a vibration that travelled through the coral bones of the island and up into the foundations of their house. The reef. The great, living barrier that cradled their lagoon was speaking its eternal, hushed secret. It was the 1st of December. The first light.

Paula pushed aside the thin cotton sheet and padded barefoot across the cool terracotta tiles. Her room was a capsule of her twelve years: a shelf of sun-bleached shells, a faded kite shaped like a rainbow fish, and a poster of the island’s underwater waterfall, that stunning optical illusion seen from the sky. She leaned on the windowsill, her chin resting on her folded arms, and watched the world outside. The filao trees, their needle-like leaves sighing in the dawn breeze, were black silhouettes against the slowly brightening sky. In the distance, the lagoon shifted from a sheet of bruised pewter to a shimmer of liquid amethyst.

The house was quiet, holding its breath. But not entirely still. A faint, melodic humming, as familiar as the sound of the waves, drifted from the direction of the veranda. It was an old Creole carol, ‘Noël Créole,’ its rhythm lazy and sweet like sugar cane syrup. Granpè.

She found him there, as she knew she would, seated in his worn rattan armchair. The veranda was his kingdom, a space between the house and the world, shaded by a canopy of bougainvillea that cascaded in explosions of fuchsia and tangerine. He held a small, chipped glass of dité pays – tea made from local herbs – its steam curling into the moist air. His face, a map of sun-weathered lines, was turned towards the rising sun, his eyes, the colour of dark, polished tamarind seeds, half-closed in contemplation.

“You feel it too, non?” he said without turning, his voice a gravelly comfort. “The light is different today.”

Paula slipped into the chair beside him, tucking her feet beneath her. “It woke me up.”

“It has a way of doing that.” He took a slow sip of his tea. “December light is a storyteller. It doesn’t just show you things; it reminds you of them.”

They sat in a comfortable silence, watching as the sky performed its daily miracle. The colour deepened from papaya to a fiery mandarin orange, setting the few scattered clouds ablaze. The dark shapes of the filao trees resolved into individual trunks, their shaggy bark and soft, drooping branches becoming clear. A pair of cardinals, their red feathers startlingly vivid, darted from one branch to another, their chirps sharp and cheerful.

“I had a dream,” Paula said softly, her gaze fixed on the horizon where the sea and sky were now a single band of gold. “I was on the beach, and all the seashells were whispering. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but it didn’t feel scary. It felt... important.”

Henri turned to look at her fully now, a slow, knowing smile spreading across his face. It was a smile that always made Paula feel like she was the most interesting person in the world. “The island talks to those who listen, ti’ fille. In dreams, in the light, in the sound of the waves. You have good ears.”

He reached down beside his chair, where a small, leather-bound notebook rested. It was old, the leather scuffed and soft at the edges, the colour of dark earth. There were no words on the cover, but it was bulging slightly, its pages warped by time and humidity.

“Since you are awake, and since the light is telling its stories,” he said, his tone becoming ceremonious, “I think it is time.” He held out the notebook.

Paula’s breath caught. She had seen this book before, of course. It lived on the top shelf of his bookcase, between a thick book on Mauritian flora and a photo album. She had seen him take it down sometimes, on quiet evenings, and leaf through it with a distant look in his eyes. But he had never offered it to her. It was his.

Hesitantly, almost reverently, she reached out and took it. It was heavier than it looked. The leather was warm from his proximity. As her fingers closed around it, a strange sensation fluttered in her chest—not a nervousness, but a quick, bright thrill of anticipation. It was the feeling of standing on the edge of the lagoon, looking down into the clear, deep water, knowing there was a whole world waiting beneath the surface. For the first time, the Christmas season didn't feel like it was about to begin with the frantic unboxing of tinsel or the writing of a wish list. It felt like it was beginning with this: a story, waiting to be read.

“What is it?” she whispered, though she knew.

“It’s me,” Henri said simply. “A young, foolish boy from Quatre Soeurs who tried to catch Christmas in a net of words and pictures.” He gestured with his chin. “Open it.”

Paula balanced the book on her knees. The cover made a soft, cracking sound as she opened it, the scent of old paper, dried spices, and a hint of mildew rising to meet her. The first page was a sketch, drawn in faded brown ink. It was a boy’s rendition of his village—a jumble of corrugated iron roofs, coconut palms, and the distinct, proud shape of Pieter Both Mountain in the background. The handwriting below was a looping, careful cursive, so different from her grandfather’s current scrawl.

December 7, 1958. Today, we whitewashed the stones around the house. The lime made my hands sting, but Maman said a clean path welcomes the Christchild. The smell is sharp and clean. I like it.

She turned the page. A recipe for gâteaux piments, the measurements in ‘pinches’ and ‘handfuls’. A pressed frangipani flower, so brittle it looked like it would dissolve at a touch. A story, a few lines long, about chasing a chicken that had stolen a piece of Christmas ribbon.

Her heart beat a little faster. This wasn't a history book. It wasn't a dry list of events. It was a boy’s life. His Christmases. She saw a carefully drawn map of the lagoon, with ‘X’ marking the best spot for finding tiger cowries. There was a list of names—his friends, she presumed—with little stars next to some. There were more recipes: for rougaille, for samoussas, for a Christmas punch that included a stern warning from his mother: ‘For the grown-ups only, Henri! Don’t you dare!’

And then, a full-page sketch that made her gasp. It was a Christmas tree, but unlike any she had ever seen. It wasn't a pine. It was a mango tree, its branches decorated not with glass baubles, but with strings of painted seashells and bright red jacaranda flowers. At the top, instead of a star, was a large, perfect starfish. Beneath it, he had written:

Papa says we must use what the island gives us. Our tree is not from a cold country. It is a Mauritian tree. It is our tree. I think it is the most beautiful tree in the world.

Paula looked up, her eyes wide. “You decorated a mango tree?”

Henri’s eyes twinkled. “We all did. Pine trees don’t grow here, chérie. We had to be... inventive. That starfish,” he pointed a gnarled finger at the sketch, “I found that at Blue Bay the summer before. I kept it hidden in a box for months, just for that moment.”

She continued to flip through, each page a window into a past that felt both impossibly distant and strangely familiar. The stories were of lanterns made from old jam jars and bits of coloured paper, of village children practising Sega rhythms on ravanne drums late into the balmy nights, of the thrilling, terrifying sound of the wind howling through the vacoas trees during a Christmas cyclone. It was a Christmas of simplicity and raw, vibrant life. It was a Christmas woven from the very fabric of the island.

“It’s so different,” Paula breathed.

“Is it?” Henri asked, leaning back and closing his eyes again, the sun now warming his face. “Do we not still clean the house until it shines? Do we not fill the kitchen with smells that make your stomach sing? Do we not gather with family and friends and tell the same old stories, year after year?”

Paula thought of Grandmother Marie’s kitchen, which would soon be a battlefield of flour and sugar. She thought of the annual Christmas clean, where the whole house would be turned upside down. She thought of the lanterns they would hang in the village, the same way he described, even if the materials were new.

“The decorations are different,” she said slowly, working it out. “And the music maybe. But the... the feeling...?”

“The feeling is the same,” he finished for her, his voice soft but sure. “The feeling is what you hold in your heart. That is what Christmas is. Not the things, but the heart.” He opened his eyes and looked at her, his gaze intense. “This year, Paula, I want it to be different for you. Not more presents, or bigger fireworks. More... meaningful.”

He tapped the notebook on her lap. “This was my way of understanding it. Of holding onto the moments before they slipped away, like water through your fingers. Your grandmother, she understood this better than anyone. She could find the magic in a sunbeam on the floor.”

He rarely spoke of Grandmother Alisha. Her absence was a quiet, respected space in the house, a portrait on the wall of a beautiful woman with a laugh that, according to her mother, could tame the roughest sea. Paula felt a sudden, profound connection to this woman she had never met, through the book in her hands.

“This year,” Henri continued, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “I want you to fill the last few pages. There are some left, blank ones at the back. I want you to write your Christmas. Not just what you did, but what you saw. What you heard. What you felt. The smell of the market, the colour of the lanterns on Jean-Michel’s face, the taste of the first gâteau manioc... Capture it. Make it yours.”

The responsibility of the task settled on her shoulders, not as a burden, but as an honour. She was being entrusted with a family heirloom more valuable than any piece of jewellery. She was being asked to become a part of its story.

She clutched the notebook to her chest, the old leather cool against her thin nightdress. The strange flutter she had felt upon waking returned, stronger now, a quickening in her blood. The world outside the veranda seemed to have sharpened its focus. The green of the banana leaves was more vibrant, the song of the martins in the filao trees more complex, the rumble of the reef more articulate. It was as if her grandfather had not just given her a book, but a new pair of eyes.

“I will,” she promised, her voice firm.

He nodded, satisfied, and turned back to watch the sun, now fully clear of the horizon, painting the lagoon in strips of sapphire and emerald. The day had properly begun.

A few moments later, the sounds of the house stirring joined the symphony of the morning. The clatter of pans from the kitchen, her father’s low murmur as he turned on the radio for the news, the thumping of her younger cousin, Lila, running down the hallway. The ordinary world was waking up.

But for Paula, it was no longer ordinary. She looked down at the notebook. The past was in her hands, a tangible weight of memories. And the future was a collection of blank pages, waiting. She ran her finger over the empty page at the very back, feeling the slight texture of the paper.

Perhaps, she thought, Christmas wasn't a day on the calendar. Perhaps it was a thread that ran through time, connecting a boy sketching his mango tree to a girl holding his book decades later. Perhaps it was a collection of moments, of scents and sounds and feelings, passed carefully from one generation to the next, like a precious, fragile shell.

She stood up, the notebook held securely. “I’m going to get dressed.”

Her grandfather merely hummed in response, the old Creole carol once again on his lips.

Paula walked back to her room, but she didn't see the familiar walls. She saw sketches coming to life. She saw lanterns waiting to be lit. She saw a story, her story, waiting to be written. The first light of December had not just crept over the lagoon; it had ignited a spark within her. And as she carefully placed the notebook on her desk, next to her collection of shells, she knew, with a certainty that warmed her from the inside out, that this would be a Christmas unlike any other.
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Chapter 2 — The Notebook of Memories
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The morning unfurled, warm and bright, but for Paula, the world had acquired a new, golden filter. The notebook lay on her desk, a silent, potent presence. After a breakfast of fresh baguette with confiture de coco, during which she barely heard her father’s chatter about the weather, she retreated to her favourite spot: the old, gnarled roots of the banyan tree that stood sentinel at the edge of their property. Its aerial roots formed a natural, cradle-like seat, dappled in shifting patterns of light and shadow. Here, with the rustle of the leaves above and the distant, rhythmic sigh of the sea, she opened the notebook again, ready to dive deep.

This time, she did not just look; she read. She started from the beginning, with the careful, boyish script of her twelve-year-old grandfather.

December 12, 1958. Today, we made the lanterns. Old Monsieur Bénédict gave us his used ledgers from the sugar factory. The paper is thin and crisp, like onion skin. We soaked it in water with crushed turmeric and beetroot for colour. Mine is a little lopsided, and the string is too short, but when I lit the candle inside, it glowed like a tiny, captured sunset. Maman said it was the most beautiful one.

Paula could almost smell the earthy tang of turmeric, see the stubborn red stain of beetroot on a young boy’s hands. She traced the faint, brownish-yellow smudge on the margin of the page. Was that the turmeric? A physical remnant of that long-ago day? It felt like a secret handshake across time.

She turned the page. A recipe for ‘Pain Mais’ – maize bread – was scribbled next to a story about a lost dog that had found its way home on Christmas Eve, guided, the villagers said, by the collective glow of the lanterns lining the path. Henri had drawn a small, scruffy dog in the corner, its tail a hopeful curl.

The stories were not grand epics. They were small, intimate vignettes. A description of the way the dust motes danced in the sunbeams during the Christmas clean. The specific ache in his arms from stirring the massive pot of gâteau patate for hours. The terrifying, exhilarating joy of swimming in the lagoon on a Christmas morning, the water cool and silky against sun-warmed skin.

One entry, dated December 20th, 1960, made her breath catch.

Papa took me fishing before sunrise. The sky was still full of stars, and the Southern Cross was so bright it looked like it was pinned to the velvet. We didn't speak much. Just the sound of the oars in the water and the plop of the line. He pointed to the constellation and said, ‘See how the two pointers show the way? That’s how you never get lost.’ He wasn’t just talking about the sea. When the sun came up, it set the water on fire. We didn't catch many fish, but it didn't matter. It was the best catch of my life.

Paula looked up from the page, her vision blurring slightly. She could see it all—the inky water, the silent understanding between father and son, the profound peace. She thought of her own father, who was always so busy, his mind buzzing with work and responsibilities. Did he have moments like this with his father? She made a mental note to ask him.

The notebook was more than a diary; it was a tapestry. Woven into the stories were the threads of the island itself—the taste of salt on the air, the whisper of the casuarina trees, the vibrant chaos of the market, the deep, abiding respect for the sea. It was a Mauritius she recognized, but seen through a lens of pure, unadulterated wonder. The island in her grandfather’s pages wasn't just a place to live; it was a living, breathing character in the story of his life, a character that was generous and demanding, beautiful and fierce.

She reached a section where the stories shifted. The handwriting became a little more assured, the sentences longer. He was a teenager now.

December 24, 1965. The Sega lasted until the moon was high. The ravanne drum beat so fast it felt like a second heartbeat. The fire leaped and sparked, sending embers dancing up to join the stars. I danced with Lucie Desjardins. Her hand was small and warm in mine, and she smelled of vanilla and sunshine. When the song ended, she smiled at me, and I
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