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    For the ones who taught my hands to feel the soil,
And for the ones who showed me how to fly.
For the anchors in the storm, the steady toil,
And the voices on the wind, beyond the sky.
May the roots hold fast, the branches ever spread,
For all the journeys taken, and for the paths ahead.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The tree does not ask the sky for permission to grow; it sends its roots deep so its branches may dare the wind. We are all such trees, standing between the earth we know and the air we crave." 
— From the notebooks of Amara Tui
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Chapter 1: Morning Light
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The lagoon didn’t simply wake up; it breathed itself into being.

The first breath was a sigh of mist, curling like a phantom over water so still it seemed the sky had fallen asleep on its surface. The second was the colour of bruised rose and liquid gold, as the sun, still hidden behind the jagged green teeth of the mountains, began to bleed light into the horizon. Amara saw it all from her perch on the worn, smooth roots of the banyan tree, her sketchbook a familiar weight on her bare knees.

This was her secret hour. The hour when the world was made of promise and the air tasted of damp earth, blooming frangipani, and the salt-kissed breath of the sea. Her charcoal pencil whispered across the page, trying to capture the impossible: not just the way the light fractured on the water, but the feeling of it. The profound, almost painful serenity.

This is home, the thought came to her, as natural as her own heartbeat. This is what it feels like.

Her hand moved, translating the elegant silhouette of a fishing prau, moored and waiting, into a few confident lines. She added the dark smudge of the mangroves on the far bank, the first fiery streak of sun catching the highest leaves. She was trying to pin the moment down, to make it permanent, a feeling she could revisit long after the light had changed. A compulsion she’d had since she was a girl, this need to hold onto beauty before it could slip away.

A soft splash broke the silence. A kingfisher, a flash of sapphire and rust, plunged into the lagoon and emerged with a silver wriggle in its beak. The perfect concentric rings it left on the water’s surface marred the mirror-perfect reflection of the sky. Amara’s pencil stilled. She watched the rings expand, distorting the mountains, the clouds, the rising sun, until the entire perfect picture was a shimmering, chaotic mess.

A restlessness, faint as a moth’s wing, brushed against her heart.

Her eyes lifted from the disturbed water, past the prau, past the mangroves, to the narrow channel where the lagoon met the open sea. From here, she could just see a sliver of it—a vast, untamed expanse of deeper, darker blue, where the whitecaps were beginning to catch the morning light. The horizon was a sharp, unwavering line, separating everything she knew from everything she didn’.

The Horizon. She always capitalised it in her mind. It was a presence. A character in her life.

Most days, it was a comforting boundary, the edge of her world. But on mornings like this, when the air was so clear it felt like you could see forever, it became a question. A silent, siren call. What’s out there?

The thought was immediately followed by a wave of guilt, so warm and familiar it felt like a part of her. She looked down at her sketchbook, at the captured peace of the lagoon. This is enough. This is everything. She traced the lines of the prau. Her father had taught her to draw that prau.

The memory surfaced, not as a sharp pain anymore, but as a deep, resonant ache, like the hum of the island itself. She’d been six, sitting right here, her small hand clutching a piece of charcoal, her lines wobbly and unsure.

“No, little bird,” his voice came back to her, warm and weathered as teak. “Look. See how the hull curves, like a smile? You have to feel the shape in your hand before you can put it on the paper.”

He had wrapped his large, calloused hand around hers, guiding the charcoal. He smelled of salt, engine oil, and the sweet, clove-scented tobacco he rolled himself.

“Papa, why do you go out there?” she’d asked, pointing her tiny chin towards the Horizon. “It’s big and scary.”

He had laughed, a sound that started deep in his chest. “The sea is our life, Amara. It gives us food. It connects us to other places. It’s only scary if you don’t respect it.” He had paused, looking out at the channel. “Someday, you’ll see. The world is bigger than our lagoon.”

He never got to show her. The sea he respected had taken him anyway, in a storm that came out of nowhere when she was twelve. The sea that gave, also took. Her mother never spoke of it directly, but the sea was now a silent, grieving presence in their home. Mama’s fear of it was a tangible thing, a current that ran beneath the surface of their lives, pulling always towards safety, towards the shore.

Amara’s restlessness warred with a fierce, protective love for this place, for her mother. The two feelings were entwined, impossible to separate.

The sun finally crested the mountains, and the world exploded in gold. The mist burned away, and the lagoon blazed with light. The moment of soft, quiet promise was over, replaced by the brilliant, demanding truth of day.

A voice, carried on the now-warm breeze, called from the direction of the house. “Amara! The breadfruit is ready to fry!”

Mama.

Amara closed her sketchbook, the sound a firm full stop to her wandering thoughts. She slipped off the root, the rough bark familiar against her skin, and tucked the sketchbook and charcoal into the cloth bag slung over her shoulder. She took one last, long look at the lagoon, now dazzling and busy with dragonflies, committing it to memory. The Horizon was just a line again. A boundary.

She turned her back on it and started up the worn path through the grove of coconut palms, their long shadows stretching like fingers across the earth. The scent of the lagoon was replaced by the rich, sweet smell of warming soil and the sound of her own footsteps.

The house came into view, a simple, sturdy structure raised on stilts, its wooden walls weathered to a soft grey. Bougainvillea spilled in violent cascades of magenta and orange from the porch rails. Her mother, Lani, was standing at the outdoor stove, a wok sizzling over a fierce flame. The air was thick with the savoury, comforting smell of frying breadfruit and salted fish.

“You were at the tree,” her mother said, not as a question, but a statement of fact. She didn’t turn around, her hands expertly shaking the wok.

“Always,” Amara said, climbing the three steps to the porch. She dropped her bag by the door and came to stand beside her, leaning against the rail. She watched her mother’s hands, strong and capable, the same hands that could plait her hair with impossible tenderness, mend a fishing net with brutal efficiency, and cook a meal that tasted like pure love.

Lani glanced at her, her dark eyes taking in Amara’s wind-tousled hair, the faint smudge of charcoal on her cheek. A small, almost sad smile touched her lips. “You get that from him. The need to be out there before the world is awake.”

“It’s the best time to draw,” Amara said, a simple, safe truth.

“Hmm,” her mother hummed, a non-committal sound that held universes of meaning. She scooped the golden-brown breadfruit onto a plate. “The light is good for your pictures. But the morning air is damp. Not good for the lungs.” This was the rhythm of their conversation—Amara’s dreaming, met with Lani’s practical, grounded love.

Amara didn’t argue. She set the small wooden table on the porch with two bowls, two spoons, and a plate of sliced papaya. They sat in comfortable silence, broken only by the crowing of a rooster and the distant putter of a boat engine. The breadfruit was crisp and hot, the salted fish a perfect, salty counterpoint. It was a breakfast she had eaten a thousand times. It was the taste of home.

As she ate, her eyes fell on a small, worn suitcase, tucked away in the dim corner of the main room, visible through the open door. It was the suitcase her father had used on his one trip to the main island, Suva, years ago. On top of it, looking stark and out of place, lay a thick, cream-coloured envelope.

The envelope.

It had arrived three days ago, borne by old Mr. Singh on his weekly mail run from the main town. It had a French postmark, and the return address was for the École des Beaux-Arts de Paris. The Paris School of Fine Arts.

Her heart had stopped when she saw it. Then it had hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird. She’d applied on a whim, a secret she’d kept even from her mother, fueled by late-night dreams and a desperate, daring hope she didn’t know she possessed. She never truly believed...

But the envelope was real. It was heavy. It held a future inside.

She hadn’t opened it.

The rational part of her knew it was likely a rejection. A polite non, merci from a world away. But the part of her that dreamed in colour and yearned for the Horizon knew its weight felt like an acceptance. And that was infinitely more terrifying.

So, it sat there. On her father’s suitcase. A symbol of departure placed atop a symbol of memory. A silent, screaming question mark in the corner of her life.

“You should clear that old thing away,” her mother said, following her gaze. “It just gathers dust.”

Amara’s throat went dry. “I will. Later.”

Lani nodded, finishing her tea. “The market will be busy today. I need you to take the extra baskets. Ravi’s mother said she would save us the best taro, but we must get there early.”

The market. The vibrant, chaotic, beating heart of the village. A place of belonging. A place where dreams like Paris felt foolish, childish.

“I’m ready,” Amara said, standing and collecting the plates. The practical task was a relief. It was an anchor.

She carried the dishes to the basin, her back to the envelope. But she could feel its presence, a gravitational pull from the corner of the room. It was a mirror, and in it, she saw her own fear staring back—fear of change, of the vast, cold unknown of a city like Paris, of the disappointment in her mother’s eyes if she left, of the even greater sorrow if she stayed and always wondered, what if?

She had resolved the morning’s inner tension by turning away. By choosing routine over confrontation. She would go to the market. She would laugh with Ravi. She would admire the produce and weave stories in her head about the people she saw. She would be Amara of the island, daughter of Lani, friend to everyone.

She would tuck the restlessness away, deep down where the Horizon couldn’t call to it.

But as she picked up the baskets and followed her mother down the porch steps, the unopened letter seemed to pulse in the quiet house behind them. The first flicker of restlessness had been acknowledged. And it had, she knew, already taken root.
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Chapter 2: Market Day
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The road to the village was a dusty, sun-drenched ribbon, but Amara walked it as if moving through a dream, the weight of the unopened letter a phantom limb tugging at her consciousness. The morning’s serenity at the lagoon felt a lifetime away, replaced by the thickening air, heavy with the scent of blooming hibiscus and the distant, rhythmic chop of a woodcutter.

Her mother walked beside her, a basket of woven palm fronds balanced effortlessly on her head, filled with their contribution to the market’s bounty: small, perfectly ripe mangoes that smelled of sunshine and sugar, and a stack of Amara’s drawings, carefully pressed between sheets of banana leaf. They were simple things—sketches of the lagoon, of fishing praus, of the banyan tree—that the tourists from the resort sometimes bought for a handful of dollars, calling them “authentic.” Amara always felt a flicker of irony at that. They were authentic; they were pieces of her soul. But to the buyers, they were just souvenirs.

“Remember to smile,” Lani said, her voice cutting through Amara’s thoughts. “The pictures sell better when you smile. People want to buy happiness, not just a drawing.”

“I know, Mama,” Amara murmured, adjusting the grip on her own, larger basket. She felt the weight of her mother’s expectations, a gentle, persistent pressure as familiar as the humidity. Be happy. Be content. Be here.

But as they rounded the final bend and the village sprawled out before them, the market erupting in a riot of colour and sound, the weight of the letter momentarily lifted, replaced by a surge of pure, unadulterated sensation. This was a different kind of beauty, not the lagoon’s silent majesty, but the vibrant, chaotic, pulsing heart of her world.

The market was a symphony, and Amara knew every note.

The visual crescendo came first: piles of scarlet chilies and emerald-green taro leaves, golden pyramids of turmeric root, the startling purple of otaheite apples. The silvery, iridescent flash of freshly caught tuna and mahi-mahi laid out on beds of crushed ice, their eyes still clear and bright. Bolts of fabric, printed with dizzying patterns of flowers and birds, hung like brilliant flags between the stalls, casting shifting, colourful shadows on the dusty ground.

Then the smells, a layered, complex perfume: the pungent kick of dried shrimp and fermented coconut, the sweet, heady fragrance of overripe bananas and vanilla pods, the earthy scent of yam and mud, all cut through with the clean, salty breath of the sea.

And the sound—oh, the sound was a living thing. It was the percussive rhythm of machetes cleaving coconut husks, the melodic rise and fall of bartering voices, the laughter of children chasing a runaway chicken, the staticky crackle of an old radio playing a Fijian love song. Mrs. Lal was already at her stall, her voice a familiar trumpet, calling out the price of her legendary curry packets. Old Man Joji sat on a stool, his hands a blur as he wove palm fronds into intricate baskets, his whistling a thin, reedy counterpoint to the chaos.

This was belonging. It was a physical force, a current that pulled her in, welcoming her back into its warm, familiar flow. For a few, precious moments, Amara let herself be carried by it. The restlessness of the morning, the silent scream of the envelope, it all receded, drowned out by the glorious, affirming noise of community.

She found their usual spot, a patch of shaded ground beside Mrs. Lal’s bustling stall. Lani immediately began arranging their produce with an artist’s eye, turning their small space into a still-life of abundance. Amara laid out her drawings, weighting the corners with smooth, black stones from the lagoon.

“Go,” her mother said, shooing her with a flick of her hand. “Find Ravi. See if his father has the papaya. I can manage here.”

Amara didn’t need to be told twice. Slipping through the crowd was like a dance. She knew its steps intimately—a sidestep here to avoid a pile of coconuts, a duck there under a low-hanging cloth, a smile and a nod to Auntie Mere, who pressed a warm, sugar-dusted vudi vakasoso into her hand.

She found Ravi where she knew she would, at his family’s stall, which was a kingdom of fruit. His back was to her, his broad shoulders straining against a faded t-shirt as he hefted a crate of pineapples. He turned, and his face, already creased with the effort, broke into a wide, easy grin that reached his dark, kind eyes.

“I was wondering when you’d drag yourself away from your lagoon,” he said, his voice a warm rumble. He set the crate down with a grunt and wiped his forehead with his arm.

“Someone has to appreciate the quiet beauty in this world,” she retorted, leaning against the stall and taking a bite of the fried banana. It was sweet and comforting.

“And someone has to make sure the world isn’t too quiet,” he laughed, gesturing to the vibrant chaos around them. “Here. For you.” He picked up a perfect, sun-ripened papaya, its skin blushing a deep orange, and handed it to her. “The first good one of the season. I saved it.”

The simple gesture, the effortless familiarity, wrapped around her like a warm blanket. This was another layer of belonging. Ravi. Her constant since they could walk. He was the island in human form—steady, strong, rooted. He knew the rhythm of the tides, the secret paths through the jungle, the way to make her laugh when she was lost in her own head. In his presence, the idea of Paris felt not just distant, but absurd. A fantasy from another life.

“You’re a good man, Ravi Tui,” she said, her voice soft with genuine affection.

His smile softened in return, and for a moment, something unspoken hung in the air between them, as tangible as
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