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Chapter 1: The Quality of October Light

The alarm was unnecessary. Sanjay was already awake when it sounded at four forty-seven, lying on his back in the dark with one arm behind his head, listening to the sea.

Not the dramatic sea of tourist brochures — not the postcard crash of waves against volcanic rock that brought the honeymooners to the south coast. This was the lagoon sound: a patient, repetitive conversation between water and sand, the same three syllables delivered again and again to an audience of filaos trees and the occasional insomniac. He had lived above it for two years and he still woke before the alarm because some part of him was always listening, always checking that it was still there.

He reached over and silenced the phone before it could complete its first chirp.

The studio was one room with a kitchenette partitioned off by a shelf unit he'd filled with lens cases and two dead plants he'd never removed. A table, a chair, an editing desk with a secondhand monitor, a mattress on a raised wooden frame he'd built himself one idle February afternoon. The walls held nothing decorative — only a cork board above the desk pinned with contact sheets, a tide chart for the southeast coast, and a handwritten list of golden hour times that he updated every two weeks as the season shifted. The window facing east was the room's one extravagance: floor to ceiling, salt-hazed glass that turned the lagoon into an abstract painting for the twenty minutes each day when the light was worth getting up for.

He got up for it every day.

The kitchenette took ninety seconds — water in the moka pot, gas lit, the small violence of the flame catching. He pulled on the same cotton shorts he'd left on the floor and nothing else. At this hour the air outside was still cooler than the room, which would not be true by nine o'clock; by nine o'clock the October heat would have settled its full weight across the island and everything would slow to accommodate it. But at five in the morning the world had not yet committed to the day and the light, when it came, would arrive tentative and exact — a photographer's light, quality over quantity.

He poured the coffee into a tin cup without bothering with the shelf where the proper cups lived. Took it to the window.

The lagoon at Blue Bay was three hundred metres from where he stood. He knew its colours the way some people know faces — by mood, by weather, by time of year. In October it was transitioning: the clear turquoise-over-white-sand blue of the dry season deepening incrementally toward the murkier, more saturated greens of summer as the water warmed. This morning it held between them — a colour that had no adequate name in French or English or Creole, something teal-adjacent and its own. The filaos on the beach's edge were dark vertical strokes against it, their needled branches barely moving. The sky above them was the specific dark blue that exists only in the ten minutes before it begins, definitively, to become morning.

Sanjay drank his coffee and looked at it.

This was work, he would have said if anyone had asked, though no one was awake to ask. The looking was work. Photography was not primarily a technical exercise — aperture, shutter speed, ISO, the mechanical negotiations between light and sensor — it was the discipline of looking at something long enough to understand what it actually was rather than what you'd decided it was before you looked. Most people looked at the Blue Bay lagoon and saw beauty. Sanjay looked at it and saw the argument between horizontal and vertical, the conversation between stillness and motion, the way early light stripped colour to its essentials and made you choose what actually mattered.

He finished the coffee. Rinsed the cup. Pulled a grey t-shirt from the floor and reconsidered it, left it there. Checked the tide chart — low tide was at six twenty-two, which meant the sandbank would be exposed, which meant he could get the angle he wanted for the shot he'd been building toward for a week: the lone badamier tree at the lagoon's eastern edge, reflected in the shallow water over the sandbank, the filaos behind it in silhouette. He'd attempted it three times and been defeated twice by tide and once by a passing catamaran whose wake had destroyed the surface.

This morning the conditions were right. He could feel it the way he'd learned to feel weather — not in his joints like the old fishermen claimed, but in a kind of atmospheric attentiveness, a readiness in the air itself.

He picked up the Nikon, checked the battery, slung it across his body. Grabbed the tripod. Locked the door behind him.



The path down to the beach was compressed coral, pale and slightly luminous in the dark, the kind of surface that absorbed and returned light rather than simply reflecting it. His sandals were familiar with every uneven section. The filaos trees lined both sides where the path narrowed toward the beach access, their trunks silver-grey, their fallen needles deep underfoot making the only sound beside the lagoon's patient conversation. At this hour the holiday villas along the waterfront were dark, their shutters closed against the coming heat. A security light at the guesthouse three lots down threw a yellow oval across the coral. Sanjay walked through it without breaking stride.

The beach was empty, as it almost always was at this hour.

He loved this about Blue Bay — the way it returned to itself every morning before the world arrived to use it. By eight o'clock there would be families spreading towels, children in the shallows, the glass-bottom boat operators setting up their boards at the northern end. The UNESCO marine park designation brought the snorkellers from the resort strip at Pointe d'Esny, and the resort strip brought a particular class of tourist who arrived with expectations of picturesqueness and usually found them met. Sanjay photographed weddings here for six thousand rupees a booking and had developed, through repetition, a tolerance for the expectation of picturesqueness.

But this — this empty hour — was what he'd actually come for, two years ago, when he'd answered the handwritten card in the window of his father's hardware shop: Studio room, Pointe d'Esny waterfront, reasonable. His father had looked at him over the counter with the expression he kept for conversations about his son's choices — not quite disappointment, something more patient and resigned — and said nothing. His mother, who had been in the shop's back office listening, had said through the wall, It's his life, Anand. His father had gone back to the stock register.

The room was reasonable. The light was extraordinary.

Sanjay set up the tripod thirty metres from the water's edge, where the dry sand gave way to the darker, damp-packed surface that marked the high tide line. The sandbank was visible — a pale interruption in the lagoon's surface, barely breaking, textured like skin. He adjusted the tripod's legs for the soft ground, mounted the camera, checked the angle through the viewfinder. The badamier tree was where he needed it — its broad canopy in silhouette against the growing light, its reflection in the still water over the sandbank imperfect but present. One long branch extended east like an arm indicating something.

He waited.

This was the other half of the work that no one photographed: the waiting. The patience required to let the light build at its own pace rather than forcing it. He'd watched younger photographers — students he occasionally assisted at university workshops, enthusiastic and impatient — arrive at a location, take twenty shots in three minutes, and leave. They returned with technically adequate images that had no particular reason to exist. The light they'd captured was whatever light had been available. It was not the light they'd been waiting for.

Sanjay waited twelve minutes.

The light, when it arrived, came not in a dramatic sweep but in a gradual intensification — the sky above the eastern horizon moving from indigo through a brief, bruised violet to the first tentative warm tones, the lagoon below it shifting from dark mirror to something more complex, a surface that now had depth and direction. The badamier's reflection sharpened. The sandbank caught gold along its raised edge.

He shot twenty frames in forty seconds.

Then he stopped, straightened, and looked with his own eyes rather than through the lens — which was a discipline he'd imposed on himself, a rule: always look with your actual eyes at what you're photographing, not only through the mechanism. The actual eye sees differently than the viewfinder. The actual eye sees what it feels.

What he felt, looking at the Blue Bay lagoon in the first good light of an October morning, was a satisfaction so clean it was almost impersonal. Not pride — he hadn't made the lagoon or the light. More like the satisfaction of having correctly identified something that was already there. Of having been present enough to catch it.

He packed the tripod. Left the camera out and walked east along the shore, the wet sand cool and firm underfoot, looking for whatever else was there to find.



He spent two hours on the beach. Shot the usual material — the coral beach's textured surface where small waves had left their tracery, a pair of white terns working the shallows, the line of filaos in the early light, the sun itself once it cleared the horizon and turned the lagoon into a field of fractured brightness he photographed from below the waterline with the housing attachment, crouching in the warm shallows up to his knees.

Came home with sand in both sandals and salt drying on his shins and four hundred and twelve frames, of which he estimated eight were worth keeping. This was normal. This was the work.

He showered, ran cold at the end because the water heater was inconsistent and he'd stopped minding. Made more coffee — a proper cup this time, taken to the editing desk. The light through the large window facing east was different now, the dawn's brief extraordinary quality already gone, replaced by the direct white light of full morning that was useful for some things and not for others. He opened the laptop. Connected the camera.

While the files transferred he checked his phone.

Three messages from his mother about a cousin's engagement party in Curepipe in November — he scrolled past them making a mental note to respond later. A payment notification from the tourism stock agency for a batch of files sold three weeks ago — two thousand eight hundred rupees, modest but welcome. An email from the Port Louis lifestyle magazine, L'Archipel, asking whether he'd be available for a December feature shoot on the heritage rum distilleries in the Black River district. He composed a brief reply confirming availability and a day rate and sent it before he'd finished his coffee.

The last notification was a WhatsApp message from Dev Ramdin, timestamped at eleven forty-seven the previous night — which meant Dev had sent it after the rum bar in Quatre Bornes where he spent his Friday evenings, the one with the table football and the DJ who played commercial zouk and which Sanjay had visited once and not returned to.

He opened it.

bro hear me out. my nannie. she wants to learn photography properly. like she bought a camera she doesnt know how to use it. you're in mahébourg area right. is there any chance you could help her out a few sessions? she's like really into it i think she just needs someone to show her the basics. she'd pay you if you want

Sanjay read it twice.

He thought, briefly, about Dev's grandmother as a category of person — a category he understood from the aunties and grandmothers of Mahébourg, from the bhajan groups and the market and the Sunday lunches he'd attended at various family obligations over the years. Widowed or married to someone quiet and steady. Silver hair, good saris, competent in all domestic things, mildly curious about the world in ways that never quite got satisfied. The camera would be an Olympus or a Canon entry-level, still in the box.

He was not ungenerous. He was simply, at twenty-three, young enough to believe his time had a direction and that other people's grandmothers were not part of it.

But Dev had been good to him at university — had lent him money twice without being asked to remember it, had driven him to the hospital at two in the morning when Sanjay had cut his hand badly on a tripod leg he'd been modifying. Dev was the kind of friend who didn't require much but whose requests, when they came, had weight.

He typed: yeah ok. tell her spring and summer I have some free weeks. if she wants to join me on some morning shoots I can show her things. no payment needed.

He sent it. Put the phone face-down on the desk.

Turned back to his editing monitor where four hundred and twelve frames waited, and found the eight worth keeping.



Outside, the October light had committed fully to the day. The lagoon had shifted to its working blue — the tourist blue, the postcard blue — and the first glass-bottom boat was moving slowly out from the northern end of the beach, its orange flag catching the trade wind. The filaos trees threw short shadows that would shorten further through the morning until there was no shadow at all and the sand became too bright to look at directly.

Sanjay worked through the morning in the clean silence of his studio, the fan turning overhead, the monitor's light catching the salt residue on the window glass. He had no shoots booked until Wednesday — a fortieth anniversary portrait session for a couple from Mahébourg who'd seen his work at the waterfront art market — and the days between were his own.

He found the shot he'd been building toward: the badamier in silhouette, its single extended branch, the imperfect but present reflection in the sandbank water. He opened it in Lightroom and did almost nothing to it — adjusted the exposure down half a stop, pulled the highlights slightly, left everything else where the camera had put it. The image didn't need his intervention. It needed his restraint.

He exported it, filed it, sat back.

His phone buzzed. Dev again: bro she's so happy. she says anytime you want to start just let her know. her name is Sunita. Sunita Ramdin. she lives on rue des lataniers near the waterfront. i'll send you her number.

The number came through a moment later.

Sanjay looked at it.

He saved the contact under Sunita Ramdin (Dev's nannie) and put the phone back down and returned to his editing and thought nothing further about it, because there was nothing further to think.

The lagoon outside was its working blue. The fan turned. The light did what October light does in Mauritius: it made everything look exactly like itself, unambiguous and clear, without any suggestion of what it might become.






Chapter 2: What Dev Asked

The hardware shop on Rue de la Paix smelled the way it always had — machine oil and cardboard and the dusty sweetness of cut timber, underneath it all a faint metallic undertone from the drawer of miscellaneous screws and bolts his father kept beside the register and periodically sorted with a patience Sanjay had never inherited.

He'd come for drill bits. His studio's window latch had been stripping for a month and he'd finally decided to fix it rather than continue wedging a folded business card into the frame to keep it from banging in the trade wind at three in the morning. This was the kind of domestic maintenance he approached with the same methodology he applied to photography: he would do it correctly or not at all, which meant he would delay it until he was willing to do it correctly, and in the meantime he would live with the banging.

His father was behind the counter serving a contractor when Sanjay came in. Anand Gopaul looked up, registered his son's presence with a slight nod that contained within it the full history of their relationship, and returned his attention to the contractor's list. Sanjay went to find the drill bits himself.

The shop was long and narrow, shelves on both sides running floor to ceiling, the merchandise organised according to a system only his father fully understood — pragmatic rather than categorical, grouped by what jobs tended to require simultaneously rather than by what they actually were. Plumbing fixtures beside the tile adhesive because you grouted before you fitted the toilet. Electrical cable beside the switch plates and also beside the paint brushes, because a certain kind of renovation job needed both. Sanjay had grown up helping in this shop on Saturdays and had never once managed to find anything without asking.

He found the drill bits — 4mm and 6mm, the two sizes he'd estimated he needed — and brought them to the counter.

The contractor had gone. His father was writing something in the ledger he kept by hand despite Sanjay's mother's annual suggestion that he computerise the accounts. Anand Gopaul was fifty-two, a compact, deliberate man who wore the same style of short-sleeved cotton shirt in rotating colours every day of his life and cut his own hair with the electric trimmer kept on the bathroom shelf. He had Sanjay's same long fingers, which looked incongruous on a man who spent his days handling raw materials but were in fact precisely suited to it — dexterous, patient, built for fine work.

He looked at the drill bits. Looked at Sanjay.

"The latch," Sanjay said.

"I told you in August."

"I know."

His father made a sound that was not quite commentary and wrote the drill bits into the ledger under Sanjay's name, which meant he was adding them to the informal family account that had never been settled and was never expected to be settled and functioned less as a financial record than as a kind of ongoing conversation between them conducted entirely in hardware.

"You're eating?" his father said.

"Yes."

"Your mother wants to know if you're coming for Sunday."

"Tell her probably."

His father wrote probably into nothing — it wasn't the kind of information that went into a ledger — and capped his pen. He had the quality of a man who did not waste motion: every gesture completed its purpose and stopped. Sanjay had spent his adolescence finding this suffocating and had arrived, somewhere in his early twenties, at something close to admiration for it.

"Dev Ramdin called me," Sanjay said, more to fill the silence than because it was relevant.

"Vinod's grandson? The one in Quatre Bornes?"

"University friend, yes."

"What did he want?"

"He wants me to give his grandmother some photography lessons. She bought a camera."

His father considered this with the same expression he applied to all information: a brief internal assessment of its practical implications. "Sunita Ramdin," he said.

Sanjay looked at him. "You know her?"

"Everyone knows everyone in this town, Sanjay. Her husband Prakash did the drainage survey for the waterfront extension twelve years ago. Civil engineer. Retired now." A pause. "She's a respectable woman."

The phrasing was so precisely his father's — respectable woman, carrying within it an entire social taxonomy — that Sanjay almost smiled. "I'm teaching her to use a camera, not marrying her."

His father picked up his pen again, which was the end of the conversation.

Sanjay pocketed the drill bits. "Sunday, probably."

"Your mother will make dholl puri."

"Then definitely."

He left his father to the ledger and went back out into the Mahébourg morning.



The town was doing what it always did on a Saturday — a version of itself that was slightly louder and more crowded than the weekday version, the market on the waterfront drawing people from the surrounding villages, the traffic on the main road thickening with the mid-morning delivery trucks. Sanjay had grown up in Mahébourg and carried it the way you carry a place you've never quite left: with the mix of familiarity and mild irritation that passes for affection.

It was not a glamorous town. The tourist infrastructure was concentrated to the north and south — the resort strips at Pointe d'Esny and Blue Bay, the water sports operators along the coast road — and Mahébourg itself served primarily as a supply town, a place where people bought things and ate things and conducted the practical business of lives that happened mostly elsewhere. The waterfront was its best feature: a promenade above the lagoon that curved south toward the historical museum in its old colonial building, flamboyant trees planted at intervals along it, their canopies enormous and leafy-dark now in October, weeks away from their December explosion of scarlet flowers.

He walked it slowly, no particular destination, the drill bits in his pocket.

The market was in full noise — fruit vendors, dried fish, the fabric stalls with their bolts of cotton and polyester in colours that competed aggressively with each other. Women with bags moving purposefully between stalls. Children running the spaces between adults with the proprietary confidence of children in familiar territory. He passed a stall selling gato piment — fried split pea fritters — and bought two from the woman behind the gas burner, ate them standing up, hot and slightly greasy and perfect, and thought about nothing in particular.

He thought, slightly, about Sunita Ramdin.

Or rather — he didn't think about her specifically, because she was not yet specific. He thought about the loose shape of what Dev had asked: a few sessions, some mornings, the basics of exposure and composition to someone who'd bought a camera and didn't know what to do with it. He'd done informal teaching before — the university workshops, a one-day session for a women's cooperative in Rose Hill that a development NGO had paid him three times his wedding rate for. He was good at explaining things. He had the patience for it when the subject was photography, which was not always a given with patience.

What he'd told Dev was true: spring and summer he had gaps. The wedding season peaked in July and August and then fell away. The tourism stock work was self-directed and portable — he could shoot any morning and still have afternoons free. A few sessions teaching an older woman to frame a shot and manage her exposure settings was not a significant commitment.

He finished the gato piment and dusted the oil from his fingers.

The fact that he'd agreed surprised him slightly, in retrospect. He'd agreed quickly — not after the considered pause he usually applied to requests on his time. Dev had asked and he'd said yes almost before processing what he was saying yes to. He filed this without asking himself why, the way he sometimes filed a composition instinct before he understood what had made it work.

He walked the rest of the waterfront. The lagoon on his left was the full midday blue now, the trade wind chopping its surface into a thousand small facets, each one catching light and releasing it. A fishing pirogue was motoring back from the reef, its outboard engine rattling at a frequency he'd long since ceased to consciously hear. The flamboyant trees overhead made a green tunnel of the promenade, the light through their canopies broken and dappled, moving as the wind moved the branches.

He took a photograph of the light on the promenade — just with his phone, not the Nikon, a record rather than an image. Sometimes he photographed things so he could forget them properly.



Back at the studio he fixed the window latch. It took forty minutes, two of the 4mm drill bits, and one moment of genuine irritation when the drill slipped and scratched the frame, but when he was done the latch seated cleanly and the window opened and closed with the precision of something working as it was meant to. He stood it open to catch the afternoon trade wind and felt the satisfaction of a small, complete thing.

He made lunch — rice, a fried egg, the leftover cari giraumon from two days ago that was better now than it had been fresh, the way pumpkin curry always was. He ate at the table, not at the desk, which was a rule he kept inconsistently but tried to keep: the desk was for work, the table for everything else. The distinction mattered to him in a way he'd never fully articulated.

His phone had accumulated messages while he worked.

His mother, following up on the engagement party in Curepipe — a voice note this time, three minutes long, which he listened to while washing his plate. The engagement was for his cousin Roshan, twenty-six, who worked in banking in Port Louis and had been in a relationship for four years that everyone in the family had considered imminent matrimony for at least two of them. The party was on the fourteenth of November. His mother's voice note covered the date, the venue, the parking situation at the venue, what she was planning to wear, what she thought Sanjay should wear, and a brief digression about whether Roshan's fiancée's family from Flacq was driving or flying to Port Louis first — the island was forty-five kilometres end to end and no one flew anywhere, but his mother occasionally forgot this when flustered.

He sent back a voice note confirming the fourteenth and saying he'd wear the grey shirt.

Dev had sent a follow-up: she says she can do any morning except Thursday. she's super excited bro. she said to tell you she has a Canon. I think it's the entry level one

He smiled at that — not unkindly. He'd been right about the Canon.

Tell her we'll start next week, he typed. Tuesday morning, Blue Bay, seven o'clock. She should bring the camera and whatever lenses came with it.

Dev's response was immediate: BLESS. She's gonna love it. She's been going on about wanting to do this for years. I think she just never had someone to actually show her properly

She lives near the waterfront? Sanjay wrote.

Rue des Lataniers, yeah. Like five minutes from Blue Bay. She knows exactly where it is.

Sanjay set the phone down and opened his editing monitor. The four hundred and twelve frames from the morning were processed now — the eight worth keeping exported and filed in the October folder, the rest archived in the working drive he backed up to a second drive once a week because he'd lost three months of work to a drive failure in his second year and had never fully recovered from the particular grief of it.

He opened the eight keepers.

The badamier shot was the best — he'd known it when he took it. He examined it again now with the slight critical distance that an afternoon provides from a morning's work: yes, still good. The silhouette was clean, the reflection imperfect in exactly the right way, the single extended branch giving the composition its argument. He'd submit it to the stock agency. He'd also keep a full-resolution personal copy, which was something he did only with images he believed in.

The other seven were competent, some of them more than competent. Two of the tern shots had genuine energy in them — the birds' motion caught at the right fraction of a second, their wings describing the exact phrase of flight that made sense. He'd submit those too.

The remaining five were archived.

He worked until the light through the large east-facing window turned amber and then orange and then began its rapid equatorial retreat toward dark. Outside, the lagoon went through its evening register — the trade wind dropping, the surface settling, the blue cooling through green toward the grey-violet that preceded night. A cruise ship was anchored far out beyond the reef, its lights coming on one by one as the sky darkened, its white hull becoming something architectural against the dusk.

Sanjay made tea. Stood at the window with it.

He thought — briefly, without particular weight — about Tuesday morning. About standing on Blue Bay beach at seven o'clock with someone else's grandmother and her entry-level Canon, explaining the relationship between aperture and depth of field to a person who had been interested in photography for years without ever having had someone to show her properly.

He thought it would be fine.

He thought it would be, at most, a few pleasant mornings and a modest good deed on behalf of a friendship he valued, and then he would return to his own work and she would return to hers, whatever hers was, and neither of them would be worse for it.

The cruise ship's lights multiplied. The lagoon went dark.

He drank his tea and thought about the distillery shoot in December — the Black River valleys, the smell of fermenting sugarcane, the architectural possibilities of old copper pot stills in late afternoon light — and was satisfied with the shape the week ahead had taken.

Tuesday would be fine.






Chapter 3: The House on Rue des Lataniers

The tulsi plant needed water.

Sunita noticed it the way she noticed most things in her house — peripherally, without breaking stride, adding it to the running internal list that organised her mornings as reliably as any written schedule. The tulsi was in its terracotta pot on the kitchen windowsill where it had lived for eleven years, its small leaves slightly drooped, the soil around its base pulling away from the pot's edge in the way that meant two days without water rather than one. She filled the copper cup she kept beside it and poured slowly, watching the water darken the soil and spread.

Outside the kitchen window the garden was already in full morning light. Prakash had been out there since six — she'd heard the gate to the vegetable beds creak when she was still in the half-dark of the bedroom, pulling her hair back, listening to him move through the garden with the unhurried certainty of a man whose relationship with the early morning had been settled over decades and required no renegotiation. He would be out there until eight, tending the tomatoes and the bitter gourd and the two rows of curry leaf he kept for her kitchen, and then he would come inside with soil on his hands and want tea and the newspaper and she would have both ready because she always had both ready and this was not a burden — it had never been a burden — it was simply the shape the mornings had taken and she had long since stopped examining the shape of things.

She put the kettle on.

The kitchen was the room she knew best in the world — better than the bedroom she'd slept in for forty-one years, better than the veranda where she'd raised two children through the noise and weather of their growing. It was not a large kitchen but it was exactly sufficient, which was a quality she respected in spaces as in people. The walls were painted a yellow she'd chosen herself in 1998 and repainted in the same colour three times since, not from lack of imagination but because it was correct — warm without being aggressive, the yellow of late afternoon light in October, which was also the colour of the kitchen regardless of what time of day it actually was. The shelves held her spices in glass jars she'd labelled in her own handwriting: cumin, coriander, turmeric, methi, cardamom, saffron — the last used rarely and treasured accordingly. Her roti board was propped against the wall beside the stove, its surface worn smooth in the centre from forty years of use, darkened with oil in a way that no cleaning could or should remove.

She made the tea — not the quick bag-in-cup version she made for herself when alone, but the proper stovetop tea, milk and water simmered together with crushed ginger and two cardamom pods cracked against the counter with the heel of her palm. The smell of it opening into the kitchen was the smell of every morning she had lived in this house, and she breathed it the way you breathe something that has become indistinguishable from the air itself.



Prakash came in at ten past eight exactly, which was when he always came in. He washed his hands at the kitchen sink with the methodical thoroughness of an engineer — nails, between the fingers, twice with soap — and sat at the table where his tea was waiting.

He was seventy-one and looked it in the way that men who've worked outdoors most of their lives look their age: weathered rather than diminished, the lines in his face describing a history of sun and squinting at plans and surveying distances. His hair had been fully white for fifteen years. He wore it short, maintained every three weeks at the same barbershop on the main road where he'd been going since 1987. He was not a tall man but he had always carried himself with the posture of someone taller — a professional habit, Sunita had always thought, from decades of standing over blueprints and project sites requiring authority.

He picked up the newspaper. Read the front page with the focused silence of a man for whom reading was still a private act, not a social one.

"The bitter gourd is coming," he said, without looking up.

"Good."

"Another week, maybe ten days."

"I'll make cari margose."

He turned a page. "There's a thing in here about the coastal road extension. They've changed the alignment again." A pause that lived in the vicinity of a sigh without quite becoming one — Prakash Ramdin did not sigh, but occasionally produced sounds that approached it. "Third time in four years. No one knows how to read a survey anymore."

Sunita brought her own tea to the table and sat across from him. This was their morning — the tea, the newspaper, the garden report, his mild professional grievances about civil engineering decisions made by people he considered inadequately qualified. It was not unhappy. It had never been unhappy. It was the contentment of two people who had built a life together with sufficient care that the life now ran mostly on its own, requiring maintenance rather than construction.

She drank her tea.

Through the window she could see the bougainvillea climbing the back wall — magenta, extravagant, slightly unruly despite her annual pruning. Beyond it the neighbourhood was waking: a dog somewhere two streets over, the sound of a radio from the house next door where the Mootien family had lived for thirty years, the distant compression of a bus on the main road. Saturday sounds in Mahébourg differed from weekday sounds in texture but not in kind — less traffic, more voices, the market drawing people through the streets on foot.

"Dev called," Sunita said.

Prakash looked up briefly. "How is he?"

"Well. Working. He sounded cheerful." She turned the tea cup in both hands. "He asked me something."

"Mm."

"You remember I mentioned wanting to learn photography properly. Last year, I think — or the year before."

He looked at her over the newspaper with the expression she knew meant he was locating the memory, filing through the archive with the same systematic approach he applied to everything. "The camera," he said. "The one Anil bought you for your birthday."

"It's still in the box." She said it without apology. "I couldn't make sense of the manual."

"The manual was in Japanese."

"There was an English section."

"There was also a Japanese section that was larger." The corner of his mouth moved — not quite a smile, Prakash's equivalent of one. "What did Dev ask?"

"He has a friend. A photographer, young man, lives near Pointe d'Esny apparently. Dev says he's very good — does professional work, weddings, a magazine in Port Louis." She set the cup down. "He's offered to give me some sessions. Show me how to use the camera properly. Dev arranged it."

Prakash considered this with his newspaper still open in front of him, which meant it wasn't concerning — if it had concerned him he would have set it down. "That's kind of Dev," he said.

"I thought so."

"What's the young man's name?"

"Sanjay. Sanjay Gopaul. Anand Gopaul's son — the hardware shop on Rue de la Paix."

"I know Anand Gopaul," Prakash said, which in Mahébourg meant not that he knew him well but that he knew who he was and where he stood in the town's social geography, which was sufficient. He returned to his newspaper. "When does he want to start?"

"Next week, apparently. Tuesday morning at Blue Bay."

"Early?"

"Seven o'clock."

Prakash made a sound of mild approval — early starts were, in his view, evidence of character. He read three more paragraphs of the coastal road article. "Take a jacket," he said. "It's still cool at seven."

And that, for Prakash, was the end of it.



Sunita washed the breakfast things.

She did it slowly, the way she did most things when her mind was elsewhere — her hands moving through the sequence her kitchen had given her while something less organised happened behind them. Hot water, the brush, the cups and saucers and the small plate Prakash used for his two Marie biscuits, the unhurried geography of a sink she could navigate with her eyes closed.

She was not, she told herself, particularly excited.

That would be the wrong word — excessive, slightly embarrassing, the kind of word that belonged to younger women and their different varieties of anticipation. She was sixty-seven years old. She had been married for forty-four years. She had raised two children, maintained a household, tended a garden, attended her bhajan group every Thursday, read widely and thought carefully and lived, by any reasonable measure, a full and considered life.

What she felt, rinsing the tea cups, was closer to — interest. A mild, legitimate interest in finally learning to use the camera that had sat in its box for two years. In having somewhere specific to go on Tuesday mornings with a purpose that was entirely her own, separate from the household's requirements, from Prakash's garden and Anil's visits and Priya's voice notes and the Thursday group's rotating roster of domestic concerns.

She set the cups on the drying rack.

The camera was on the high shelf in the bedroom cupboard, still in its original box, the white Canon logo bright against the cardboard. Anil had given it to her on her sixty-fifth birthday with the slightly self-congratulatory air of a son who considers himself to have solved a problem — You always said you wanted to do more photography, Mama — and she had thanked him with genuine warmth and read the English section of the manual and been defeated by the gap between knowing what aperture was in principle and understanding what to do with her hands to achieve it.

After lunch, she would take it down and charge the battery.

This was a practical decision. This was simply preparing for Tuesday.



She spent the afternoon the way she spent most Saturday afternoons: reading on the veranda until the heat made the pages swim, then moving inside to the cooler front room where the ceiling fan turned at its lowest setting and the light through the louvred shutters fell in long horizontal bars across the floor. She was midway through a novel she'd ordered from the bookshop in Port Louis — a French author, a woman, writing about a painter in Lyon in the 1930s — and it was the kind of book that required proper attention rather than the half-attention she sometimes gave her reading when the house's background demands were too present.

Today the house was quiet. Prakash had gone to his friend Rajesh's house for their Saturday afternoon ritual of chess and strong coffee and comfortable silence. The neighbourhood had settled into the post-lunch stillness that fell across Mahébourg between one and three o'clock like a collectively observed pause. Even the dog two streets over had stopped.

She read for two hours without interruption.

The novel's painter was a woman of thirty-eight who had given up her work to marry and was, in the book's opening section, beginning to understand what she'd surrendered — not dramatically, not with the operatic grief of a woman in crisis, but quietly, in the accumulated texture of days that contained no particular suffering and no particular aliveness. Sunita read this with the careful attention she gave to things that were not quite about her but sat close enough to matter.

She was not the painter. She was sixty-seven, not thirty-eight. She had not surrendered a vocation — she had never had one, not in the formal sense, though she had been good at things: at numbers, at organisation, at the kind of spatial reasoning that her secondary school mathematics teacher had told her could take her somewhere, by which he'd meant university, by which she'd understood him to mean a life arranged differently than the one she'd chosen at twenty-two when she'd married Prakash Ramdin and moved into this house on Rue des Lataniers.

She had not regretted that choice. She did not regret it now.

But she read the painter's section twice.



She called Dev at four o'clock, which was their Sunday arrangement shifted one day because Dev had mentioned he'd be at a friend's wedding on Sunday and would be unreachable. He answered on the second ring, his voice carrying the background noise of a busy household — music, voices, someone laughing at something unrelated to the phone call.

"Nannie!" The warmth in it was uncomplicated, genuine. This was what she loved most about Dev — he had never learned to moderate his affection, which meant it arrived always at full strength, unfiltered by the self-consciousness that age applied to most emotions.

"How are you, mo cher?"

"Good, good. Busy. Did you talk to Sanjay?"

"He sent the message about Tuesday. I'm ready."

"He's really good, Nannie, like actually good. He had a photo in a magazine last month — I'll send you the link. It was of the waterfront here in Mahébourg, one of those early morning shots, really beautiful."

"I believe you."

"He's quiet," Dev said, as though offering a warning or a reassurance, she couldn't tell which. "Like, he doesn't talk a lot. But when he's talking about photography he's different. He actually explains things properly."

"Good. The manual certainly didn't."

Dev laughed. "How's Grandpa?"

"At Rajesh's. Chess."

"Tell him I'll call tomorrow. Or — Monday, I'll call Monday. Sunday is the wedding." A pause, the background noise shifting as he moved to a quieter part of wherever he was. "Are you okay, Nannie? You sound —" He stopped.

"I sound what?"

"I don't know. Good. You sound good."

She smiled at the wall above the bookshelf. "I'm fine, Dev. Go back to your friends."

"Okay. Tuesday's going to be great. You'll see."

She said goodbye and set the phone on the side table.

Outside, the afternoon light was doing what it did in October — softening without cooling, moving from the flat brightness of midday toward something more considered, more directional, the shadows from the bougainvillea lengthening across the veranda tiles. It was the hour she'd always thought most beautiful in Mahébourg. Not the dawn, which belonged to people like Prakash with their gardens and their disciplines. This — the late afternoon, the light going gold, the neighbourhood settling toward the evening register — this was hers.

She went to the bedroom and took the Canon box down from the shelf.

It was lighter than she remembered. She set it on the bed and opened it — the camera nested in its foam cutout, the kit lens sealed in its own smaller box, the battery, the charger, the strap she'd never attached, the manual in its plastic sleeve. She lifted the camera out carefully. It was smaller than it looked in the box — compact, black, with the slightly serious look of a thing designed for a purpose.

She turned it over in her hands.

She had always noticed light. Had always stopped at windows, at the ends of streets where the view opened unexpectedly, at the waterfront when the lagoon was doing something particular. Had always felt the slight frustration of seeing something worth keeping and having no mechanism for keeping it. This was what she'd told Anil when he'd asked, and it was true, and it was also slightly less than the whole truth — the whole truth being that she had, for most of her adult life, been too occupied with the practical business of that life to develop any of the things she'd noticed herself noticing.

Sixty-seven was not too old. She was quite clear on this.

She found the charger, plugged it in, connected the battery. The small orange light came on.

She set the camera on the nightstand where she would see it in the morning, a reminder of Tuesday, and went to start the evening meal.

Behind her, through the bedroom window, the October sky was moving through its colours — amber to rose to the first tentative violet of approaching dark. She didn't stop to look at it.

She was already thinking about what she would wear on Tuesday morning to a beach at seven o'clock, which was a practical consideration, entirely.



.




Chapter 4: Leila's Veranda

The Mootien house was separated from Sunita's by a low coral wall that had been low for so long neither family could remember whether it had been built that way or had simply subsided gradually over the decades into its current height, which was exactly sufficient to lean on with both forearms while conducting a conversation across it. This was how most of the important exchanges between Sunita and Leila Mootien had begun — one of them appearing at her side of the wall with something on her mind, the other materialising at her kitchen window within minutes as though summoned by a frequency too low for anyone else to hear.

They had been neighbours for thirty-one years. Leila had moved into the Mootien house as a young bride of thirty-two, her husband Edouard a mechanic with a loud laugh and an even louder motorcycle, and for the first year Sunita had found her slightly overwhelming — too direct, too colourful in her opinions, too comfortable in the space between people's private lives and public faces. She had grown up in a household where feeling was managed carefully, expressed in specific approved channels, and Leila's approach to the world — which was essentially that everything worth knowing was on the surface if you were willing to look — had taken some adjustment.

The adjustment had taken approximately six months, after which they had been inseparable in the way of women who have found in each other the thing of being known without having to explain themselves.

Edouard had died eight years ago — a sudden thing, his heart, on a Tuesday morning while he was servicing a car in his garage. Leila had called Sunita first, before her children, before the hospital even, which was not the rational order but was the honest one. Sunita had been at the Mootien house within four minutes, still in her house clothes, and had stayed for three days. The low coral wall between their gardens had acquired, after that, a different kind of significance — not a boundary but a connection, the thin coral line of a friendship that had been tested and had held.



Sunday morning, Leila opened her front door before Sunita had finished knocking.

"I saw you coming," she said, which was her standard greeting, delivered without apology. She stepped back to let Sunita in. "I made alouda. It's too hot for tea."

It was, in fact, not too hot for tea — the morning was warm but the trade wind was moving through the street in a way that kept it bearable — but Leila's alouda was made with basil seeds she grew herself and chilled overnight and was not something Sunita would refuse on a technicality.

The Mootien house was the inverse of Sunita's in almost every way: smaller rooms, more furniture, more colour, more of everything. Where Sunita's house had developed over decades a certain considered restraint — objects chosen carefully, space respected, nothing kept without purpose — Leila's had accumulated. Photographs covered two full walls of the sitting room, frames overlapping, chronologically meaningless, a visual record of four children, eleven grandchildren, three decades of family occasions and street festivals and the various commemorated moments of a life lived loudly. Fabric on every surface — cushion covers, table runners, the embroidered cloth over the television that Leila had brought back from a trip to India in 2015 and which Sunita had always privately found excessive but would never say so.

She loved this room. She loved it in the way you love the parts of other people that are most unlike you — with a recognition of something your own life lacks and a gratitude that someone near you possesses it.

They took the alouda to the veranda.

Leila's veranda faced north, which meant it caught the trade wind directly and was therefore the coolest spot in the neighbourhood between nine and eleven on any given morning. Two rattan chairs, a low table between them, a pot of something flowering in the corner that Leila changed seasonally — currently a deep orange ixora, its small clustered blooms sharp as sparks against the whitewashed wall. The street below was quiet, a Sunday quiet, a child on a bicycle at the far end, the sound of a church service from somewhere behind the houses.

Leila sat with the ease of a woman at home in her body — broad-shouldered, unhurried, her greying hair cut close in a way that had made her daughters anxious when she first did it seven years ago and which now simply looked like Leila. She was sixty-three, four years younger than Sunita, and the four years were visible in the way four years between women of a certain age are visible — less in the face than in the quality of movement, the slight difference in how they occupied their respective chairs.

She looked at Sunita over her alouda and said nothing, which was her way of opening a space for whatever Sunita had come to say.

Sunita drank. The alouda was cold and faintly sweet, the basil seeds textured against her tongue. Through the veranda's low wall she could see the tip of the flamboyant tree at the street corner, its canopy darkly green, the first small red buds barely visible at the branch ends — a month, perhaps six weeks, before the full flower. She'd always marked the flamboyant blooming as a kind of calendar — the scarlet crowns meant December, meant the year turning, meant something ending and something else beginning.

"Dev arranged a thing," she said.

"What kind of thing?"

"A photographer. Young man, lives near Pointe d'Esny. He's going to teach me to use the camera." She said it simply, without the self-deprecating frame she'd used with Prakash — Dev arranged it, isn't that kind — because Leila didn't require that kind of cushioning and would see through it anyway. "We start Tuesday. Blue Bay at seven in the morning."

Leila's expression didn't change dramatically, but there was a shift in it — the sharpening of someone filing something away. "Whose son?"

"Anand Gopaul's. The hardware shop."

"I know Anand Gopaul." A pause. "I don't know his son."

"Neither do I. Dev speaks well of him."

"Dev speaks well of everyone." This was not unkind — it was accurate, and both of them knew it. Leila turned her glass slowly in her hands. "How old?"

"Twenty-three. Dev's age, roughly."

Something crossed Leila's face — not a smile exactly, more the preparation for one. "And you're going to the beach at seven in the morning with a twenty-three-year-old photographer."

"I'm going to learn how to use my camera," Sunita said, with a precision that was perhaps slightly too precise.

"Of course you are." Leila drank her alouda with an expression of perfect neutrality that Sunita had known for thirty-one years and trusted absolutely and was therefore not fooled by for a single moment.

"Leila."

"What? I said nothing."

"You said nothing in a very specific way."

Leila set her glass down and looked at her friend with the full attention she reserved for things that mattered. Not teasing now — something more considered. "I think it's good," she said. "Genuinely. You've been talking about that camera since Anil gave it to you. It's been two years, Sunita. Two years in the box." She gestured slightly with one hand — not dismissive, more like opening a space. "It's good to have something that's yours."

Sunita looked at the orange ixora in its pot. "It's just photography lessons."

"Yes."

"A few mornings. The basics."

"Of course."

A beat of silence. The trade wind moved through the veranda, lifting the edge of the cloth on the side table.

"I charged the battery last night," Sunita said.

Leila smiled — properly this time, warm and without subtext. "Good. Then you're ready."



They stayed on the veranda until nearly noon, which was longer than either of them had planned, as was always the way when they sat down together without a specific end time. The conversation moved the way their conversations always moved — not linearly, not with the purposeful arc of an agenda, but associatively, following whatever thread seemed worth pulling, doubling back without apology.

Leila's youngest daughter, Nadia, was having difficulty with her husband — not a crisis, nothing irreparable, but the friction of two people whose expectations of each other had shifted without either of them announcing the shift. Leila described it with the careful restraint of a mother who has learned to hold her children's marriages at arm's length, which had not come naturally to her and was an ongoing exercise.

Sunita listened. She was good at listening — had always been, not because she was passive but because she was genuinely interested in the specific detail of other people's situations, the texture of their difficulties. She asked questions that moved things forward rather than questions that circled the surface.

"She needs to say it plainly," Sunita said, of Nadia's situation. "Whatever it is she actually wants. Not the version she thinks he can hear."

Leila looked at her. "That's easy to say."

"I know it is."

"Has it always been easy for you?"

The question was gentle, genuinely curious. Sunita considered it with the honesty she reserved for conversations with Leila — not the managed honesty she offered most people, the careful selected truth, but the fuller version.

"No," she said. "I stopped saying certain things a long time ago. Not because Prakash wouldn't have heard them." She paused. "Because I wasn't sure I had the right to still want them."

Leila said nothing. This was one of her gifts.

"The camera is a small thing," Sunita said, and heard as she said it that she was explaining something to herself as much as to Leila. "It's a very small thing. But it's mine."

"Yes," Leila said. "It is."

The flamboyant tree at the corner moved in the trade wind, its darkly green canopy shifting, the barely-there red buds at its tips catching the light for a moment and then releasing it.



She left Leila's house at half past eleven, walking the short distance back along the street in the full heat of midday, her sandals on the coral surface making the sound she'd been hearing for three decades. The Mootien wall to her left, then the gap where the old Fongue house had been demolished two years ago and not yet rebuilt, then her own gate.

She stood at the gate for a moment before opening it.

The house looked back at her — its whitewashed facade, the bougainvillea visible above the back wall, the louvred shutters Prakash had repainted pale blue last year after thirty years of white because she'd asked him to and he'd done it without comment, which was his version of a gift. It was a good house. It was a house that had held a life in it for forty-one years and showed no signs of releasing it.

She opened the gate and went in.

Prakash was in the garden, crouched beside the tomato plants with the focused expression of a man diagnosing a structural problem. He looked up when she came through.

"Good visit?"

"Very good."

"Rajesh called — wants to know if we're going to the Ramnarain wedding in November. His wife and yours want to coordinate the saris, apparently." He delivered this with the tone of a man reporting mildly bewildering intelligence from a foreign country.

"Tell him yes and tell Mira I'll call her this week."

He nodded, returned to the tomatoes.

Sunita went inside.

The house was cool after the street, the thick walls doing their work. She went to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, stood at the window looking at the garden where Prakash's white head was bent over the tomato bed, methodical and content in the absolute way of a man whose Saturday requirement was a garden and a chess game and both had been satisfied.

She thought about what she'd said to Leila: I stopped saying certain things a long time ago.

She thought about Tuesday.

The Canon was on the kitchen table now — she'd moved it from the bedroom this morning, wanting it visible, a practical reminder. It sat there in the afternoon light from the window, small and purposeful and waiting.

She picked it up and turned it on for the first time.

The screen on the back lit up — a bright rectangle of readiness, the lens adjusting itself with a small mechanical sound, the default settings displaying in clean white text against the dark interface. The camera didn't know yet what it was for. It was simply ready, set to whatever the factory had decided was a reasonable starting point, waiting for someone to redirect it toward something specific.

She held it up and pointed it at the garden.

Through the viewfinder, Prakash was a white-headed figure among the tomato plants, slightly blurred in the auto-focus's uncertainty about what it was supposed to be looking at. She pressed the shutter button halfway and the camera sought, found, locked — a small sound of decision — and the image sharpened.

She took the photograph.

It wasn't good — the light was wrong, she was shooting through glass, the composition had no particular intention. But the act of it — the deliberate framing, the half-press, the decisive click — produced in her chest a small, clean satisfaction she hadn't expected.

She lowered the camera.

Outside, Prakash moved to the next tomato plant, unaware of having been photographed, unaware of anything except the garden and its requirements.

Sunita set the camera down and began preparing lunch, and thought about nothing in particular, and was — in a way she would not have been able to precisely describe to anyone who asked — quietly, privately looking forward to Tuesday.






Chapter 5: First Exposure

She was there before him.

Sanjay saw her from the path down to the beach — a figure standing at the waterline in the early light, not moving, her back to him, looking out at the lagoon. For a moment he didn't register her as the person he was meeting. He registered her as a composition: the vertical of her body against the horizontal of the water, the trade wind moving her hair — loose, he noticed, not pinned — the pale fabric of her salwar kameez catching the same wind and pressing against her left side, releasing, pressing again. The light was low and directional, coming in from the northeast at the angle that made everything it touched look considered.

He stopped walking.

Not because anything was wrong. Because something in the picture was right in a way that his eye had learned, over years, to pause for.

Then she turned — perhaps she heard his sandals on the coral path — and he saw her face.

He kept walking. He was good at keeping his face arranged. It was one of the useful skills photography had given him — the ability to observe without telegraphing observation, to register without reacting. He kept walking down the path with the Nikon across his body and the tripod over his shoulder and his face composed into the expression of a man arriving for a professional appointment, and the thing that had happened in his chest when she turned remained entirely his own.

She was not what he had pictured.

He had pictured — without consciously picturing anything — the category. The Mahébourg grandmother, silver-haired and pleasantly rounded, comfortably inside the social role that sixty-seven years had built around her. He had pictured someone he would be kind to. Someone for whom he would simplify his explanations and speak slightly more slowly and resist any impatience.

The woman standing at the Blue Bay waterline at seven o'clock on a Tuesday morning in October was not that.

She was fine-boned, her posture neither the careful erectness of someone performing composure nor the settled rounding of someone who had stopped thinking about it — something between those, something natural. Her face had structure: defined cheekbones, a strong jaw, eyes that were dark and direct and currently regarding him with an expression he couldn't immediately classify. Not nervous. Not the eager deference of a student. Something more measured than either. Her hair, loose in the trade wind, was silver-streaked through dark — not fully grey, not a choice to resist grey, something more interesting than both. It moved around her shoulders and she didn't touch it.

She was wearing a pale blue salwar kameez with a thin dupatta that the wind had already given up on keeping in place. Small gold earrings. Sandals she'd clearly considered — low, practical, the kind you'd wear to a beach without worrying about them.

She had the camera hanging from her wrist on its strap.

"Mrs. Ramdin," he said, reaching her.

"Sunita," she said immediately, which told him something. Her voice was lower than he'd expected — a measured contralto, the English precise without being stiff. "Mrs. Ramdin is my mother-in-law. She's been dead for twelve years but I still feel she would object to you using her name."

He smiled — genuinely, which surprised him slightly. "Sanjay."

"I know. Dev showed me the magazine photograph." A brief pause. "The waterfront. The badamier tree."

"He sent it?"

"He sent the link. I looked it up." She looked at him with an assessment that was direct without being aggressive — the look of someone who has decided to be accurate rather than polite. "It was very good."

"Thank you."

"I'm not saying it to be complimentary. I'm saying it because it was, and you should know I can tell the difference."

He looked at her for a moment. "All right," he said.

The wind came off the lagoon and moved between them, carrying salt and the faint green smell of the marine park's seagrass beds below the surface. The lagoon itself was extraordinary this morning — the low sun behind them throwing long shadows across the beach while the water ahead was lit from above in the early hour's clarity, translucent over the white sand bottom, the coral formations visible as dark masses.

"Have you used the camera at all?" he asked. "Since you got it."

"Once. Yesterday. I took a photograph of my husband in the garden through the kitchen window." She considered this. "It wasn't good."

"What was wrong with it?"

She looked at the lagoon rather than at him — not evasive, thinking. "The light was wrong. I was shooting through glass. And I don't think I knew what I actually wanted to photograph. I pointed it at him because he was there."

He looked at her properly. "That's a very accurate diagnosis for someone who's never been taught."

"I've been thinking about photography for two years without doing it," she said. "You develop opinions."



He started with the light.

Not the camera — the light first, which was how he always began with anyone he taught, because the camera was a tool and tools were secondary to understanding what you were trying to do with them. He stood beside her at the waterline and talked about what the light was doing this morning specifically: the angle of incidence, the way low sun created shadows that gave flat surfaces dimension, the difference between this and the flat midday brightness that reduced everything it touched to a version of itself with no depth.

She listened without interrupting. He'd half-expected questions — the kind of earnest constant questioning some students used as a form of engagement — but she didn't. She listened and looked at what he was pointing at and occasionally nodded, and once she said yes under her breath at something, quietly, as though confirming something she'd already suspected.

"The best light here is the first two hours after sunrise and the last hour before sunset," he said. "If you're going to photograph this lagoon — or anywhere on this coast — those are the only times worth working."

"What do you do the rest of the day?"

"Edit. Plan. Look at other people's work." A pause. "Or photograph things that don't require good light."

"Like what?"

"People, mostly. Faces in flat light can be interesting if there's something worth photographing." He was watching the water as he said it. "The light isn't always the point."

"What's the point when it isn't the light?"

"The person."

A small silence. The lagoon made its patient sound against the sand.

"Can I see yours?" she said. "The camera."

He handed her the Nikon. She took it with both hands — careful, not tentative, the way you'd take something valuable from someone. Turned it over, found the weight of it, adjusted her grip without prompting to bring it up to her eye.

"It's heavier than mine," she said, looking through the viewfinder.

"Full frame sensor. The glass is heavier too." He watched her scan the beach through it. "What do you see?"

A pause. "Too much. It doesn't know what it's looking at."

"The camera or you?"

She lowered it and looked at him — the direct look, slightly surprised, slightly amused, a quality in it he hadn't seen yet. "Both, I suppose."

He took the Nikon back. "That's the first thing. Decide before you raise the camera. Know what you're there for before you ask the camera to find it."



He gave her the Canon.

Walked her through the basics — not in the manual's sequential logic but in the order that made sense for standing on a beach at seven in the morning with good light that was not going to wait. Aperture priority mode first, because it gave her the most important control — depth of field, the decision about how much of the world to hold in focus and how much to let dissolve — while the camera handled the rest.

"What aperture?" she asked.

"What do you want to photograph?"

She looked at the beach, the lagoon, the filao line. Thinking, not stalling. "The water," she said. "The colour of it."

"Wide aperture — f/4 or lower. You want the water sharp and the filaos soft behind it, so the eye knows where to go." He showed her on the camera's dial. "Try."

She raised the camera. He watched her — not the viewfinder, her. The way she shifted her weight slightly to the left, her dominant eye pressing to the rubber eyecup, her right hand finding the shutter button with a naturalness that suggested she'd at least practiced the grip. The wind moved her hair across her cheek. She didn't reach up to push it away.

She took the shot.

Lowered the camera. Looked at the screen on the back. Her expression was careful — evaluating rather than reacting.

"The horizon's not straight," she said.

"No. Does it matter?"

"Doesn't it?"

"Sometimes a tilted horizon is wrong. Sometimes it's a decision. What does it do here?"

She looked at the image again. "It makes the water feel like it's going somewhere. Like it's moving toward something."

"Then it might be right."

She looked at him — something shifting in her expression, the measured distance softening slightly at its edges. Not warmth exactly. Recognition. The look of someone to whom a door has been indicated that they already knew was there.

"Try again," he said. "This time decide about the horizon before you shoot."



They worked for ninety minutes.

He set up the tripod at one point and showed her long exposure — the shutter open for two seconds, the lagoon's surface turning from faceted chop to a silky abstraction, the filaos slightly ghosted by their own movement in the wind. She watched the result on the screen and said nothing for several seconds.

"It looks like it's remembering the water," she said. "Not photographing it. Remembering it."

He looked at the image. It was a good description — better than the technical vocabulary he would have used. "Yes," he said. "That's exactly what a long exposure does."

She looked at him. "Did you know it would look like that?"

"I knew the mechanics. The description is yours."

Something crossed her face — quick, contained. A private small pleasure that she didn't perform for him. He found himself wanting to see it again, which he noted and set aside.

He photographed her three times during the session without announcing it — a reflex more than a decision, his hand going to the Nikon when the light caught her at an angle his eye insisted on preserving. The first: her profile against the lagoon while she looked through the Canon's viewfinder, the trade wind lifting the silver-dark mass of her hair behind her. The second: her hands on the camera, both hands, the long fingers — he hadn't expected the hands, elegant and slightly work-worn in a combination that was more interesting than either quality alone. The third: the moment she lowered the camera after the long exposure shot and looked at the screen — unguarded, the public face temporarily set down.

He didn't announce these photographs. He wasn't certain, at the time, that he could explain them.



At half past eight the beach began its daily acquisition — a family arriving with a cooler and a windbreak, a pair of resort guests from the Pointe d'Esny strip in matching UV shirts, the glass-bottom boat setting out from the northern end with its first load. The solitude that had made the morning possible was ending.

He began packing the tripod.

"Same time Thursday?" he said.

She was looking at the images on her Canon's screen, scrolling through what she'd taken. Without looking up: "I have my group on Thursdays."

"What group?"

"Bhajan." She glanced up briefly. "Prayer group. Thursday evenings, but I like to keep the day quiet." She returned to the screen. "Tuesday and Friday? If that suits you."

"That suits me."

She looked up then — properly, the full attention. In the full morning light now, the low directional quality gone, he could see her face clearly without the artful assistance of the dawn. It was the kind of face that would photograph differently in every light — not because it was unstable but because it had enough structure and variety to respond to what was offered it.

"I took thirty-seven photographs," she said. "How many are worth keeping?"

He almost smiled. "How many do you think?"

She looked back at the screen. Scrolled through slowly, this time with a more critical eye, and he watched her eliminate things without sentimentality — the tilted horizon she'd decided wasn't working, two that were blurred, several that were repetitions of a composition she'd already captured better. She was unsentimental about her own failures, which was rare in beginners.

"Four," she said. "Maybe five."

"Six," he said. "You missed one."

"Which?"

He came beside her and took the camera — not touching her hand in the transfer, a clean exchange — and scrolled back three frames to one she'd passed over. A shot of the lagoon surface taken from directly above, the camera pointed down at the shallows where the wet sand met the water's edge, the colours extraordinary — cream and teal and the deep transparent green of the deeper section, the composition entirely abstract, a painting rather than a photograph.

She looked at it. "I didn't know I'd taken that."

"What were you doing when you took it?"

She thought. "Looking at my feet. Making sure I hadn't gone too deep."

"You weren't trying to take a photograph."

"No."

"Some of the best ones are like that." He handed the camera back. "When you stop trying to photograph and start just looking."

She took the camera with the same careful two-handed grip and looked at the image for a long moment. The trade wind lifted her hair again, the same motion as when he'd first seen her from the path, and she put one hand up to push it back from her face, and he photographed that too — the fourth image — and she didn't notice.

"Friday," she said.

"Seven o'clock."

She walked back up the beach toward the coral path. He watched her go — the way you watch anyone in whom you've registered something worth paying attention to.

He stood at the waterline for a while after she'd gone, the lagoon doing its patient work at his feet.

He took out his phone and opened the photographs he'd taken of her on the Nikon. The profile. The hands. The unguarded moment over the long exposure image. The fourth — her hand pushing back her hair, her face in three-quarter view, the lagoon spreading behind her into the distance.

He looked at them for longer than was necessary, then locked the phone and put it in his pocket.

The glass-bottom boat was making its slow return from the reef, its wake spreading in two precise lines across the lagoon's surface, disturbing and then releasing the reflection of the sky.

He picked up the tripod and walked back up the beach.






Chapter 6: Aperture

The files transferred in four minutes and twelve seconds.

Sanjay watched the progress bar with the patience he reserved for things he couldn't accelerate — tide times, file transfers, the slow build of trust between a camera and its operator. The studio was warm despite the fan, the October afternoon pressing its full weight against the large east-facing window, the lagoon outside bleached to a flat midday white that held no interest for him photographically and a great deal of interest for the resort guests currently populating its shallows in their UV shirts.

He made coffee. Came back to the desk.

The files were there — four hundred and eight frames from the morning, including the thirty-seven she'd taken on the Canon which he'd transferred from her camera to his laptop at her request, she wanting to see them on a larger screen, and which now sat in a separate folder he'd labelled SR Tuesday 1 with the same filing logic he applied to all client work.

Except she wasn't a client. He'd refused payment.

He opened his own files first. Worked through them with the efficiency of long practice — the reject pile growing faster than the keeper pile, which was correct, which was how it should be. The morning had produced seven images worth keeping from his own work: two of the lagoon in the early light, one of a filao trunk in close-up that had something in the texture, three of the beach in various states of occupation, and one that he passed over twice before stopping.

Her profile. Against the lagoon. The trade wind in her hair.

He looked at it for thirty seconds without touching the editing controls.

The image was technically sound — exposure correct, focus sharp on her face, the lagoon background softly dissolved into bands of colour. But technical soundness was the floor, not the ceiling, and what lifted this above the floor was something he needed a moment to identify. It was the quality of her attention — the way she was looking through the Canon's viewfinder with the absolute focus of someone who had, for the duration of that moment, stopped performing anything and was simply present in the act of looking. Her public face was elsewhere. What the camera had caught was the private one.

He moved to the next frame. Her hands on the Canon.

He'd photographed hands before — it was practically a genre, the close-up of hands at work, and he was sufficiently self-critical to know that most such photographs were more sentimental than interesting, the concept outrunning the execution. These were different. The hands were doing something — actively managing the camera's weight, the fingers distributed with a competence that hadn't been there at the start of the session — and the slight wear on them, the small imperfection of the left thumbnail that had been cut too close, the fine lines across the knuckles, these were not flaws to be minimised. They were the whole point. They were what made the hands hers rather than a compositional element.

He went to the third frame. The unguarded moment — her face over the long exposure image on the camera's screen.

He held his coffee cup and looked at this one without drinking.

The expression was the problem. Not a problem with the image — a problem with how long he was spending on it. It was the expression of someone receiving something they hadn't known to expect: a slight parting of the lips, the eyes held wide in a way that was not surprise exactly — more the dilation of something opening. She was looking at the image of the silken lagoon and the word that came to him, unavoidably, was moved. She was moved by it. And the camera, without her permission or awareness, had recorded that.

He set the coffee down.

The fourth image. Her hand pushing back her hair, three-quarter view, the lagoon behind her.

He should not have taken this one. It was not within the professional remit of a photography lesson — the other three he could justify as documentation, as examples of what the light was doing, as reference material. This fourth one he'd taken because he'd wanted to. Because the gesture had been unplanned and the light had been on her face in a way he hadn't wanted to lose.

Her jaw. The line of her throat as her head tilted with the motion of the arm. The silver-dark hair lifted and then settling.

He became aware, sitting at his desk in the warm afternoon, of a specific physical fact: a warmth low in his abdomen, a slow heaviness below it that was not ambiguous. He was twenty-three and he'd been celibate for four months — since Céline, since the end of whatever that had been — and he could have attributed it to that, to the simple arithmetic of deprivation. He was self-aware enough not to.

He was attracted to Sunita Ramdin.

He said this to himself plainly, because he had a policy with himself about plainness — he'd developed it sometime in his late teens as a counterweight to a tendency toward self-deception, toward the comfortable rationalisation of things he wanted but didn't want to admit wanting. The policy was simple: name the thing. Name it clearly, in direct language, and then decide what to do with it from a position of honesty rather than confusion.

He was attracted to Sunita Ramdin, who was past the age when surprise was supposed to visit her like this, who was the grandmother of his university friend, who was married to a retired civil engineer named Prakash, who had come to him to learn photography and had a careful measured intelligence and hands that he'd photographed without permission and an expression when she was unguarded that he found — and here he made himself use the exact word — compelling.

He drank his coffee. It had gone slightly cool.

He opened her folder — SR Tuesday 1 — and went through her thirty-seven frames with the editorial eye he'd have applied to any student's work. Most were what you'd expect from a first session: competent but uncertain, the framing slightly off-centre in ways that weren't decisions, the exposure occasionally blown in the highlights where she'd pointed the camera at the water without compensating. But the ones she'd identified herself as keepers were genuinely good — particularly the abstract shot she hadn't known she was taking, the downward angle on the wet sand and shallows that was the best image in the folder by some distance.

She had an eye. It was unformed, untrained, making guesses rather than decisions, but it was there — a natural instinct for when something was worth looking at, which was not teachable and which most people didn't have.

He wrote a note to himself in the margin of the metadata: Compositional instinct. Needs technical scaffolding around natural ability rather than building from zero.

He stared at the note for a moment, then deleted it.

He wasn't writing a lesson plan. He was sitting at his desk at three in the afternoon thinking about a sixty-seven-year-old woman's hands and her face in the dawn light and the way the trade wind had moved her hair, and the warmth in his lower abdomen had not resolved itself and he was not going to pretend it had.



He went to the window.

The lagoon was in its flat midday mode — functional, touristic, beautiful in the postcard sense, which was to say beautiful without asking anything of you. Three catamaran day-trips were anchored at the reef edge, their passengers visible as small coloured dots in the water. A jet ski moved in a wide arc past the marine park boundary, its engine a thin whine across the heat.

He thought about what he'd told her: The light isn't always the point. Sometimes it's the person.

He thought about her response — the look without softening edges. What's the point when it isn't the light?

And his answer, which he hadn't examined while giving it: The person.

He'd meant it technically — meant that in portraiture, in street photography, in any work centred on a human subject, the quality of light mattered less than the quality of access, the moment when the subject forgot the camera existed. He'd meant it as pedagogy.

He was now not entirely sure that was all he'd meant.



The afternoon went long the way afternoons did when he wasn't shooting — an expansive, slightly liquid quality to the hours, the editing work done, the correspondence handled, nothing requiring him to be anywhere specific. He ate early: rice, fried egg, the last of the cari giraumon, a Phénix from the small fridge he kept beside the kitchenette for the evenings when the heat made anything else seem effortful.

He took the beer to the balcony.

The balcony was barely that — a concrete ledge, two metres by one, with a rusted railing he'd tested for structural integrity when he first moved in and found adequate if not inspiring. Two plastic chairs he'd bought at the market for two hundred rupees each. A view of the lagoon over the filao treeline, the last of the day's light pulling back from the water as the sun dropped below the ridge of houses behind him, the lagoon going from flat white through a brief gilt to the pewter-blue of early evening.

He drank his beer and thought about Friday.

Not strategically — he wasn't, at this point, constructing anything. He was simply aware that Friday existed, that at seven o'clock on Friday morning he would be on Blue Bay beach with Sunita Ramdin, and that this fact had acquired, over the course of an afternoon of editing and honest self-examination, a weight it hadn't carried on Tuesday when he'd said the words and meant them as a simple calendar entry.

He thought about her voice: the measured contralto, the English precise and unhurried, I'm not saying it to be complimentary, I'm saying it because it was, and you should know I can tell the difference.

He thought about her hair in the wind and the line of her throat in the fourth photograph and the warmth in his lower abdomen that had been present all afternoon and which he was not, at this point, attempting to resolve.

He finished the beer.

The lagoon had gone fully dark now, the resort lights along the Pointe d'Esny strip reflecting in the still water as broken columns of amber and white. A night heron crossed the filao treeline in silence, its grey shape absorbed immediately into the dark.

He went inside, showered, lay on the mattress with the fan turning above him.

His laptop was on the desk with the folder SR Tuesday 1 still open. He didn't go back to it. He lay in the dark with the trade wind coming through the repaired window latch and thought, with the clarity that arrives when you stop steering your own thoughts, about the fourth photograph — her hand pushing back her hair, the lagoon behind her receding into light — and allowed himself, briefly and without conclusion, to want something he hadn't decided yet whether to pursue.

The wanting was a physical fact, present in his chest and lower, and he lay with it in the dark without acting on it and without suppressing it, and eventually the trade wind and the patient sound of the lagoon did what they always did at this hour, and he slept.






Chapter 7: The Thursday Group

The bhajan began at seven.

By six forty-five the sitting room at Meena Pillay's house on Rue Suffren was already arranged — the low wooden dais at the front wall draped in saffron cloth, the brass oil lamp lit and throwing its small steady light against the framed image of Lakshmi above it, the incense burning in its holder and sending its thin thread of sandalwood smoke toward the ceiling fan, which Meena turned off during bhajan because she believed moving air disturbed the prayer's intention and the group had long since stopped arguing with her about this.

Seven women. They had been meeting every Thursday evening for eleven years, assembling in rotation at each other's houses, the hosting duties cycling through the group with a fairness that had never once required discussion. The youngest was forty-four — Preethi, Meena's daughter-in-law, who had joined three years ago and sat slightly apart in the way of someone not yet certain she belonged, though she did. The oldest was seventy-two — Savitri Dookhun, whose voice was the best in the room and who knew it without vanity, her harmonium playing the reliable backbone of everything.

Sunita sat in her usual place: third from the left, beside Kamla Bhujun whose off-key sincerity had always seemed to Sunita more devotional than technical precision. She had brought the prasad this week — a small container of halwa she'd made that morning, the semolina fried in ghee until it was the precise gold that meant it was done, fragrant with cardamom and the sweetness of clarified butter. She'd made it without consulting any recipe, her hands knowing their way through it, her mind elsewhere for most of the morning.

Not elsewhere in any specific direction. Simply — less fully present in the kitchen than was her habit.



Savitri played the opening notes and the room settled.

This was what Sunita loved about bhajan — the settling. The way seven women who had arrived carrying the varied weight of their separate weeks became, within the first few bars, something collective. The individual voices finding each other, adjusting, the slightly rough edges of the opening smoothing as the harmonium pulled everyone toward the same key. It was not mystical. It was acoustics and habit and the accumulated practice of eleven years. But it produced in her, reliably, a quietness she found nowhere else in the week.

She sang.

Her voice was a middle voice — not Savitri's trained richness, not Kamla's earnest wobble, something competent and even in between. She'd sung since childhood, in the way of girls in households where bhajan was the Thursday constant, the words in Sanskrit and Hindi requiring no particular effort to produce, the meaning moving beneath them like the current beneath the lagoon's surface — present, directional, not always visible.

Om jai jagdish hare.

The lamp flame was perfectly still — Meena's ceiling fan principle had been maintained. The sandalwood smoke rose without deviation. Outside, Rue Suffren was doing its Thursday evening things: a television through someone's open window, the distant sound of a motorcycle, a child being called in for dinner in the mix of Creole and Hindi that was Mahébourg's domestic register.

Sunita sang and looked at the lamp flame and was, for most of the first hour, entirely present.



It was during the third song — Raghupati Raghav — that her attention slipped.

Not dramatically. Not in a way anyone would have noticed. One moment the words were there, reliable as ever, and the next there was a space where they should have been — a half-second in which her mouth continued its habit while something else moved through her attention like a hand passing through water, disturbing the surface without breaking it.

The Blue Bay lagoon, Tuesday morning. The light coming in at that angle.

She recovered immediately, the words returning, her voice not wavering. Kamla beside her was too absorbed in her own sincere off-key contribution to notice anything. Savitri's harmonium continued its steady pulse. The lamp flame didn't move.

But the disturbance had happened, and Sunita was honest enough with herself to know what had caused it and to find that knowledge mildly — not alarming. Mildly concerning was the phrase her mind offered, which she noted had the quality of language applied to a situation one is not fully prepared to address directly.

It had not been the lagoon, if she was being accurate. It had been the light on the lagoon, and the light had been coming from a particular direction, and standing in that light had been — she redirected her attention firmly back to the harmonium, to Savitri's voice, to the Sanskrit syllables moving through her chest.

Ishwar Allah tero naam.

The lamp. The incense. The saffron cloth on the dais. These were the correct objects of attention and she attended to them with the deliberate focus of a woman returning to her place after a brief and unauthorised absence.



The singing ended at eight fifteen. Meena distributed the prasad — Sunita's halwa and a second offering of coconut barfi that Savitri had brought — and the group shifted from its collective mode into the more individual register of seven women eating sweets and talking.

These were women she had known for most of her adult life, in some cases. Meena had been at her daughter Priya's naming ceremony. Kamla's husband had worked briefly with Prakash. Savitri's granddaughter was in the same school year as one of Anil's children. The web of connection was dense and comfortable and had the texture of all long-established social structures — a warmth that was real and a set of unspoken rules about what fell within its boundaries.

"Your halwa is better than last time," Kamla said, which was Kamla's way of saying it was very good, since she rarely offered unqualified praise, preferring the comparative form.

"Same recipe," Sunita said.

"More ghee."

"Perhaps slightly."

Preethi, the youngest, was talking to Meena about a building project her husband was managing in Mahébourg's northern quarter — some disagreement about permits that had apparently consumed the week. Savitri was cleaning the harmonium reeds with the small cloth she kept in its case, patient and methodical, the instrument receiving the same attention after every session.

Leila was not in the bhajan group — Leila was Creole Catholic and had once described bhajan to Sunita as beautiful and completely incomprehensible, which Sunita had considered an accurate review. But Leila's absence meant there was no one in this room who knew her well enough to notice what Sunita was carrying, which was —

She ate her halwa and listened to Preethi's building permit problem and presented, without effort, the face this room expected and received from her every Thursday.



She walked home at half past eight.

The streets of Mahébourg at this hour had a sound she'd always liked — quieter than the day, not yet fully dark, the streetlights casting their orange circles on the coral surface, the houses showing warm light behind their shutters, the smell of evening meals and the faint salt underneath everything that was simply the smell of this town, of the lagoon two streets away conducting its permanent business regardless of the hour.

She walked slowly. There was no reason to hurry.

The conversation in her mind — the one she'd been keeping in its place since Tuesday — was not, she told herself, a significant conversation. It was the ordinary experience of beginning something new after a long period of not beginning anything: the slight heightening of attention, the way new stimuli registered more vividly than familiar ones, the interest that was simply interest and not anything requiring closer examination.

She was sixty-seven years old. She had been married for forty-four years. She had a daughter who called twice a week and a son who visited on Sundays and a husband who knew the name of every tomato plant in his garden and a friend next door who saw through her with an accuracy that was sometimes inconvenient and always a gift. Her life was full. It was genuinely full — not full in the way of busyness covering absence, but dense with the actual material of a life: connection, routine, small pleasures, the accumulated meaning of decades.

She turned onto Rue des Lataniers.

What she had experienced on Tuesday morning was excellent company and interesting instruction from a young man who was very good at his work. He had shown her things about light that she would not have found in the manual. He had looked at her photographs without condescension and identified one she'd missed herself. He had said the light isn't always the point and meant it as a technical observation about portraiture and she had understood it that way — as a technical observation about portraiture — and if she had also heard something else in it that was simply the habit of a woman who read literary fiction and was therefore perhaps prone to finding layers in statements that contained none.

The house was lit in the front room — Prakash still up, she could see the television's blue flicker through the shutter slats. He would have made himself tea. He might have left rice on the stove if he'd thought about it, which he sometimes did and sometimes didn't, not from inconsideration but because his mind, in the evening, was elsewhere in the comfortable way of a man whose elsewhere was benign.

She stood outside the gate for a moment in the orange streetlight.

Friday was two days away.

This was a fact of no particular significance. She had things to do on Friday — the market in the morning if she went early enough, the call to Mira about coordinating saris for the Ramnarain wedding, the French novel which was in the middle of its most difficult section and required attention. And then, at seven o'clock, Blue Bay beach, the morning light, the Canon on its strap around her wrist.

And Sanjay Gopaul with his Nikon and his long fingers and his way of waiting — not the waiting of someone biding time, she had noticed, but the waiting of someone who was entirely occupied with what was in front of him.

She became aware that she had been standing outside her own gate for approximately two minutes, which was unusual.

She opened the gate and went in.

The tulsi plant would need water again in the morning. The bougainvillea needed tying back against the back wall where one long stem had pulled free and was waving in the trade wind with an independence she found mildly irritating. Prakash's tea things would be on the sitting room table, waiting for someone to bring them to the kitchen.

These were the correct objects of attention at half past eight on a Thursday evening, and she attended to them with the efficiency of a woman who has a great deal of practice in attending to correct objects of attention.

She did not think further about Friday.

Or rather — she allowed herself precisely this: one clear image, held for the duration of unlocking the front door and no longer. The lagoon at seven o'clock in the October light, the filaos in their dark line, the air before the heat settled its full weight and simplified everything.

Then she opened the door and went inside to collect Prakash's tea things, and the image was set down, and the evening resumed its proper shape.



Later, in the bedroom, Prakash already asleep beside her, she lay in the dark and listened to the trade wind in the filaos trees two streets away — that specific whispering sound, like breath, like something being said at a frequency just below comprehension.

She was not, she was nearly certain, a woman who would be foolish.

She was not twenty-two. She was not the painter in the French novel, thirty-eight and reaching back for something surrendered. She had been married since 1980. The texture of her life was sometimes thin in places, but that was not exceptional. That was the ordinary condition of long lives.

She was simply, for the first time in some years, interested in something.

The trade wind moved in the filaos. Prakash breathed his steady, unconscious breath beside her.

She closed her eyes.

She did not reach any conclusion. She was good at not reaching conclusions prematurely — it was one of the qualities Leila admired in her and she herself was ambivalent about. Conclusions closed things. She was not ready to close anything.

She slept, eventually, with the image of the lagoon at seven o'clock still present somewhere below the level of sleep, patient and blue, lit from a direction she had not yet fully identified.






Chapter 8: Filaos and Salt

The south coast road ran along the edge of the island like a sentence that hadn't decided how to end.

Sanjay drove it with the windows down, the trade wind coming in hard from the left — from the open ocean side, the unprotected coast where the reef was absent and the Indian Ocean arrived without negotiation, throwing itself against the black volcanic rock in explosions of white that were visible from the road as intermittent bright interruptions in the dark basalt. The sugarcane fields on the right were in their full October height — eight, nine feet of dense green, the tasselled tops moving in the wind in long synchronised waves that had always reminded him of something breathing. Between the cane and the ocean the road ran narrow and certain, and he drove it at sixty, which was the speed at which this road felt honest.

Sunita sat in the passenger seat with the Canon in her lap and the window down on her side, her hair — loose again, he'd noticed, the same choice as Tuesday — lifting and moving in the rushing air. She'd said very little since they'd left Blue Bay, where they'd spent forty minutes on the beach before he'd suggested the drive to Le Souffleur. She hadn't asked where they were going. She'd looked at the road when he'd described the blowhole — the volcanic formation, the specific drama of the south coast light, the different challenge when the subject was geological violence rather than lagoon serenity — and said simply, Let's go then, with the directness he was coming to expect from her.

She'd worn different clothes today. Not the pale blue salwar of Tuesday — a darker outfit, deep green, the fabric a light cotton that the wind had strong opinions about. A different pair of sandals, still practical. Her dupatta she'd tied at her waist rather than wearing it over her shoulders, which suggested she'd thought about the wind before leaving the house.

He found himself noticing these things with the same attention he applied to light conditions and aperture settings, which was information he stored without immediately examining.



"Tell me about the blowhole," she said, over the wind.

"Le Souffleur. Literally — the blower. It's a lava tube formation. The wave pressure forces water and air up through a natural vent in the rock." He kept his eyes on the road. "When the swell is right it shoots twelve, fifteen metres. The sound is extraordinary."

"Have you photographed it before?"

"Twice. Once in the wrong light, once in a cyclone warning which made it dramatic but also potentially lethal." He glanced at her briefly. "Today the conditions should be good. High swell from the southeast overnight."

She was looking at the cane fields on her side — the long waves moving through them, the light catching the uppermost leaves and releasing them. "I read about this coast last night," she said. "After you mentioned it. The volcanic geology. The basalt columns at Rochester." A pause. "I looked up your photograph. The one of Le Souffleur in the stock library. The Port Louis agency."

He hadn't known she'd done this. "And?"

"The timing is extraordinary. The water at the exact peak." She didn't look at him, still watching the cane. "How long did you wait for that?"

"Two hours."

"Of course you did."

There was something in her voice — not quite amusement, something drier than that. He said, "You sound like you disapprove."

"I sound like I understand it completely, which is different." She finally looked at him. "I waited forty minutes once for the light to change on the waterfront before I understood I couldn't photograph it anyway because I didn't have a camera. I just stood there." A slight pause. "Prakash thought I'd been hit by something."

He laughed — properly, which surprised him the way his genuine smile had surprised him on Tuesday. He didn't laugh easily and knew it, had been told it, had occasionally been told it as criticism by people who found his seriousness effortful. She'd produced it without trying.

She looked at the road ahead with the expression he was beginning to recognise — not quite a smile but carrying all the structural elements of one, held slightly in reserve.



The road through Curepipe was busy with morning traffic — the town's commercial centre congested in the way of all Mauritian towns at eight o'clock, the delivery trucks and school buses and the particular category of driver who treated every junction as a personal negotiation. He moved through it without impatience, the unhurried quality he brought to everything apparently extending to traffic. She found this restful in a way she hadn't expected.

On the other side of Curepipe the road opened onto the Plaine Champagne — the highland plateau, eight hundred metres above sea level, a different island entirely from the coastal one she'd spent her life in. The temperature had dropped four degrees. The vegetation on either side of the road was dense and subtropical, pandanus and tree ferns and the tall cryptomeria pines that the colonial administration had planted a century ago and which had grown into something so established it was impossible to imagine the plateau without them. Through gaps in the treeline, views of the central highlands: ridges and valleys running north to south, the distant geometry of sugarcane on the lower slopes, the blue smudge of the west coast visible on the clearest days.

"My father brought me here once," she said. It came without premeditation — the landscape producing the memory directly, bypassing the usual filters. "When I was perhaps eight. We drove through on the way to somewhere else, I don't remember where. It was the first time I'd been to the plateau and I remember thinking the island was much larger than I'd understood."

He listened. She appreciated that he listened the way he did — without filling the spaces, without the performance of attention. Just present with whatever she was saying.

"I grew up on the coast," she continued. "In Grand Port. Very flat, very open — the lagoon always in the front and the sugarcane in the back and nothing between them that changed much. And then we drove through here and the road went into the forest and I couldn't see more than ten metres in any direction and I thought —" She paused. "I thought the island was hiding something."

"Was it?"

"Yes. Several things." She watched a tree fern pass the window. "This, for one."



They reached Le Souffleur at the end of a rough track that turned off the coast road near the village of L'Escalier, the tarmac giving way to compressed earth and loose coral that rattled under the car's chassis. He parked at a small flat area above the cliff where two other cars were already parked — a family gathering their children at a safe distance from the edge, a young couple with a smartphone.

The sound reached them before the view did.

A deep, rhythmic exhalation — something between a breath and a detonation, arriving on a cycle that was almost but not quite regular, the irregularity of it more unsettling than a mechanical pulse would have been. Then they came over the low rise and the coast opened in front of them and Sunita stopped walking.

The basalt cliffs dropped twenty metres to the churning water below, the rock black and ancient and indifferent, the ocean striking it from the southeast with the full unmediated weight of open water. The blowhole itself was thirty metres to their right — a fissure in the cliff edge, and as they watched, the next swell arrived below and the water column shot upward in a white violent arc that reached easily twelve metres, the spray catching the morning light and dissolving into a brief prismatic haze before collapsing back into the rock.

The sound arrived half a second later. Not a crash — a detonation, deep-chested, the compression of air and water through stone, felt in the sternum as much as heard with the ears.

He looked at her.

Her face was open in a way he hadn't seen yet — the composed attention she wore in most situations temporarily replaced by something more immediate. Her mouth slightly open. Her hand had gone to her collarbone, an unconscious gesture, fingers resting there as though checking for the vibration.

"Bon Dieu," she said quietly, in Creole.

"Yes," he said.



He set up quickly — he knew this location, knew where the light fell and how the spray diffused it, knew that the window of best conditions was the two hours around the high swell period and they were in the middle of it. He worked with a focused efficiency that excluded everything except the mechanics of what he was doing: tripod angle, the 70-200mm lens for the compression, the shutter speed calculation for freezing the water column at peak height.

Sunita had her Canon out. She stood slightly behind and to his left, watching him set up, and then she began her own exploration of the location — moving carefully along the cliff edge, not recklessly, attending to the ground before she attended to the view. He watched her peripherally, not interfering. She was working something out. He'd seen it on Tuesday — the way she went quiet when she was processing, not the silence of uncertainty but the silence of someone performing internal calculations.

"Here?" she called, from a point about ten metres to his right, closer to the blowhole's vent.

He looked at the position. The angle would give her the blowhole's mouth in foreground with the open ocean behind it, the spray column visible against the horizon line. It was where he would have put her. "Yes," he said. "But go no further than that rock." He indicated a low flat-topped basalt formation at the cliff edge. "The rock past it is wet from the spray. Different traction."

She looked at the rock, then at him, with an expression that acknowledged the information without being reduced by it. She moved to the position and raised the Canon.

He photographed the blowhole for thirty minutes, working through the swell cycles, the column varying in height and direction as the wave sets changed. He got what he needed in the first twenty minutes and spent the remaining ten on the periphery — the spray patterns against the dark rock, the ocean surface beyond the cliff, the light on the churned water in the cove directly below.

And occasionally — not constantly, not in a way that was obvious — he photographed her.

She was good at the edge. Not fearless — she had appropriate respect for the drop — but unbothered by the exposure in the way that some people were bothered, stepping back instinctively when they didn't need to. She stood her ground, the trade wind pressing the green fabric of her kameez against her left side and releasing it, her hair moving in the sustained gust that came off each wave set. The Canon raised, lowered, raised again as she worked through different framings.

At one point a larger swell arrived — the largest of the morning, the column reaching close to fifteen metres, the detonation louder and more physical than the previous ones — and she took an involuntary half-step back from the edge, her weight shifting quickly to her right foot, and in the shift she lost her balance slightly on the uneven basalt.

He was beside her before he'd decided to move.

His hand went to her upper arm — steadying, his grip firm without being harsh — and she caught herself at the same moment, her own balance recovered in a fraction of a second, so that by the time his hand was actually providing support she didn't need it. But he didn't remove the hand immediately. And she didn't move away from it.

They stood like that for two or three seconds — his hand on her arm, the blowhole still exhaling its violence to their right, the spray mist catching their faces in the wind. He could feel the warmth of her skin through the cotton of her sleeve. He could feel her pulse, rapid and present, in the muscle of her upper arm.

"I'm fine," she said. Her voice was even.

"I know." He held for another second. Then he let go.

She didn't look at him immediately. She looked at the blowhole, at the next swell arriving below, at the way the column built and peaked and dissolved. Her pulse would be slowing. His was not.

"Did you get it?" she asked. "The big one."

"Yes."

"Good." She raised the Canon again. Her hands, he noticed, were perfectly steady. "So did I."



They ate on the drive back.

He'd stopped at a roadside vendor near L'Escalier — a woman with a gas burner and a stack of roti and a pot of cari pois that smelled of cumin and split peas cooked slowly by someone paying attention. He bought two portions wrapped in greaseproof paper and they ate in the car with the windows up against the wind, the road unspooling ahead of them through the cane fields, the ocean intermittently visible to the left as a bright stripe between the land and the sky.

She ate without self-consciousness, which he appreciated. He had encountered, in various contexts, people who became performative around food — apologetic about appetite, theatrical about enjoyment — and he found it exhausting. She ate her roti with focused pleasure, the cari pois absorbed neatly, no ceremony.

"This is better than mine," she said. Not a complaint. A fact.

"The split peas?"

"She uses more ginger. And something else." She took another bite, considering. "Curry leaf fried in the oil first, before the onion."

He looked at her. "You can tell that from tasting it?"

"I've been cooking cari pois for forty-three years." A pause, the slightest dryness in it. "I can tell."

He looked back at the road. Outside, the cane fields moved in their long breathing waves, and the light was the late morning light now, flatter and more direct, the early golden quality entirely gone. But in the car there was a warmth that was not the heat — something in the shared meal and the shared morning and the memory of his hand on her arm and her not moving away from it, something that occupied the small space between them with the same solidity as the food and the wind and the road.

"Friday," she said eventually, balling the greaseproof paper neatly.

"What about it?"

"Where are we going Friday?"

He hadn't planned Friday yet. He said the first honest thing: "I don't know yet. Somewhere different."

She looked out of her window at the passing cane. "Good," she said.

He drove. The sugarcane moved in its long synchronised waves. The ocean appeared and disappeared to the left. The warmth in the car — the warmth that was not the heat — held exactly where it was, unaddressed and not diminishing.



He dropped her at the end of Rue des Lataniers at her request — not at the house, the end of the street is fine — and watched her walk the short distance toward her gate without looking back. The green cotton moving. The Canon on her wrist. The afternoon light on the coral surface of the street.

He drove back to Pointe d'Esny with his hand on the gearshift and the ghost of her pulse still in his fingers, faint as the afterimage of a bright light — present when he closed his eyes, gone when he opened them, but having been there.

He was, he thought, in some difficulty.

Not unpleasant difficulty. The difficulty of something beginning that you are not yet certain you should allow to begin, which was different from the difficulty of something you wanted to stop.

He didn't want to stop anything.

He drove into the afternoon with that knowledge sitting clearly in the seat beside him, taking up exactly the space a person would take, and said nothing to it, and it said nothing back, and the cane fields gave way to the resort strip and then the lagoon appeared ahead, flat and bright and entirely itself.






Chapter 9: Anil Comes for Sunday Lunch

The cari poulet had been on the stove since eight.

Sunita had put it on before Prakash came in from the garden, before she'd had her second cup of tea, while the kitchen was still in its early morning quiet and the decisions about how much chilli and whether to add the piment confit at the beginning or the end could be made without anyone's input or commentary. She preferred cooking this way — alone in the early part of it, the thinking part, the part where you committed to the dish's character before the house woke up and introduced its various requirements.

The chicken was from the butcher on the main road, cut the way she liked it — bone in, the pieces large enough to hold their structure through the long simmer. She'd browned it in two batches, the oil smoking slightly before she added the onion and the garlic and the ginger paste she'd ground herself on the flat stone in the back corner of the kitchen. The smell of it browning and then the spices hitting the hot oil — turmeric, cumin, coriander — had moved through the house and reached Prakash in the garden, she knew, because he'd come to the kitchen door at half past eight and stood there for a moment looking at the pot with the expression of a man receiving good news.

"Anil's coming at twelve," she'd said, without turning around.

"I know." He'd gone back to the garden.



They arrived at twelve fifteen — Anil and his wife Shanta, their two children Rohan and Divya in the back seat of Anil's dark blue Nissan, which he'd bought two years ago and still drove with the slight over-caution of someone not entirely certain of his relationship with a new possession. Sunita watched them from the kitchen window: Shanta getting the children out of the rear doors, Anil straightening his collar before coming through the gate in the way he'd done since adolescence, a gesture so deeply habitual she doubted he knew he still did it.

She dried her hands and went to the front door.

"Mama." Anil kissed her cheek — he was forty-four, heavier than he'd been at thirty, with Prakash's methodical quality and her own eyes in a face that had always struck her as somehow more resolved than the sum of its parts. He was a good man. She'd thought this clearly and often enough that it had the quality of a considered assessment rather than simply a mother's feeling — he was good in the way of men who had decided early what kind of person to be and had not deviated significantly from that decision. "You look well," he said.

"I am well."

Shanta came behind him with Divya on her hip — the younger child, three years old, currently in a phase of refusing to walk any distance that could instead be covered by demanding to be carried. "Sunita-ji." A warm kiss on both cheeks. Shanta was forty, from a family in Vacoas, and had arrived in the Ramdin household eighteen years ago with the slight wariness of someone entering an established system and spent the first two years learning its logic and the subsequent sixteen deploying it with a confidence that Sunita respected. She was good for Anil in the way of someone who supplied what he lacked — a quicker humour, a lighter hand, the ability to change course without treating it as a failure.

Rohan, twelve, came through the door with the distracted momentum of a boy whose primary concerns were elsewhere and who was managing the social obligation of a Sunday lunch with the minimum viable engagement. He said Mamie and allowed her to kiss his forehead and immediately found a corner of the sitting room where he could be present without being particularly available.

Sunita put Divya down — the child immediately attached herself to Sunita's leg with the grip of someone establishing territorial claim. "Come. Your grandfather is in the garden."



Lunch assembled itself in the way of these Sundays — the various components migrating from kitchen to table in the order of their readiness, the conversation overlapping with the logistics of serving, the children requiring subsidiary management, Prakash washing his hands at the kitchen sink and sitting at the head of the table with the quiet authority of a man in the correct location.

The cari poulet was right. She knew it when she lifted the lid for the final check — the colour of the gravy, the way the chicken moved, the smell which had deepened over four hours from the bright turmeric sharpness of the beginning into something rounder and more certain. She'd made riz blanc and cari brinzel alongside it, and the achard légumes she'd put up two weeks ago, the julienned vegetables sharp with mustard and vinegar, to cut through the richness.

Anil ate with the appreciation of a man who had grown up eating his mother's cooking and had never quite stopped measuring other food against it — not ungenerous toward Shanta's cooking, but with a specific quality of homecoming at this table that was visible in his posture, a slight release of something he carried during the week.

"Dev called me Thursday," Anil said, serving himself more rice. "Said you've started photography lessons."

"Tuesday and Friday mornings. Blue Bay, mostly."

"How is it?"

"Very good." She passed the achard to Shanta. "The instructor is Sanjay Gopaul — Anand Gopaul's son, the hardware shop. Very knowledgeable. Patient."

"How old is he?" Shanta asked, with the mild curiosity of someone asking after a plumber's qualifications.

"Twenty-three. Dev's age, roughly."

Shanta made a small sound of approval — young enough to be current, old enough to be competent. "Dev always liked him at university. Said he was very focused."

Prakash, who had been attending to his cari poulet with the concentration it deserved, said without looking up: "Good photographer. I saw the work at the waterfront art market. The coastal series."

They all looked at him briefly — Prakash's endorsements were infrequent and therefore weighted.

"Yes," Sunita said. "He is."

She refilled Rohan's water glass and redirected Divya from her attempt to build a structure from pieces of bread and did not look at anything in particular while saying it, and the conversation moved on to Anil's office renovation project and the question of whether the monsoon guttering on the house needed replacing before the cyclone season, and the subject of Sanjay Gopaul was set down and covered over by the ordinary business of a Sunday lunch.



After the meal, Prakash and Anil went to the veranda with their tea — the post-lunch conversation that was primarily Anil updating his father on professional matters and Prakash listening with the focused silence of a retired engineer who still regarded civil and structural questions as within his jurisdiction. Shanta helped Sunita clear the table, the two of them moving through the kitchen in the easy efficiency of women who had performed this task together enough times to have a system without having discussed it.

Divya was asleep on the sitting room sofa, her cheek pressed against a cushion, her small mouth slightly open.

Rohan had discovered something on his phone that had resolved the problem of his location entirely.

"Sunita-ji," Shanta said, handing her a serving dish to dry. "You seem different lately."

Sunita took the dish. "Different how?"

Shanta considered it with the honesty she applied to things she'd actually noticed rather than things she was simply saying. "Lighter, maybe. Less —" She searched. "You know how you are sometimes. Very contained."

"I'm always contained."

"Yes, but some containments are heavier than others." Shanta said it without apology, rinsing the next dish. "The photography is good for you."

"It's only been two sessions."

"Still."

Sunita dried the dish and set it on the shelf and handed Shanta the dishtowel when she was done at the sink, the small choreography of it completed without fumbling. "It's good to have something to learn," she said. "Something where I genuinely don't know what I'm doing yet."

Shanta smiled — warm, uncomplicated, the smile of someone who understood exactly what was being said. "Anil's father won't learn anything new," she said, without bitterness. "He already knows everything, apparently."

Sunita looked at her daughter-in-law's profile and felt a rush of affection so direct it surprised her. "They're good men," she said. "Both of them."

"Very good men," Shanta agreed. "It's not a complaint."

"I know it isn't."

They finished the dishes in the comfortable silence that follows an honest exchange, the kitchen settling into its post-lunch stillness, the smell of the cari poulet still warm in the walls.



Anil found her in the garden at four o'clock, where she was tying back the long bougainvillea stem that had been pulling free of the wall for two weeks.

He stood in the garden doorway with his hands in his pockets — the posture of a man with something on his mind, locating the approach to it. She knew this posture. She had watched it develop from childhood, from the small boy who would stand in exactly this way before asking for something he wasn't certain he'd be given.

"Sit with me for a minute, Mama."

She tied off the bougainvillea and came to sit beside him on the low garden bench, the one Prakash had put in the corner under the badamier tree three years ago where the afternoon shade was deepest.

Anil looked at the garden for a moment. "You're okay?" he asked.

"I just told you I was well."

"I know. I'm asking differently."

She looked at her son — the forty-four-year-old man who still straightened his collar at her gate, who had his father's methodical quality and her own eyes, who had given her the Canon two years ago with the slightly self-congratulatory air of a son who considers himself to have solved a problem and had no idea that the problem was not the camera.

"I'm well, Anil," she said. "Better than well. The photography is genuinely interesting. I look at things differently already — the light, the way a scene is composed. I notice things I walked past before." She paused. "It's a small thing. But it's mine."

He nodded slowly. Something in his expression settled — the slight anxiety present at the beginning of the conversation smoothing into the uncomplicated relief of a son whose mother has confirmed she is all right. He was not, she thought with deep tenderness, a man who looked below the surface of things. He cared enormously and saw partially and these two qualities coexisted in him without apparent friction.

"Dev says the instructor is good."

"He is."

"If you want a better camera — a proper one, not just the entry level — let me know. I can look into it."

She patted his hand, which she hadn't done since he was a teenager and which he received now with the same mixture of slight surprise and pleasure he'd shown then. "The Canon is fine for now," she said. "I haven't earned a better camera yet."

Anil smiled — her smile, she always thought, the one that appeared rarely and meant something when it did. "You're probably teaching him things by the second session."

"I'm really not."

"I doubt that."

She stood up, brushed the garden's small debris from her sari, and went back to the bougainvillea. There was another loose stem she'd missed — lower down, threading itself sideways along the wall in a direction she hadn't intended. She found the twine in her pocket and began tying it back.

Behind her, Anil sat on the bench for another minute in the afternoon shade before going back inside, and Sunita worked the bougainvillea back into its proper shape with hands that were steady and practised, and thought about nothing she would have confessed to anyone in that garden, and everything she had said to her son had been true.

It was simply not all of the truth.

The whole truth — the part she hadn't said, the part she was still constructing a language for — was this: that she had stood at the edge of a basalt cliff on the south coast two days ago with the sound of the ocean detonating beneath her and a young man's hand on her arm, warm and certain through the cotton of her sleeve, and she had not moved away from it. Had not wanted to. Had felt, in the three seconds it lasted, something she had not felt in long enough that she had stopped expecting to feel it.

She tied the last knot in the twine, stepped back, examined the bougainvillea's restored order.

Good men, she and Shanta had said. Both of them. Very good men.

The thought arrived without warning, clean and unkind in its accuracy: goodness was not the same as presence. You could be entirely good and entirely elsewhere at the same time. Prakash had been doing it for years, and so had she, and they had built a life inside that mutual elsewhere that was comfortable and sustaining and sometimes, in the late evenings when she lay listening to the filaos, felt like a room she had memorised so thoroughly she no longer needed to be in it.

She pressed the thought down. Not denied — she was too honest for denial — but firmly and deliberately set aside, the way you set aside an ache that is present but not yet requiring action.

She went inside to make the evening tea.



They left at six — the children loaded back into the Nissan, Divya awake and furious about it, Rohan restored to his phone, Shanta embracing her at the gate with the warmth she always brought to goodbyes, Anil kissing her cheek and saying next Sunday as though it were both a question and an answer.

She stood at the gate and watched the Nissan turn the corner of Rue des Lataniers and disappear.

The street was quiet in the early evening, the orange light beginning in the streetlamps though it wasn't yet dark, the flamboyant tree at the corner very still, the trade wind dropped in the way it did at this hour. A neighbour's cat crossed the street at a diagonal, purposeful and indifferent.

Tomorrow was Monday. Tuesday was the morning after.

She was aware, standing at her own gate again — the second time this week she'd stood here with her hand on the latch, pausing before going in. She noted this with the impartiality of a woman stepping outside herself to observe her own behaviour.

It meant, she decided, nothing conclusive. It meant that the threshold between outside and inside had acquired a small charge it hadn't previously had. That was all. Thresholds were interesting that way — the same piece of metal and wood for forty-one years, and then one day you stood at it differently.

She opened the gate and went in.






Chapter 10: What a Camera Sees

The rain came overnight.

Not the cyclone rain of deep summer — that was still weeks away, still gathering itself somewhere out in the Indian Ocean where the warm water fed it patiently. This was the transitional rain of late October, arriving without announcement in the small hours and conducting its business against the studio's metal roof with a focused intensity that lasted two hours and then stopped as abruptly as it had begun, leaving the morning smelling of wet coral and something green and the lagoon surface pocked and dark and entirely different from its usual self.

Sanjay woke at four thirty to the sound of it and lay listening with the alertness of a photographer calculating what the rain would do to the light. The answer, by the time he'd worked through it, was: interesting things. The post-rain light on this coast had a character he'd chased before — a washed clarity, the dust and salt haze briefly removed, the colours of the lagoon more saturated, the sky if it cleared by dawn potentially extraordinary.

He got up. Made coffee. Checked the weather on his phone: clearing from the southwest, the rain band moving northeast, expected clear by five thirty.

He had no shoot scheduled. He had no particular reason to be awake.

He sat at the editing desk with his coffee and told himself he was going to work on the L'Archipel pre-production notes for the December distillery assignment.

He opened, instead, the folder labelled SR.



There were three folders now. SR Tuesday 1, SR Friday 1, and a third he'd created after the Le Souffleur session and labelled simply SR — personal, which was a distinction he'd made without fully examining its implications.

He opened SR — personal first.

Eleven images. He'd taken them across three sessions, drawing from the Nikon's memory card after each one, transferring only these — not the landscape work, not the technical teaching documentation, only these specific frames — into this separate folder. He had not mentioned to her that the folder existed. He had not mentioned that these photographs existed, though he hadn't decided whether that was strategic or simply the natural privacy of a person who doesn't narrate every decision.

He went through them slowly with the morning rain finishing its work outside and the coffee cooling beside the keyboard.

The profile shot from the first Tuesday. He'd looked at this one before but he looked at it again with the distance that a week and a half provides from a morning's work — the way you return to a piece of music you've been listening to constantly and suddenly hear it as it actually is. It was a good photograph. It was better than a good photograph — the light on her face had that character he sometimes achieved and couldn't fully engineer, the character of revealing rather than showing, the difference between a portrait that describes a face and one that describes the person inside it. Her attention through the Canon's viewfinder was the whole subject. The lagoon behind her was set dressing.

He moved to the hands.

The hands were — he spent time on the hands. There was a formality to portrait photography of hands that he'd always found reductive, the genre tending toward the sentimental, the metaphorical — old hands, working hands, hands as symbols of lives lived. These weren't that. They were specific: her specific hands, doing a specific thing, and the specificity was what elevated them. The left thumbnail cut slightly too close. The fine lateral lines across the knuckles. The way the fingers had redistributed the camera's weight by the second session compared to the first — a small, visible competence acquired over four mornings.

He was aware, examining these details, of a warmth that was not entirely aesthetic.

He moved through the rest of the folder. The unguarded moment over the long exposure image — still the one that unsettled him most, still the one he spent longest on. The fourth photograph: her hand pushing back her hair, her throat. A fifth he'd taken at Le Souffleur that she definitely hadn't noticed — the moment just before the large swell, her weight on her front foot, her face tilted slightly toward the ocean, completely absorbed, the basalt and the spray behind her.

The Le Souffleur image was the best technically. The light was harsher than the Blue Bay dawn, more directional, and it suited her face in a way the softer lagoon light hadn't — it found the structure beneath the surface, the strong line of the jaw, the depth around her eyes. She looked, in this photograph, like someone who had always been here and always would be: a woman in full possession of herself, at the edge of a cliff, unconcerned.

He looked at this image for a long time.

Then he closed the personal folder and opened SR Tuesday 1 and SR Friday 1 side by side, which was how he'd been approaching the question of her photographic development — as a comparison, tracking her progress between sessions with the same methodology he'd apply to any student.

Except the comparison was also something else. He could see it clearly in the two folders laid open together: the shift in what she photographed between the first Tuesday and the two subsequent sessions. The first folder was what beginners photographed — the obvious subjects, the lagoon in its most postcard aspect, a filao tree because it was there. Beautiful, occasionally, but still primarily reactive: here is a thing, I will point the camera at it.

The Friday folder and the Le Souffleur images were different. She had started making decisions — the abstract shot she hadn't known she was taking had been an accident, but by Friday she was replicating its instinct deliberately, choosing angles that removed familiar context from a subject, isolating the geometry of the filao needles against the sky, the pattern of the wet sand's corrugation in close-up, the coral path in a frame that excluded the beach entirely and made it an abstract of texture and tone.

She was developing a signature. After three sessions. Some people never developed one.

He noted this. He noted it with the slightly unsettled recognition of someone encountering a talent they hadn't expected, hadn't had the generosity to predict, and were now required to acknowledge fully.



The rain had stopped. He could hear it in the quality of the silence — the absence of sound on the roof, the dripping from the filao outside the window, the changed acoustic of the post-rain morning.

He went to the window.

The lagoon was exactly as he'd calculated: post-rain dark, the surface texture different, the colours deeper. The sky to the east was clearing from the southwest as predicted, the cloud band pulling back to reveal a strip of sky at the horizon that was brightening toward the dawn character he'd been thinking about.

He picked up the Nikon. This was a reflex — an opportunity identified, equipment gathered, the decision to go or not go made in the body before the mind had fully processed it. He went.



He spent an hour on the beach in the post-rain light, which was exactly what he'd predicted and better: the lagoon extraordinary, the washed air giving everything an edge it didn't normally have, the colours almost hallucinatory in their intensity. He shot until the special light flattened into the ordinary light of mid-morning and then packed the tripod and walked back up the coral path.

In the studio he transferred the morning's files, made more coffee, stood at the window with it while the fan turned overhead.

He thought about Tuesday.

He thought about it with the same deliberate directness he'd applied on the night after the first session, lying in the dark. The policy of plainness. Name the thing, know what you're working with.

What he was working with had clarified over ten days and three sessions into something more specific than the initial shock of her appearance, more considered than the simple attraction of novelty. He was drawn to her intelligence — the way it operated, the fact that it was not performing itself for anyone. He was drawn to her self-possession, which was not the same as coldness — she was not cold, he'd seen the warmth, had heard Bon Dieu in Creole slip out of her at Le Souffleur — but was the character of a person who had chosen carefully what to reveal and to whom, which was, he thought, a form of respect rather than distance.

He was drawn to how she'd stood on that cliff edge. How she hadn't performed courage but had simply had it. How when his hand had steadied her arm she'd stayed exactly where she was.

He thought about her arm. The warmth of it. The pulse there, rapid and present.

The heaviness in his lower abdomen was back, not situational — a recurring condition he'd stopped pretending was circumstantial. He set his coffee cup down.

He thought, with the deliberateness of a man conducting an honest internal examination, about what he wanted.

The answer arrived without much excavation: he wanted to photograph her properly. Not the incidental catches he'd been accumulating — the unannounced frames, the personal folder — but a real session, formal, with her knowledge and consent, where he could direct her without pedagogy covering what was actually a photographer's desire to photograph a subject he found compelling.

And he wanted — underneath the professional framing, or more accurately alongside it, the two things simultaneously true — to be physically close to her. To have the proximity that formal portrait work required: the adjustment of a shoulder, the instruction about the angle of the chin, the small navigations of another person's body that portraiture demanded and that were, with the wrong subject, purely technical and, with the right one, something else entirely.

He knew she felt the pull too. He was sufficiently attuned to the unspoken frequencies between people to know that what existed between them was not entirely his construction. The way she'd stayed under his hand at Le Souffleur. The way she'd said good when he'd told her Friday's location was undecided — a small word, carrying more than its four letters.

But knowing something existed and deciding what to do with it were different operations. She was Dev's grandmother. She was married to a man named Prakash who grew tomatoes and had endorsed his coastal photography at the Mahébourg waterfront market.

He picked up the coffee cup. It was empty.

He thought about the painter in the French novel she'd mentioned on the Le Souffleur drive — a woman in Lyon in the 1930s who had set her work down at twenty-two and was, at thirty-eight, beginning to understand the exact shape of what she'd surrendered. He'd registered the mention and hadn't asked about it, but he thought about it now: the way she'd described it not as a plot summary but as something she was in conversation with.

He was twenty-three. He did not think this was about filling something lost. He thought it was about something else — something he didn't have the exact language for, which was unusual for him, which itself told him something.

He opened his editing software.

He opened SR — personal one more time and looked at the Le Souffleur image: her at the cliff edge, the basalt and spray, the ocean spreading behind her into the middle distance.

He thought about asking her. About the formal portrait session, the directed work, the stated intention to photograph her as a subject rather than a student.

He thought about what she would say.

He thought she would say yes. Not easily — she would take the moment she needed, the characteristic pause in which she located her own position on something — but yes.

He thought about what yes would mean: the deliberate acknowledgment, between them, that she was someone worth photographing and he was someone who wanted to photograph her, and all the other acknowledgments that sentence would carry inside it.

He closed the laptop.

Outside, the post-rain morning had completed its transition into full day, the special light gone, the lagoon back to its working blue. A pelican moved low over the water in that prehistoric, unhurried glide that always made the rest of the world look like it was moving too fast.

He thought: next session.

He thought: I'll ask her next session.

He thought, with the honesty his policy required, that he was already thinking about how she would look when he directed her. The slight adjustment of her stance. His hands on her shoulders, finding the angle. The dawn light on her face responding to a new instruction.

The warmth in his lower abdomen was thorough and unambiguous and he sat with it the way he'd been sitting with it for ten days — not resolving it, not acting on it, simply acknowledging it the way you acknowledge a tide. It was going to come in regardless. The only question was whether you were standing in the right place when it did.

He thought he probably was.

He put the laptop in his bag, picked up the Nikon, and went out to photograph the post-rain light while the last of it lasted.






Chapter 11: Chamarel

She was ready at six forty-five.

This surprised her — not that she was ready, she was always ready when she said she would be, but that she'd been ready since six fifteen and had spent the intervening thirty minutes doing things that did not require doing: rearranging the spice jars on the kitchen shelf, watering the tulsi which did not need watering, standing at the bedroom mirror and reconsidering her hair twice before leaving it the way she'd originally put it.

Loose.

Prakash had left for his morning walk at six — the same route he'd walked every morning for twenty years, the waterfront promenade south to the historical museum and back, forty-five minutes, his white hair visible from a distance in the early light. He'd kissed her forehead before leaving, the automatic tenderness of a long marriage, and she'd heard the gate close behind him and the house had settled into its morning quiet.

She was wearing dark trousers today and a rust-coloured blouse she'd bought in Port Louis two years ago and worn twice — it required, she'd felt at the time, a context that her usual routine hadn't provided. She wasn't sure what had made her take it from the back of the wardrobe this morning. She wasn't going to ask herself.

At six fifty-five she heard the car outside.



He was leaning against the passenger side when she came through the gate, the Nikon already around his neck, his camera bag in the car's back seat. He was wearing a plain white t-shirt that the morning light made bright against his skin, and he straightened when he saw her with the ease of someone who hadn't been waiting anxiously but had simply been present.

"Good morning," she said.

His eyes moved over her in the quick way she'd noticed — not impolite, the reflex of a photographer registering light and subject in the same involuntary sweep. Something shifted in his expression, brief and contained. "Good morning." He opened the passenger door. "We'll take the Highland road through Curepipe. It's longer but the light through the plateau this early is worth it."

She got in. The car smelled of coffee and lens cleaner and faintly of the salt that had probably permeated everything he owned.

"How long is the drive?"

"An hour and a half, roughly. Depending on the road through Rivière Noire."

"I don't mind."

He started the car and she settled into the seat and the door closed and they were, for the first time, enclosed together for a duration that required something more than the focused professional exchange of a beach session. She was aware of this. She was fairly certain he was too.



They left Mahébourg on the coast road heading north, the lagoon flashing blue to the right between the houses and filao trees, the morning still cool enough that she didn't mind the window up. The town resolved itself behind them into the sugarcane landscape of the island's interior, the road climbing gradually as they moved inland and up, the altitude bringing a different air — cooler, greener, the smell of the plateau vegetation distinct from the coast.

He drove the way he did everything: with focused economy, no unnecessary movement, his hands easy on the wheel. She watched the road and the passing landscape and occasionally him, peripherally, the way she'd found herself doing on the south coast drive — a lateral attention she maintained without letting it become obvious, or trying not to.

"Tell me about Chamarel," she said.

"What do you know about it?"

"The Seven Coloured Earths. I've seen the photographs. I've never been."

He glanced at her briefly. "You've lived in Mauritius your whole life and never been to Chamarel?"

"There are many places on this island I've never been." She said it without apology. "You stop going to places when they become available to you at any time. You think — next month, next year." She looked at the passing cane. "Forty-five years of next year."

He was quiet for a moment — not the pause before speaking but the pause of someone actually thinking. "The Coloured Earths are difficult to photograph well. The tourist versions are all taken from the same viewing platform at midday in flat light and they make it look like a novelty. A postcard of red and purple sand." He changed gear as the road steepened. "But early, from the right angle, in this light — it looks like the island remembering something from before it had a surface. Something geological and very old."

She looked at him. He was watching the road, unaware of having said something worth paying attention to.

"That's a very good description," she said.

"It's what it looks like."

"I know. That's why it's a good description."

The corner of his mouth moved. She had been cataloguing, over the past week and a half, the vocabulary of that movement — the almost-smile, the contained one, the different registers it occupied. This one was the response to being seen accurately, she thought. The pleasure of a person who has said something true and had it confirmed.



The road through Curepipe was busy with morning traffic — the town's commercial centre congested in the way of all Mauritian towns at eight o'clock, the delivery trucks and school buses and the particular category of driver who treated every junction as a personal negotiation. He moved through it without impatience, the unhurried quality he brought to everything apparently extending to traffic. She found this restful in a way she hadn't expected.

On the other side of Curepipe the road opened onto the Plaine Champagne — the highland plateau, eight hundred metres above sea level, a different island entirely from the coastal one she'd spent her life in. The temperature had dropped four degrees. The vegetation on either side of the road was dense and subtropical, pandanus and tree ferns and the tall cryptomeria pines that the colonial administration had planted a century ago and which had grown into something so established it was impossible to imagine the plateau without them. Through gaps in the treeline, views of the central highlands: ridges and valleys running north to south, the distant geometry of sugarcane on the lower slopes, the blue smudge of the west coast visible on the clearest days.

"My father brought me here once," she said. It came without premeditation — the landscape producing the memory directly, bypassing the usual filters. "When I was perhaps eight. We drove through on the way to somewhere else, I don't remember where. It was the first time I'd been to the plateau and I remember thinking the island was much larger than I'd understood."

He listened. She appreciated that he listened the way he did — without filling the spaces, without the performance of attention. Just present with whatever she was saying.

"I grew up on the coast," she continued. "In Grand Port. Very flat, very open — the lagoon always in the front and the sugarcane in the back and nothing between them that changed much. And then we drove through here and the road went into the forest and I couldn't see more than ten metres in any direction and I thought —" She paused. "I thought the island was hiding something."

"Was it?"

"Yes. Several things." She watched a tree fern pass the window. "This, for one."



They reached Chamarel at quarter past eight.

The village itself was small — a cluster of houses and a rum distillery and the sharp left turn that led toward the viewing areas, the road narrowing and steepening and the vegetation thickening on both sides into the canopied density of the Black River Gorges borderlands. He parked at a pull-off he clearly knew — not the main tourist car park but a different access point further along, reached through a track that the car's suspension negotiated with what she suspected was routine.

They walked ten minutes through the forest path to reach the overlook he wanted.

The path was narrow and rooted, the tree ferns overhead closing the sky to a filtered green light, the soil red-orange and deeply saturated in the way of the island's volcanic earth, the smell of it damp and ancient after last week's rain. She walked behind him on the narrow sections and beside him where the path widened, and the forest was quiet in the way of forests that are entirely indifferent to their visitors — the birds going about their business, the merles and the bulbuls in the canopy, a crécerelle calling somewhere above the treeline.

"Here," he said, and they came out of the forest onto a promontory of bare rock that projected over the valley below.

She stopped.

The Seven Coloured Earths spread across the valley floor in a wide shallow basin — but from here, from this angle, at this hour, they were nothing like the postcards. The low morning sun was cutting across the basin from the east at a nearly horizontal angle, throwing the ridges between the colour bands into shadow and illuminating the bands themselves with a directness that made them incandescent. The reds were the red of something volcanic and interior, not the decorative red of craft materials. The purples were deep and improbable. The ochres and creams ran between them in striations that described not colour exactly but time — the geological record of the island's cooling, each band a different rate, a different mineral content, a different century.

She stood at the rock's edge and looked at it for a long time without speaking.

He was already shooting — she heard the Nikon's shutter working in the systematic rhythm of his serious work, not the experimental clusters of teaching sessions. She didn't look at him. She looked at the valley.

It looked, she thought, like the island remembering something from before it had a surface.

He had been right. Which she'd known when he said it, and knew more completely now.



She took her own photographs — working slowly, deliberately, applying what she'd been taught: the decision before the frame, the question of what she actually wanted to say rather than simply what was in front of her. She tried several angles, moved along the promontory's edge, crouched and stood and crouched again. He didn't direct her today. He was occupied with his own work, and she was on her own with the camera and the valley and the question of what she was trying to do.

At one point she stopped shooting and simply looked.

The light was shifting as the sun rose — the horizontal angle becoming less dramatic by degrees, the shadows between the colour bands shortening, the incandescence tipping toward the merely beautiful. She watched the transition with the attention she'd been developing over these sessions: the observation of change rather than the capture of a fixed moment. Light was not a state but a process. This was one of the things he'd told her that she'd been turning over since.

"It's going," she said. She wasn't sure if she was telling him or herself.

"Another ten minutes." He was beside her now, the Nikon lowered, watching the valley with the same absorbed focus. "Then it flattens."

"Is that when you stop?"

"That's when I stop for this particular subject." He tilted the camera slightly, looking through the viewfinder at something she couldn't identify. "There are things that only exist in this window. You either catch them or you don't. Coming back tomorrow doesn't help because tomorrow's window will be different."

She looked at the valley and understood that he wasn't talking only about photography and understood also that he knew she understood this, and neither of them said anything further about it.



They found a spot for breakfast at a small establishment near the distillery — a long wooden table on an open veranda, the proprietress bringing them farata and cari pois and strong tea without being asked, the confidence of small roadside places that have one offering and deliver it with authority.

The farata was excellent — the flatbread fresh, still pliable from the tawa, the split pea curry thick and deep with spice. She ate without self-consciousness, as she always did with him, which she'd noticed and which she took to mean something about his company, that it didn't produce the social anxiety around appetite that she found elsewhere.

"You said you wanted to be something at twenty-two," he said. He said it without preamble, looking at the distillery building across the road, its old stone walls stained orange with age.

She looked at him. "Did I say that?"

"In the car. You said you had places you'd never been because you always thought next year. You said forty-five years of next year." He poured more tea from the pot the proprietress had left. "That sounded like something specific."

She was quiet for a moment, the farata in her hands. The veranda looked over a garden that had been allowed to go its own way — bougainvillea rioting over a low wall, vacoas scrub at the edges, a jacaranda tree that was probably spectacular for three weeks in November and entirely ordinary the rest of the time.

"I was good at mathematics," she said. "Very good, apparently. My secondary school teacher — Mr. Ramsamy, he's been dead fifteen years but I still think about what he said — he told my father that I should go to university. That I had the aptitude for engineering or architecture." She broke off a piece of farata. "This was 1976. My father was a good man. He was not a progressive man. He heard 'university' and thought 'husband' and the gap between those two thoughts was where my engineering degree went."

He looked at her. His expression was not pity — she would have closed the conversation immediately if it were. It was the look she'd come to recognise: the undivided reception of what she was saying, no response being prepared behind it.

"You're angry about it," he said.

"I was. For years." She ate the farata. "Now I'm — interested in it. In who I would have been. I think about her sometimes, that woman. The parallel version." A pause. "She probably would have been less patient."

"Is patience something you chose?"

The question was so direct and so accurate that she felt it somewhere below the sternum. She looked at him across the wooden table with the distillery behind him and the jacaranda tree at the garden edge and the proprietress visible through the open doorway moving between her pots, and she said: "I think I chose it so many times that eventually it chose me."

He was quiet. His silence had a density she'd been thinking about — it wasn't empty, not the pause between speaking. It was actual consideration made visible.

"What did you choose instead?" he asked. "At twenty-two."

"Prakash." She said it plainly, without the defensive weight the word sometimes carried. "A good man. A known quantity. A life I could see the shape of." She looked at her tea. "Choosing the visible shape over the invisible one is not cowardice. It was reasonable. I think it was reasonable."

"I believe you," he said.

"But?"

"I didn't say but."

"You were about to."

He looked at her with something that was almost amusement and almost something else. "I was going to say — the photographs you take are not the photographs of someone comfortable with visible shapes."

She held this. Outside, the jacaranda tree moved in the highland breeze, its leaves catching the mid-morning light. Below them in the valley the Seven Coloured Earths were settling into their ordinary beautiful selves, the extraordinary window closed, the special light gone.

"No," she said. "I don't suppose they are."



They walked to the Chamarel waterfall after breakfast — a twenty-minute path through the gorge forest, the sound of water reaching them before the fall itself was visible. When they came around the last bend the waterfall dropped eighty metres in a single plunge into the pool below, the mist of it reaching them immediately, cool and fine against their faces and bare arms.

She stopped walking and looked up at it — the white column of water against the dark basalt, the forest on both sides of the gorge pressed close, the sound of it filling the entire acoustic space of the gorge so thoroughly that conversation would have required effort.

She felt it in her chest. Not the sound exactly — the pressure of it, the physical reality of that much water falling that far and landing with that force. Something in her sternum resonated with it.

He came and stood beside her. Close — the path was narrow here and the viewing area limited, and he didn't stand back from her. Their arms were touching. She didn't move.

They stood like that for several minutes, both of them looking at the waterfall, the mist on their faces, his arm warm against hers, the sound making speech unnecessary and silence entirely natural.

She thought about what he'd said: the photographs you take are not the photographs of someone comfortable with visible shapes. She thought about the parallel woman, the engineer, the twenty-two-year-old version of herself who had disappeared into the gap between university and husband in her father's mind. She thought about the Canon on her wrist and the session in two days and the way she'd stood at her own gate twice in the past week, pausing.

His arm against hers. The mist from the waterfall on her face. The gorge forest pressing close on both sides, indifferent.

She didn't move.

They walked back to the car at eleven o'clock, the gorge path giving way to the forest path giving way to the distillery road, the altitude's cool air thinning as they descended back toward the coast. She didn't think about what the drive back would be — the hour and a half, the enclosed car, the conversation or the silence of it.

She got into the passenger seat and the door closed and the car smelled the same as it had this morning: coffee and lens cleaner and salt.

"Friday," he said, starting the engine.

"Yes."

"I want to propose something different for Friday."

She looked at him.

"I want to photograph you," he said. "Properly. Not as documentation of the session — as the subject. A portrait session." He glanced at her briefly, then back at the road. "With your knowledge, this time."

The path through the Chamarel forest unspooled ahead of them.

She took the moment she needed.

"All right," she said.

He didn't react in any visible way — simply nodded, drove, changed gear as the road levelled. But she saw his hands on the steering wheel: the slight adjustment of his grip, the small give of tension released.

She looked out of the window at the passing forest.

All right. Two words. She turned them over and examined them with the honesty she tried to bring to her own choices and found that they were accurate. Not reckless. Not naive. Simply — accurate. The word for what she wanted to do, which was be photographed by this man, which was say yes to a question that had been forming since the first Tuesday morning, which was stand in the light and be looked at with the full attention he brought to things he considered worth photographing.

She found she was ready to be considered worth photographing.

The forest gave way to the highlands, the highlands to the descent, the descent to the coast and its familiar blue, and they drove back through the afternoon with the waterfall's sound still somewhere in the body of each of them, patient and continuous and very loud.






Chapter 12: Colour Temperature

She woke at two in the morning and lay still.

Not from a dream — there had been no dream, or none she could retrieve. Simply: awake, suddenly and completely, the way she sometimes woke before the tulsi needed water or before a grandchild's illness announced itself through the telephone, some anticipatory mechanism in her body activating before the conscious mind had identified what it was anticipating.

The bedroom was dark, the louvred shutters admitting thin bars of orange from the streetlamp outside, laid across the ceiling like the lines of a staff waiting for notation. The trade wind had dropped to almost nothing — unusual for this time of night, the air heavy and close in the way that sometimes preceded a weather change. Beside her, Prakash breathed with the deep regularity of a man whose sleep had never been complicated by the kind of thoughts that complicated sleep.

She lay on her back with her hands folded on her stomach and looked at the bars of orange light on the ceiling and was honest with herself.

She was thinking about the Chamarel waterfall.

More precisely — she was thinking about standing beside the waterfall with his arm against hers and the mist on her face and the sound filling the gorge so completely that thought had become briefly impossible, which had been, she now understood, a relief. The twenty minutes in which she had not thought about what she was or wasn't doing but had simply been present in the gorge with the water falling and his warm arm against her arm.

She was thinking about all right. The two words. What she'd meant by them and what she'd known she meant by them when she said them.

She turned this over with the scrupulous honesty she brought to her own interior life — not the honesty of confession, not the honesty that required an audience, but the private kind, the kind conducted in the dark at two in the morning when there is no one to perform for and every evasion is visible.

She had said all right to a portrait session. This was what she had said yes to, technically, and she wasn't deceiving herself that it was the only thing she had said yes to. Sanjay Gopaul was twenty-three years old and he wanted to photograph her and she had agreed and the agreement had passed between them in that car with the weight of something more than a professional arrangement.

She was attracted to him.

The sentence arrived without drama. She examined it.

She was attracted to a man forty-four years younger than her, her grandson's university friend, a photographer who had her specific quality of attention as the primary tool of his work and had been deploying it on her for two and a half weeks and knew exactly what he was doing. She was attracted to the way he drove, to the texture of his silences, to his hands on the Nikon and on the steering wheel and briefly on her arm at Le Souffleur. She was attracted to the way he'd said the photographs you take are not the photographs of someone comfortable with visible shapes — which was the most accurately invasive thing anyone had said to her in years and which had landed somewhere she was still finding the edges of.

She was attracted to being seen. Which was possibly not the same as being attracted to him.

She separated these two things with the care they deserved.

The being-seen: this was real and significant and she could trace its origin clearly. Prakash was a good man who looked at her every day and registered her presence with the uncomplicated certainty of someone who had never considered she might be other than exactly what she appeared to be. Anil saw her as a mother, which was a role she inhabited fully but which was not — she was clear about this, without bitterness — the same as being seen. Leila saw her more completely than anyone, but Leila's vision was relational, built from thirty-one years of proximity; it was accurate but it was also settled into its own grooves, and settled vision had its own form of blindness.

Sanjay looked at her the way he looked at the Blue Bay lagoon in the hour before full light — with the focus of someone trying to understand what something actually was, underneath what it appeared to be. She had felt this in the first session. She felt it more completely with each subsequent one.

But the other thing — the warmth when his arm had pressed against hers, the memory of his hand on her upper arm at Le Souffleur, the way her pulse had quickened in the car this morning when he said I want to photograph you — this was not only about being seen. This was the body, and the body was less interested in fine distinctions than the mind.

She was honest about this.



Beside her, Prakash turned in his sleep — a small movement, settling into a different position, his breathing undisturbed. His shoulder was near her shoulder. She looked at the bars of light on the ceiling and thought about the years of their marriage.

Not with grief. Not with the theatrical sadness of a woman in a novel. With something more complicated and less easy to categorise: an archaeological attention, turning the years over and examining what they contained. They had been good years, most of them. Genuinely good — dense with the actual material of a shared life, children and houses and meals and the accumulation of small private languages that develop between two people who have spent enough time together. Prakash had never been unkind. He had been present in all the ways that counted practically and absent in the ways that she had, over time, stopped naming because naming them required a conversation she'd decided was not worth having.

She had decided this consciously. She wanted to be accurate about that. It had not been imposed on her — she had looked at Prakash and looked at the conversation and chosen, at forty, at fifty, at sixty, not to have it. Because the gap it would have opened might have been larger than the gap it would have closed. Because some distances, once named, become permanent.

She had made her peace with this, years ago. Carefully and thoroughly. She did not un-make it now, lying in the dark. But she was aware — with the unsettling clarity of two in the morning — that making peace with something and being indifferent to its absence were not the same thing.

She had not been touched with desire in a very long time.

She pressed her thighs together slightly, involuntarily, in the dark, and felt the warmth there — a sensitivity that had been present since the drive home from Chamarel, a low-grade awareness of her own body that she'd been carrying with varying success all evening. She hadn't thought about it during dinner. She'd thought about it while washing the dishes. She hadn't thought about it while reading. She was thinking about it now at two in the morning in the dark beside her sleeping husband with the orange bars of light on the ceiling and the trade wind absent.

She was past the age when desire was supposed to visit her like this. She had always found this presumption irritating in the abstract. She found it somewhat absurd now that she was lying in its direct contradiction.

She did not touch herself. She lay still and let the warmth be what it was, acknowledged and unacted on, and eventually the orange bars on the ceiling blurred slightly and she was between sleep and waking, her body warm and her mind finally quieting, and the last image before sleep was not the Chamarel valley or the waterfall or the car's interior.

It was his hands on the steering wheel. The slight give in his grip when she'd said all right.



Morning arrived grey and diffuse — the weather change that the absent trade wind had predicted, a high overcast pulling in from the east, the light flat and even and without the drama she'd been training her eye to look for. She woke at five thirty from habit, lay still for sixty seconds taking inventory of herself, and got up.

The tulsi was fine. She watered it anyway.

She made Prakash's tea and put it on the tray and carried it to the bedside table where he would find it when he woke at six, the ritual completed with the same precise care she brought to it every morning regardless of what had occupied the dark hours before it. This was one of the things she'd come to understand about herself: that the care she brought to the daily practice of her life was not performance and was not suppression. It was genuine. She tended the things she tended because they mattered, because the life inside this house and this marriage and this street was real and weighted and hers.

The two things were both true. She was clear about this.

She took the Canon from the kitchen table — she'd moved it there from the nightstand, wanting it in the working part of the house — and went out to the back garden in the flat grey morning light.

She photographed the garden for forty minutes.

The results were poor and she knew it while taking them — the light was working against her, flat and directionless, stripping texture from everything it touched. The bougainvillea against the back wall, which had been extraordinary in the low sun of Tuesday afternoon, was now simply a mass of magenta with no depth. The tulsi in its pot, which she'd thought might work as a close study, resolved into something adequately botanical and nothing more.

But she kept shooting, working through the light's limitations rather than waiting for better conditions, because this was something he'd said: you learn more from difficult light than from good light. Anyone can photograph well when the conditions cooperate.

She photographed Prakash's tomato plants. She photographed the underside of the badamier leaf above the garden bench, the flat grey sky visible through its broad canopy. She photographed the wall itself — the texture of the whitewash, peeling in one corner, the surface beneath it the older ochre of the wall's original coat showing through.

Forty-seven frames. She reviewed them at the kitchen table over her tea, applying the editorial eye she was developing — unsentimental, looking for what was actually there rather than what she'd intended.

Two were interesting. Not good — interesting, which she was beginning to understand was a different and sometimes better category. The badamier underside: the veining of the leaf in close-up, the grey sky beyond it reduced by the exposure to a nearly white ground, the composition purely abstract, organic geometry. And one of the tomato plants: Prakash's hand visible at the edge of the frame — she hadn't seen him come out — just his fingers around a stem, checking the soil, the focus on the plant rather than the hand but the hand present anyway, its known shape in her peripheral vision without her having chosen to include it.

She looked at this second photograph for a long time.

His fingers around the tomato stem. The involuntary inclusion of him in something she'd been photographing for herself. She hadn't decided to photograph his hand. The camera had simply caught what was there.

She set the Canon down.

She thought about what she'd told Anil on the garden bench: it's good to have something that's yours. She thought about what she hadn't said underneath that: that having something that was yours required, sometimes, a corresponding acknowledgment of what was not.

The photograph was on the camera's screen, small and grey in the flat morning light. Prakash's fingers. The tomato stem. Her accidental frame.

She turned the camera off and put it back on the kitchen table and began making breakfast, and thought, with the practical clarity that daylight always restored to her, about Friday.

Portrait session. Blue Bay. Seven o'clock.

All right.

She cracked two eggs into the pan and watched them set and thought about what she would wear and whether she would let her hair down again and knew the answer to both questions before she'd finished the thought and said nothing about either to the room.






Chapter 13: The Model

He was there before her this time.

She saw him from the path down to the beach — a figure crouched at the waterline with the Nikon, shooting something in the shallows, his back to her. The beach was empty except for him, the dawn still in its tentative phase, the sky above the lagoon a pale grey-rose that hadn't yet committed to colour. She stopped walking for a moment, watching.

He didn't know she was there. This was the first time she had seen him without him knowing it, and the difference was — she registered it without quite having a word for it. He was entirely himself, unobserved, and himself was someone absorbed so completely in what he was looking at that the rest of the world had simply ceased to require his attention. The Nikon moved in small increments. His body was still otherwise — not the stillness of waiting but the stillness of total occupation, everything directed outward toward the subject.

She watched him for perhaps thirty seconds.

Then his head turned — not toward her, toward something to his left in the shallows — and she continued down the path before he could catch her watching.



"What were you photographing?" she asked, reaching him.

He straightened, looked at the camera's screen. "Sand ripples. The pattern the receding wave leaves. In this light the shadows in the troughs are deep enough to make it read as topography rather than texture." He turned the screen toward her.

She looked at the image — the wet sand's surface rendered as something almost architectural, the wave-pattern shadows giving it a depth that made it look more like an aerial photograph of a landscape than a close-up of a beach. "You've turned it into a mountain range," she said.

"Yes."

"Does that make it more or less true?"

He looked at her with the expression that appeared when she said something he hadn't expected, that rapid recalibration. "More," he said. "It's showing you what the structure actually is rather than the scale it happens to be at."

"The camera lies to tell the truth."

"Sometimes. Yes." He looked at her for a moment. "You've been thinking about this."

"I've been thinking about this constantly for two weeks. I find it difficult to look at anything without wondering what it would be at a different focal length." She shifted the Canon strap on her wrist. "My husband thinks I've become strange."

"What does he mean by strange?"

"He found me at eleven o'clock last Tuesday night photographing the streetlamp from the bedroom window. I was trying to achieve a starburst effect." A pause. "I hadn't told him what a starburst effect was, which meant I had to explain the concept of aperture blades, which led to an unexpectedly long conversation."

He was smiling — the full one, which she'd now seen perhaps four times, each one still slightly startling in its warmth. "Did he understand?"

"He understood the engineering. The aesthetic application baffled him." She said it with the dry affection she allowed herself when talking about Prakash — accurate rather than unkind, which was its own form of love. "He asked why I didn't simply photograph the lamp in daylight when the conditions were adequate."

"What did you say?"

"I said because the daylight version would be adequate, and adequate wasn't the point."

He looked at her for a long moment. "No," he said. "It isn't."



He'd brought the tripod — she could see it folded against the base of the nearest filao tree, along with a second camera bag she hadn't seen before. He went to the bag now and opened it: a different lens, longer than the one she'd seen him use before, and a small collapsible reflector, silver on one side, gold on the other.

"The reflector," she said. "What does that do?"

"Bounces the available light back onto the subject. Fills in the shadows from the other side." He set it on the sand, unfolded it. "Portrait work. You'll see."

He mounted the longer lens on the Nikon, made adjustments she watched carefully — the focus ring, the aperture dial, the way his hands moved over the camera's body with the assurance of someone for whom the equipment was an extension of thought rather than a set of controls to be managed.

"Where do you want me?" she asked.

He looked at the beach — the assessing expression she recognised now, the slightly abstract focus when he was reading the location as a composition rather than a place. "Here," he said, indicating a point about four metres from the waterline. "The light is coming from your left. I want the lagoon behind you but far enough back that it's completely dissolved."

She moved to where he indicated and stood, which immediately felt insufficient — too stiff, too much like being assessed, the self-consciousness of being looked at professionally in a way she hadn't felt during the teaching sessions.

"I don't know what to do with myself," she said.

"That's fine. Most people don't, at first." He was adjusting the tripod height, not looking at her. "Don't try to do anything yet. Just stand."

She stood. The lagoon was behind her, the trade wind off it cool and persistent. The filaos were in their dark line to her right. The sky was pink-grey and gradually becoming something else, the colour temperature shifting by degrees toward the clear quality of full morning.

He looked through the viewfinder. Made a small sound — not dissatisfied, more the sound of someone locating a starting point. "The light's good on your left side. Turn very slightly toward it."

She turned.

"More. Yes. There." He straightened, looked at her directly, not through the lens. "Your shoulders are carrying something. Drop them."

She became aware that she was, in fact, holding her shoulders slightly raised — a tension she hadn't noticed until he named it. She let them fall.

"Better." He went back to the viewfinder.

She heard the shutter. Once, twice, a burst of three.

"Look at the water," he said. "Don't look at the camera."

She looked at the lagoon. The rose-grey of the dawn was on it now, the surface shifting between its colours. She found, looking at the water rather than at him, that the self-consciousness eased — not disappeared, but receded into the background where it was manageable.

He moved the tripod slightly to the left. Shot again.

"Tell me what you see," he said.

"In the water?"

"Yes."

She looked at it properly. "The colour is doing something I don't have a name for. Between the grey and the pink. It's almost the colour of —" She paused. "Of the inside of a shell."

The shutter ran several frames.

"Keep going," he said.

"The surface is very still this morning. Barely moving. It looks like something that's holding itself still deliberately. Like it's listening."

The shutter again. She could hear his attention in the rhythm of it — not mechanical, responsive, the timing of the frames corresponding to something in what she was saying or doing.

"Look back at me," he said.

She did.

He was watching her through the viewfinder and the shutter fired at the exact moment she met the lens — she felt it, the instant of contact, the reciprocal nature of it. Looking at a camera that was actively looking back at you was different from looking at a lens that was simply recording. This was the former. She had not fully understood until this moment why he'd said the light isn't always the point.



He came closer.

Not abruptly — incrementally, adjusting the tripod in stages, the focal length requiring proximity for the frame he wanted. He was three metres away now, then two, the Nikon on the tripod between them.

"I want to try something," he said. "Your hair."

"What about it?"

"I'd like you to take it down."

She looked at him. He was looking through the viewfinder — not at her directly, at the frame she occupied, the composition she was part of. His voice had the even quality of professional instruction. She chose to receive it as such.

She reached up and unpinned the loose knot she'd put her hair in this morning — a compromise between the practicality of keeping it out of her face in the trade wind and the vanity of wanting it visible, which she acknowledged to herself without particularly liking the acknowledgment. Two pins, removed. Her hair fell to her shoulders and then, in the trade wind, lifted and moved.

She heard the shutter fire immediately — a fast burst, before she'd even lowered her hands.

He lowered the Nikon. Looked at her — directly, not through the lens, and the look was different from the viewfinder's mediation. More immediate. She felt it differently.

"Yes," he said. He said it quietly, to himself rather than to her, the single syllable of a person confirming something they'd expected.

She kept her hands at her sides.

He came around the tripod — away from the camera entirely, which surprised her — and stood before her at perhaps a metre and a half. Close enough that she could see the horizontal scar through his left eyebrow, the one she'd noticed in the first session and hadn't remarked on.

"I want to adjust your position," he said. "Is that all right?"

"Yes."

He put his hands on her shoulders — both of them, the palms resting lightly, the fingers along the ridge of her collarbones. The touch was precise and impersonal in its intention and neither of those things in its effect. She held herself still.

"Turn this way." A slight pressure from his right hand, her left shoulder guided forward. She turned. "Stop there." The hands released. He stepped back and looked at the adjustment, head slightly tilted. "Better. The shoulder line is stronger."

He returned to the camera.

She stood in the adjusted position and breathed and was extremely aware of the exact location of her collarbones — the warm weight of his palms still present there as sensation though the contact was gone. The trade wind lifted her hair again. She didn't reach up to control it.

The session continued for another forty minutes — him directing, her gradually finding a relationship with the camera that wasn't quite ease but was something more honest than the initial stiffness. He moved her into different positions with the same brief precise contact: a hand on her shoulder, once on her upper arm to guide her to a new angle, once standing behind her and using both hands to adjust the position of her head with a gentleness that was more unsettling than a firmer touch would have been. His fingers at her jaw, the precise angle. Here. Yes.

Each adjustment left its specific ghost on her skin.

She said nothing about this. She stood where he placed her and looked where he directed her to look and occasionally, without his instruction, looked directly at him across the distance between them. When she did, he photographed her. He didn't comment on these unrequested moments. He simply photographed them.



At half past eight the beach arrived — the first family, the morning jogger, the glass-bottom boat operator checking his vessel at the northern end. The solitude was ending.

He packed the reflector and the longer lens with the efficiency she recognised. She wound the Canon strap around her wrist — she'd taken her own photographs today, though fewer than usual, her attention distributed differently.

"How many?" she asked. Their private shorthand now — her asking, him asking back.

"Of you?" He was folding the tripod. "Perhaps three hundred frames."

She stared at him. "Three hundred."

"Portrait work. You shoot more to get the same ratio of keepers." He shouldered the camera bag. "I'll show you the selects on Tuesday."

"I'm not certain I want to see three hundred photographs of myself."

"You'll see fifteen. Maybe twenty." He looked at her. "The ones worth showing."

She held this. The ones worth showing. There were photographs from this morning that he would keep in some other category — not the teaching documentation, something else, some folder she didn't know about, and she found she didn't object to this. She found she was glad of it.

"Tuesday," she said.

"Seven o'clock."

She walked back up the coral path. The trade wind was in her loose hair and she left it there, not collecting it back into the pin, all the way to the end of Rue des Lataniers. She walked the street with it loose and her sandals on the coral and the Canon on her wrist and the ghost of his hands on her shoulders and did not hurry.

At her gate she stopped and did not pause — no standing at the gate this time, no threshold hesitation. She opened it and went in with something in her bearing that was different from Tuesday, from Friday, from the Friday before — some settled occupation that had not been there before, as though the morning had completed itself more fully inside her body than previous mornings had.

Inside, the house was quiet. Prakash was in his garden. The tulsi was fine.

She put the kettle on and stood at the kitchen window and looked at the garden without seeing it, her hands braced on the counter's edge, and thought about his hands on her shoulders and his voice saying here and yes and the way three hundred photographs meant something she was only beginning to measure.

The kettle boiled.

She made the tea.






Chapter 14: What She Looks Like

He didn't open the files until evening.

This was deliberate — a self-imposed interval he'd decided on during the drive back from Blue Bay, the camera bag on the back seat, the morning's work unreviewed. He needed the distance. Not from the photographs specifically but from the session's accumulated charge, the density of ninety minutes during which he had been closer to her, more deliberately, more purposefully, than in any previous session, and had directed her body with his hands and heard her describe the lagoon's colour as the inside of a shell and photographed her unrequested moments of looking directly at him, which she had offered without calculation and which he had taken without pretending he didn't know what they were.

He ate lunch. Went out with the Nikon for two hours shooting the Pointe d'Esny waterfront in the midday light, which was poor for most purposes and which he used for the discipline of it — finding something in unpromising conditions, the exercise value rather than the result. He came back with nothing worth keeping and counted this as a success of a different kind.

At four thirty he opened the laptop.



The files loaded in batches — two hundred and eighty-seven frames, he'd been close with his estimate. He set up the culling workflow he used for all portrait work: full screen, keyboard shortcuts for keep and reject, no second-guessing the first pass. The first pass was instinct. The second pass was judgment. The third, if needed, was the editorial conversation between instinct and judgment about which one was right.

He began.

The first thirty frames were the technical establishment shots — the early adjustments, the light metering, her in the initial position before he'd brought her hair down. He moved through these quickly. Competent, some of them, but they weren't what he was looking for. The self-consciousness was still present in her body — the slight elevation of her shoulders, the managed expression, the performance of someone who knows they're being photographed and hasn't yet forgotten to perform.

Then the hair came down.

He stopped at frame thirty-one.

She had her arms slightly raised from the motion of removing the pins, her hair mid-fall in the trade wind, and her expression was not yet adjusted to the new situation — she was between states, between the composed version and whatever came after it. The light was hitting her face from the left at the angle he'd positioned her for, the lagoon behind her fully dissolved into tonal gradations of grey-rose. Her neck was bare. The line of it from her jaw to her collarbone, unobstructed.

He stayed on frame thirty-one for a full minute.

He moved it to the keep folder without ambiguity and continued.



The middle section of the session — frames thirty through one-eighty — was where the serious work was. He'd found his rhythm by then and she'd found hers, the initial stiffness replaced by something more genuine, the camera ceasing to be an obstacle between them and becoming instead the reason for the proximity, the professional permission for the directed attention he was giving her.

He worked through these frames with the dual focus of his best editorial sessions: the technical assessment running automatically in one layer of attention — exposure, focus, compositional integrity, the light's behaviour on her specific face — while the other layer registered something less quantifiable. What the photographs were doing. What they were for.

The adjustment frames: the moment before and after he'd repositioned her shoulders, his hands visible at the frame's edge in two images where the angle had caught them. He kept both. The hands at the edge of frame were not an accident — they were part of the image's subject, part of what the image was about.

The unrequested looks — her turning to look directly at him across the three metres between them, not following his direction but making her own choice about where to put her attention. He had four of these. He reviewed them in order and felt something shift in his chest at each one.

She looked at him the way the waterfall looked at the gorge: with the steady conviction of something that has been there for a long time and intends to continue. Not aggressive. Not soft. Simply — certain of its own direction.

He kept all four.



By the time he reached the final section — the last sixty frames, the session's closing — the keep folder had twenty-two images and he already knew which six were exceptional. He made himself finish the cull before returning to them, the discipline of completion before evaluation.

The final batch included the last of the unrequested looks and three frames he'd taken in the session's final minutes when everything had been found — her position, the light, her engagement with the camera — and the work had achieved the state he was always trying to reach: the subject not performing and not unaware, something between those, a third condition he'd heard photographers describe as inhabited. She had inhabited the frame. He had caught it.

He completed the cull. Twenty-two keepers. He opened the keep folder and began the second pass.



The work of the second pass was different — slower, more analytical, the instinct of the first pass now interrogated. He opened each image full screen and examined it in sections: the face first, then the body, then the relationship between figure and ground, then the light, then the thing that was harder to name — the presence in the image beyond its technical content.

He examined her face in the way he examined everything he photographed seriously: without sentiment, without the distortion of wanting it to be better than it was. He was looking for what was actually there.

Her face was the kind of face that the camera understood differently from the human eye — the eye saw it in time, in motion, in the context of her voice and her silences. The camera saw it in a single arrested moment and found in that arrest something the moving eye glazed over. The structure was more pronounced in the photograph than in person — the strong jaw, the cheekbones, the architecture of her brow. The lines around her eyes were not something the photograph minimised. They were what the photograph was interested in. They described something — decades of attention, of looking at things with focused care. They were the record of someone who had been noticing the world for a very long time.

Her skin in the morning light was extraordinary. He let himself look at it properly — the warmth of it, the depth of dark Indian Ocean skin in rose-grey light, which was neither the warm gold of the afternoon nor the flat beige of midday but something more complex, the undertones rising, the surface luminous in the way of surfaces that are responding to the light rather than simply receiving it.

Her collarbones, bare in the morning in the boat neck of the rust-coloured blouse she'd worn — the deliberate choice of it, the careful colour. The collarbones themselves: delicate-seeming but structural, the kind of bone that the body puts on display.

He was not clinical about this. He had stopped pretending to be clinical.

He looked at the photograph of her throat — frame thirty-one, the hair mid-fall — and felt a slow warmth move through him, settling low. He had been containing this for three weeks with varying success and he was no longer inclined toward containment. He was inclined toward honesty.

He thought about her breasts.

The blouse she'd worn was not revealing — it was modest by most measures, the neck open to the collarbones and no further, the fabric a cotton-linen blend that lay close to her body in some places and fell away in others. But he had been three hundred photographs deep into observing her this morning and he had noticed — across four sessions, peripherally and then less peripherally — the way the fabric moved against her when she turned, the way the trade wind pressed it to her left side. The weight and shape of her breasts suggested by the fabric: full, the slight drop of them, the way they moved when she'd raised her arms to remove the hair pins.

He sat at his desk in the early evening and thought about this without apology or redirection.

He thought about what it would be to put his hands there. The warmth of her, the weight of her breasts in his palms — this was not abstract, he had specific hands and a specific memory of her warmth at Le Souffleur and at Chamarel where his arm had pressed against hers, and his mind was building from these facts rather than from imagination alone. The fullness of her. The way she would look looking at him if his hands were there.

He was erect, and had been for several minutes, and he acknowledged this plainly.

He thought about her nipples — whether they darkened or whether the rest of her skin's deep tone continued, whether they were responsive, whether she would make a sound when they were touched or whether she would hold herself still in the way she held herself still under his hands during the session, that absolute composed stillness that he now understood was not the absence of feeling but its extreme concentration.

He thought about the inside of her thighs. He thought about what he would find there — the heat of her, the warmth and slickness of a woman aroused — and whether the composure she wore as a permanent feature would dissolve or hold, and what it would look like in either case.

He was thorough about this. He had been halfway honest with himself for three weeks and he was done with halfway.

He closed the editing software. Opened the SR — personal folder. Placed frame thirty-one alongside the Le Souffleur image and the four unrequested looks in a new arrangement on the screen.

He looked at the arrangement.

Her face across five different moments in three weeks: the profile of the first session, the cliff edge, the unguarded moment over the long exposure, and now the hair falling and the four times she'd turned to look at him without being asked to. Five different registers of the same woman.

He understood, looking at this arrangement, that the folder was no longer a collection of stolen moments but a record — a document of something developing, something with direction, something that was not going to resolve into anything simpler.

He chose three photographs to send her.

Not the most technically accomplished — the six exceptional images from the session. These three instead: the hair mid-fall, the strongest of the unrequested looks, and one from the final section of the session where she was turned slightly away from the camera, her face in three-quarter profile, her expression inhabited and unguarded and entirely her own.

He looked at these three for a long time, deciding.

He knew why he'd chosen them over the more technically polished images. The technically polished images were the best portraits he'd taken in two years. He was keeping them. But these three were something else — they were the images that showed her to herself rather than to an audience. They were the images that said: this is what I see when I'm looking at you.

He sent them without a message. Just the three files.

Then he set the phone face down and went to the window.

The lagoon was in its evening state — the light failing, the trade wind having returned as it always did after dark, the water's surface moving in the small repetitive patterns that had backgrounded his life for two years. He stood at the window and breathed the salt air coming through the repaired latch and thought about Tuesday and what he was going to say to her and what he was going to ask.

He had been patient. He had the photographer's patience, the capacity to wait for the right conditions without forcing them. He had been waiting for the right conditions.

He thought they were arriving.

His phone buzzed once on the desk behind him.

He turned. Picked it up.

Her message was four words: These are very beautiful.

He looked at the message for a long time.

He typed: So are you.

He held the phone, considered the message, and sent it before he'd decided to.

The trade wind moved through the window. The lagoon ran its patient sounds against the sand. He set the phone down and stood in the dark of the studio and felt the weight of a thing that has been set in motion — not sudden, not surprising, but real and present now in the way of a tide that has come fully in.






Chapter 15: Prakash's Garden

The message sat in her phone like a stone in still water.

So are you.

She had read it six times since yesterday evening — not obsessively, not the compulsive checking of a woman undone, but with the measured attention of someone returning to a text that requires rereading because its weight shifts each time. The first reading: a small electric shock, quickly absorbed. The second: the examination of its sincerity, whether it was the reflex compliment of a young man accustomed to saying such things. By the sixth she had decided it was neither reflex nor compliment exactly. It was a statement of position. He had looked at her across the three files he'd chosen to send — the three that were not the technically finest images from the session, she suspected, but the ones that were most specifically about looking at her — and he had sent them and then he had said so are you and she understood that she was not misreading what was happening between them.

She had not replied.

Not from calculation — she hadn't sat with the phone deciding what to say and concluding that silence was strategic. She had read the message, set the phone face down on the nightstand, and lain in the dark beside Prakash for an hour with the message present in her chest like a small persistent heat, and by the time she'd thought of a reply the hour was late enough that sending it would have required an explanation for why she was awake and on her phone at eleven o'clock, and she didn't have one she was prepared to offer.

In the morning the moment for replying had passed into something else — not gone, still present, but transformed by daylight into something that required more consideration than a quick response could contain. She had put the phone in her bag and left it there and gone about her morning and here she was, Saturday afternoon, helping Prakash in the vegetable garden, her hands in the soil, her mind at a careful distance from the phone in her bag on the kitchen table.



The vegetable beds ran along the garden's south wall in three raised rows that Prakash had built himself the year he retired — a project that had coincided with the abrupt disappearance of the professional structure that had organised his days for thirty-seven years, and which she had understood immediately as the replacement structure rather than a hobby. He needed something to manage. The garden received his management with the silent compliance of growing things, and he received from it the daily evidence of systems working as designed, which was what he required from the world.

She worked the bed to his left, turning the soil around the bitter gourd tendrils that had climbed their bamboo frame to the top and were beginning to produce their pale green fruit, warty and vigorous. Her hands knew this work — the soil's resistance and then its give, the satisfying density of good composted earth that Prakash maintained with the same precision he'd brought to engineering surveys. She wore her gardening gloves, the ones with soil permanently worked into the seams that washing never fully removed.

Prakash was at the tomato bed, crouching, examining each plant with the focused attention of a structural inspection.

"The pomme d'amour is doing well," she said, which was what she said most Saturdays and which was true most Saturdays and which performed the function of demonstrating that she was present, which she was, which she also wasn't.

"Mm." He touched a stem, checking for the firmness that meant healthy. "The blight from last month hasn't spread. I treated it early enough." A pause of professional satisfaction. "The drainage adjustment made the difference."

She turned more soil. The afternoon light was the good light — directional, low, the golden cast of a November afternoon that she'd begun to see differently over the past three weeks, noticing its angles and what they did to surfaces, the way it sculpted the tomato plants' leaf structures into something almost architectural. She saw the garden differently now. She saw most things differently.

She thought about the photographs.

Not so are you — she'd been carrying that. The photographs themselves. The three he'd sent and the knowledge that there were more he hadn't — the session had run to twenty-two keepers he'd mentioned, and he'd sent three, and the arithmetic of the other nineteen was something she returned to with a frequency she found mildly alarming. Nineteen photographs of herself that she hadn't seen, that existed somewhere on his editing drive, that he had looked at and judged worth keeping.

She thought about what he saw when he looked at them.

The question produced the warmth she'd been carrying since Friday morning — low and persistent, residing somewhere between her pelvis and her chest, activated by specific thoughts and by the memory of his hands on her shoulders and his voice saying here and yes and by frame thirty-one, which she'd identified as the hair-falling shot because of the slight motion blur in the image, the specific moment he'd chosen.

"You're quiet," Prakash said.

She looked at him. He was still examining the tomatoes, had not looked up.

"I'm thinking," she said.

"About what?"

The question was not probing — it was the conversational reflex of a man making space for whatever she offered, without expectation. She had always appreciated this about him. He didn't require her interiority. He was comfortable with its presence without needing its contents.

"The photography," she said, which was not a lie. "I've been thinking about what I want to do with it. Beyond the lessons. Whether I want to develop it into something."

He looked up now. His expression was engaged — the attention of a man being invited to think about a structural question. "What kind of something?"

"I don't know yet. There's a woman from my bhajan group — Meena's daughter-in-law, Preethi — she mentioned a community exhibition at the Mahébourg cultural centre next March. Local photographers, any experience level." She had thought of this only as she said it, but it assembled itself quickly into something coherent. "Sanjay mentioned I have a natural compositional instinct. That I'm developing a signature."

Prakash was quiet for a moment, turning this over. "He's a good teacher?"

"Very good."

"And you're learning properly."

"I think so. Yes."

He nodded — a single, considered motion that contained his endorsement, which was not effusive and was not required to be, and which she received with the fondness of a woman who had learned to read his frequencies over many years. He returned to the tomatoes.

She turned more soil.

The afternoon light moved across the garden in its unhurried way, the shadows from the badamier tree lengthening across the bougainvillea wall, the bitter gourd fruits pale and warty in the last good light. She worked and didn't think about the phone on the kitchen table and thought about it constantly.



At four o'clock Prakash went inside to make his tea and she continued alone in the garden for twenty minutes, which she used to sit on the bench in the badamier's shade and take the phone from her apron pocket where she'd carried it after all and look at the three photographs again.

The hair mid-fall. She looked at this woman with the removed attention of someone trying to see themselves without the distortion of self-knowledge. The woman in the photograph was not — she searched for honest language — was not old in the way she'd expected to look. The camera had found something she'd stopped checking for in mirrors: the structure that persisted beneath the surface, the jaw and the cheekbones and the eyes that had always been her best feature and which in this light had the depth of something long-inhabited.

She looked at the unrequested look — the frame where she'd turned to find him and he'd caught her turning. In this one her expression was unguarded in a way she couldn't quite face directly. There was want in it. She could see it from the outside. Whether he'd sent it to her because he'd seen it too, or because it was technically accomplished and the want was invisible to him, she couldn't determine.

She thought it was probably visible to him.

She looked at the third: the three-quarter profile, her face turned slightly away, the expression inhabited. She had a longer relationship with this image — it felt most like an accurate document of her rather than a selected version. The woman here was composed but not closed. Something was in motion in her.

These are very beautiful, she had said.

So are you, he had said.

She put the phone back in her apron pocket.

She sat in the badamier's shade for a while longer with the garden's late-afternoon sounds around her — a bird in the bougainvillea, the distant traffic on the main road, Prakash's movements in the kitchen audible through the open window. The ordinary music of her Saturday.

She thought about what she wanted.

Not the abstract question of desire — she'd examined that at two in the morning with sufficient honesty to have an answer. She wanted him to touch her again. She wanted it with a clarity that was unambiguous and slightly frightening in its unambiguity. She was done with euphemism about it.

The question she was now sitting with was different: not what do you want but what are you prepared to do about what you want. Which was a considerably more serious question, involving Prakash in the kitchen and Anil on Sundays and Priya's voice notes and Dev's cheerful oblivious messages and the Thursday bhajan group and the whole architecture of a life she had built carefully and inhabited genuinely.

She did not reach a conclusion. She sat in the shade and let the question stand without answering it, which was a thing she could do, which was perhaps her most well-developed skill — the capacity to hold an open question open without the anxiety of its remaining open.

Tuesday was two days away.

She went inside to help with the tea.



After dinner she took the camera to the sitting room while Prakash watched the evening news — a ritual she'd started in the second week, using the television's light for low-light practice, the challenge of the fixed warm glow against the room's ambient dark. She photographed the objects on the sitting room shelves: the brass Lakshmi figurine her mother had given her, the stack of Prakash's engineering journals, the framed photograph of Anil and Priya as children at the Grand Bassin pilgrimage, circa 1990, Anil in a white vest squinting into the sun and Priya in a yellow dress holding his hand with the proprietary grip of a younger sibling.

She photographed Prakash.

He was in his chair, the news anchor's voice filling the room, his reading glasses on despite the fact that he was watching television rather than reading, a habit she'd given up remarking on fifteen years ago. His hands were in his lap — the hands she'd known for so long they'd stopped being remarkable, broad and competent, the skin looser now than it had been at forty but the same hands across all those decades.

She framed the shot. His hands in the foreground, slightly soft in the focus, the television's blue-white light catching the left side of his face. She pressed the shutter halfway, the camera seeking, locking.

She took the photograph.

He looked up. "Are you photographing me again?"

"Practising."

He looked at the camera with the mild bewilderment he'd been directing at it for three weeks. "What am I supposed to do?"

"Nothing. Just be where you are."

He returned to the news with the slight self-consciousness of someone who has been told to act naturally and is now acting naturally with great deliberateness. She took three more frames and then lowered the camera.

She looked at him — the whole man, not through the viewfinder, with her actual eyes, the way Sanjay had told her to do: always look with your actual eyes at what you're photographing. He was seventy-one and he was good and he was entirely here in this sitting room watching the evening news with his reading glasses on and his broad hands in his lap and he had no idea what was happening in his wife's chest.

She felt, looking at him with her actual eyes, a complex tenderness that was not the same as desire and not the same as guilt and was in fact both of those things and something additional: the ache of a person who loves something that is not quite enough and knows it and continues to love it anyway.

She put the camera down on the side table.

"Tea?" she said.

"Please," he said, not looking up from the news.

She went to the kitchen. Her hands moved through the tea-making with their usual certainty. The kettle's sound filled the kitchen and then stopped. She poured.

On the kitchen table, her phone was face-up where she'd left it.

She picked it up and typed, without premeditation, without the extended consideration of the past twenty-four hours: I've been looking at them again. All three.

She sent it before she could assess it.

Carried the tea to the sitting room.

Sat in her own chair beside Prakash and drank her tea and watched the news anchor deliver the weather forecast and felt the phone in her pocket and waited, with the considerable patience that had served her well for most of her life, for whatever would come next.






Chapter 16: Rochester Falls

His reply had come at ten forty-three.

Good. I've been looking at them too.

Three words more than her message. She'd read it in the bathroom with the door closed and the tap running — not because she needed the tap running, because she'd turned it on while reaching for her phone and hadn't turned it off. She read the message twice, turned off the tap, looked at herself in the mirror above the basin for a moment — the woman in the photographs looking back with a somewhat different expression than the one she'd caught there recently — and went to bed.

She had slept well. This surprised her. She'd expected the message to sit in her chest and keep her awake in the way the previous ones had, but instead she'd fallen asleep quickly and woken at five thirty with the clarity of a person who has made a decision they haven't yet consciously articulated but whose body has already registered and accepted.

She dressed carefully on Tuesday morning. Not the rust-coloured blouse — that had done its work. A deep blue cotton kurta she'd had for years, the fabric worn to a softness that draped rather than hung, the neckline a wide boat shape that showed her collarbones and nothing further. She pinned her hair and looked at the pin in the mirror for a moment before removing it and leaving her hair loose.

She was at the end of Rue des Lataniers at six fifty.



"Rochester Falls," he said, when she got into the car.

"I looked it up. Basalt columns."

"And a waterfall. Different from Chamarel — less height, more volume. The rock formations are the subject." He started the engine. "Different light challenge. The gorge is deep and the falls face north, so the direct sun doesn't reach until late morning. We'll have the diffused light of the gorge walls."

"Softer."

"Yes. But the contrast between the white water and the dark basalt works in almost any light." He glanced at her — the photographer's sweep she recognised, registering the blue kurta, her loose hair, the morning's specifics. Something in his expression acknowledged these without remarking on them. "There's a decent drive to get there. The road through Surinam is good but the last section is a track."

"I don't mind a track."

He knew she didn't. She'd said the same thing about Le Souffleur.

They drove out of Mahébourg heading west through the sugarcane heartland, the island's interior unreeling on both sides — the cane at its full October height, dense and whispering, the occasional flash of a small Hindu temple at a field's edge, its flags bright against the green. The road climbed gradually, the coastal flatness giving way to the island's geological backbone, the ridges and valleys of the Black River district visible to the northwest.

She watched the landscape and let the silence run for longer than she would have earlier in their acquaintance. The silence between them had changed — it had weight now, a different texture from the professional silence of the first sessions. It was inhabited silence. The silence of two people who have said certain things and know what comes next but are in the interval before it.

"I didn't reply immediately," she said. "To the first message."

"I know."

"I was thinking about it."

"I know that too."

She looked at him. He was watching the road, his hands easy on the wheel, the same unhurried presence he always brought to driving. "Did you send it knowing I would need to think about it?"

"Yes."

"That was considered of you."

"It wasn't generosity. I needed to know if you would reply at all." A brief pause. "You did. Eventually."

She looked at the passing cane. "I've been thinking about what I want," she said. She kept her voice even — not performing calm, genuinely inhabiting it, which was different. "I'm clear about what I want. I'm less clear about what I intend to do about it."

He was quiet for a moment. The road curved right and the cane gave way briefly to a vista of the island's western coast — a distant gleam of the lagoon at Tamarin, the mountains above it, the sky clear and deep blue over everything.

"I'm not asking you to be clear about that yet," he said.

She looked at him.

"I'm asking you to come to Rochester Falls with me," he said. "That's all I'm asking right now."

She held this. The road curved back into the cane.

"All right," she said. The same words she'd given him at Chamarel, returned.

Something moved in her expression — recognition, and something warmer. She looked at the lagoon.



The track to Rochester Falls began at a point past Souillac where the tarmac simply decided it had gone far enough and the red-orange earth took over — rutted and unapologetic, the car rocking through the larger interruptions while the vegetation on both sides pressed close. Vacoas scrub and tree ferns, the smell of the interior — damp earth and something green and mineral, volcanic and old. She braced one hand on the door's handle and looked through the windscreen at the track unfolding ahead and felt, rather than heard, the car's engine working the gradient.

He parked at a flat clearing where another car was already gone — tyre marks in the soft earth, no one there. They walked the gorge path down toward the falls, fifteen minutes through increasingly dense forest, the sound of the water building from a distant suggestion to something that filled the air entirely.

She heard the falls before she saw them.

Then the path turned and opened and there they were.

Rochester Falls was not the height of Chamarel or the violence of Le Souffleur. It was something more architectural — the water pouring over a broad lip of basalt, the rock face divided into the hexagonal columns of volcanic cooling, dark grey and precise, like the remains of a structure built by someone with strong opinions about geometry. The water came down in wide white sheets over these columns, the volume of it substantial, the sound a sustained roar that filled the gorge from wall to wall. A pool at the base, dark and deep, the water entering it in the constant white turbulence of the falls and the edges of the pool still and dark in contrast.

"Bon Dieu," she said, under her breath.

"You said that at Le Souffleur."

"I appear to run out of language at waterfalls."

He was smiling — the full one. He looked at the falls with the assessing focus of his serious work and then he looked at her looking at the falls and she was aware of him doing it. She turned to look back at him and found him already looking and neither of them looked away.

"I'm going to set up," he said.

"I'll photograph from here first."



She worked the location for an hour.

The light in the gorge was what he'd described — diffused, coming from above through the canopy of the gorge walls, even and without shadows, demanding because it offered nothing for free. She understood now what he'd meant: good light was a gift, difficult light was a lesson. She moved through the lesson, trying angles, adjusting her aperture, working the relationship between the white water and the dark basalt that he'd identified as the session's primary challenge.

She got close to the edge of the pool. The spray caught her face and bare arms. She crouched and shot upward, the falls rising above her in perspective, the columns receding into the volume of falling water. She stood and shot across, the horizontal flow and the vertical drop in the same frame. She found a vacoas frond at the gorge's edge and used it as a foreground element — a natural frame, he'd taught her this, the eye led inward through one layer of the image toward the primary subject.

She was absorbed. The Canon in her hands no longer required management — it was responding to her now, she to it, the technical decisions happening below the level of conscious thought and leaving her attention free for the question of what she was actually looking at.

He photographed her photographing.

She heard the Nikon — she could identify its shutter sound by now, different from the Canon's, a more deliberate mechanical sequence — and she didn't turn. She let him do it. She had been letting him do it for sessions now, the peripheral awareness of his lens on her while she worked, and she had stopped bracing against it somewhere around the third session. She simply worked and let him watch her work and understood that they were each doing what they were there to do and the mutual permission of it was its own form of intimacy.

After an hour she lowered the Canon and straightened and rolled her shoulders, the muscles in her upper back registering the sustained crouching.

He was beside her at the pool's edge almost immediately.

"Let me see," he said, which was his way of asking to look at her camera's recent frames.

She handed it over. Watched him scroll through — his expression doing the things it did when he was evaluating work seriously, the slight stillness of full concentration, the occasional fractional shift when he found something.

"This one," he said, showing her the vacoas frond frame. "This is very strong."

"I wasn't sure about using the frond as foreground."

"Why?"

"It felt like a device. Something I'd been told to try rather than something I'd chosen."

He looked at the image and then at her. "The difference between a device and a choice is whether it tells the truth about what you saw. Does that frond describe what the gorge actually felt like from where you were standing?"

She looked at the photograph. "Yes."

"Then it's not a device. It's honest." He handed the camera back. His fingers brushed hers in the transfer — unhurried, the contact a fraction longer than exchange required. She didn't move her hand immediately.

He didn't move either.

They stood at the edge of the pool with the falls' continuous roar filling the gorge and the spray misting their faces and the Canon between them at its strap, her fingers and his fingers adjacent on the camera's body. Not holding each other. Adjacent.

She turned the camera and took her hand from it.

He took a small breath. She heard it.



He adjusted her stance from behind.

He'd done this before — the position correction, the hands on her shoulders — but this was different in its context. They were standing at the pool's edge for a shot he'd said required her as a scale element, the human figure against the falls' columns providing the proportion that would make the image's geometry legible. She was part of the composition. He came behind her to place her correctly.

His hands went to her hips.

Not her shoulders — her hips, both hands, the fingers wrapping forward, the palms resting at the curve of her waist where it widened. The touch was deliberate and unhurried and not pretending to be anything except what it was.

She felt it the length of her spine.

"Here," he said. His voice was even. His hands were not moving but they were present with a firmness that was different from the professional adjustments of previous sessions.

She stood where he'd placed her and looked at the falls and was entirely aware of his hands and the heat of his body behind her, close but not touching — the warmth of him reaching her anyway.

She could feel the falls' spray on her face. She could feel the exact width of his palms at her waist. These two sensations held everything else at the edges for the duration of them.

He held the position longer than adjustment required. They both knew this. The Nikon was in his right hand, not raised — it wasn't possible to hold her and the camera both. He was not photographing. He was simply standing behind her with his hands on her hips and the falls in front of them and neither of them speaking.

Then — so brief she might have questioned whether it happened, except that she had an acute relationship with her own body's sensations and knew exactly what had occurred — his lips touched the back of her neck.

The contact ran through her immediately, a shudder she contained by the narrowest margin, a warmth that went from the back of her neck down through her chest and into her pelvis in a single uninterrupted current. She made no sound. She did not step forward.

She turned.

His hands released her as she turned — she was facing him now, a foot between them, the falls behind her and his expression doing something she hadn't seen before. Not the composed look or the professional one. Something more immediate, more exposed. He was looking at her with the undisguised want of someone who has been precise about what they want for a long time and is now standing directly in front of it.

She looked at him.

The roar of the falls. The spray on both their faces. The gorge pressing close on both sides.

Neither of them said anything and neither of them moved forward and neither of them moved apart. The moment held its exact shape, balanced on what would happen next.

Then somewhere up the gorge path a family arrived — voices, children, the noise of a group descending through the forest — and the moment shifted. Not broken — that would suggest it had been fragile, which it hadn't been. Simply: re-contextualised. The world reintroduced.

He stepped back. She turned back toward the falls.

They stood side by side and looked at the water for a moment, the children's voices getting closer, and neither of them spoke.



They ate on the drive back.

A roadside vendor near Souillac — a different one from the Le Souffleur roti seller, this one with dholl puri and cari gros pois, the flatbread thinner and more yielding, the brown bean curry rich with thyme and garlic. She ate without comment for a while, the car parked at the roadside in the full noon heat, the windows down, the sugarcane fields going on in their usual indifferent way.

"The neck of the blue kurta," she said eventually.

He looked at her.

"I noticed, this morning, that it shows my collarbones." She ate a piece of dholl puri with the focused pleasure she brought to food. "And I wore it anyway." She glanced at him. "I thought you should know that was a decision."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "I know."

"You noticed."

"Immediately."

She looked at the sugarcane. "So we're being honest about these things."

"I think we've been honest about these things for a while," he said. "We've just been doing it at an angle."

She considered this. It was accurate. She'd been honest at angles for three weeks — the deliberate choice of the rust-coloured blouse, the loose hair, the all right at Chamarel, the message she'd sent from the sitting room with Prakash watching the news. Honest at angles. The angles had been narrowing.

"I'm going home to my husband," she said. Not as information — he knew this. As a statement of the full complexity of the situation, the thing that didn't resolve, the thing she was carrying alongside everything else.

"I know," he said.

"I'm not —" She paused. "I'm not a person who does reckless things."

"I know that too." He said it without irony. "You haven't done anything reckless."

She looked at him. "A man just put his hands on my hips and kissed my neck beside a waterfall in a gorge."

"Yes."

"And I didn't move away from it."

"No."

She looked at the cane. The wind moved through it in its long breathing wave. She finished her dholl puri and folded the greaseproof paper neatly and held it in her lap.

"I'm not clear yet," she said. "About what I intend."

"I know." He started the engine. "I'm patient."

She looked at him — the profile, the scar through the eyebrow, the easy hands on the wheel. His patience was real, she'd understood this from the first session. Not the patience of someone biding time. The patience of someone who had decided that what he was waiting for was worth the wait.

She faced forward as they pulled back onto the road.

The cane pressed in on both sides, dense and tall and moving in its slow waves, and the road ran straight ahead through the island's green interior, and she rode beside him with the memory of his lips on the back of her neck and his hands at her waist and the afternoon coming on and said nothing further and thought everything.






Chapter 17: Dev Calls on Sunday

The WhatsApp notification arrived at nine forty-three on a Sunday morning, which was when Dev always called — not because he'd set a schedule but because Sunday mornings were when he surfaced from the week with enough mental space to remember the people he'd been meaning to call, and Sanjay happened to be one of them.

Sanjay was on the balcony with his second coffee, reviewing the Rochester Falls images on his laptop, when the call came through. He set the coffee down and answered.

"Bro." Dev's voice had the compressed warmth of someone talking through a phone speaker while doing something else — Sanjay could hear a television in the background, the tinny sound of a Saturday morning rerun. "What's happening."

"Working."

"On a Sunday."

"It's the same as any other day."

"That's sad, bro. That's genuinely sad." A pause, the television adjusting. "How's the nannie situation going? She seems really into it."

Sanjay moved the Rochester Falls folder to the corner of the screen — not closed, minimised. "It's going well. She's developing quickly." He kept his voice at the register of a man reporting on a professional arrangement. "She has a genuine compositional instinct. I've been taking her to different locations — Blue Bay, Le Souffleur, Chamarel, Rochester Falls last week."

"Rochester Falls? She went to Rochester Falls?"

"She wanted to try difficult light conditions. The gorge is challenging."

Dev made the sound of someone impressed by an older relative doing something unexpected. "She's actually doing it properly. I thought she'd give up after like two sessions — no offence to Nannie, but she's talked about doing things and then not done them before." A pause. "The camera sat in the box for two years."

"She's serious about it."

"Yeah." The television in Dev's background changed channel. "She sounded different when I called her Thursday. Like — I can't explain it. More awake or something."

Sanjay said nothing.

"You know what I mean?" Dev continued. "Like she's been — I don't know. She's been in the same house doing the same things for forty years. And now she's going to waterfalls and stuff. It's good."

"It is good," Sanjay said.

"She talks about you, actually."

A beat. "What does she say?"

"Just that you're a good teacher. Patient. She said you explain things without making her feel like she doesn't know things." Dev laughed — uncomplicated, his default register. "Which like, that's her way of saying she likes you. She doesn't give compliments directly. You have to decode them."

"I've noticed that."

"Yeah." Another pause. "Hey, are you going to be around for Christmas? I was thinking of coming down to Mahébourg for a few days. Stay at Nannie's. You could come for lunch or something — she'd probably like that."

Sanjay looked at the Rochester Falls folder in the corner of the screen. "Probably," he said. "Let me know closer to the time."

"Cool cool." The television sound disappeared — Dev had either muted it or moved rooms. "How's the other work? The magazine thing?"

"Distillery shoot in December. Black River."

"Nice. Send me the article when it comes out." A background sound of a door, footsteps. "Okay I gotta go, my flatmate wants to do something. But tell Nannie she's doing great, yeah? If it comes up naturally. Don't make it weird."

"I won't."

"You never make things weird, that's the thing about you." Dev said it as a compliment, straightforward, without irony. "Okay bro. Talk later."

The call ended.

Sanjay looked at the phone for a moment, then set it face-down on the balcony railing. He picked up his coffee. It had gone cool while he talked.

He thought about what Dev had said: you never make things weird. He held this with the honest discomfort it deserved. Dev was twenty-four and trusting and entirely without suspicion, calling his university friend on a Sunday morning with the uncomplicated confidence of someone whose world was arranged in ways he'd never had reason to question. The trust in the call — its cheerful, dense quality — sat in Sanjay's chest with a weight he had been avoiding examining and which he now examined.

He was not, he thought, a person who deliberately deceived people he cared about. He had never considered himself that. He had held honesty as a functional value — not moral performance, just the practical preference of a person who found the administration of lies effortful and the resulting architecture unstable.

And yet.

He was looking at photographs of Dev's grandmother that he had taken without her full knowledge, stored in a folder labelled personal, in which the evidence of a mutual attraction was documented across nine weeks with the thoroughness of a photographer who had been watching closely. He had put his hands on her hips and his lips on the back of her neck at Rochester Falls and she had not moved away. He had sent her so are you and she had replied.

He was not making it weird. He was making it something specific and significant and he was doing it to the grandmother of the person who had just called him bro and said you never make things weird.

He drank the cool coffee.

He thought about this with the directness his policy required. He was doing something that Dev would be hurt by if he knew. This was true and he did not plan to pretend otherwise by wrapping it in language about connection and authenticity. It was what it was. The question — the one he hadn't resolved and perhaps couldn't resolve without knowing more about how this unfolded — was whether hurting Dev if he knew was the same as doing something wrong. He was not certain these were equivalent. He was not certain they weren't.

He put the phone in his pocket. Went inside. Made fresh coffee.

He opened the Rochester Falls folder and found the frame he'd been looking for — her at the pool's edge, the vacoas frond in the foreground, the basalt columns rising behind her, her attention entirely on the composition she was building. She didn't know he was shooting. She was occupied with her own vision, the Canon raised, and in the space of that absorption something was visible in her posture that wasn't visible when she was aware of his camera — a kind of freedom, the freedom of a person doing exactly what they want to do.

He looked at this photograph for a long time.

Then he put the laptop away and went to shoot the Blue Bay lagoon in the Sunday light, which was good today — a clarity in the air that occasionally arrived on November mornings, something the trade wind brought from the direction of the open ocean, a scrubbed quality that made the colours saturate and the distances clarify. He worked for two hours and came back with eleven keepers, which was a good ratio for two hours, and went to the market on the waterfront for the vegetables he'd been meaning to buy since Thursday.



In the house on Rue des Lataniers, Sunita's phone rang at half past ten.

She was in the kitchen when it rang — the cari boulettes at the simmering stage, the fishcakes needing another twenty minutes, the smell of coriander and the richness of the tomato-based gravy moving through the house. She wiped her hands on the kitchen cloth and picked up the phone.

Dev's name on the screen.

"Mo cher." She kept her voice at its Sunday register — warm, unhurried, the version of herself she was with Dev, which was genuine and complete and which did not contain certain recent information.

"Nannie! How are you?"

"Very well. I'm making cari boulettes."

"Oh man. I miss that." A pause of theatrical suffering. "Can you make it when I come at Christmas?"

"If you're coming at Christmas you can have whatever you like."

He laughed. "I talked to Sanjay this morning."

She turned the stove's heat down slightly. "Did you?"

"He says you're doing really well. That you have a natural instinct."

"He's kind."

"He's not kind, actually — I mean he is, but he's not the type to say things he doesn't mean just to be nice. If he says you have instinct he means it." Dev's voice had the warmth he used when talking about people he trusted. "Are you enjoying it? The photography?"

"Very much." She moved the spoon through the gravy, checking the consistency. "More than I expected. I look at things differently now."

"Like what?"

"Light, mostly. What it does to surfaces at different times of day." She looked at the kitchen window, the November morning outside, the garden in its mid-morning light which was flat and directionless and which she now categorised automatically and with mild disappointment. "I notice things I walked past before."

"Yeah." Dev sounded pleased — the pleasure of someone who has instigated something that worked out well. "I'm glad I set it up. I wasn't sure if it was a good idea, honestly — I didn't know if Sanjay would be — you know, patient enough. He can be quite internal sometimes."

"He's very patient," she said, with an evenness she monitored carefully.

"Good. He needs that — the patience thing. I think it's how he actually is when he's doing the work." A pause. "Does he talk much? When you're out?"

"Enough." She tasted the gravy, added a pinch of salt. "He talks when he has something to say. He doesn't fill silences for the sake of it."

"That sounds right." Dev laughed, something in the background of his end shifting. "Okay Nannie, I have to go — my flatmate's calling me. Tell Grandpa I'll call him Wednesday. And the cari boulettes better be waiting for me in December."

"It will be."

"Love you, Nannie."

"Love you, mo cher."

She put the phone down on the kitchen counter and stood for a moment at the stove with the spoon in her hand, the gravy simmering, the coriander smell warm around her.

He talks when he has something to say. She had said this about Sanjay to Dev in the same voice she used to describe the weather or the state of the garden, and it was true and it was nowhere near the whole truth, and the gap between those two things was the same gap she'd been standing in for weeks.

She thought about his hands on her hips at Rochester Falls. His lips at the back of her neck. The sound she had barely contained.

She thought about Dev's voice: I'm glad I set it up.

The gravy needed attention. She gave it attention.

Prakash came in from the garden at eleven, the tomato inspection complete, and sat at the kitchen table with his Saturday — it was Sunday but he read Saturday's paper on Sunday because the Sunday paper didn't arrive until noon and he maintained the tradition of a morning paper regardless of the day it had been printed.

"Dev called," she said.

"How is he?"

"Well. He's coming for Christmas."

"Good." Prakash turned a page. "I'll fix the guest room ceiling fan before he comes. It's been making a noise."

"Yes," she said. "Thank you."

She stirred the cari boulettes and listened to Prakash read his paper in the Sunday morning kitchen and thought about the specific fact that her life contained both of these things simultaneously: this kitchen, this man, this gravy — and also Rochester Falls, and the back of her neck, and so are you.

Both things were real. Both things were fully, materially real.

She had always thought that the presence of one would cancel the other. She was discovering that this was not how it worked.

The cari boulettes needed another fifteen minutes. She gave them her attention and waited, with the patience she had in such abundance and which had served her in ways she was only now beginning to question, for the next thing to arrive.






Chapter 18: The Bougainvillea Wall

He found the location on a Wednesday.

Not looking for it — he'd been walking the back streets of Mahébourg with the Nikon and no particular agenda, the kind of undirected work he did between assignments to keep his eye honest, and he'd turned a corner near the old market quarter and found it: a colonial-era building on Rue La Bourdonnais that had been a merchant's warehouse in some previous century and was currently nothing in particular, its ground floor occupied by a fabric wholesaler whose shutters were closed on Wednesdays, its upper floors empty. The building's south-facing exterior wall was the thing — the ochre plaster, the original coat visible through three generations of paint, peeling at the upper corners in the way of old walls in sea-salt air, and across the lower two-thirds of it a bougainvillea that someone had planted fifty years ago and no one had managed since, which meant it had become entirely itself: a dense, exuberant architecture of its own, the magenta bracts so saturated in the November light that they read almost as artificial, the dark branches beneath them structural as ironwork.

He stood in the street and looked at the wall for ten minutes.

The light at seven in the morning on this wall, he calculated, would be extraordinary — the sun coming down Rue La Bourdonnais from the east, the angle low enough to throw the bougainvillea's bracts into relief against the ochre plaster, the shadows in the peeling plaster sections adding texture to the background. The colours: magenta, ochre, the deep green of the leaves. For a portrait, for someone with her particular colouring against that particular background.

He photographed the wall with his phone. Sent her the image with a single line: Friday. Different location. This wall. Bring the blue kurta if you still have it.

Her reply came within twenty minutes, which was faster than her usual response time. I have it.



She was at the wall before him on Friday.

He came around the corner onto Rue La Bourdonnais and she was standing in front of the bougainvillea, looking at it — the Canon on her wrist, the blue kurta, her hair loose, both hands loosely clasped in front of her in the posture she sometimes had when she was thinking rather than doing. She didn't hear him coming. He stopped at the corner and looked at her against the wall.

The light was exactly what he'd calculated.

She was standing slightly to the left of the wall's best section, the magenta behind her at its densest, the ochre plaster visible at her right shoulder, the morning light crossing her from the east at the angle that did what he'd predicted — threw the bougainvillea's texture into sharp relief, found the warmth in her skin's undertones, made the blue of the kurta resonate against the magenta in a way that should have been too much and was, in the actual light of the actual morning, precisely right.

He had his Nikon up before she registered him.

Shot four frames. The fifth: she turned — heard something, or felt the attention — and looked directly at the lens with an expression that was half-caught, slightly startled, and then immediately resolving into something else, something more deliberate. The expression of someone who has decided to be looked at rather than simply being seen.

He lowered the camera.

"You started without me," she said.

"You were already there."

She looked at the wall behind her. "It's extraordinary. The colour."

"Yes." He came closer. "The bougainvillea in this light — it's the same variety as the one in your garden but here it's had thirty years without anyone attempting to manage it."

"Is that a comment on my pruning?"

"It's a comment on what happens when something is allowed to become entirely itself." He said it simply, looking at the wall. He felt her glance at him and didn't elaborate.

He set up the tripod in the middle of the street — Rue La Bourdonnais was narrow enough that pedestrian and foot traffic would require occasional pauses, but this early in the morning it was empty. He attached the 85mm prime lens, his preferred portrait focal length — no zoom range, a fixed perspective, which meant to change the composition he had to move himself rather than the lens. More physical, more committed.

"Same as last time?" she asked. "You direct me?"

"Yes. Though you know more now — I'll let you make decisions within the frame."

She looked at the wall, reading it with the eye she'd been developing, and he watched her do it. She moved slightly to the right, then back, testing her own sense of where the best position was. She was doing what he'd been teaching — deciding before raising the camera.

"Here," she said, stopping.

He looked at the position through the viewfinder. She'd placed herself at the intersection of the wall's most photogenic section — the dense bougainvillea at her back — and a point where the morning light caught her face directly. It was where he would have put her.

"Yes," he said. "Exactly there."

Something moved in her expression — the quiet satisfaction of being right about something that mattered.



He worked through the session with a focus that had a different texture from the Blue Bay portrait session — that had been the first time, cautious and establishing. This was the second, and something between them had shifted at Rochester Falls in ways that made the professional frame both more necessary and more obviously insufficient.

He directed her with his hands.

Not constantly — he was not manufacturing reasons for contact — but when the composition required it, when the position of her body needed adjustment that description alone couldn't achieve. He came to her and placed her without preamble, his hands finding the shoulders or the angle of the jaw, the touch brief and precise, and then returning to the camera. She received these adjustments with the stillness she brought to things she had decided about.

He was aware, working, of the way she moved within the space he defined for her — not passive, making decisions inside the parameters he set, small adjustments of her own that were the work of someone who had developed a relationship with the frame rather than simply occupying it at instruction. He photographed these adjustments — the micro-decisions, the moments of transition between one position and the next, which were often better than the settled position because they were unguarded.

At the twenty-minute mark he came close to adjust her right shoulder — it had been pulling forward slightly, creating an asymmetry in the composition that was almost working but not quite. He came beside her, reached across, and his hand went to her shoulder blade rather than the shoulder itself — the angle required — and he felt the small involuntary shift in her body at the contact, the almost-imperceptible lean.

He made the adjustment. His hand remained for a second longer than the adjustment required.

He stepped back.

She looked at the middle distance — the empty street ahead — not at him, and her profile in that moment was something he photographed immediately: the long line of her jaw, the slight colour in her face that had not been there at the session's beginning, her throat bare above the wide neck of the blue kurta.



At half past eight a man on a bicycle came down the street and gave them the slow look of someone encountering an unusual arrangement — the tripod, the woman against the building — and continued. Two women emerged from a doorway further along, shopping bags, brief glances. The neighbourhood was waking.

He photographed on. She had found something in the last thirty minutes — a presence in front of the camera that he'd been waiting for across both portrait sessions and which had now arrived. She was not performing. She was not ignoring the camera either. She was in dialogue with it, which was the rarest and most valuable thing in a portrait subject — the camera as interlocutor rather than witness.

"I want you to laugh," he said.

She looked at him. "At what?"

"At whatever you find genuinely funny. Right now."

She considered this with the literal seriousness she sometimes brought to unexpected instructions. A beat. Two. Then something crossed her face — a private joke, something internal — and she laughed. Not the social laugh, not the arranged version. A real one, brief and slightly surprised at itself, her head tilting back a few degrees, her eyes briefly closing.

He ran fifteen frames.

When she composed herself she looked at him and saw his expression. "What?"

"Those fifteen frames," he said. "Probably three of them will be the best portraits I've taken this year."

She looked at him for a moment. "What did you find funny?" he asked. "If you don't mind."

"I was thinking about what Leila would say if she could see this." She glanced at the bougainvillea wall, the tripod, herself apparently being photographed in the middle of a street at eight in the morning in November. "She would say something exact and devastating and then offer me more tea."

"Does she know about the sessions?"

"She knows I have them." Sunita looked at the bougainvillea. "She doesn't know everything about them."

A small, precise silence.

"What does she know?" he asked.

"She knows I've been going to locations on the south coast and the interior with a young photographer." A pause. "She knows I come back different than I left."

"Different how?"

She looked at him then — the look she used when she had decided something, the one without softening edges. "She hasn't said exactly. She notices things and doesn't always articulate them." Another pause. "She's my closest friend. She will eventually articulate them."

He held her gaze. "What will you say when she does?"

She turned back to the wall, the conversation ending not from avoidance but from having reached its limit. She raised her Canon and looked through the viewfinder at the bougainvillea — not a deflection, a return to the work.

"I don't know yet," she said.

He picked up the Nikon. Let her work.



The session's final twenty minutes had a different texture — slower, less directorial, both of them moving through the space with the ease of something established rather than something being built. He photographed less frequently. She used the Canon with the absorbed focus he'd come to think of as her best state.

At one point they stood side by side looking at the wall from the same vantage point, not shooting, simply looking. The morning light had advanced past its best angle and the bougainvillea's bracts were moving into the flat quality of mid-morning. The extraordinary window was closing.

"Last few minutes of the good light," he said.

She raised the Canon. He raised the Nikon. They shot the wall simultaneously — the same subject, from adjacent positions, with different eyes. He was aware of this as something: two people with different instruments and different histories looking at the same thing and finding different things in it, and both of those things being real.

He lowered the Nikon.

She lowered the Canon a moment later.

They were standing close — the natural closure of space that happens when attention is shared rather than divided. Her shoulder was perhaps four inches from his. He could smell the clean smell of her hair — not perfume, something more functional, the soap or shampoo of her morning routine.

He turned his head toward her.

She turned hers.

They were at a distance of perhaps eight inches, facing each other, and the pause between them — dense, specific — was the pause of people who have been moving toward something for six weeks and have arrived at its threshold.

He put one hand to her jaw. The same hand he'd used to adjust her angle during the session, but differently now — not positioning, simply holding the line of it, his thumb at her cheekbone, his fingers along her jaw. Her skin was warm. She didn't move.

He kissed her.

Not suddenly — there was nothing of a lurch or a crossing, no moment where it could have gone differently, because they had been in this moment for six weeks and it had the quality of inevitability that made the word suddenly entirely inapplicable. He kissed her with his hand at her jaw and the bougainvillea wall behind her and the morning light advancing into its flat ordinary phase, and she kissed him back.

Her hands went to his chest — both of them, the palms flat against his sternum, not pushing, not pulling, simply present there as though confirming something about the physical reality of him. He felt the pressure of them through his shirt, the warmth of her palms, and kissed her more completely, his hand moving from her jaw to the back of her head, his fingers finding her loose hair.

It lasted — he didn't count the time of it. Long enough to be unambiguous. Long enough for her to press slightly forward into it, the movement almost imperceptible and entirely clear.

When it ended she kept her eyes closed for a moment. He watched her face. The composed expression was entirely absent — not replaced by something dramatic, simply not there. What was there instead was a face with nothing arranged in it: open, slightly flushed, her lower lip carrying the evidence of the kiss.

She opened her eyes.

She looked at him.

Then she turned, unhurried, and walked to the car. Not urgently, not fleeing. The walk of a woman who has decided to move and is moving. He watched her go with his hand still warm from her face and the bougainvillea in full morning light behind him and the Nikon hanging from its strap, and he didn't photograph her this time.

He packed the tripod.

He got into the car.

She was in the passenger seat with her hands folded in her lap and the Canon on her wrist. She was looking at the street ahead. He started the engine and the car's sounds filled the space between them — the mechanical certainty of the ignition, the fan, the settling of the chassis.

She didn't speak for ten minutes.

He drove through Mahébourg's morning traffic with the patience he brought to everything, not filling the silence, not asking for more than she was ready to give. The old quarter gave way to the waterfront road, the lagoon appearing on the right, flat and blue and indifferent to everything.

"I'm not running from it," she said finally. Not looking at him. "I want you to know that."

"I know."

"I'm thinking."

"I know that too."

She looked at the lagoon. He drove.

At the end of Rue des Lataniers she got out with the Canon on her wrist and the blue kurta bright in the morning light and she walked toward her gate without looking back, and he watched her go with the lagoon to his left and the flamboyant tree at the corner throwing its shade across the coral road and the weight of something begun in it, present and irreversible.

He drove home.

He sat on his balcony with a coffee that went cold and looked at the lagoon and felt the pressure of her palms against his chest like something still happening, and was patient, as he had always been, as he would continue to be, because the thing he was waiting for had now moved much closer.






Chapter 19: Thursday Night, Sleepless

She had been precise all day.

That was the word for it — precise, the way a person is precise when they are carrying something carefully, when the ordinary actions of the day require more deliberate attention than usual because the automatic quality that runs daily life has been disrupted. She had been precise in the kitchen, precise in her conversation with Leila over the low wall at four o'clock, precise at dinner when Prakash had told her about the drainage issue on the neighbouring property and she had asked the correct questions and received the answers and responded to them appropriately, and none of this had been difficult because she had excellent habits and the habits had carried her through the day while something else occupied the deeper registers of her attention.

She had been thinking about the bougainvillea wall.

Not continuously — she was too disciplined for that, and the discipline wasn't suppression, it was simply the allocation of limited attentional resources, the same allocation she'd applied to most things over the course of a well-organised life. She had given the day what it required. But underneath the precise competent surface of the day the kiss had been present like a ground note, sustained and unavoidable, the thing you heard under everything else once you'd heard it.

The bhajan group had been — she had nearly laughed at one point, during the third song, and had converted the almost-laugh into a cough that Kamla had noticed and attributed to the dry season air.



At half past ten Prakash turned off his bedside lamp with the finality of a man who had decided the day was done, said goodnight in the register that meant he was already most of the way asleep, and was unconscious within six minutes.

She knew this because she lay beside him in the dark and counted the minutes without meaning to count them, and at six minutes his breathing shifted into its deep, rhythmic unconscious pattern and she knew she was alone in the way you are alone in a room with someone sleeping — more alone, she had sometimes thought, than being actually alone, because the other person's presence made the solitude specific.

She lay still.

The ceiling was dark, the streetlamp's orange bars crossed it at their usual angles, the trade wind had been absent all day and remained absent, the night close and warm and the air in the room still and slightly thick with the heat that would not properly break until the cyclone season's rains. She was on her back with her arms at her sides, the sheet light across her, the cotton of her nightclothes warm against her skin.

She thought about the kiss.

Not the thinking she'd been doing all day — that had been the surface version, the day-level processing. This was the two-in-the-morning version, the version with no audience and no requirement to arrive anywhere particular. She let it be what it was.

He had kissed her with his hand at her jaw and she had kissed him back with her palms against his chest and what had happened in her body — she thought about this directly, without softening language. Her pelvis had contracted. Her nipples had tightened under the blue kurta. Between her thighs, immediately and unambiguously, warmth and a gathering slickness that had nothing to do with the morning temperature and everything to do with the specific pressure of his mouth and his hand in her hair.

She had been standing in a street in Mahébourg at eight-thirty in the morning being kissed by a twenty-three-year-old man and her body had responded with an immediacy and clarity that was, she thought, its own form of honesty.

She pressed her thighs together in the dark.

The warmth between them was present still, or had returned — she wasn't certain there had been an interval in the past twelve hours when it had been entirely absent. She was aware of herself in a way she hadn't been in a long time: aware of her own skin, the weight and warmth of her body under the sheet, the sensitivity that had settled across her chest and her inner thighs like something reactivated.

Beside her Prakash breathed his steady breath.

She looked at the ceiling.

She thought about his hands. The hands she'd been thinking about since the second session when she'd first registered them properly — long-fingered, careful, the hands of someone who touches things with precise intention. The hand at her jaw this morning: the thumb at her cheekbone, the fingers along the line of her jaw, the cup of it — holding her face without gripping it. And then at the back of her head, in her hair.

She thought about where else those hands might go.

She was not performing propriety for an audience that didn't exist. She was in the dark beside her sleeping husband and she was allowing herself to think about what she wanted and what she wanted was specific. She wanted his hands on her breasts. She wanted to feel the weight and warmth of his palms there, the attention she suspected he would bring to it — the same focused care he brought to everything. Her nipples were stiff under the thin cotton of her nightclothes and she was aware of them and of the ache that corresponded to them and to the slickness between her thighs that had not resolved.

She had not touched herself — not since the first night she'd admitted the attraction to herself clearly, three weeks ago. She had lain in the dark on two previous occasions and allowed the wanting and not acted on it, which had seemed at the time the correct way of holding something she hadn't decided about.

She had now kissed him in a street in Mahébourg and he had kissed her back and she had pressed into it and he had put his hand in her hair and her body had its own knowledge of what it wanted and the discipline was offline.

She turned her head toward Prakash's sleeping profile.

The known shape of him in the dark. The white hair that was silver in the low light from the window. The steady breath.

Good men, she and Shanta had said. Very good men.

She turned her face back to the ceiling.

She moved one hand slowly down the plane of her stomach, the cotton of her nightclothes moving with it, and stopped at her waist. She lay still for a moment. She could hear her own pulse in the close warm air of the room.

She moved her hand the rest of the way.

She was wet when she touched herself — properly, unambiguously, the slickness of genuine arousal rather than the mild warmth she'd held at a distance before — and the contact produced a sound she absorbed with the discipline of a woman who has slept beside someone for decades and knows exactly how to keep what her body produces in the dark.

She breathed carefully. The ceiling's orange bars were very still.

She thought about his mouth. The specific pressure of the kiss — not tentative, not exploratory, the kiss of someone who had known what he was doing when he did it. And his hand holding her face, and the five seconds before she'd made herself step back with his chest under her palms.

She thought about not stepping back.

She thought about his hands on her breasts instead, his thumbs across her nipples, and the thinking was specific enough that the wanting sharpened immediately into something more urgent, her hips moving slightly under the sheet, her fingers working slowly at her clitoris which was swollen and responsive and had been, she understood now, waiting for this for weeks.

She kept her breathing controlled. This was not difficult — she had, as she'd established, decades of practice.

She thought about his body. What she'd felt under her palms when she'd put her hands against his chest: the specific warmth of him, the solidity, the firmness of a young man's body that was different from anything she'd been in contact with in a very long time. She thought about what it would be to have him against her — the full length of him, his weight, the heat of his skin.

She thought about his cock. She let herself think about it with the directness the moment required: what it would feel like in her hand, the warmth and weight of it, the specific pleasure of feeling him harden further at her touch. What it would be to have him inside her, the fullness of it, the sensation she had not felt in long enough that her body treated the anticipation of it as something entirely new.

The wanting crested.

She came quietly, her face turned toward the window, her hips pressing once against her own hand, her teeth pressing her lower lip to contain the sound. The orgasm moved through her from her pelvis outward and took the accumulated tension of six weeks of held-back wanting with it.

She lay still afterward.

Her breathing steadied. Prakash continued his unconscious breath beside her, undisturbed. The orange bars on the ceiling hadn't moved.

She felt — she examined this carefully, after, waiting for guilt to arrive in the sharp form that announces itself immediately — she felt clear. Not resolved. Not certain about what she intended. But clear, in the way of someone who has acknowledged something fully for the first time, and found that the acknowledgment, rather than making things worse, had given them a shape that could be lived with.

She wanted him. This was the clear thing. Not the abstract wanting of this is an attractive person I will not act on, but the wanting of a woman who has decided she is not done with desire, who has discovered this in herself later and more urgently than expected, who has been kissed in a street in Mahébourg and kissed back and pressed forward and who is lying now in the dark at half past eleven with the evidence of her own body still present on her fingers.

She was not done with desire. She was quite clear on this.

She turned onto her side, away from Prakash, facing the window.

The trade wind was returning — she could hear it beginning in the filaos two streets away, the first soft friction of it in the needled branches, the sound she'd been listening to from this bed for forty-one years. Tonight it sounded different. Closer, or more textured, or simply more present — she couldn't determine which.

She thought about what she would say to him. Not a plan — she wasn't constructing an approach. Simply an awareness that the next Tuesday morning would be different from all previous Tuesday mornings and that she would arrive at it having made herself clear to herself, if not yet to him.

Though he already knew. She was fairly certain he already knew.

She closed her eyes.

Sleep arrived without the usual negotiation — her body having settled something that her mind had been circling, the wanting finally given its proper weight and found to be manageable, even if not yet managed. She slept toward dawn without dreaming, or without remembering the dreams, and woke at five thirty with the filaos audible in the trade wind outside and a quality of certainty in her chest that was new.

Not certainty about what she would do. Certainty about what she wanted.

These were different things. But the second, she was finding, was necessary before the first was possible.






Chapter 20: Blue Hour

She texted him on Sunday evening.

Not tomorrow or Tuesday as usual — something more specific: Can we go to Blue Bay earlier on Tuesday? Before the light changes. Four thirty.

He read the message on his balcony with the lagoon going dark in front of him and understood that she was not asking about the light.

He replied: I'll be there.



He arrived at Blue Bay at four fifteen.

The beach was entirely his. The resort guests were asleep. The glass-bottom boat operators would not arrive for three hours. The filaos in their dark line were barely visible against the pre-dawn sky, which was not yet a sky — it was the deep blue-black of an hour that has not decided to become morning, the stars still present at the zenith, the horizon to the east showing the first almost-imperceptible separation of sea and sky, a distinction more felt than seen.

He set up the tripod at the water's edge and worked for twenty minutes before she arrived, photographing the pre-dawn lagoon with the long exposures that turned the water's surface into something molten and still. He was aware, shooting, of a charge in the air this particular morning that was not meteorological.

He heard her footsteps on the coral path.

He didn't turn immediately. He finished the frame he was on — a fifteen-second exposure, the lagoon rendering itself as a dark mirror with the eastern horizon reflected in it, the separation of sea and sky twice in the image — and then he straightened and turned.

She was at the bottom of the path where it opened onto the sand.

She'd worn white. He registered this: a white cotton kurta, wide-necked, the fabric slightly sheer in the way of fine cotton, a deep blue dupatta that she'd left loose rather than wrapped. Her hair down. Sandals she was carrying in her left hand, her feet bare in the sand, the Canon on her right wrist. She had walked to this beach at four-thirty in the morning in bare feet carrying her sandals and wearing white cotton and he looked at her for a moment in the pre-dawn darkness with the eastern horizon beginning its slow commitment to colour.

"You're early," she said.

"So are you."

She came to stand beside him at the water's edge, the lagoon's small sound around their feet. The water was warm — warmer than the air at this hour, which produced a faint mist above the lagoon's surface, visible as a slight softening of the reflections.

"I've been thinking," she said.

"I know."

"Since Friday."

"I know that too."

She looked at him then — the full direct look, the one he had collected across two months of sessions and stored in a folder and examined at his desk in the evenings and which he was now receiving in person, without the camera between them. "I've decided," she said.

He didn't ask what she'd decided. She had told him at Rochester Falls that she wasn't reckless. She had told him at the bougainvillea wall that she wasn't running. She had texted him at four-thirty on a Sunday evening asking to come to the beach before the light changed. He knew what she had decided.

"All right," he said. The same words she'd given him at Chamarel, returned.

Something moved in her expression — recognition, and something warmer. She looked at the lagoon.

"Photograph me," she said. "While the light is doing this."



He photographed her for the blue hour.

This was what photographers called it — the twenty minutes before sunrise when the sky above the horizon was not yet lit by direct sun but was illuminated by the atmospheric scattering of the pre-dawn light, producing a blue that was not the blue of day and not the black of night but something between them, a colour with depth and density, present at the edges of the world for less time than it took to appreciate it.

She walked into the lagoon to her knees.

He hadn't asked her to. She had set the Canon on his camera bag above the tide line and walked forward into the water, the white cotton kurta lifting around her calves and then her knees and then, as she went slightly deeper than he'd expected, her lower thighs. The fabric darkened where the water touched it, the sheer cotton becoming transparent at the wet hem, her legs visible through it.

He shot.

She stood with her back to him, facing the eastern horizon, her arms slightly away from her sides in the instinctive balance of someone standing in moving water. Her hair was down and the pre-dawn trade wind — lighter than the day wind, more tentative — moved it slowly across her back. The white of the kurta against the dark lagoon. The blue hour's light on the water surface around her, the mist slight and present.

He moved along the shore, changing angles. Shot from lower — crouching at the waterline, the camera near the surface, the reflection of her figure in the still sections of the water between the small waves. Shot from her left, the horizon behind her right shoulder, the eastern sky beginning its graduation from deep blue toward the first grey that preceded colour.

She turned.

He photographed the turn — the movement of her hair, the slight catch of the wet kurta against her thighs as she rotated in the water.

She looked at him. Across the fifteen metres of water between them.

The shutter.

He lowered the camera.

She walked back toward him through the shallows, the water releasing her legs as she came out, the wet hem of the kurta clinging and then falling away as the fabric's weight dropped. She came to where he was standing at the water's edge, the tripod behind him, and she stopped when she was close.

Her feet were wet in the sand. The blue hour light was on her face — the deepest blue of it, the last two or three minutes before the sky committed to becoming something else, and in this light her face was — he had been photographing it for two months and he was looking at it now without the camera and finding that the camera had been, all along, insufficient. The photographs were true but they were incomplete. They didn't have this: the warmth of her actual presence, the sound of her breathing, the way she was looking at him with a clarity that had finished with angles.

Her dupatta had been displaced by the water. She reached up and began to unwind it from where it had caught at her neck — the motion lifting her arms, the white cotton moving across her chest — and stopped when she felt his hands.

He had reached forward and taken the dupatta himself. Not unwinding it — stilling her hands, his fingers around her wrists, her arms still raised. He held her wrists lightly for a moment, looking at her.

Then he released her wrists and his hands went to her face: both of them, the palms cupping her face the way he'd held her jaw at the bougainvillea wall but fuller now, his thumbs at her cheekbones, his fingers along her jaw and into the hair behind her ears.

She put her hands to his chest.

He kissed her.

This was different from the bougainvillea wall kiss — that had been the first one, tentative in its certainty, ending quickly. This one had the weight of everything since: the two messages, the Sunday decision, the four-thirty morning, the white kurta and the blue hour light and the decision she'd told him she'd made. It was a full kiss, unhurried, his hands holding her face and her hands pressing against his chest and the lagoon at their feet making its patient sound.

She pressed into it the way she'd pressed into the bougainvillea wall kiss — the small forward movement that was the body's more honest language. He felt the warmth of her through his shirt where her palms were pressed. He moved one hand from her face to the back of her head, his fingers in her hair.

She made a sound — not a word, a small involuntary sound in the back of her throat, the sound of something released rather than something begun — and the sound went through him immediately, a physical effect, a warmth that moved from his chest downward.



The kiss became something longer.

She kept her palms against his chest and he kept one hand in her hair and they stood at the Blue Bay waterline in the pre-dawn with the eastern sky beginning to give itself away — the first grey above the horizon, the blue hour's blue already beginning its retreat — and he moved his mouth along her jaw to the angle of it, and then down her neck.

Her head tilted back. The sound again — contained, but present. His lips against her throat, the warmth of her skin there, and he could feel her pulse under them: rapid, unmistakable.

His hands moved.

One still in her hair. One moving from the side of her head to her shoulder, and then down the length of her arm and back to her waist, learning the geography of her through the thin white cotton. The fabric was still slightly damp at the hem from the water and dry above it, and his hand found the warm reality of her beneath — her waist, the curve of her hip, the substantial warmth of her body.

She moved her hands from his chest to his shoulders. Her fingers finding the fabric of his shirt, gripping slightly. He received this as its own kind of communication.

His hand at her waist slid forward and up — deliberately, not accidentally — across the fabric of her kurta, finding the curve of her waist and then higher, and when his palm reached her breast she inhaled — a sharp, quiet intake, immediate and involuntary — and pressed into his hand.

He felt the weight of her breast in his palm through the cotton: full, warm, the fabric thin enough that the detail of her came through. Her nipple was stiff against his palm. He moved his thumb slowly across it and felt her grip on his shoulders tighten.

"Sanjay," she said. His name, against his ear, quietly, not a request to stop.

He moved his thumb again. She made the sound.

He kissed her neck again and his hand was moving — learning the shape of her breast through the cotton, the weight and fullness, the way she responded to each movement with the contained but unmistakable language of her body pressing forward, her grip on his shoulders, the sounds she was working to contain.

He was fully hard. He could feel it and he was certain she could feel it where their hips were pressed together. He didn't step back from it.

She pressed into him slightly — a deliberate motion, not accidental. Testing. Confirming. Her hips against his.

"Bon Dieu," she said softly. Not the waterfall version. The other version. Close against his ear.

He brought his mouth back to hers and kissed her and his hand was still at her breast and hers were gripping his shoulders and the eastern sky above the lagoon had moved, while they were occupied with each other, from blue to the first grey-rose of actual morning, the blue hour over, the day beginning its arrival.



They separated as a sound reached them from the coral path — the early morning jogger who came through at five-fifteen, reliable as the tide. Still a distance away, but coming.

She stepped back. Her hands left his shoulders slowly, the grip releasing.

He let his hand fall from her breast.

They looked at each other in the arrived morning light — no longer the blue hour, the ordinary light now, the accurate light, and she was flushed and her hair was displaced by the wind and his hands and her lips were — he looked at her lips — and she was looking at him with an expression he had never seen her wear before this morning: entirely open, the composed distance entirely gone, a woman at the far side of a threshold she'd been standing at for two months.

The jogger's footsteps were audible on the path. Thirty seconds.

She put her hand to her hair, a reflex — restoring order before the world arrived. She looked at him. He looked at her. The space between them was enormous and immediate.

"Tuesday," she said. Her voice had a different texture than usual. Lower. She was making sentences from single words, the way she'd been doing since Chamarel.

"Tuesday," he said. But this time he added: "My studio. After the session."

Her hand had stilled in her hair. She looked at him for a long moment — the last moment before the jogger's footsteps reached the beach entrance and the morning became official.

She lowered her hand.

"Yes," she said.

He picked up his tripod. She picked up the Canon from his camera bag. The jogger came onto the beach at the northern end and moved away from them in his early morning arc, unconcerned.

They stood apart with the morning light between them and the lagoon going through its full ritual of becoming itself again — the blue hour over, the extraordinary window closed, the working day beginning — and he looked at her and she looked at the water and then back at him, and neither of them said anything further because everything that needed saying had been said, in words and otherwise, and now there was only the waiting for what came next, which would not be long.






Chapter 21: After

He didn't go back to sleep.

There was no question of sleep after she'd walked back up the coral path at five twenty-three — he'd noted the time without meaning to, the phone in his hand for no reason, the numbers registering — with the Canon on her wrist and her dupatta rewound and her sandals back on her feet and the morning light on her white kurta which was still slightly damp at the hem from the lagoon.

He watched her go up the path. Stood at the waterline with the tripod over his shoulder until the filaos trees closed behind her. Then he turned back to the lagoon.

The blue hour was long gone. What remained was the ordinary dawn — still beautiful, still worth photographing on its own terms, the lagoon shifting into its working palette, the first light hitting the water's surface and finding the day's characteristic textures. He didn't photograph it. He stood at the edge of the water with his sandals in the damp sand and looked at it without the camera, the way he'd told her to look — with the actual eyes, not the instrument.

What he saw with his actual eyes was this: the same lagoon he'd been photographing for two years, the same filao line, the same reef edge visible as a slight disturbance in the water's surface six hundred metres out. All of it exactly itself. All of it changed.



He walked back to the studio slowly.

The Pointe d'Esny waterfront was coming alive around him in the incremental way of early mornings — the fishermen checking their equipment on the concrete jetty, a woman hanging laundry on the upper balcony of the house three doors from his, the smell of someone's breakfast rice drifting from an open kitchen window. The ordinary choreography of the neighbourhood's morning.

He was moving through it with a warmth in his chest that was not urgency. Not the sharp clarity of the dawn shoot, not the clean emptiness of finished work. Something sustained, the afterglow of something confirmed rather than something still being sought.

He sat on the balcony with a Phénix even though it was not yet six in the morning, because the Phénix was his thinking drink rather than his celebratory drink and he had thinking to do.

The beer was cold. The lagoon below the filao treeline was in its early morning blue, the trade wind just beginning to lift off the water, the surface starting to chop. He drank and looked and thought with the honesty his policy required.



He thought about her hands on his shoulders.

The grip of them — fingers finding the fabric of his shirt, the pressure increasing when his thumb had moved across her nipple through the cotton. He had felt the grip change, had noted the shift in real time the way he noted everything: from steadying to holding, from holding to the thing that holding becomes when it is also address.

He thought about the sound she'd made.

He had been thinking about this sound since Rochester Falls, since the almost-sound when his lips had touched the back of her neck and she'd held it back by the smallest margin. Tuesday had produced the actual version — involuntary, low, the sound of something released. He sat with the memory of it against his ear with the care of a person who intends to keep something.

He thought about what Tuesday meant.

My studio. After the session. She had said yes. He had said it and she had looked at him for the full duration of a moment and said yes, and he understood what a yes that follows a long pause contains that is different from what a yes without hesitation contains. Hers had contained everything: the full complexity of what she was saying yes to, the acknowledgment of what it would mean, the weight of her own life placed in deliberate counterpoint to what she was choosing.

She was not a woman who said yes lightly. She was a woman who had thought carefully about this particular yes for two months, in the dark at two in the morning, in the kitchen, at her own gate, beside waterfalls and in front of bougainvillea walls. The yes she'd given him at five twenty-three this morning was one of the most considered yeses he had ever received and he understood it as such.

He drank his beer and looked at the lagoon.

He thought about what he felt for her.

This was the thinking he'd been skirting since approximately the third session, the thinking that went beyond the clean honesty of I am attracted to Sunita Ramdin into something less easily categorised. He had attributed his interest to the obvious things: her appearance, her intelligence, the texture of her company on the south coast drives. These were all true. But they were not complete.

What he had not fully examined was the thing that had been accumulating in the personal folder on his editing drive, the folder that was now thirty-four images deep across nine weeks and which documented not an attraction but something that had the structural characteristics of a more serious investment. He had been photographing her face across thirty-four different moments of light and attention and expression and he had never, across those thirty-four images, stopped finding new things in it. It was not the face of someone he was interested in temporarily.

He thought about Dev's voice on Sunday morning: you never make things weird.

He sat with this.

He was twenty-three years old. He had not been in what he would call a serious relationship — there had been Céline, which had been real but not deep; there had been a woman in his first year at university whose name he thought of now with a mixture of warmth and the slight embarrassment of someone remembering a version of themselves they'd substantially revised. He had not, before this, experienced the thing of looking at someone's face across thirty-four photographs and finding new things in it each time.

He did not want to use language more serious than the situation warranted. He was also not willing to use language less serious than it warranted, which was the more common error and the one his policy guarded against.

He wanted her. Fully, physically, in ways he had been precise about with himself and had not been uncertain about for some time. He also — and here was the part he had been circling — cared about what happened to her. About what the thing they were building would do to her life, her actual daily life with its tulsi plant and its bhajan group and its husband who grew tomatoes and its daughter who called twice a week.

He had been patient because the patience was genuine — not tactical, not the strategic patience of someone managing a pursuit, but the patience of a person who understood that what he wanted mattered enough to wait for properly. And waiting for it properly meant she arrived at it on her own terms rather than on the terms of his wanting, which would have produced something lesser, something pressured and therefore not fully hers.

She had arrived on her own terms. Tuesday morning. Yes.

He finished the beer.

The lagoon was in its full working blue now, the morning committed, the tourist apparatus of Pointe d'Esny beginning its operations — the first catamaran moving north along the waterfront. He sat on the balcony and felt the specific warmth in his chest that was not urgency, not triumph, something more patient than either. The warmth of a person who has been moving toward something real and has arrived close enough to see it clearly.



He spent the morning editing.

Not the pre-dawn session's images — he wasn't ready for those yet, they required more distance than four hours. He worked on the backlog: the L'Archipel distillery pre-production images from his Black River recce two weeks ago, the waterfront art market portraits he'd shot last Thursday for a local community project, the stock images from October still waiting for their final selection.

He worked with his usual focused efficiency, the discipline of the work carrying him through the morning without requiring his full attention, which meant a portion of his attention was elsewhere, which he allowed.

He thought about her in the water.

The white kurta lifting around her calves and then her knees and then, when she'd gone slightly deeper, her thighs — the wet fabric clinging and then falling, the sheer cotton admitting the morning's light. He had been shooting when she walked into the lagoon and he had caught it — the series of frames as the water rose against her — and he knew without reviewing them that they were among the finest images he had taken since he'd had a camera.

Not because of what they showed. Because of what they meant. She had walked into the lagoon at four-thirty in the morning in a white kurta carrying her sandals and she had done it without him asking her to, as an act of absolute voluntary presence, and he had caught it, and the catching was its own form of conversation.

He thought about Tuesday.

He thought about it with the practical anticipation of someone who has cleared space for a specific thing — not the diffuse fantasising of the previous weeks, but concrete thinking, the body already informed of what was coming, already organising its responses accordingly.

He thought about her skin. He had touched her face and her shoulders and her waist and briefly, through cotton, her breast, and from these points his hands had already formed a picture of what lay beneath: the warmth and smoothness of her, the weight and fullness of her breasts he could extrapolate from the areas he'd reached and the areas he hadn't. The way she would look looking at him if his hands were there, unmediated by fabric.

He was erect, and had been for several minutes, and he acknowledged this plainly.

He thought about her nipples — whether they darkened or whether the rest of her skin's deep tone continued, whether they were responsive, whether she would make a sound when they were touched or whether she would hold herself still in the way she held herself still under his hands during the portrait session, that absolute composed stillness that he now understood was not the absence of feeling but its extreme concentration.

He thought about the inside of her thighs. The heat of her, the specific warmth and slickness of a woman aroused — whether the composure she wore as her permanent bearing would dissolve or hold, and what it would look like in either case.

He was thorough about this. He had been halfway honest with himself for three weeks and he was done with halfway.

He closed the editing software. Went to the window.

Outside, the post-dawn morning had completed its transition into full day, the special light gone, the lagoon back to its working blue. A pelican moved low over the water in that prehistoric, unhurried glide that always made the rest of the world look like it was moving too fast.

He thought: three days.

He thought, with the honesty his policy required, that he was already thinking about how she would look in the studio's morning light. The east window. Her face without the camera between them.

The warmth in his lower abdomen was thorough and unambiguous and he sat with it the way he'd been sitting with it for ten days — not resolving it, not acting on it, simply holding it the way you hold a tide. It was going to come in regardless. The only question was whether you were standing in the right place when it did.

He thought he probably was.

He put the laptop in his bag, picked up the Nikon, and went out to photograph the morning light while the last of it lasted.



In the afternoon his phone buzzed.

Her name.

He picked it up with the speed of someone who had not been waiting for this and had been waiting for this.

I keep thinking about this morning.

He looked at the message. He typed: Tell me.

A longer pause than usual. He put the phone face-up on the desk and waited with the patience he was known for and which on this particular Tuesday afternoon cost him more than it usually did.

Her reply: Your hands. I keep thinking about your hands.

He sat back in his chair.

He looked at his hands — the long fingers, the right one slightly ink-stained from a pen he'd been using that morning. The hands she was thinking about.

He typed: Three days.

Her reply came quickly this time: I know.

He put the phone down and looked at the lagoon through the east-facing window, the afternoon light on it flat and bright and ordinary, and felt the three days ahead of him as a physical thing — not long, entirely tolerable, already foreshortened by the message still warm on his screen.

He went back to work.

He edited with his hands on the keyboard and thought about what she was doing right now — in her kitchen, her garden, her sitting room — and what it was to be carrying this in the house on Rue des Lataniers, in the daily life of a woman who had said yes at five twenty-three in the morning and gone home to make breakfast for her husband.

He thought about this with the full weight it deserved. Then he set it aside and worked on the distillery images with the focused professionalism that had always been his most reliable quality and which served him now as it always had — the work as ground, the work as the thing that held when other things were in motion.

The lagoon went through its afternoon changes outside the window. The fan turned overhead. He worked until dark and then he made dinner and then he sat on the balcony with the second Phénix of the day and looked at the lagoon and let himself, finally, fully, with nothing held back, want what was coming.

Three days.

He was patient.






Chapter 22: Priya Visits

The voice note arrived on Wednesday morning at seven forty-two.

Sunita was at the kitchen sink when her phone buzzed on the table — the specific double-buzz that indicated a voice note rather than a text, which meant Priya. Priya communicated in voice notes the way Anil communicated in practical visits, Dev in cheerful abbreviated texts. Each child had their medium.

She dried her hands and pressed play.

Mama, it's me. I'm going to come Thursday evening if that's okay — I need to come to Mahébourg on Friday for a work thing, the secondary schools curriculum meeting at the district office, and it makes no sense to drive from Quatre Bornes twice. I'll leave Friday afternoon. Is the guest room okay? I'll bring that fabric you asked me to look for in Port Louis — I found it at the Chinese shop near the cathedral, exactly what you described. Also I want to hear about the photography. Dev says you've been to Chamarel and Rochester Falls, which is more adventuring than you've done in years so I want the full report. Okay. Love you. Call me if Thursday doesn't work.

Sunita listened to the voice note once and then again, the way she sometimes did with Priya's messages — not from sentiment, but because Priya spoke quickly and compressed a great deal into her communications and the second listening usually revealed something the first had glossed.

Thursday evening. Leaving Friday afternoon.

Today was Wednesday. Tomorrow was Thursday. Friday was — she did not complete this thought with the destination it wanted to arrive at, applying instead the patient discipline she had been exercising for two months and which was, today, requiring more effort than usual.

She called Priya back. "Thursday is fine. The guest room is ready."



Priya arrived at half past seven on Thursday evening in the small red car she'd been driving for six years and which she refused to replace on the grounds that it ran perfectly well and sentiment was a more honest reason for keeping a vehicle than most people admitted. She came through the gate with a fabric-sample bag over one shoulder and a paper bag from the Quatre Bornes patisserie that Sunita's family treated as the definitive source of gato coco on the island, a position Sunita had never formally contested.

She was forty-one, Priya — slight in the way of women who are always slightly in motion, with Prakash's precise quality and Sunita's eyes and a manner that had always been, since childhood, the manner of someone who had arrived at the correct answer and was waiting with patient good humour for everyone else to catch up. She was a secondary school vice-principal and she ran her professional life accordingly — capable, direct, warm without being soft. Her husband Vikram was in Quatre Bornes with their daughters, who had school the next morning.

She kissed her mother and then looked at her.

This was the thing about Priya — the looking. She had always done it, since childhood, the focused attention she brought to her mother's face when she arrived, a quick and thorough read. Most people looked and saw what they expected. Priya looked and saw what was there.

"You look well," she said, and there was something in the emphasis that was not quite a question.

"I am well," Sunita said. "Come in. Your father is in the sitting room."



Dinner was the cari boulettes Sunita had made, with rice and the légumes sautés she'd prepared in the late afternoon. Prakash had emerged from the garden for Priya's arrival with the specific aliveness he had for his daughter — a warmth more openly expressed than he managed with Anil, which was simply the truth of his particular affections, observed and accepted over decades by everyone involved.

They ate well. The gato coco were as advertised.

Priya talked about the curriculum meeting — a district-level review of the secondary mathematics syllabus that she'd been involved in for three months, her professional opinion of the current draft evidently negative, her manner of delivering this opinion to her parents exhibiting the exact controlled diplomacy that presumably made her an effective administrator. Prakash engaged with the structural arguments with genuine interest. Sunita listened and contributed and poured more water and was present at her own dinner table with the competence she'd been bringing to this performance for three days.

"Now," Priya said, when the plates were cleared and Prakash had taken his tea to the sitting room with the newspaper's evening edition. "Tell me about the photography."

Sunita poured tea for them both and sat down.

"What do you want to know?"

"Everything. Start from the beginning." Priya held her cup in both hands — a habit she'd had since childhood, something about the warmth of it. "Dev made it sound like you've been on safari."

"Not quite safari." Sunita told her: the sessions, the locations, the progression from Blue Bay to the south coast and the interior. She described Le Souffleur with the contained enthusiasm she allowed herself for things she genuinely valued. She described Chamarel accurately and thoroughly and mentioned the waterfall with the straightforward appreciation it deserved.

Priya listened with her full attention — this was her other quality, the listening that matched the looking, both of them complete and focused.

"And the instructor," she said. "Sanjay Gopaul."

"He's very good. Patient. He explains things in terms of seeing rather than mechanics, which is — it's the right approach for me." Sunita drank her tea. "I think I'd have given up after two sessions with someone who led with the technical manual."

"How old is he?"

"Twenty-three. Dev's age, roughly."

Priya made a small sound of consideration — not approval or disapproval, simply the acknowledgment of a fact being filed. "Dev always liked him at university. Said he was very focused."

"He is. But not in a way that's uncomfortable."

Priya looked at her mother over the rim of her cup. "What's he like? As a person."

"Thoughtful. Observant." She paused, selecting. "He has the quality of someone who is genuinely interested in what he's looking at. Not performing interest. Actually having it."

Something in Priya's expression made a small adjustment. Not dramatic — nothing was ever dramatic with Priya. A recalibration, barely visible. She looked at her tea. "How old did you say he was?"

"Twenty-three."

"Dev's age."

"Yes."

A beat of silence. The sitting room television was audible, Prakash's evening news.

"How often do you see him?" Priya asked.

"Twice a week. Tuesday and Friday mornings."

"And the drives to these locations — you drive together?"

"He drives, yes. His car." Sunita kept her voice at the register of a woman answering logistical questions. "It would make no sense otherwise. We're going to specific locations that require knowing the access routes."

Priya nodded. She looked at the table and then back at her mother. She had the expression Sunita recognised from Priya's adolescence — the expression that appeared when she had arrived at a conclusion she was deciding whether to articulate.

"Mama," she said. And then stopped.

"What?"

Priya looked at her steadily. "You seem different," she said. "Shanta said the same thing when I spoke to her last week. She said lighter." A pause. "I would say — I don't know. More present. More — you." She held her cup. "I don't know if that makes sense."

"It makes sense," Sunita said.

"The photography is doing that?"

"The photography is doing that," Sunita said, which was true, and was also the answer to a question Priya hadn't quite asked.

They looked at each other across the kitchen table in the way of mothers and daughters who know each other well enough for silences to carry weight — Priya's expression holding the careful balance of a woman who loves her mother and trusts her mother and is also her mother's daughter, which meant she had inherited the capacity to look at things clearly and the wisdom, sometimes, to keep the looking private.

"I'm glad," Priya said, finally.

"Thank you, mo cher."

Priya put down her cup. "Show me the photographs."



They spent an hour at the kitchen table with Sunita's Canon, Priya scrolling through the session images with the attention of someone who had not studied photography but had a good eye — she had always had a good eye, Priya, a visual intelligence that had never found a formal channel in her administrative life but showed itself in other ways: the specific way she'd arranged her daughters' rooms, her instinct for the image in a room that needed one.

She paused on the vacoas frond frame from Rochester Falls.

"This one," she said. She turned the camera to show her mother. "This is extraordinary."

"That's one of my better ones."

"Better?" Priya looked at her. "Mama, this is — the composition is remarkable. The frond in the foreground and then the falls behind, and the columns —" She zoomed in slightly, examining the detail. "Did he tell you to use the foreground element?"

"He showed me the principle. The choice was mine."

Priya looked at the image again. "You have an eye," she said, simply. "You've always had an eye. I remember you used to stop in the street to look at things. At angles and lights. As children we found it irritating." A slight smile. "I understand it better now."

Sunita felt a warmth in her chest that was uncomplicated — purely the pleasure of being known by her own daughter. "Thank you," she said.

"He's teaching you well."

"Yes."

Priya handed the camera back and they made fresh tea and talked about the girls in Quatre Bornes and the fabric Priya had brought and the Ramnarain wedding sari coordination and the guest room ceiling fan that Prakash had repaired before Dev's Christmas visit. The conversation settled into its warm register and the kitchen was the kitchen and Priya was here at the table as she had been at this table since childhood and everything was as it had always been.

Except that Sunita was sitting with the full knowledge of what tomorrow morning was, what was going to happen after the session, what she had said yes to at five twenty-three on Tuesday morning, and she was sitting with this knowledge in her kitchen while her daughter drank tea across from her and had nearly seen something and had chosen, with the grace of a perceptive woman who loves someone, not to see all the way.

At ten o'clock Priya stood and kissed her mother and said goodnight, Mama, the room is lovely, the fan works perfectly and went to the guest room, and Sunita washed the cups and put out the lights and went to the bedroom where Prakash was already asleep.

She lay in the dark.

She thought about tomorrow morning. Not about what it would cost — she had done that thinking, had done it thoroughly and repeatedly and had arrived at the yes through it rather than around it, which meant the cost was acknowledged rather than avoided. She had looked at what she was doing and what it would mean and she had chosen it anyway, which was different from choosing it without knowing.

She thought about the blue hour. The white kurta and the lagoon and his hands on her face and then lower, the sound she'd made, the yes she'd given.

She was not a reckless woman. She was a woman who had made a deliberate and fully considered decision to take something for herself that she had not had and wanted and that no one who loved her had thought to ask whether she wanted.

This was not a rationalisation. She had examined it for rationalisation with the strictness she applied to her own interior life and found it clean.

Tomorrow.

She closed her eyes and breathed the dark air of the room and let tomorrow be what it was going to be.



In the morning Priya came to the kitchen at six thirty and found her mother already dressed — the rust-coloured blouse, Priya noticed, the good one — and the tea already made and the Canon on the kitchen table.

"Early start," Priya said.

"Session at seven."

Priya poured her tea and looked at her mother in the morning kitchen light. Sunita was at the window checking something in the garden — her back to the room, the rust-coloured fabric bright in the early light, her hair loose.

Her hair loose.

Priya held her cup and looked at her mother's back and the set of her shoulders and the loose hair and drank her tea and said nothing, which was the most loving and the most difficult thing she had done in some time.

"Have a good session," she said.

"Thank you," her mother said, without turning from the window.

Priya took her tea to the veranda and watched the morning arrive over the neighbour's bougainvillea wall, and was quiet, and kept her conclusions to herself, and loved her mother with the full and unsentimental devotion of a woman who had always known her mother was more than the role she occupied, and had simply, until now, not known what to do with that knowledge.






Chapter 23: Grand Bassin

She drove herself.

This was unusual — she rarely drove the highland roads alone, the thirty-kilometre route from Mahébourg up through the cane country and then the plateau and then the descent into the crater valley where Grand Bassin sat at its nine hundred metres, the sacred lake in the caldera of an extinct volcano. Prakash usually drove if they went together, which they did most years for Maha Shivaratri in February. But this was not Maha Shivaratri. This was a private visit, a Thursday in late November, the roads quiet and the sky overcast in the way of highland mornings that cleared by noon.

She had been coming to Grand Bassin alone since her forties. Not every year — some years the distance between her need for it and the logistics of getting there had been insurmountable, or she had managed without it. But in years when she was carrying something specific, something she couldn't set down through the ordinary means of the bhajan group and Leila's veranda and her own garden and the French novel and the careful arrangement of her interior life — in those years she came here.

She was carrying something specific.



The road to the lake was the road through Curepipe and then south into the Plaine Champagne, the same route she'd taken to Chamarel with him six weeks ago, and this was not a coincidence she could avoid. She drove it without pretending not to notice: the same road, different company, different purpose. The cryptomeria pines on both sides of the Plaine Champagne route were in their deep green November density, the overcast sky pressing down on their canopies, the road empty at this hour.

She thought about the studio.

She had been thinking about the studio since Tuesday in the way one thinks about something that has changed the grain of time — the before and the after of it distinguishable, the days on either side carrying a different charge. She had been thinking about it in the kitchen, in the garden, at the bhajan group on Thursday evening where she had sung the full session without a single lapse of concentration, which had required more effort than it had in years.

She thought about it now on the highland road, the car climbing, the temperature dropping, and she was honest: she was not coming to Grand Bassin to ask for it to stop. She had come to other things, other questions.



The lake was accessible via a descent through forest and then open scrubland, the path worn by decades of pilgrims to a smooth-edged track between the vacoas and the tree ferns. She had brought her offering — a small brass lota of water from her kitchen tap, a stick of sandalwood incense, the coconut she'd selected from the kitchen shelf that morning with the care she brought to things intended for this purpose.

The lake was visible as she emerged from the last section of tree cover — a circle of still water in its volcanic bowl, the forest pressing close on all sides, the grey sky reflected in it making the surface look like polished pewter. There were two other visitors at the far end — a woman with a young child, conducting their own quiet business — and otherwise she was alone.

She removed her sandals at the edge of the path. Felt the black volcanic rock under her feet — cold, rough, the texture of sacred stone that had been receiving bare feet for a century. She walked the fifteen metres to the water's edge on the rock and stopped.

She stood there for a long time.

Not in prayer exactly — she had always had a complicated relationship with the formal architecture of prayer, the specific requests and specific language. What she did at Grand Bassin was closer to an account: she brought what she was carrying and she held it up and looked at it here, at the edge of this particular water, in the silence that the caldera's bowl produced — a silence with depth, the trees and the water and the rock all contributing to it, the outside world's noise reduced to something academic.

She looked at what she was carrying.



She had been to bed with Sanjay Gopaul.

She had gone to his studio on Friday morning after the session — the session had been Blue Bay, they had photographed for ninety minutes, she had been present and focused and they had worked well as they always worked, and then they had walked back up the coral path to where his car was parked and she had got in the passenger seat and he had driven to Pointe d'Esny and parked in the space below the studio and they had gone up the external stairs together and he had unlocked the door and she had gone in.

She had gone in. This was the fact she had been carrying. She had stood at the threshold of his studio apartment — the room with the editing desk and the cork board and the dead plants and the mattress on the raised wooden frame and the floor-to-ceiling window facing east over the lagoon — and she had gone in, and the door had closed behind them.

She stood at Grand Bassin and held this fact in the silence of the caldera and did not look away from it.

She had wanted him. She had wanted him continuously and with increasing specificity for two months and on Friday morning she had gone through his door and he had turned to her in the room's morning light and she had gone to him without being asked to, which was the important part — not seduction, not being led, her own movement toward him and his reception of it.

She thought about this in the way she had been avoiding thinking about it since Friday: fully, without holding back.

She thought about his hands on her face in the studio's light. The unhurried movement of them — the same hands she'd been thinking about since Rochester Falls, now in full knowledge of what they did rather than anticipation of it. She thought about his mouth. The focused attention he'd brought to her body, which had been the same attention he brought to the camera or to the steering wheel or to conversation — total, directed entirely at what was in front of him.

She thought about lying in his bed with the lagoon visible through the east window, the afternoon trade wind in the filao tree outside, her body warm and slightly dazed with the specific aftermath of something she had not done in longer than she wished to calculate. She thought about his face above hers, and the sounds she had not managed to hold back in the way she'd held them back on the beach, and the way he had looked at her after.

She thought about driving home through Mahébourg in the late afternoon light, her body carrying its new knowledge of itself, and walking through her gate, and making dinner, and sitting across from Prakash while he read his paper, and the full impossible coexistence of those two facts.

She looked at the lake.

The water was perfectly still in the caldera's windless bowl. The pewter surface held the sky without distortion — a flat, accurate mirror. She could see, at the far edge, the woman with the child leaving, their figures small and retreating into the tree cover.

Then she was alone at the lake.



She thought about guilt.

She had expected it to arrive in a sharp form — the disabling kind that announces itself immediately and makes the transgression impossible to repeat. She had read enough and lived enough to know this was one of the ways guilt worked, the form it took when the transgression was also a mistake.

What she had was different.

She had guilt — she was clear about this, she was not constructing an absence of it for an audience that didn't exist, there was no one here except the lake. She felt the guilt of having looked Prakash in the face across the dinner table on Friday evening and said the session went well and received his mild approval and served him his dinner and done this while carrying what she was carrying. That guilt was real. It had a specific weight.

But it was not the disabling form. It was not the form that said: this was a mistake. It was the form that said: this has a cost, and you have chosen to pay it. Those were different messages, and her guilt was delivering the second one.

She had chosen to pay it. She had weighed the cost with the full attention she brought to important decisions and she had chosen. Not lightly. Not from recklessness. From the considered judgment of a woman who had been honest with herself about what she wanted and what it would cost and had decided the wanting was real and the cost was bearable.

She was not performing the drama of a woman destroyed by desire. She was standing at a volcanic lake in the Mauritian highlands on a Thursday morning in November holding what she had done and finding it heavy and finding it — she searched for the honest word — right. In the sense of a word that means true to what I actually am. Not right in the sense of permitted or advisable or what a good woman does. Right in the sense of mine.

She lit the sandalwood incense and set it in a crack in the volcanic rock at the water's edge.

She broke the coconut against the rock — the clean split of it, the water and the white flesh. She poured the lota water into the lake.

She did not ask for forgiveness. She did not ask for permission. She stood at the edge of Grand Bassin with her bare feet on the black rock and brought to the water what she had brought to it in other years — the account of herself, the full version, without editing.

What she brought this year was: I have lived carefully for a very long time and I am not done living.

The lake received this in its usual manner: without response, without judgment, the pewter surface entirely still, the smoke from the sandalwood incense rising without deviation in the caldera's windless air.



She sat for a while on a flat section of rock above the water.

The overcast was beginning to break — the first pale brightness showing in the northwest where the cloud bank was thinning, the light in the caldera shifting from flat grey to something more directional, the water's pewter surface warming slightly.

She thought about him.

Not the studio specifically — she had given that the full attention it required. Something larger: what this was, between them, the texture of the thing she had been constructing with him over nine weeks in morning light and driving and conversation and the intimacy of a person who looked at her as though she was worth photographing.

She was honest about what she did not know.

She did not know what he felt beyond the obvious. She knew he wanted her — that was thoroughly established. She knew he was careful with her, in the way of someone whose care was not performance. She had seen his face in the studio after and it had been — she reached for the accurate description — inhabited was the word she kept arriving at. The same word she'd used for her own expression in the portrait photographs. Two people in a room, both inhabited.

But she did not know what inhabited meant for him at twenty-three. At twenty-three the inhabited look might mean the immediate thing. It might mean something more. She had not asked and he had not volunteered and they had been in the space between the immediate and the more-than-immediate for nine weeks without either of them requiring it to declare itself.

She was content with this. Not from passivity — she was not passive — but from the genuine belief that the thing between them was what it was, and what it was was real, and the requirement to categorise it belonged to someone else's anxiety rather than hers.

She was having an affair. She was having an affair with a young man who photographed her with the most serious attention anyone had given her in decades and who drove her to waterfalls and whose hands she thought about in the dark and who said so are you and who had been patient in the way of someone who understood that patience was a form of respect.

This was what she was doing. She was not done living and she was going to continue doing it for as long as it remained what it was: real, chosen, carried with full knowledge of its weight.

She stood up.

The caldera's light was better now — the cloud thinning further, the lake's surface shifting from pewter to something more complex, the colours in the water deepening as the angle of the light changed. She thought about what the Canon would do with this specific light on this specific water. She had not brought the camera — this was not a photography morning — but the instinct was there now, the automatic compositional reading, the assessment of what was worth photographing and why.

She thought about telling him about Grand Bassin.

She thought she would. Not today — she would let the visit be private for now, let it do what it needed to do without observation. But eventually. She thought he would understand what it meant, that she had come here with this particular account.

She walked back up to the path and found her sandals and put them on and walked back through the vacoas scrub and the tree ferns to where the car was parked in the small clearing.

She sat in the driver's seat for a moment before starting the engine.

She took her phone from her bag.

She looked at it for a moment. Then she typed: Tomorrow?

One word. She looked at it.

She sent it. Started the car. Drove back out onto the highland road with the cloud continuing to break above her, the cryptomeria pines on both sides of the Plaine Champagne standing in their deep green hundreds, the road descending ahead toward the island's warm coast.

Her phone buzzed before she reached the tarmac.

She didn't look at it until she was on the proper road, both hands on the wheel, the descent through the cane country beginning.

At the first straight section she glanced at the screen.

Yes. Always.

She put the phone in the cup holder. Drove.

The cane was at its November height on both sides of the road, the trade wind moving through it in its long breathing waves, and below her through the descending curves the island's coastal flat was visible, and beyond it the lagoon — the blue she had been photographing twice a week for nine weeks, the lagoon in whose shallows she had stood in a white kurta at four-thirty in the morning and walked into deeper than she'd needed to.

She drove toward it.






Chapter 24: The Studio

The session had been Blue Bay.

They had worked for ninety minutes in the early light — she with the Canon, he with the Nikon, both of them occupied with their own vision in the companionable parallel way they'd developed, the teaching largely implicit now, conducted through observation and the occasional exchange rather than formal instruction. She had been photographing the reef's shadow patterns through the lagoon's surface. He had been working the filao treeline in a flat light he'd described, on the drive over, as a problem he'd been meaning to solve for a month.

They had not touched. They had not discussed what would happen after the session. It had been arranged on Tuesday in the pre-dawn, confirmed on Thursday in a single exchange, and the arrangement existed between them with the solid factual weight of something that had already happened — not anticipation exactly, more like the knowledge of a landscape you are moving through, the destination visible, the route established.

He packed the tripod at half past eight. She wound the Canon strap around her wrist.

"Ready?" he said.

"Yes," she said.



The drive to Pointe d'Esny took eleven minutes.

She had made this drive before — he had dropped her home from various sessions, she knew the route in reverse — but going in this direction was different. She sat in the passenger seat with the Canon in her lap and the trade wind in her hair from the window she'd put down, and she felt the eleven minutes as a specific quantity of time: the last eleven minutes of the before, the approach to the after.

He drove without speaking. She didn't speak either.

Not from tension — what she felt was not tension. It was the presence of full attention in a moving vehicle on a November morning with the lagoon flashing on her left between the filao trees and a decision she had made at a volcanic lake the day before sitting clearly in her chest.

He parked below the studio in the space between the fisherman's storage unit and the low coral wall. Turned off the engine.

For a moment they sat in the sudden quiet of the stopped car — the trade wind audible now without the engine's competition, the sound of the lagoon two hundred metres away.

She got out.

He got out.

He unlocked the external stair door and she went up the wooden stairs ahead of him — her hand on the salt-roughened rail, her sandals on the steps, the creak of the third step registering and filing itself. He was behind her. She could hear him.

He unlocked the studio door.

She went in.



The room was the room she had imagined, and also not — smaller than she'd pictured, the ceiling lower, the east window larger and more present, the lagoon through it immediate and blue and entirely itself. The editing desk, the cork board covered in contact sheets and the tide chart and the handwritten list of golden hour times. The kitchenette behind the shelf unit with the dead plants. The mattress on the raised wooden frame, a pale grey sheet, a single pillow.

She set the Canon on the editing desk.

He set the camera bag down. Locked the door — not dramatically, simply the reflex of someone closing off the room from the street below.

She turned.

He was standing four feet away, the morning light from the east window on his left side, his right side in the room's shadow. He looked at her the way he had been looking at her for nine weeks, which was the way she had come to think of as the real look — the one without the professional frame or the social distance, the full attention of a person looking at something they have wanted for a long time.

She crossed the four feet.

She put her hands to his face — the same gesture he had made to her at the bougainvillea wall, returned. Both her palms against his jaw, her thumbs at his cheekbones, and she looked at him for one moment from a distance of inches and then she kissed him.

He made a sound against her mouth — quiet, low — and his hands went to her waist and then her back, pulling her in, and she felt the full length of him against her for the first time and felt also the specific hard evidence of what she did to him, his erection against her hip, and felt her own body respond with a warmth and slickness that were immediate and unambiguous.

They kissed for a long time. Standing in the middle of the studio with the lagoon in the east window and the trade wind audible and his hands moving over her back and her hands in his hair — she had her hands in his hair, she had thought about this, and the reality of it was better than the thinking, the specific texture of it, the slight wave at his temples.

His hands moved to the front of her blouse.

She had worn a blouse with buttons today. This was a decision she had made at the wardrobe that morning without examining it too closely — a pale yellow cotton blouse with six buttons, worn untucked over dark trousers, practical and also not. His fingers went to the top button with the same deliberate unhurriedness he brought to everything and she felt the button give and the fabric open and then the second button and the third.

She kept her mouth on his through the unbuttoning and felt the warm air of the room against the skin of her chest as the blouse opened, and then his hands were there — on her skin, not through fabric — his palms against her sides, her ribs, the warmth of them extraordinary after two months of contact mediated by clothing.

He drew back from the kiss.

He looked at her.

She was standing with the yellow blouse open and her chest rising and falling with her breathing and he looked at her with the full attention she had come to value most and found, from this proximity and with this directness, more intense than she had anticipated. Not uncomfortable. The contrary — she felt looked at in the way she had understood from the very first session that she wanted to be looked at, the camera's attention transferred to the actual eyes.

He reached forward and pushed the blouse from her shoulders.

It fell.

She was wearing a white cotton bra underneath — plain, not particularly considered, the bra of a woman who had dressed for a photography session and not for this, and she was aware of this plainness for approximately one second before his hands went to her and the plainness became entirely irrelevant.

His hands cupped her breasts through the bra — both of them, the full weight of her in his palms, and she felt the contact run from her chest downward with the directness of a current, her nipples hardening against the cotton, a sound leaving her that she did not hold back.

"Dieu," she said. Under her breath. His name would have required more composure than she had.

He moved his thumbs across her nipples — once, slowly — and she gripped his shoulders hard and her hips pressed forward.

He reached behind her and unhooked the bra with a competence that she registered and would have found something to say about in another moment. The bra came away.

He looked at her.

She let him look. Her body was what it was — the small changes of gravity and time, the fullness she had always had, the dark nipples peaked and tight — and she was not interested in apology or adjustment. She stood in the morning light from the east window and let him look at her and watched his face while he did and what she saw in his face was not the management of expectation but the genuine response of someone seeing something they find compelling.

He lowered his mouth to her breast.

She inhaled sharply at the warmth of it — his lips around her nipple, the soft draw of it, his tongue moving — and her hand went to the back of his head and held him there and she made sounds she was not holding back at all.

He moved to the other breast. The same attention, slow and thorough, his hands at her waist holding her steady while she needed steadying, and she stood in the middle of his studio with the lagoon light on them both and her hands in his hair and felt desire as a physical condition with a specificity she had not felt in so long that it registered as new.



He moved her toward the bed.

Not urgently — there was nothing urgent in the way he moved, the same unhurriedness that ran through everything he did — but with direction, his hands guiding her until the backs of her knees met the wooden frame and she sat, and then lay back, and he was above her.

He undressed her the rest of the way — the dark trousers, unhooking the clasp at the waist with the same competence as the bra, drawing them down. She lay in the morning light in what remained and looked at the ceiling and felt his hands on her thighs, warm and unhurried, moving upward.

"Yes," she said, before he asked. Anticipating the question, or offering what she hadn't been asked for — she wasn't certain which, the distinction seemed unimportant.

His fingers found the waistband of her underwear and she lifted her hips and it was gone.

She was bare on his mattress in the morning light with the lagoon in the window and his face above hers, and she was not afraid and she was not performing courage. She was simply here, in the precise way of having arrived somewhere she had been moving toward.

He ran his hand down her body — unhurried, the full geography of her, from her collarbone to her breast to her stomach to her hip to the inside of her thigh. She felt each point of contact as its own event, the warmth of his palm, the slight drag of his fingers.

His hand moved between her thighs.

She was wet — had been since the studio door closed, probably since earlier, since the session, since the drive, and she felt no embarrassment about this, only the straightforward evidence of her own desire meeting the specific person who had been producing it for two months. His fingers found her and she made a sound that was not quiet.

"Sanjay." His name this time, properly, not a held-back sound but a direction, a confirmation of address.

"Yes," he said, against her neck. His fingers moved — slowly, thoroughly, learning her with the same careful attention he gave to every subject he found worth studying. She was slick and warm around him and she moved her hips against his hand because her body had its own knowledge of what it wanted.

He found her clitoris and she gripped the sheet.

"Ça —" She switched languages without deciding to. "Ça, oui —"

He continued. Exactly there, exactly that pressure, and she had her hips raised off the mattress and one hand in the sheet and one hand pressed flat to her own stomach as though holding herself together while she came apart, and she came — the orgasm arriving in a long wave that tightened from her pelvis outward, her thighs pressing against his hand, a sound from her throat she would have found alarming in any other context.

He held her through it. His fingers still, holding the pressure, letting her take what there was.

She lay still afterward. Her chest was moving. The ceiling was the ceiling.

He was watching her face.

She looked at him. "Come here," she said.



He undressed.

She watched him with the attention she had been learning for two months applied now to a different subject — not the lagoon, not the basalt columns, this man in the morning light of his own room taking off his t-shirt, his shorts. She looked at him without arrangement: lean, dark-skinned, the solidity of a young body, his cock hard and present, and she felt the wanting return immediately and with purpose.

He came back to her on the mattress. She reached for him.

She took him in her hand — the warmth and weight of him, the specific heft, the way he was already slick at the tip — and she felt his breath change against her shoulder, the careful control of it, the slight give in his composure. She held him for a moment, learning, and his forehead came down to rest against her collarbone.

She guided him.

He entered her slowly — the gradual opening of it, the fullness building by degrees, and she gasped at the ceiling and her hands went to his lower back and pulled him further in because slowly was accurate but not sufficient.

He pressed fully into her and stopped.

The fullness. She had been thinking about this in the abstract for weeks and the reality of it — his cock deep inside her, the weight and presence of him — was not abstract. She held it. He held still.

"Dieu," she said again, to the ceiling.

He moved.

Slowly at first — the long withdrawal and the return, finding the rhythm — and she moved with him, her hips rising to meet each thrust, her hands at his lower back and then his hips, her fingers finding the muscle of him and gripping. He was watching her face, she could feel the focus of his attention without seeing it, and she looked up at him and found exactly what she'd expected: his expression inhabited, fully present, his face telling her without language that she was what he was attending to.

She held his gaze.

He moved deeper. She closed her eyes.

The sound of the trade wind in the filao outside the east window. The lagoon's patient conversation with the sand, carried on as it always was, indifferent to everything inside the room happening in its light. His breath against her face. The wooden frame's small sound under the mattress. Her own sounds, which she had stopped containing.

She put her hand between their bodies and touched herself — her fingers on her clitoris, his cock moving inside her, the simultaneous pressure of both sending her somewhere specific and close. He felt what she was doing — felt it against him — and the rhythm changed, became deeper, more deliberate.

"Sunita." Her name from him. Low, against her ear. His mouth at the angle of her jaw.

She came again with her fingers and his weight and the fullness of him and this time the sound she made was his name and she didn't care that it was.

He followed her — his rhythm shifting, his breath wrecked, his hands gripping her hips as he pushed into her deeply twice and then shuddered against her with his forehead pressed to her shoulder and her name again, quieter, the word dissolving into something not quite language.



They lay still.

His weight partially on her, partially on the mattress. Her hand on the back of his neck, not holding tightly, simply there. The trade wind. The lagoon.

The ceiling of the studio was plain white plaster, slightly uneven, the kind of surface you only look at closely when you are lying on your back with no particular reason to be looking at anything else. She looked at it. She breathed.

She felt — she took inventory, as was her habit. Her body: thoroughly satisfied, slightly dazed, warm in a thorough and specific way. Her mind: quiet in the way that follows something that has been building for a long time. Not resolved — she did not have the category of resolved for the larger shape of what she was doing. But settled. The settlement of someone who has done something they have chosen to do and found it to be what they thought it would be.

He turned his head and looked at her.

She looked back at him.

"Are you all right?" he said.

"Yes." She considered. "More than all right."

The corner of his mouth. "Good."

She turned her head and looked at the lagoon through the east window. It was in its full morning blue now, the trade wind on its surface, a catamaran moving north along the Pointe d'Esny waterfront. The ordinary world, conducting itself.

She would need to leave. Not immediately — there was time, Prakash was at Rajesh's until noon — but eventually. She would drive back through Mahébourg in the midday light and go through her gate and the house would be the house and she would be herself, carrying this.

She turned back to look at the ceiling.

Beside her, Sanjay was watching the lagoon with the expression he wore when he was looking at something he found worth looking at.

She thought that she could lie here for a while longer. That the leaving could wait. That she had made her choices with open eyes and the bed was warm and the light was good and he was here beside her looking at the water.

She stayed.






Chapter 25: The Weight of Wednesday

The week had a different architecture now.

She had not anticipated this — that the affair would reorganise time itself, the days acquiring new relationships to each other based on their proximity to Tuesday and Friday. Wednesday had become the midpoint between the last session and the next, a day with its own character: too far from Friday to feel its pull directly, close enough to Tuesday that its warmth hadn't fully faded. Wednesday was the longest day. Wednesday was what she was living through.

She woke at five thirty as always. Made the tulsi water. Put the kettle on.

Prakash came in from the garden at eight with soil on his knees and the satisfaction of a man who had solved a structural problem — the drip irrigation she'd been asking him to look at for a month, finally redirected. He washed his hands and sat at the kitchen table and she poured his tea and he explained the irrigation adjustment in the detail it deserved and she listened with the attention their marriage had established over decades: genuine interest in the specifics of what he was saying, the pleasure of a person who finds the competence of someone they know well worth attending to.

She was, she thought, two people simultaneously.

Not divided — that implied conflict, and the conflict was present but not disabling. Two layers, perhaps: the surface layer that was wholly and authentically this kitchen, this man, this tea, this particular explanation of drip irrigation redirection. And the deeper layer that was Friday morning in the studio on the raised wooden frame with the lagoon in the east window, the layer that was his name in her mouth and the sounds she had not held back and the warmth that had not fully left her body in the five days since.

Both layers were real. She had decided this at Grand Bassin and she held to it.



She went to Leila's at ten.

The low wall between their gardens was in the shade of the badamier at this hour, the morning light not yet reaching it directly, and Leila was already on her veranda with tea and the remnants of the newspaper's crossword — she did the crossword aggressively and without reference materials and occasionally incorrectly, which she maintained was not the point.

"You look rested," Leila said, when Sunita appeared.

"I slept well."

Leila looked at her with the attention of thirty-one years. Sunita received the look with the composure she had been refining since approximately October and which she was fairly certain was not as opaque as she intended.

"Tea?" Leila said.

"Please."

She sat in the second rattan chair and looked at the street and the flamboyant tree at the corner, which was now in its full December approach — the red flowers open at the branch tips, the canopy beginning its transformation from green to the scarlet that would peak before Christmas and which she had been measuring her Novembers against for forty years.

"How is the photography?" Leila asked, from inside.

"Very good." She spoke to the street. "I'm finding my own subjects now. Not just following his direction."

"Mm." The sound of Leila's kitchen, the tea things assembling. "And how is he?"

The question was entirely plain. Leila's voice carried nothing beyond the words — no inflection, no architecture of implication. She might have been asking about the weather.

"He's well," Sunita said.

Leila came back with two cups and sat down. She handed one to Sunita and picked up the crossword.

"Eleven across," she said. "État d'âme persistant. Nine letters."

Sunita drank her tea. "Obsession," she said.

Leila wrote it in. "Of course." She looked at the crossword. "Fifteen down. Ce qui reste quand tout est dit. What remains when everything has been said. Seven letters."

Sunita looked at the flamboyant tree. The red flowers at the branch tips, bright against the late morning sky. "Silence," she said.

"Seven letters. Yes." Leila wrote it in. She put the pen down and held her cup and looked at the street.

They were quiet together for a while in the way of people who have been quiet together long enough that the silence is a conversation of its own.

"I'm not asking," Leila said eventually, to the street.

"I know."

"I want you to know that I'm not asking."

"I know, Leila."

A pause. The flamboyant moved slightly in a trade wind that had freshened in the past hour.

"I'm also not —" Leila paused. "I'm not concerned, exactly. I'm watching." She turned to look at Sunita directly. "There's a difference."

Sunita looked at her friend's face — the broad features, the close-cropped grey hair, the dark eyes that had been looking at her accurately for thirty-one years and had never once, in all that time, looked at her with judgment. Warmth, concern, occasional frustration, once grief so deep it had no surface — never judgment.

"I know the difference," Sunita said.

Leila nodded once and picked up her crossword.

They drank their tea.



The market in the afternoon.

She went on Wednesdays when she could — the midweek market was smaller than the Saturday one, less crowded, the vendors more willing to talk, the pace allowing for the unhurried selection she preferred. She took the canvas bag she'd had for twenty years and walked the main road to the waterfront and down to the market area, the afternoon heat settled and direct, the trade wind keeping it bearable.

The vegetable section first. She needed bitter gourd for the cari margose she was making Thursday, and the good tomatoes — not Prakash's, which were for his own satisfaction rather than daily cooking — and the coriander bundles she preferred from the woman in the second stall who grew it herself and cut it in the morning, the freshness detectable at the first smell.

She moved through the stalls with the fluency of long practice, the exchange of money and pleasantries, the social choreography of the Mahébourg market that she'd been performing since she was a young bride learning the stall holders' names and preferences. Most of them knew her. Several asked after Prakash, after the children, in the way of people for whom social continuity is a form of infrastructure.

She bought the bitter gourd from a vendor she'd been buying from for fifteen years — a man named Rajen, now in his sixties, who had taken over the stall from his father and who always set aside the best specimens for his regulars without being asked. He added a small bunch of pomme d'amour tomatoes without charging for them, which he occasionally did, which she accepted without ceremony.

She thought, walking between the stalls, about Friday.

She had told herself she would not think about Friday until Thursday evening, which was close enough to be practical and far enough to preserve the week's functionality. Wednesday was too early. Wednesday thinking about Friday produced an anticipation that was difficult to inhabit productively and which she had been carrying with mixed success since Monday.

She thought about the studio. The east window. The way the morning light had been on his face when he'd looked at her.

She was at the fruit section before she noticed she'd walked through half the market without purchasing anything.

She stopped at the mango stall.

This is what it is, she said to herself, with the private directness of Grand Bassin. This is what you've chosen and this is how it lives in the week. You carry it or you don't, but you don't pretend it isn't there.

She bought two mangoes. Moved on.



At home, in the kitchen, preparing the bitter gourd for Thursday's cari.

The bitter gourd required specific preparation — the slicing and the salting, the thirty-minute wait that drew out the worst of the bitterness before the long slow cooking that converted the remainder into something complex and worth eating. She had been making this dish for forty years. Her hands knew it without reference.

She stood at the kitchen counter and sliced the bitter gourd and thought about the specific conversation she'd had with Sanjay on the drive back from Rochester Falls. I'm not a person who does reckless things. She had said this and he had agreed and she had meant it and it remained true, and it was also true that she was a person currently conducting an affair with a young man she had met through her grandson, which required a more nuanced definition of reckless than she had previously maintained.

Reckless was not the word. She kept returning to this. Reckless implied acting without full information, which she had not done. It implied ignoring consequences, which she had not done — she had looked at them directly and made a considered decision. It implied a person carried by events rather than a person choosing them.

She had chosen.

She salted the sliced bitter gourd and left it in the colander and washed her hands.

She thought about what she was choosing, specifically. Not only the obvious — not only his hands and the lagoon light and what happened in the studio. She was choosing to be fully alive in the time she had. She was choosing to honour the part of herself that had been patient for decades, the part that had set things down at twenty-two and picked up the Canon at sixty-five and discovered, three sessions in, that she had an eye she'd been carrying unused for most of her life. She was choosing the version of herself that walked into lagoons at four-thirty in the morning and photographed blowhole columns from the cliff edge and said all right in the car outside Chamarel.

Prakash was in the garden. The tulsi was on the windowsill. The bitter gourd was in the colander.

She was choosing all of it. Every layer, simultaneously. She did not have the luxury of the novel's clean narrative — the woman who leaves, the woman who doesn't, the clear moral architecture of a story that resolves. She had instead the full and complicated material of a real life that contained contradictions she was not willing to resolve by eliminating either of their terms.

She heard Prakash's boots on the back step.

She turned from the counter with her usual expression — warm, present, the face of the woman he had known for decades — and found it required less effort than she'd expected, which was either a relief or something she should be more troubled by than she was.

"Something smells good," he said.

"Cari margose tomorrow. Tonight is dhal."

He went to wash his hands. She went back to the counter.

Her phone was on the shelf above the spice jars where she kept it during cooking. She reached up and turned it face-down. Then thought about this action — the small prophylaxis of it — and turned it face-up again.

She was not going to hide the phone in her own kitchen. That was a level of concealment beneath the honesty she was attempting to bring to this, the honesty of someone who has made a choice and is living it without performance in either direction.

She made the dhal.

The kitchen filled with the smell of cumin and mustard seed and the sweetness of split peas cooking down, and Prakash came back to the table with his paper, and the evening assembled itself in the reliable way of evenings in this house, and she was present in it and also in the other place, the deeper layer, and Wednesday was long but it was not beyond her.

Later, in the sitting room, she took the Canon from the table and photographed the dhal in its pot on the stove — the steam catching the kitchen's warm light, the wooden spoon propped against the rim, the colour of the dhal that deep gold of properly cooked split peas. An ordinary subject in good incidental light.

She reviewed the frame.

It was a good photograph. The steam gave it motion, the spoon gave it human scale, the colour was what it was.

She thought about showing it to him on Friday and found that the thought produced a warmth that was not only physical. It was the warmth of knowing that she would describe to him what she'd seen — the steam in the kitchen light, the particular gold — and he would listen the way he always listened, with an undivided presence that she had been without, she now understood, for longer than she'd known she was without it.

She was not without it now.

She put the camera down on the side table.

Outside, the evening had settled its usual sounds around the house — the filaos in the trade wind, Prakash's newspaper rustling, the distant traffic on the main road fading toward quiet. The inventory of her ordinary life, exact and present and hers.

She picked up the camera again and took one more frame: the sitting room window, the last light on the glass, the flamboyant's silhouette just visible at the frame's edge.

It was not as good as the dhal shot. She filed it anyway.

She was a woman with a Wednesday to finish and a Friday coming toward her at the reliable pace of unmovable time, and she was, in the fullest and most complicated sense available to her, alive.






Chapter 26: Second Skin

She had booked the room on Tuesday evening.

Not impulsively — she had been thinking about it since the studio, since the specific character of what the studio was and wasn't: his space, his terms, the slightly asymmetrical nature of arriving at someone else's door. She had thought about what it would mean to arrange something herself, to be the person who made the practical decision, who chose the place and the time and handled the logistics. This seemed important to her in a way she hadn't been able to fully articulate until she was doing it.

The guesthouse was near Bel Ombre on the southwest coast — forty minutes from Mahébourg, an area she rarely visited, where the heritage estate land met the resort strip and the two communities coexisted with the slightly formal courtesy of neighbours who have never fully decided how to be with each other. She had found it online: a small family-run establishment, twelve rooms, the kind of place that catered to domestic tourists and the occasional couple from Port Louis wanting a night away from the city's density. Unremarkable. Private.

She booked it under Sunita Naidoo, her maiden name, which she had not used in any practical context since 1980 and which she produced now with the matter-of-fact efficiency of someone for whom a maiden name is simply another piece of information, neither shameful nor theatrical.

She had told Sanjay on Wednesday: Different location Friday. I've arranged something. I'll send you the address.

His reply had come quickly: All right.



She arrived first.

This was deliberate — she wanted to be there before him, to have the room to herself for ten minutes before he arrived, to make the transition from Sunita-in-Mahébourg to Sunita-here in her own time without the mediation of his presence. The guesthouse was down a track off the main Bel Ombre road, the building low and whitewashed, a bougainvillea in pale orange — different from the Rue La Bourdonnais magenta, this variety more tentative, the flowers smaller — climbing the south wall.

The proprietress — a Mauritian woman of fifty-odd who had the specifically tactful bearing of someone who has run this particular kind of establishment for long enough to understand its varied clientele — gave her the key to Room 7 with the brisk courtesy of someone completing a transaction and asked no questions beyond the practical ones.

Room 7 was on the ground floor, its window facing the garden rather than the road. Adequate furniture, a ceiling fan, a bathroom tiled in the pale green of establishments last refurbished in the nineties. A double bed with a white coverlet. A window that opened onto a garden with a vacoas and a badamier and, beyond the garden wall, the silver-green of the sugarcane fields catching the November morning light.

She set her bag down. Opened the window.

Sat on the edge of the bed.

She was wearing the deep blue kurta she'd worn to Rochester Falls — the one she'd been wearing when he'd put his hands on her hips from behind, the one whose boat neck showed her collarbones. She had chosen it without asking herself why, which was becoming a habit — choosing without the usual preliminary — and she found she had no significant objection to the habit.

She looked at the garden.

The badamier tree had the same broad canopy as the one in her own garden, the one under which she and Anil had sat on the bench six weeks ago when he'd asked if she was okay and she'd said better than well. The vacoas was younger than the ones at Le Souffleur, still managing its spiky upward growth rather than the sprawling maturity of the coastal specimens. The sugarcane beyond the wall moved in the late morning trade wind.

She heard his car on the track.



He knocked.

She opened the door and he came in and looked at the room briefly — the taking-in that was his habit, the photographer's spatial read — and then he looked at her.

"You arranged this," he said.

"Yes."

"Why?"

She had thought about how to answer this. "Because I wanted to be the person who decided where," she said. "Not only the person who comes."

He looked at her for a moment with the expression she knew — the rapid adjustment of his understanding of her. He nodded. "Good," he said.

She had liked that about him from very early: the absence of wounded ego in these moments, the willingness to receive her terms without converting them into something about himself.

She went to him.



This was different from the studio.

The studio had been the first time — the weight of arrival and the slight trembling of long anticipation finally resolved. This was the second, and the second had what the first could not: the knowledge of each other, the map already drawn, the exploration now a revisitation with new attention rather than a new country.

She undressed herself.

Not because he wasn't already reaching for the buttons of the blue kurta — he was — but because she wanted to. She stepped back slightly and began with the buttons herself, slowly, watching his face while she did it, and his hands stilled at his sides and he watched her with the full attention she had come to think of as her most fundamental need, the attention she had been learning herself to give to light and composition and now received turned back on her by the person who had taught her how.

She let the kurta fall. Unclasped the bra herself.

Stood in the room's light.

He exhaled. Not dramatically — a small, controlled sound, the compression of a response that wanted to be larger.

She reached for his t-shirt.

She undressed him this time — the t-shirt, the shorts, each piece given the deliberate attention of someone building knowledge through her hands rather than her eyes alone. She had seen him in the studio but the seeing had been rapid, overwhelmed by everything else happening. This was slower. She ran her palms across his chest, his shoulders, the particular lean solidity of him that she had been constructing in her imagination for months and which the reality continued to exceed, not because the imagination had been insufficient but because touch added dimensions that imagination couldn't provide.

His stomach. The muscles of his abdomen under her palms. The warm skin.

She went to her knees.

She heard his breath change.

She looked up at him from this position — a look she held for a moment, establishing the fact of her own agency here, the deliberateness of what she was doing — and then she took him in her hands.

He was already fully hard. She felt the warmth and weight of him, the blood-heat of his cock in her hands, the slight slickness at the tip, and she heard him exhale again, more completely than before.

She took him in her mouth.

The warmth of him against her tongue, the specific texture, the sound he made — a low, wrecked sound that she received as a private victory — and she moved her mouth over him with the attention of someone doing something they have thought about and are now doing exactly as they intended. His hands went to her hair — not gripping, resting, the weight of them gentle, and she felt the gentleness as a form of trust that moved her more than she'd expected.

She worked him with her mouth and her hands and felt his breathing deteriorate by degrees, the control in it becoming effortful. His testicles warm in her palm. His shaft slick from her mouth. The sounds he was making with decreasing discipline.

"Sunita—" Her name, with the inflection of a man near the edge of something, offering it as both address and warning.

She released him. Stood.

He looked at her with his eyes darker than usual and his breathing visible in his chest.

"Bed," she said.



She was on top.

This too was deliberate, a decision she'd made in the abstract and was now making in the specific — she wanted the angle, the depth, the control this position gave her, not over him but over her own experience. She had spent decades receiving a dynamic she'd never resented and had also, she was now discovering, never examined.

She examined it now by inverting it.

She straddled his hips and reached between them and positioned him and lowered herself — slowly, the same unhurriedness he brought to everything returned to him — and watched his face as she took him fully inside her. The expression on it was extraordinary: the composed bearing entirely gone, the inhabited quality she'd loved in the portrait session but rawer now, the face of a person experiencing something they are not arranging a response to.

She began to move.

The room was warm, the ceiling fan turning above them, the vacoas visible through the open window in the garden. She moved with the rhythm she found naturally, the depth she wanted, his hands on her hips and then moving up her sides to her breasts and she felt his thumbs on her nipples and made a sound that the ceiling fan covered for no one but herself.

She leaned forward, changing the angle. His cock deeper from this position, the pressure different, and she felt it in her lower back and her thighs and everywhere, the fullness of a body that has been relearning itself and is in full operation.

She watched his face.

He was watching hers — the mutual observation, both of them present and visible and choosing to remain so rather than closing their eyes and retreating into the private interior of sensation. She had not done this before, not like this, the deliberate staying-open, and it was more intimate than she'd expected and she didn't look away.

"Dieu," she said, to his face. "You feel —" She didn't finish the sentence. The language was inadequate.

He pulled her down and kissed her, his hands moving from her hips to her back, holding her to him while she moved, and she kissed him with the full present weight of what was happening and felt the orgasm building from the base of her spine in a way that was not going to be quiet or held back or anything other than what it was.

She came with her face in his neck and his name in her mouth and her hips driving down against him, her vagina gripping him in the involuntary way of genuine orgasm, and she heard him groan against her hair and his hands gripped her hips and he came inside her in the deep shuddering way of someone who has been holding something for a long time.

They held the position afterward — her weight on him, both of them breathing, the ceiling fan turning.

His hand moved up her spine slowly. She felt each vertebra as his fingers found it, the warmth of the slow transit from her lower back to her shoulder blade.

She didn't move. She stayed where she was, her face against his neck, the warm wet evidence of what had happened between them, and breathed.



They lay apart after some time — the November heat eventually requiring it, the practical separation of bodies that had been pressed together in the warm room. She turned onto her back. He turned onto his side, facing her.

She looked at the ceiling.

"Tell me about Grand Bassin," he said.

She turned her head. He was watching her face with the focus she knew — complete, present, specific.

"How do you know about Grand Bassin?"

"You mentioned it once. Briefly. I remembered."

She looked at the ceiling again. He had remembered. She thought about this: being with someone who retained the things she said, who filed them with the care he brought to the things he photographed.

"I went on Thursday," she said. "Before you asked if tomorrow was available."

"Before you sent the message."

"Yes."

"What did you go for?"

She was quiet for a moment. The vacoas in the garden was moving slightly in a breeze she couldn't feel inside the room. "To give an account," she said. "To look at what I'm doing from somewhere that requires honesty."

"What did you decide?"

"That I'm doing what I've chosen." She paused. "That it's real. That it has a cost and I've agreed to the cost." She looked at the ceiling. "That I'm not done living."

He was quiet. The dense, attentive silence that was actual consideration made visible.

"I'm glad you went," he said. "That you did it before you came here."

She looked at him.

"It matters," he said, "that you're here because you chose it. Not because I—" He paused, finding the word. "Not because I pulled you."

She held this. The care of it — the distinction he was drawing, the value he was placing on her agency over his own role in producing it.

"You didn't pull me," she said. "You waited. There's a difference."

"Yes."

She looked at the garden through the window. The sugarcane beyond the wall moved in its long breathing wave, the same wave she'd watched from the highland road on the way to Chamarel, the same wave she'd watched her whole life. The island was its own constancy under everything that changed within it.

"I'm going to need to leave," she said. "In about an hour."

"I know."

"Prakash is at Rajesh's until two."

"I know."

She turned to look at him again. He was still watching her with the same focus. Not diminished by the practicalities — not flinching from the name she'd just said or the life the name referred to. Present with all of it.

She put her hand to his face. The jaw she'd cupped in Mahébourg, the cheekbone she'd held in the pre-dawn at Blue Bay, the scar through the left eyebrow she'd never asked about and would ask about now.

"How did you get this?" She ran her thumb lightly across the scar.

"Bicycle. When I was seven. Came off the handlebars on the waterfront road." The corner of his mouth. "I was trying to photograph the lagoon with my father's phone and not watching the surface."

She smiled — properly, the full version, the one Leila's crossword had produced at the bougainvillea wall. "Of course you were."

"Even then," he said.

She kept her hand on his face and looked at him in the guesthouse room's noon light and was aware of the value of the moment — not the physical pleasure, which had been considerable, but this: lying in a room with someone who looked at her as though she was the subject worth attending to, who remembered things she said, who had waited because he understood that her yes was worth waiting for.

She kissed him once more — unhurried, brief, the kiss of someone who is leaving and intends to return.

She got up. Found her clothes. Dressed in the room's light while he watched from the bed.

At the door she turned. He was still lying on the bed, the white coverlet, the ceiling fan above him, the garden through the window behind her.

"Tuesday," she said.

"Blue Bay," he said. "Seven o'clock."

She opened the door and went out into the Bel Ombre morning, the bougainvillea in its tentative orange against the whitewashed wall, the sugarcane fields beyond the garden moving as they always moved, and she walked to her car and drove back toward Mahébourg through the southwest coast's wide flat cane country and felt the sun on her face through the windscreen and was, in the specific and unambiguous way of a woman who has done what she intended to do, entirely herself.






Chapter 27: Anil's Birthday Lunch

The drive to Rose Hill took forty minutes.

Sunita sat in the passenger seat while Prakash drove — the dark blue Peugeot he'd owned for eight years and maintained with the same methodical attention he gave to all systems that were his responsibility, the service records kept in a folder in the glove compartment, the tyre pressure checked monthly. She watched the island pass outside the window: the coastal flat giving way to the cane-covered interior ridges, the road climbing into the central plateau, the suburban spread of Rose Hill appearing as the plateau levelled into the residential density of a town that had grown faster than its planning had anticipated.

December had arrived in the flamboyant trees.

She had been watching them since late November — the transformation from bud to flower accelerating through the past two weeks, the canopies turning from green to the scarlet that still, after a lifetime on this island, produced in her a response she couldn't fully account for. Not nostalgia exactly. Something more immediate, more physical — the red at the edges of her vision as they drove under the flamboyants on the Rose Hill main road, the colour so saturated it seemed to generate its own light.

She had photographed two flamboyants this week. She'd shown them to Sanjay on Friday — the tight-cropped one, the canopy from below, the scarlet against the December blue sky — and he had looked at them for a long time before saying anything.

You've found your season, he'd said.

She had understood what he meant: not just the calendar season but the season of her own vision, the light and colour her eye returned to naturally.



Anil's apartment was on the second floor of a building on a quiet Rose Hill street, the kind of apartment that said something accurate about its occupant: well-maintained, sensibly furnished, nothing unnecessary and nothing missing. He had lived here for twelve years, through his marriage and the children and the various accommodations of a life that had worked out broadly as planned.

The birthday lunch was already in progress when they arrived — the sound of voices, children, the acoustic of a gathering that has reached its comfortable midpoint. Shanta met them at the door with the warmth she always brought to arrivals, kissing Sunita's cheek, taking Prakash's jacket, managing the doorway transition with the efficient grace of a woman who hosted well.

"Happy birthday," Sunita said, finding Anil in the sitting room with a cousin from Vacoas she saw twice a year.

He was forty-four today. She looked at her son on his birthday — forty-four, which was an age she had clear memories of inhabiting, which meant he was now in territory she had maps for — and felt the uncomplicated love of a mother looking at her child across the decades, still finding in the adult face the boy who had straightened his collar at her gate.

"Mama." He kissed her cheek. "You look wonderful."

"Flattery at your own birthday lunch," she said. "You must want something."

He laughed. "Just the usual. Cari boulettes at Christmas."

"It's arranged."



The lunch assembled in the way of Anil and Shanta's gatherings — generous, slightly chaotic in a managed way, the children of two families navigating the apartment with the territorial logic of the young, the adults finding their conversational clusters with the ease of people who have been doing this for years.

Dev was there.

She had known he would be — Anil had mentioned it, and Dev had confirmed with his usual brief text: birthday lunch for Uncle Anil, see you there Nannie! — and she had absorbed this information with the care of someone filing a fact that required a specific kind of attention.

She saw him across the room before he saw her.

Twenty-four years old, Anil's living room, a plate of gato piment in one hand and his phone in the other, talking to Rohan — the twelve-year-old nephew who had discovered in Dev a useful source of information about things his parents considered premature. Dev was laughing at something Rohan had said, his laugh the same open uncomplicated sound it had been since childhood, the laugh of someone who hadn't yet learned to moderate it.

She crossed the room.

"Nannie!" He hugged her with the same full-body enthusiasm he'd brought to hugs since he was four, the plate of gato piment navigated safely over her shoulder. "You look amazing. What's happening with you?"

"Photography," she said. "It agrees with me."

"Sanjay says you're incredible. Like genuinely. He doesn't say that about people."

She held the warmth of this at a careful distance from her face. "He's kind."

"He's not kind, I told you. He's precise." Dev looked at her with the open affection of someone who loves without examining what he's looking at. "Are you coming to the Christmas session? He mentioned you might do a series on the flamboyant trees."

She had mentioned this to Sanjay. Sanjay had mentioned it to Dev. The information had travelled a circuit she hadn't designed and arrived back at her from a direction she hadn't anticipated.

"Perhaps," she said.

"You should. The December light on the south coast is supposed to be extraordinary this year — the trade wind pattern or something, Sanjay was explaining it." Dev bit a gato piment, talked through it: "He knows so much about light. Like it's — I never thought about light before he started talking about it at university and now I can't stop."

"Neither can I," she said.



Shanta had made a chicken biryani that filled the apartment from kitchen to front door — the smell of good biryani, the basmati rice and the whole spices and the slow-cooked chicken that had been marinated overnight. Prakash pronounced it the best biryani he had eaten since a visit to Port Louis in 2019, which was his method of complimenting Shanta: precise, comparative, offered with the absolute sincerity of an engineer assessing quality.

Shanta received this with the pleasure it deserved.

Sunita ate and talked and passed the raita and dealt with Divya's insistence on sitting in her lap for the first forty minutes of the meal and listened to the various conversational threads woven through a large family lunch — the building project Anil was auditing, a school policy Priya had opinions about via her voice note contribution, the question of whether the Ramnarain wedding sari arrangement had been satisfactorily resolved.

Dev was across the table, between Rohan and a cousin.

She watched him periodically with the attention she had been learning to conceal. He was eating enthusiastically and talking about something she couldn't hear over the table's general noise, using his hands the way he always did, the specific gesture of his right hand when he was making a point — a lateral sweep, palm down, as though smoothing something.

She thought about the Sunday calls. His voice: You never make things weird, that's the thing about you. Said to Sanjay, about Sanjay, the compliment that had sat in Sanjay's chest with the weight she now knew it had sat with.

She reached for the raita.

Prakash was to her left, engaged with the cousin from Vacoas on the question of coastal erosion management, which was a topic the cousin had made the mistake of introducing and which Prakash now owned for the foreseeable future. She caught Shanta's eye across the table — a shared glance of mild amusement — and Shanta's expression said I know, I know and returned to dealing with Divya's relationship with the biryani.

Anil stood to give a brief speech. This was his birthday ritual — not a speech exactly, more an accounting: the year gone, what it had contained, what was coming. He did it with the slight formality of a man who has thought about what he wants to say before saying it, which she recognised as her own quality, inherited.

"Forty-four," he said. "I'm told this is the year you stop worrying about what you should be doing and start doing what you actually want." He looked around the table. "I'm not sure that's true. But I like the idea of it."

He raised his glass. The table raised their glasses.

She raised hers.

Doing what you actually want. She looked at the orange juice in her glass and thought about her son's words and the private resonance they produced and said nothing to it, which was the only thing available to her.



After lunch, the reorganisation: the children to a corner of the apartment with Rohan managing them with the resigned competence of the eldest, the adults settling into smaller groups, the birthday cake produced, the candles lit and blown, the singing done.

Dev found her on the balcony where she'd gone for air.

The Rose Hill balcony looked over the street below — the flamboyant trees lining it were in full December scarlet, the canopies close enough that she was almost level with them, the red flowers right there, their smell faint and dusty and specific to December.

"Nice," Dev said, coming to stand beside her. He meant the flamboyants.

"Yes."

"You're photographing these now? Sanjay mentioned."

"I'm trying to. They're difficult — too much colour, the camera wants to blow out the reds."

Dev looked at the trees with the expression of someone receiving new information about a familiar object. "I never noticed how red they actually are," he said. "Like properly red. Not orange-red, actual red."

"He says the December light on the south coast brings out the saturation."

"I'll have to take some photos. Show him." Dev got out his phone.

"Use manual settings," she said, before she could stop herself. "Drop your exposure compensation by about two thirds of a stop or you'll lose the red."

Dev looked at her. "What?"

"Exposure compensation. The dial on your phone's camera. If you just use auto the reds will be too bright."

He stared at her for a moment. Then he laughed — the open, full laugh. "Nannie. You're like — you're actually a photographer now."

"I'm learning," she said.

"No, you're actually good. I can tell from the way you talk about it." He put his phone in his pocket without taking the photograph. "He did that."

"I helped him do it," she said. "I already had the eye. I just needed the language."

Dev looked at her — the direct, uncomplicated look of someone who loves you and is also, occasionally, perceptive. Not Priya's careful depth-reading, not Leila's thirty-one-year accuracy. A younger, simpler attention that nonetheless, without intending to, sometimes found things.

"You seem really happy," he said.

"I am," she said. It was true.

"I'm glad I set it up," he said. "I wasn't sure — you know, I thought maybe you'd find it weird, like a young guy turning up to teach you. But it sounds like it's been — really good."

"Really good," she confirmed, with a precision he did not examine.



Prakash gave the toast.

He waited until the cake had been distributed and the table was in its post-cake gentle lull, and then he stood and said what he had clearly thought about — brief and accurate and warm in the contained way that was his warmth:

"Forty-four years ago your mother and I were in this position from the other side of it. We had no idea what we were doing." A pause. "I am still not always certain. But I am certain of this: that a good son and a good man are not the same thing, and you have managed to be both."

He sat down.

Anil looked at his father. Something moved in his face — the particular expression he had when his father said something that reached him past the careful arrangement of adult emotion.

She watched Prakash from across the table. The white hair, the engineer's hands around his glass, the complete sincerity of what he'd said. She watched him with the eye she'd been developing for nine weeks, the eye that looked for what was actually there.

A good man. He was.

She had said this to Shanta in the kitchen and to Leila on the veranda and she had meant it each time and she meant it now. The fact of Sanjay did not subtract from it. She had decided this at Grand Bassin and the decision held.

She put her hand on Prakash's arm.

He turned, slightly surprised by the gesture — she did not always touch him in company, they were both private people, their physical language mostly domestic.

"Good toast," she said.

He covered her hand with his briefly, the automatic warmth of it.

Across the table, Dev was attempting to photograph the remaining cake with his phone using, she noticed, no modification to the auto settings whatsoever.

She thought about telling him again about the exposure compensation.

She thought about Sanjay receiving Dev's photograph of the cake with the blown-out icing and the expression he would make — the contained almost-smile, the dry assessment.

She said nothing. Ate her cake. Looked at the flamboyants through the balcony door, their December red persistent against the afternoon sky.

She was, all at once, three things: a mother at her son's birthday lunch, a wife whose hand was covered by her husband's, a woman who was going to be at Blue Bay at seven o'clock on Tuesday morning.

All three simultaneously, all three true.

She had stopped waiting for the contradiction to resolve itself.






Chapter 28: What the Neighbour Saw

Dev noticed it on the drive back to Quatre Bornes.

Not immediately — the birthday lunch had been good, the biryani had been extraordinary, Rohan had told him something about a new game that had occupied twenty minutes of the return trip's first stretch. He was on the motorway past Phoenix when the thing that had been sitting at the edge of his attention since the balcony conversation with his grandmother finally moved to the centre.

He did that, he'd said, about Sanjay. Meaning the photography, the eye, the language.

And she had said: I helped him do it. I already had the eye. I just needed the language.

This was not the thing. This was ordinary and accurate and he'd felt the warmth of it, the confirmation that the arrangement had worked.

The thing was the way she'd said it.

Not the words. The certainty in her voice when she spoke about him — not my teacher or the young man but he, the pronoun doing its quiet work, the ease of a person speaking about someone they know in a specific and unceremonious way. The way she'd immediately corrected him about the exposure compensation — the knowledge, yes, but also the reflex of it, the instinctive sharing of something that lived between her and Sanjay before it reached Dev.

He was being unreasonable. He knew this.

He drove through Phoenix and watched the road and was unreasonable for another ten minutes.



He called his grandmother's neighbour that evening. Not to ask about anything specific — he called Mrs. Mootien periodically, had done since childhood, partly from the genuine affection of someone who has known someone his whole life and partly from the habit of checking in on the people in his grandmother's orbit when he couldn't be there himself. Mrs. Mootien was his proxy in Mahébourg, though she would have found this description both accurate and slightly amusing.

"Dev!" Her voice was warm, carrying the background noise of the Mootien house's evening. "How are you? Your grandfather said you're coming for Christmas."

"Yes, I'll be there for a week." A pause, the light traffic outside his window. "How is everyone?"

"Well. Your grandfather is better since the fan got fixed. Your grandmother —" A small pause, so brief he almost didn't register it. "Your grandmother is very good. Very busy with the photography."

"Yes, she seems really into it."

"She is." Mrs. Mootien's voice held the neutrality of someone who has decided on a register and is maintaining it. "She goes out most Tuesday and Friday mornings. Sometimes longer drives."

"The south coast. Chamarel. She told me."

"Yes." Another pause. "I've seen her with the young man a few times. From the window. They seem to work well together."

Dev looked at the motorway ahead. "That's good."

"Yes." Mrs. Mootien let a moment pass. "She looked happy, the times I saw her. Coming back. You know the look."

He did know the look. He had seen it at the birthday lunch.

"That's great," he said. "I'm really glad it's working out."

"Yes," Mrs. Mootien said. "So am I."

They talked for another ten minutes about Christmas preparations and the flamboyant tree situation on Rue des Lataniers — apparently contentious — and the Mootien grandchildren's school performances, and Dev hung up and drove the last twenty minutes to Quatre Bornes.



He sat in his apartment with a beer and his phone and tried to be rational.

His grandmother was sixty-seven years old. She was a respected woman in Mahébourg, in her neighbourhood, in her family. She had been married to his grandfather for forty-four years. She had two adult children, three grandchildren, a Thursday bhajan group, and a French literary magazine subscription that arrived monthly from a bookshop in Port Louis. She had begun photography lessons in October with his university friend.

She had been seen, by the neighbour who knew her best, coming back from sessions looking happy.

Happy was not evidence of anything.

He drank his beer.

The thing was — and here was the thing he was sitting with, the thing he was trying to determine whether it was real or whether it was the projection of his own anxious reading onto a situation that required none — was not happiness. It was a character in his grandmother that he had not seen before and did not have a name for. The character of someone who has a private thing. He had seen it in friends, in his own reflection occasionally. The self-containment of someone carrying something that does not belong to the shared space of the family lunch or the Sunday phone call.

She had always been self-contained. This was not new. What was new was the direction of the containment — inward toward something, rather than simply inward.

He finished the beer. Got another.

He thought about Sanjay.

Sanjay was his friend. He had known him for four years — the person Dev called in a genuine crisis, the person who had driven four hours to Quatre Bornes the night Dev's first serious relationship ended, who had sat on Dev's balcony with two Phénix beers and said almost nothing and been exactly the right kind of present. Sanjay was the kind of person who was good at being with things without needing to fix them, which was a quality Dev had always admired.

He also knew Sanjay was — he thought about how to put this honestly, even inside his own head. Sanjay was someone who paid very close attention to people. It was what made him a good photographer and a good friend. It was also, Dev thought now with the slight discomfort of a new thought, a quality that could be experienced as something else by someone who had not been attended to in a long time.

His grandmother had not — he didn't know this for certain, but he knew his grandfather, and his grandfather was a good man and a contained one, and the gap between those two things was real.

He was thinking things he did not want to be thinking.

He put the beer down.

He opened WhatsApp and looked at his last exchange with Sanjay, from two days ago — a brief thread about a photography submission Sanjay was considering, Dev's response enthusiastic and supportive as usual. He looked at the thread and thought about typing something and put the phone face-down.

He was not going to do anything with this.

He was going to be a twenty-four-year-old man who had an unverified, probably entirely unfounded suspicion based on a tone of voice and a neighbour's observation that his grandmother looked happy, and he was going to sit with it and let it be what it most likely was: nothing.

His grandmother was a sixty-seven-year-old woman learning photography from a young man who was Dev's friend. She went to locations on the south coast and in the interior. She came back looking happy. She spoke about him with ease because they had been working together for two months twice a week and ease was appropriate.

Dev had a tendency to read into things. He knew this about himself. He had been told it by his mother, by two former girlfriends, and once by Sanjay himself, delivered with the precision of someone who was choosing their words carefully.

This was him reading into things.

He was going to stop.



He called Sanjay on Sunday.

Not because he'd decided to — the call was the regular Sunday call, running in the informal way of their friendship's rhythm. He called at nine forty-five while making coffee.

"Bro." Sanjay answered immediately, which was unusual — he usually answered on the third or fourth ring.

"What's happening."

"Working. The distillery shoot is next week. Pre-production."

"Oh right, December. How's it looking?"

"Good. The copper pot stills in afternoon light are going to be — yeah. Good."

Dev poured his coffee. Leaned against the counter. "Birthday lunch was good yesterday."

"How's Anil?"

"Forty-four. Doesn't look it." A pause. "My nannie was there."

A beat. Brief, almost imperceptible. "Good. How is she?"

"Really well, actually. She was teaching me about exposure compensation on the balcony." Dev laughed. "I felt like the student."

Sanjay made the sound of his almost-smile. "She should be teaching you. She's got better instincts than most people I've worked with."

"Yeah." Dev drank his coffee. "She seems really happy. Like — different happy than usual." He paused, aware of what he was doing, slightly helpless to stop it. "You've noticed that? That she's different?"

A pause. Longer than a conversational pause, shorter than a significant one.

"I've noticed she's taken to the work seriously," Sanjay said. "That changes people. When they find something that fits them."

"Yeah." Dev looked out of his window at the Quatre Bornes morning. "Yeah, that makes sense."

"You worried about something?"

The question was direct, Sanjay's mode. Dev turned it over.

"No," he said. "Not really." A pause. "Mrs. Mootien said she saw you both a few times. From her window."

"We walk to the car from the house sometimes. When I pick her up."

"Yeah, of course." Dev felt the slight absurdity of where he'd taken this conversation — the non-evidence, the Mrs. Mootien observation, the tone of voice he'd been reading since the balcony. He was being exactly what he'd accused himself of being the night before: a person reading into things. "Sorry, I don't know why I —"

"You're not worried about anything," Sanjay said. Confirming rather than asking. "She's working hard, she's happy, the photography is going well. That's all."

"That's all," Dev said. "Yeah. Obviously."

They talked for another twenty minutes about the distillery shoot and a common friend's job change and whether Dev was coming down to Mahébourg before Christmas or only at Christmas. Dev said probably before, maybe the weekend of the fifteenth. Sanjay said he'd be around.

Dev hung up and sat with his coffee and the Quatre Bornes morning outside and the slight restlessness in his chest that was probably — almost certainly — nothing.

He had asked, obliquely, and Sanjay had answered, clearly. Mrs. Mootien had seen them walking to the car. They worked twice a week. His grandmother looked happy.

He was going to let it be what it was.

He was also — and this was a thought he allowed himself only briefly, and with the specific discomfort of something he didn't want to examine closely — going to come to Mahébourg the weekend of the fifteenth rather than waiting until Christmas. Not to look for anything. Simply to be there. To visit his grandmother, see his grandfather, catch up with Sanjay, do the normal things.

He finished his coffee.

He was a twenty-four-year-old man with a probably-unfounded suspicion and the basic human unwillingness to leave an unexamined thing unexamined.

He would go to Mahébourg on the fifteenth. He would be normal. He would see what there was to see, which would almost certainly be nothing, because he was reading into things and this was what he did and his grandmother and his friend were exactly what they appeared to be.

He put the coffee cup in the sink.

He looked out the window at the December morning for a long time.






Chapter 29: Static

He told her on Tuesday.

Not immediately — they had the session first, an hour and twenty minutes on Blue Bay in the December light, which was doing what he'd predicted: the trade wind pattern bringing a clarity to the air that made the colours more saturated, the lagoon's blues deeper, the flamboyant trees on the waterfront visible from the beach as red interruptions in the green line of the coast. She had been working the trees for two weeks, developing the series, and this morning she'd brought shots she wanted to try from the beach looking back toward the town — the flamboyants above the roofline, the lagoon in the foreground, the red and the blue in the same frame.

He had watched her work with the attention he always gave her work — the genuine assessment rather than the supervisory one. She was good. She had been good for a while now — the instinct she'd always had was clothed in technical competence, the decisions deliberate and earned. He photographed her photographing twice, which was a habit he'd stopped examining, and then worked his own material for the remainder.

At the end of the session, packing the tripod, he said: "Dev called on Sunday."

She straightened from where she'd been crouching. Looked at him.

"He mentioned Mrs. Mootien," Sanjay continued, keeping his voice at the register of information rather than concern. "She apparently saw us a few times. Walking to the car."

Sunita was still. Not alarmed — he would have seen alarm in her face immediately, he knew her face — but focused. "What did Dev say?"

"He asked if I'd noticed you seemed different. Happier." A pause. "I said the photography had done that."

"And he accepted that."

"Yes." He looked at the lagoon rather than her, giving her the space to process without his direct observation. "But he mentioned he might come to Mahébourg on the fifteenth."

"Before Christmas."

"Before Christmas."

She was quiet for a moment. He heard her Canon strap wind around her wrist — the small habitual sound of it. "He was fishing."

"Yes."

"And you gave him nothing."

"I gave him the true part. You are happier. The photography has done that." He finally looked at her. "The other part remains what it is."

She looked at the beach — the families arriving, the glass-bottom boat at the northern end. The ordinary morning assembling itself around the space they'd occupied. Her expression was doing the thing it did when she was thinking rather than reacting — the inward turn, the assessment.

"Mrs. Mootien," she said.

"She hasn't said anything to Dev directly. She told him she'd seen us, walking to the car. That's all."

"That's not all," Sunita said. Not with anxiety — with the precision of someone identifying the full shape of a situation. "Leila knows. She hasn't said she knows, but she knows. And Mrs. Mootien is not unintelligent." She paused. "Neither is Priya."

He let this settle. "What are you thinking?"

She turned to look at him directly. "I'm thinking that the radius is smaller than I've been assuming." She said it plainly, without drama. "I live in a small town. I've lived in it for forty-one years. I know everyone and everyone knows me, and I've been going out twice a week with a young man half the city has watched grow up."

"Not half the city."

"Enough of it." She looked at the water. "I've been — I think I've been conducting this with a privacy that isn't entirely realistic."

He said nothing. She was right and he knew it and he was not going to offer comfort that would amount to minimising an accurate assessment.

"Dev is coming on the fifteenth," she said.

"Yes."

"Five days away."

"Yes."

She was quiet. He watched the lagoon and let her be quiet. The trade wind was fresh this morning, the December clarity in the air, the flamboyants visible above the waterfront roofline exactly as she'd photographed them. Everything ordinary and undisturbed.

"We should be more careful," she said. Not we should stop — he noted the exact words she chose. "Until after Dev's visit."

"I think that's right."

She looked at him. Something moved in her face — not relief at his agreement, something more complex. "You're not going to argue with me."

"No."

"Why not?"

"Because you're correct." He shouldered the camera bag. "And because I don't want to be the person who pushes you into a risk you've assessed as too large. That's not — that's not what this is."

She held his gaze for a moment. "What is this?"

He looked at her. The question deserved a real answer and he took the time the real answer required. "Something I don't want to end," he said. "Which means I'm willing to be careful about it."

Her expression shifted — the subtle movement he'd learned to read, the one that wasn't quite a smile but held one. "All right," she said.

They walked back up the coral path together. At the end of Rue des Lataniers she got out as always, her Canon on her wrist, the blue kurta in the December morning, the flamboyants at the corner in their full scarlet.

She didn't pause at the gate this time. She opened it.

"Tuesday," she said, not turning.

"Tuesday," he said.

She went in.



He drove back to Pointe d'Esny with the trade wind in the window and Dev's coming visit in his chest with a weight he was being honest with himself about. Not guilt, exactly — he had been sitting with the question of guilt since October and his relationship with it had not simplified. It was the weight of something at risk that he had not been fully reckoning with: not Sunita's exposure, which he had been reckoning with, but Dev.

Dev, who called him on Sunday mornings. Dev, who had driven four hours when Dev's first relationship ended and Sanjay had sat on the balcony with two Phénix beers and said almost nothing. Dev, who had said you never make things weird with the absolute trust of someone who had no reason to believe otherwise.

He was not, he thought, a person who deliberately deceived people he cared about. He had never considered himself that. He had held honesty as a functional value — not moral performance, just the practical preference of a person who found the administration of lies effortful and the resulting architecture unstable.

And yet here he was.

He was doing something that Dev would be hurt by if he knew. This was true and he did not plan to pretend otherwise. The question — the one he hadn't resolved and perhaps couldn't resolve without knowing more about how this unfolded — was whether hurting Dev if he knew was the same as doing something wrong. He was not certain these were equivalent. He was not certain they weren't.

He parked below the studio and sat in the car.

He thought about what he was doing with the full weight it deserved — not the edited version, not the version that emphasised the authenticity of what existed between him and Sunita and stopped there. The full version, which included Dev's voice saying bro and the trust in it.

He went upstairs.

The studio was the studio — the editing desk, the lagoon in the east window, the cork board. The mattress on the raised wooden frame. He stood at the window and looked at the water in the December morning light and thought about the fifteenth.

Dev would come. Dev would visit his grandmother in the house on Rue des Lataniers and sit at the kitchen table and eat her cooking and talk about his work and laugh his open laugh. He would see his grandmother — looking happy, as Mrs. Mootien had seen her, as he'd seen her himself at the birthday lunch. He would spend a weekend in Mahébourg and look at the surface of his grandmother's ordinary life and find it ordinary.

Because it was ordinary. The house was the house. Prakash was in the garden. The tulsi was on the windowsill. The bhajan group met on Thursdays.

Sanjay went to his editing desk and opened the laptop and looked at the December folder: the flamboyant series she'd been building, twelve images now, each one different from the last in angle and approach. He opened the best one — the shot from this morning's session, the two flamboyants above the roofline, the lagoon below, the scarlet against the deep December blue — and looked at it for a long time.

She had made this. Two months ago she couldn't read her own camera's menu. Now she was making images that other photographers would look at and find something in.

He thought about the fifteenth with a new attentiveness — not anxiety exactly, something more like the alertness of someone who has been moving through open country and can see, on the horizon, the first signs of changed terrain. The changed terrain did not require turning back. It required different attention.

He was going to be careful.

He would not contact her outside the sessions during Dev's visit. He would not photograph her in locations where they could be seen by anyone who knew either of them. He would be, if Dev came to find him — and Dev might come to find him, they were friends, it would be natural — exactly what he was: a photographer who had been teaching Sunita Ramdin the craft, doing good work together, nothing more.

He would stand on the load-bearing truth and let the rest remain what it was, private.

He opened the frame of her at the waterline on the day of the blue hour — the pre-dawn image, the white kurta, the water at her knees, her back to the camera, the eastern horizon beginning. He had never shown her this one — it was in the personal folder, it had always been in the personal folder.

He looked at it now with the inventory-taking of someone assessing what they have.

What he had was this: twelve weeks of her, twice a week, the mornings on the south coast and the interior, the studio, the guesthouse near Bel Ombre, thirty-four photographs in the personal folder that documented the accumulation of something he did not have adequate language for but recognised as significant. The way she said all right. The way she'd gone to her knees in the guesthouse and looked up at him before she did it, establishing something he still felt in the base of his spine.

He was not going to lose this to five days of carelessness.

He was going to be patient. He had always been patient. He would be patient through Dev's visit and when Dev left he would go to Blue Bay at seven o'clock on a Tuesday morning and she would be there and they would work and afterward the car would go to Pointe d'Esny or she would send an address and he would go to it and they would be where they had been building toward since October.

He closed the laptop.

He went to the balcony with the first Phénix of the day — early, but December warranted it — and looked at the lagoon in the morning light and thought about the session that wasn't going to happen in the next five days and felt the shape of it the way you feel the shape of something you've had to set down temporarily, the hands still warm from holding it.

Five days.

He was patient.



She spent Tuesday evening doing ordinary things with extraordinary care.

The cari boulettes for dinner — she'd been planning it since morning, the focus of a woman who needs her hands occupied and her kitchen around her. She made the fishcakes from scratch, the combination of tuna and potato and coriander mixed with her hands, formed one by one, the small perfect spheres of them. She fried them in batches, the oil at the right temperature, the outside crisping to gold while the inside stayed soft.

Prakash smelled it from the garden.

He came to the kitchen door. "This is a serious dinner," he said.

"I felt like making it."

He went back to the garden, satisfied with this explanation, which was the kind he accepted without needing more. She finished the fishcakes and started the tomato gravy and was grateful, in the way of someone receiving an accidental gift, for the requirement of this particular dinner at this particular moment. The work of it. The necessity of attention.

Dev was coming on Saturday.

She had told Prakash at breakfast — Dev's confirmed text, the fifteenth, arriving Friday evening, leaving Sunday. Prakash had received the news with the quiet pleasure he had in Dev and said he would check the guest room ceiling fan again, which he had already checked, which was his way of expressing welcome.

She stirred the gravy and thought about what the weekend would require of her and assessed this the way she'd been assessing things for twelve weeks — honestly, without flinching. It would require the ordinary weekend. The cooking, the warmth, the conversation, the Sunday call to Priya folded into a real visit. It would require the surface of her life to be exactly and completely the surface of her life, which it was, which meant the requirement was simply to continue being herself.

She was herself. The cooking, the garden, the bhajan group, the French novel, the Canon on the kitchen table — all of herself. And also the other part, the part that had been added rather than substituted. She was not a different person. She was a fuller one.

She tested the gravy. Added a pinch of salt. The cari boulettes were ready.

She set the table. Called Prakash in.

They ate in the kitchen as they always ate — the two of them, the established choreography of their mealtimes, the conversation about the garden and the coastal road extension and the neighbour's renovation. She was present for all of it.

After dinner she took the Canon and photographed the kitchen window from inside — the dark glass, the streetlamp's reflection in it, the tulsi's silhouette in the foreground, the whole thing abstract and domestic and entirely specific to this hour in this house.

She looked at the image.

It was good. The reflection was sharp, the tulsi soft in the focus, the composition holding both the interior and the exterior simultaneously — the inside of the house looking at the outside world through its own reflection. She thought about showing it to him. She thought about what he would say.

She thought: five days.

She put the Canon down and washed the dishes and was patient in the way she had always been patient, which was the patience of someone who understood that time moved at its own pace regardless of what you did with your hands while it moved.






Chapter 30: The Pause

Monday.

He woke at four forty-seven as always and lay still in the dark and listened to the lagoon. The trade wind was up — he could hear it in the filao trees outside, the sustained friction of it, the December trade that was stronger than the October version, more purposeful, the island in its dry season rhythm.

He did not get up for the dawn.

He lay on the mattress with the fan turning and the filaos in the wind and the lagoon doing its patient work and thought about nothing specific, which was a practice he occasionally needed and rarely allowed himself. The nothing-specific had a texture today — not empty, not peaceful, something more like the atmosphere of a room after someone has left it. The warmth still present in the surfaces. The air still carrying the recent shape of what had been there.

Tuesday and Friday were not happening this week.

He had not said this in those words — they had not needed to. The understanding had passed between them on the beach on Tuesday, efficient and complete: Dev was coming, the radius was smaller than assumed, they would be careful. Careful meant this week's sessions existed on paper only, their absence a form of protection. He had not contacted her since Tuesday. She had not contacted him.

The silence was five days old and had the weight of chosen silence rather than empty silence, which was both easier and harder than the alternative.

He got up eventually. Made coffee. Went to the window.



He worked.

This was the discipline — the work as ground, the work as the thing that held. He had the distillery shoot this week: two days in the Black River valley with the L'Archipel team, the copper pot stills in the afternoon light he'd been planning since October. He drove out on Wednesday morning with the Nikon and the 24-70mm and the portable reflector and spent the day in the smell of fermenting sugarcane and old stone walls and the interior light of the distillery — shafts of it through high windows, the dust in the air making the beams visible, the copper stills enormous and warm and photogenic in ways that required restraint rather than elaboration.

He shot well. He knew it while shooting — the alignment of conditions and preparation and the readiness that comes from having been doing this long enough to recognise when it is working. He came back with four hundred and twelve frames and the calm certainty of a photographer who had given the day what it required.

Thursday he edited. Twelve keepers from the distillery's interior, six from the estate's exterior. The L'Archipel editor would want eight for the feature; he'd give her ten and let her choose.

He did not open the personal folder during the editing sessions. He had a policy about this: the personal work and the professional work in their separate drawers, the mixing of them a category error that served neither. He kept the policy.

He looked at the personal folder at ten o'clock on Thursday evening on the balcony with his Phénix, which was not the editing desk and was therefore not a violation.

He opened the blue hour image. The white kurta, the lagoon, the pre-dawn sky.

He looked at it for a long time.

He thought about what she was doing right now — Thursday evening, which meant bhajan. Meena Pillay's house or Kamla's or one of the others in rotation, the seven women, the harmonium, the Sanskrit syllables that she knew without effort and which moved through her in the way of things learned in childhood, below the level of decision. He thought about her singing — he had never heard her sing, which seemed like an oversight of some significance. He knew the contralto of her voice in conversation and could project from that toward what the singing would be and found he wanted to hear it.

He looked at the lagoon.

Dev was in Mahébourg. Had arrived Friday evening — she'd sent a single message: He's here. Everything is normal. He had replied: Good. Two words exchanged across three days of silence, the minimum necessary, both of them maintaining what they'd agreed.

He thought about what everything is normal looked like inside the house on Rue des Lataniers. The kitchen, the garden, the dinner table. Dev at the table — the easy warmth of him, the open laugh, the cheerful presence that was his most characteristic quality. Sunita cooking what Dev wanted, the cari boulettes probably, the domesticity fully assembled and fully real.

He thought about whether she found this difficult or whether the two layers of her life continued to coexist with the equilibrium he had been watching her maintain for twelve weeks.

He suspected the latter. He suspected this because she was Sunita and because the equilibrium was not performance but actual — she had told him at the guesthouse that she was not divided, she was layered, and he had believed her because he had watched her be exactly that and found no evidence of fracture.

She was the most whole person he knew.

He took a long drink of the Phénix and looked at the lagoon and was aware that this was a remarkable thing to think about someone, that whole was an unusual word to arrive at when thinking about a woman you were involved with in complicated circumstances in a small coastal town on an island in the Indian Ocean while her grandson was visiting.

He let the remarkableness sit without resolving it.



Friday.

She went to the market in the morning with Dev.

This was his idea — he'd woken early, which he always did when staying somewhere new, and found her already in the kitchen and suggested the market with the enthusiasm of a young man who had grown up with the Saturday market and found it better in recollection than the Quatre Bornes equivalent. She had taken the canvas bag and they had walked to the waterfront together in the December morning.

She bought the bitter gourd from Rajen, who recognised Dev with the warmth the market vendors reserved for the grown children of their regulars. Dev bought gato piment from the fritter stall and ate them while walking, which he had done since childhood and which she had long since stopped remarking on.

They walked the waterfront after the market. The flamboyant trees were at their peak — the canopies fully scarlet now, the December light on them exactly as Sanjay had described, the saturation deep enough to seem implausible.

Dev stopped walking.

"These are incredible," he said. He was looking up at the nearest flamboyant, his neck back, the red canopy against the sky. "I never really — I mean I've seen them my whole life, but I never looked at them."

"No," she said.

"Is this what you mean? What you said at the birthday lunch about seeing things differently."

"Yes."

He looked at the tree for another moment. Then he looked at her. "Take a photograph," he said. "Show me what you see."

She raised the Canon. She didn't shoot immediately — she moved slightly to the left, assessing, finding the angle that would put the morning light at the right relationship to the canopy, the blue of the sky present rather than blown out, the texture of the flowers readable at the scale she wanted. She crouched. Adjusted. Stood.

Shot.

She showed him the result. He looked at it for a long time.

"That's not what I see when I look at it," he said.

"What do you see when you look at it?"

"Just — red. A lot of red. A tree." He looked at the camera's screen. "You found the structure inside it. The way the flowers are arranged, the branches underneath. It looks like something that's been built."

"It has been built," she said. "It spent thirty years becoming exactly what it needed to be."

Dev looked at the tree and then at her and then back at the tree. Something moved in his face — the shift of a young person encountering an older person's vision with the full surprise of it, the moment of recognition that the world as seen is not fixed.

"Sanjay did this," he said. Not accusatory, not with anything in it except the simple statement of attribution.

"Yes," she said. "Partly."

They walked back to the house through the morning. Dev was slightly quiet in the way he got when he was thinking something through, which was unusual for him and which she noted.



Saturday morning she photographed her garden.

She did this alone, before the house woke — Prakash in the garden by six, Dev asleep until eight-thirty, the kitchen quiet. She took the Canon and worked the back garden in the December morning light with the attention she brought to serious work.

The bougainvillea wall. The tulsi in its terracotta pot on the kitchen windowsill, photographed from outside through the glass — the same geometry as the photograph she'd taken of Prakash through the window in the garden's early days, but different: the tulsi as subject this time, the kitchen's interior soft behind it, the morning light catching the small leaves.

She worked for forty minutes. Seven images worth keeping.

At eight she made tea and sat at the kitchen table with the Canon and reviewed the frames with the editorial eye that was now built in — instinct and judgment operating together, the decisions below the level of deliberation.

She thought about Tuesday.

Not in the way she'd been thinking about Tuesday for three days — not as an absence to be endured, but as a specific morning that was three days away and would arrive at its own pace and be what it had been before the pause: Blue Bay at seven, the December light on the lagoon, the Nikon and the Canon and the morning's work and then whatever came after.

She was certain it would still be there. The pause had not interrupted it. The pause had been a form of care, which was itself part of what existed between them.

She heard Dev's door open. His footsteps in the hallway.

She put the Canon on the table.

He came into the kitchen with the slightly dazed expression of someone who has slept well and is navigating the return to consciousness. She poured him tea without being asked.

"Thank you, Nannie."

"Did you sleep?"

"Very well." He sat across from her, cradled the cup. "Better than Quatre Bornes. The quiet."

"The lagoon."

"Yes." He drank his tea. "I keep thinking about that photograph you took yesterday. The flamboyant."

"It'll be in the December series when I've finished it."

"You're doing a series."

"I've been doing one since the first ones I took at Blue Bay in October. Each month has its own light. I'm documenting it."

Dev looked at her over his cup with an expression she identified as the one he'd been carrying since Friday evening — the expression of someone with something at the edge of their attention, something they hadn't decided whether to put into words.

"What?" she said.

"Nothing." He drank his tea. A pause. "Can I come on Tuesday? The session. If that's — I mean, if it's not strange."

She looked at him.

"I want to see what it looks like," he said. "The actual session. How it works." He was looking at the table rather than at her, which was the opposite of his usual directness. "I feel like I'm missing something about how you've changed."

She held this.

She thought about what Tuesday at Blue Bay would look like with Dev present. The three of them: Sanjay, Sunita, Dev. Dev who had set this up, who called Sanjay on Sundays, who had asked if he could come because he felt he was missing something.

He was not missing something. He was looking for something. She was clear about the difference.

"Of course you can come," she said.



Sunday.

Dev drove back to Quatre Bornes after lunch.

He hugged her at the gate — the full-body hug, her shoulder against his, the warmth of him. "Tuesday," he said.

"Seven o'clock. Blue Bay."

"I'll be there." He got into his car. "Love you, Nannie."

"Love you," she said.

She watched the car turn the corner of Rue des Lataniers and stood at the gate for a moment in the Sunday afternoon. The flamboyant at the corner was in its full December scarlet above the coral road. The trade wind moved through it.

She went inside. Took her phone from her bag.

Dev is coming to Tuesday's session, she typed. He asked himself. I said yes.

She sent it.

The reply came in four minutes: I know. He called me this morning.

She stared at the screen.

I told him fine. We'll run the session normally. He won't see anything he isn't already seeing. A pause, a second message arriving. Are you all right?

She sat at the kitchen table with the Canon in front of her and the tulsi on the windowsill and the Sunday afternoon quiet of the house around her.

She typed: Yes. I think it's the right thing.

So do I, he said.

She put the phone down.

The pause was ending. Tuesday was coming. Dev was coming with it, which changed the shape of Tuesday but not — she was clear about this, sitting in her kitchen in the Sunday quiet — not what Tuesday meant.

What Tuesday meant was the same thing it had meant since October, each time: the session, the work, the morning light, the thing they were building together that had no adequate name and didn't require one.

Dev could come to Tuesday. Dev could stand on the Blue Bay beach and watch his grandmother photograph flamboyants in the December light and watch his friend work the filao treeline and find, in this, exactly what he needed to find: two people doing exactly what they appeared to be doing.

Because they were. Among other things, they were.

She picked up the Canon and pointed it at the window and the tulsi and the afternoon light and took the photograph, and it was good, and she was patient, and Tuesday was three days away and coming.






Chapter 31: Dev Comes to Mahébourg

The alarm on Dev's phone went off at five forty-five and he was awake before it.

He lay in the guest room — the ceiling fan Prakash had fixed running at its lowest speed, the louvred shutters admitting the pre-dawn dark of a Mahébourg December morning, the trade wind audible in the filaos down the street — and listened to the house. His grandmother's movements in the kitchen: the kettle, the soft percussion of the copper cup against the windowsill pot, the silence between sounds that he recognised from every stay in this house since childhood as the silence of someone who is entirely at home in what they're doing.

He got up at six.

The kitchen was warm and smelled of cardamom. She was at the stove with her back to him, the tea on its way, wearing the dark trousers and the rust-coloured blouse he'd seen before — the good one, he remembered Priya mentioning it once in some context he hadn't filed.

"You're up," she said, without turning.

"Couldn't sleep."

"Tea is almost ready."

He sat at the kitchen table. The Canon was on it — not unusual, it lived on the kitchen table now, had since October apparently. He looked at it. Then at the window, the garden in the pre-dawn, his grandfather's vegetable beds in the dark.

"What time does he arrive?" Dev asked.

"He'll be at the beach by six thirty. We usually start at seven but the December light is good earlier." She poured the tea. Brought it to the table. Sat across from him. "We should leave at six forty-five."

"I'll be ready."

She wrapped both hands around her cup — the warmth-seeking gesture he'd always known — and looked at the window. She was calm. She was always calm, his grandmother; it was one of her most consistent qualities, the composure that he'd grown up taking for granted and now, sitting across from her in the kitchen at six in the morning, was noticing differently.

He was looking for something. He had admitted this to himself on the drive down from Quatre Bornes yesterday — admitted it plainly, in the way of someone who has stopped pretending to themselves. He was looking for something he hoped not to find. The two things coexisted uncomfortably.

He drank his tea.

"Show me what we're doing today," he said. "What you're working on."

She looked at him for a moment, then reached across and picked up the Canon. She navigated to the December folder and handed it to him.

He scrolled through.

The flamboyant series was fourteen images now — he'd seen the one from Friday, but the full sequence was something else. The progression of it, the way each image approached the trees from a different angle, a different light, the same subject becoming multiple subjects through the change of perspective. The last five were the strongest — the compositional decisions increasingly confident, the technical execution cleaner.

Then the images before December: Blue Bay in October, the lagoon series, the Le Souffleur images, the Chamarel shots. The Rochester Falls image with the vacoas frond. The colonial building with the bougainvillea wall, the ochre plaster behind it.

He stopped at the bougainvillea image.

She was not in it. It was simply a photograph of the wall — the magenta flowers, the peeling plaster, the morning light cutting across the texture. But it was — he looked at it with the eye he'd been developing since Friday, the one asking different questions of images than it had before.

It looked like someone had been standing very close to this wall. The framing was intimate.

He handed the camera back.

"These are really good," he said. He meant it.

"I know they are," she said, without false modesty, and he smiled because it was exactly what she would say.



They drove to Blue Bay at six forty-five, his grandmother's car, him in the passenger seat.

Sanjay was at the beach.

Dev saw him from the path — the figure he knew, crouched at the waterline with the Nikon, the tripod set up to his left, working the early light with the complete absorption Dev had always associated with him. He straightened when he heard them on the coral path and turned, and Dev watched the moment of his seeing them — the slight, quick register that Dev had always read as Sanjay's version of a greeting, the compressed acknowledgment.

"Dev." They clasped hands. The easy warmth of it.

"What are you working?" Dev looked at the camera's screen when Sanjay turned it toward him — a long exposure of the lagoon, the water silken, the filao shadows stretched across the wet sand.

"The shadow patterns. The trade wind's been moving the trees in a specific rhythm this week — the shadows on the beach keep making these long striations that disappear when the wind drops." He looked at the image. "Five-second exposures. I've been out here since five thirty."

"And?" his grandmother said, from beside them.

"Three so far that I'd keep." He glanced at her — the brief look, the efficient acknowledgment. "The light on the flamboyants is extraordinary this morning."

"I know," she said. She already had the Canon up, scanning.

Dev stepped back and watched them.

This was what he had come for. Not to catch them — he was done with that framing, had set it down somewhere on the motorway between Quatre Bornes and Mahébourg, having decided it was unworthy of him. He had come to see what it actually was.

What it actually was, from the outside, in the December morning on Blue Bay beach, was this: two people working.

His grandmother moved along the beach with the Canon, working the flamboyants visible above the waterfront roofline — the same series he'd watched her build over the past two days, the return to a subject from different angles. She moved with the self-directed focus of someone who knows what they're doing. She didn't consult him. She didn't wait for instruction.

Sanjay worked the lagoon — the shadow patterns, the trade wind, the long exposures. Occasionally he paused and watched her work with the attention Dev had learned to identify as his professional mode: the assessment, the evaluation.

Occasionally she paused and looked at what he was doing — not checking in, curious. Once she came to look at the shadow image on his screen and said something Dev couldn't hear, and Sanjay responded, and she looked at the image again and nodded and went back to her own work.

Dev photographed.

He had brought his phone — not as a statement, simply as the thing he had. He photographed the lagoon badly, with the auto settings he hadn't adjusted despite being told to, and then he thought about what she'd said on the Rose Hill balcony and dropped the exposure compensation, and the next frame was better, and he photographed it.

He photographed his grandmother from a distance, working the flamboyants.

He photographed Sanjay at the tripod, the Nikon, the complete absorption.

He looked at both photographs on his screen.

They were two separate people doing separate things. The distance between them was consistent with professional arrangement. The dynamic was consistent with teacher and advanced student — except that the teacher barely directed the student anymore, the student having developed sufficient autonomy that the teaching had become something more like parallel practice.

He put his phone in his pocket.

He stood on Blue Bay beach in the December morning with the trade wind and the filaos and the lagoon going through its elaborate colour changes as the sun came fully over the horizon, and he watched his grandmother photograph flamboyant trees and his friend photograph shadow patterns and felt the deflation of someone who has been looking for something and not found it.

Not relief, exactly. Something more complicated.



At eight-thirty they packed up.

"Roti somewhere?" Sanjay said, to both of them.

"Yes," Dev said immediately.

They went to a small place on the main road that his grandmother knew — four tables, the proprietress making roti to order on the cast iron tawa, the smell of it reaching the street before the door. They sat at a corner table, the three of them, with dholl puri and cari pois and the strong tea that arrived without being requested.

Dev looked across the table at his grandmother and his friend.

They were not — he looked carefully, the final examination — they were not performing anything. They were not carefully avoiding contact. They were not exchanging charged glances. They were eating dholl puri and talking about the December shoot and whether she should attempt the Rochester Falls flamboyant if any grew near the gorge and Sanjay was saying the gorge vegetation was different, more highland, less coastal.

His grandmother asked a question about aperture and high-contrast scenes — the red against the blue sky, the camera wanting to choose between exposing correctly for one or the other — and Sanjay explained the graduated ND filter option and the HDR bracketing alternative and she asked the follow-up question that showed she'd understood the first answer and wanted its implications.

Dev ate his dholl puri and listened.

He thought about what Mrs. Mootien had said: She looked happy, the times I saw her. He thought about Priya's voice note three weeks ago, the slight thoughtfulness in it when she'd mentioned the photography. He thought about his own perception at the birthday lunch — the character in his grandmother he'd named as different.

He looked at her across the table. She was talking about the flamboyant series — how she wanted to end it, what the final image should do, whether it should be a return to the original Blue Bay angle to complete the circuit. She was engaged in the contained way she was engaged when the subject mattered to her, the careful precision of her enthusiasm.

She was happy. That part was real and visible and he wasn't imagining it.

He looked at Sanjay.

Sanjay was listening to her with the focus he brought to everything: complete, undivided. He was not performing this. It was simply how he was.

Dev thought: This is what she needed. Not necessarily him specifically. This. Someone who looks at her like that.

He had a thought he let himself have fully and then set down: My grandfather doesn't look at her like that.

He ate the last of his dholl puri.

He felt, sitting in this roti shop on the Mahébourg main road on a December Tuesday morning, the deflation of understanding something about someone you love that they have never said and you have never asked. His grandmother had been patient for a very long time. She had been patient in the way of women who are excellent at patience and who develop, across decades of its practice, a relationship with their own wants that is more archaeological than current.

The photography had uncovered something. He was clear about this.

What the photography had uncovered, and what it meant, and what was happening or not happening in the spaces he couldn't see — he was going to leave these questions where they were. He was going to be a twenty-four-year-old man who loved his grandmother and was grateful she was happy and was going to choose, with the same deliberateness she brought to her own choices, not to look further.

He was not going to look further.

"More tea?" the proprietress asked, at his elbow.

"Please," he said.



He left after lunch.

Sunita made cari boulettes — of course she did, it was what he'd asked for at the birthday lunch, she had remembered — and they ate at the kitchen table, the three of them including Prakash who had come in from the garden and sat at the head of the table with the satisfaction of a man in the correct location.

Dev ate two servings of cari boulettes and felt the comfort of his grandmother's kitchen moving through him in the way it always had since childhood: the smell and the warmth and the specific nourishment of being fed by someone who feeds you because they want to rather than because it is required.

He washed the dishes — his contribution, always, when he visited. His grandmother dried. They stood at the sink together, the established rhythm of it.

"Thank you for letting me come today," he said.

"You didn't need permission."

"I know." He handed her the last pot. "I wanted to see it."

"And?"

He looked at her profile — the jaw, the dark eyes, the silver-dark hair. His grandmother's face, known his whole life, and also somehow different in the way a place looks different when you've been away and returned with new eyes.

"You're good," he said. "Actually good. The vacoas frond photograph — I keep thinking about it."

"It's one of my best."

"You should enter it somewhere. There's a photography competition at the Mahébourg cultural centre in March."

"I've been thinking about it," she said.

He dried his hands on the kitchen cloth. "I'm glad I set it up," he said. The same thing he'd said to her on the phone in October, the first week. He meant it differently now, knowing more. He meant it in the way of someone grateful for a consequence they hadn't fully anticipated.

She looked at him. "So am I," she said.

He drove back to Quatre Bornes at three o'clock through the cane-covered interior and the plateau and the descent into the central districts, the island reeling out its known geography behind him, and he was quiet the whole way and did not call anyone and let the drive be what it was: a man returning from somewhere, carrying what he'd found there, which was not what he'd been looking for and was, in its own way, harder.

He was not going to look further. He had decided this at the roti shop and he held to it on the motorway and he held to it in his apartment in Quatre Bornes when he sat with a Phénix and the quiet of his own rooms and let the day settle into its final shape.

His grandmother was happy.

She had something. He didn't know its full shape and he had decided not to know. What he knew was enough: she was alive in a way she hadn't been before October, the photography had done that, and whatever else the photography had done was between her and whatever it was between her and — and the rest of it was her life, her choices, her decades of patience finally finding a crack in the surface through which something was growing that he was not going to stamp on.

He drank his beer.

He would call her on Sunday as usual.

He would call Sanjay eventually — not now, not for a few weeks, letting the distance settle — and they would talk about the distillery shoot and the photography competition and whatever else was in the week, and it would be what it had always been: his friend, his Sunday call.

He was going to be all right.

He was, in fact, already all right, which surprised him, given what he had walked away from examining. He was all right because love was not always the same as possession, and the people he loved were allowed their private things, and he was twenty-four years old and he had, perhaps, just learned something he hadn't expected to learn on a Tuesday morning on Blue Bay beach.

He finished the beer.

He would call his grandmother on Sunday.






Chapter 32: The Wrong Kind of Safe

Wednesday after Dev left felt like the first day of something rather than the resumption of something.

Sanjay drove to Tamarin on the west coast — not for a session with anyone, not for a commission, simply because the west coast in December had a light he'd been wanting to examine since October and hadn't made time for, and because he needed the aloneness that comes from driving somewhere new with the Nikon and no particular obligation to produce anything.

The west coast road ran between the mountains and the lagoon — the Black River peaks on the inland side, the resort strip on the coastal side, the road itself a narrow corridor between the island's geology and its tourism economy. He drove it with the windows down, the morning air cooler on the west coast than the south, the mountains casting long shadows across the road at this hour.

He parked at a pull-off above the Tamarin lagoon and sat for a moment with the engine off.

The west coast lagoon was different from Blue Bay — wider, the reef further out, the water a different character: rougher near the reef where the Tamarin surf break made the western coast popular with surfers who arrived from December through March, glassy and flat in the protected inner lagoon where the morning light lay on it like something poured. The mountains behind him caught the sun on their upper ridges while the lower slopes were still in shadow, the vertical angle of the light extreme and specific to this hour.

He got out with the Nikon.



He shot for two hours.

The Tamarin lagoon in the morning light, the mountains reflected in the still inner sections, the surf break visible as white interruptions on the reef edge. He worked the waterfront, the fishing pirogues moored at the small jetty, the December light on the mountains that he'd been right about — the angle of it, this time of year on the west coast, producing something he hadn't seen from the south coast, a more dramatic shadow play, the mountains' ridges sharply defined.

He was alone in the way he'd been alone before October.

This was the thing he was examining — the way aloneness had changed. Before October, working alone on a beach or a waterfront had been his natural state, the default condition of his practice, the solitude that was generative rather than depleting. He had chosen it, had structured his life around its availability, had made decisions about where to live and how to work that preserved it.

Now, alone on the Tamarin waterfront, he was aware of the aloneness as a condition rather than a preference. Not unpleasant — the work was good, the light was doing what he'd hoped — but present in a way it hadn't been before. The solitude had acquired a reference point. He knew now what it was the absence of.

He crouched at the water's edge and shot a long exposure of the mountain's reflection, the surface still enough in the early hour to hold the image cleanly.

He thought about Céline.

This was not a thought he'd had in months — Céline had receded to the periphery of his attention somewhere around the third session with Sunita, not through deliberate exclusion but through the natural displacement of something genuine but not substantial being replaced by something genuine and substantial. He thought about her now because she was the appropriate comparison: the baseline, the version of human connection he'd had before October, the thing against which to measure what had changed.

Céline was twenty-six. She had been his photography assistant for eighteen months and they had been involved, in the way of two people who work closely and find each other attractive and decide to act on it without excessive examination, for five months. It had ended without drama — a mutual recognition that the thing between them had reached its natural size and wasn't going to grow further. They remained professional colleagues, occasionally crossed paths at the market or the waterfront, exchanged the warm neutrality of people who have been intimate and arrived at the other side without casualties.

He had thought, at the time of the ending, that he was probably not suited to the kind of connection that required significant investment. That his focused, directed quality — which made him good at his work — was also what made sustained intimacy difficult: he brought everything to the thing in front of him and had little left for the background maintenance that relationships required.

He had been wrong. He understood this now.

He hadn't been constitutionally unsuited to investment. He had simply, at that point, not encountered the subject that warranted it.

He stood up. Walked along the waterfront.

He thought about the conversation that wasn't going to happen with Céline, in some hypothetical version of the past year. If he had continued with Céline, worked through the flatness, made the effort. He would have had — what? The photographic equivalent of an adequately lit scene. Technically sufficient. Nothing missing, nothing wrong. Nothing that made him want to be there at five in the morning because the light was extraordinary and losing it would be a specific and irreplaceable loss.

He did not think Céline deserved this comparison. She was good and he had liked her genuinely and the ending had been appropriate and right for both of them.

He thought it anyway, because the point was not Céline. The point was the difference between adequacy and the thing that makes adequacy feel like a category error.



He stopped at a roadside place for coffee on the drive back — a petrol station cafe with three tables on a concrete slab and a coffee machine that had no business producing espresso as good as it did. He sat with the coffee and the Nikon on the table and thought about Dev.

Tuesday had been — he was honest about it — uncomfortable in a way he hadn't fully anticipated. He had known what he was doing. He had maintained it throughout: the professional distance, the accurate account of the arrangement, the session conducted exactly as it would have been conducted on any other Tuesday. He had given Dev what was true and let the true part carry what it needed to carry.

And Dev had looked. Dev was not unintelligent — he was less analytically oriented than his grandmother or his sister, but he had a social intelligence that was sharper than his easy manner suggested. He had watched the session with the attentiveness of someone taking an inventory.

And he had found — nothing. Or the right amount of nothing. The nothing that was actually something but presented, in its surface configuration, as the thing it appeared to be.

He drank his coffee.

He was not comfortable with what he was doing to Dev. He had acknowledged this to himself in October and the acknowledgment had not resolved into comfort. He did not think it was going to. He thought it was one of the costs he had accepted — the cost of this particular want, this particular person, the particular arithmetic of what you pay for what you choose.

He paid it. He would continue to pay it. He was not going to dress it in language about connection and authenticity and call it something other than what it was.

What he had with Sunita was worth the cost. He had examined this with the honesty his policy required and the examination had not returned a different answer. What they had was real and specific and not reproducible with anyone else and he was twenty-three years old and he knew, with the clarity of someone who has been watching carefully since he first picked up a camera, when something was worth what it cost.

He finished the coffee. Left the appropriate amount on the table. Drove back to Pointe d'Esny.



That afternoon he called Céline.

Not for the reason the juxtaposition might suggest — he was not, in the manner of a person needing reassurance, reaching backward toward something familiar. He called because she had texted two weeks ago about a corporate event shoot she'd been offered and wanted his advice on pricing, and he had not responded yet, and he had been setting it aside in the way of things that require more attention than you currently have available.

She answered on the second ring.

"Sanjay. Finally."

"The distillery shoot took everything I had." This was true.

"How did it go?"

"Well. The copper stills in the afternoon light." He paused. "It went well."

"I saw the preview on L'Archipel's social. The interior shots." A pause with warmth in it, the ease of someone who knows his work well. "They're extraordinary. The dust in the light shafts."

"Yes."

"All right, the corporate event." She moved to business without transition, which was one of the things he had always liked about her — she did not require conversational cushioning. She outlined the event: a company anniversary dinner for a financial services firm, four hundred guests, five-hour coverage, Port Louis venue. She'd been quoted fifteen thousand rupees by another photographer and wanted to know if that was reasonable.

"Low," he said. "For a five-hour event with post-production at that scale, eighteen to twenty-two."

"I thought so." A pause. "Are you okay? You sound different."

He looked at the lagoon through the east window. The afternoon light on it, flat and bright, the tourist catamaran visible at the reef edge. "December," he said. "The light is different. It changes things."

"It does," she agreed, and moved on, and they talked for twenty minutes about the corporate event and a stock agency question she had and the photography competition at the Mahébourg cultural centre in March — she was entering, she said, had he heard about it?

"Yes," he said. "I know someone entering."

"Who?"

"A student," he said. "Someone who's been developing very quickly."

Céline made the sound of genuine interest. "You've been teaching?"

"Informally. A few months."

"How is that? You've never taught formally."

He thought about how to answer this. "It's changed how I see things," he said. "Watching someone else find the language for what they're looking at. It adjusts your own relationship with what you know."

Céline was quiet for a moment. "That sounds like more than teaching."

He said nothing.

"Okay," she said, with the lightness of someone who has understood and decided not to press. "Twenty thousand minimum for the corporate event?"

"At least."

"Thank you. I'll call you after I confirm."

He put the phone down.

He sat at the desk and looked at the west coast images loading on the screen — the Tamarin lagoon, the mountain reflections, the fishing pirogues — and thought about what she'd said: that sounds like more than teaching.

It was more than teaching. It had been more than teaching since approximately the third session. He had known this and had been honest with himself about it and would continue to be. The more-than-teaching was the actual subject. The teaching had been — not a pretext, the teaching was real and valuable and he had given it seriously — but it was the form that something else had taken until the form was no longer necessary.

The form was no longer necessary.

What existed now was what it actually was, which did not have a category in any taxonomy he'd encountered: a sixty-seven-year-old woman in Mahébourg and a twenty-three-year-old photographer in Pointe d'Esny and the twelve weeks they had been constructing something specific and private and worth protecting.

He found the best of the Tamarin images — the mountain reflection, the still water, the morning light's dramatic shadows — and opened it in Lightroom.

He worked on it for an hour with the focus he brought to his best work, the attention fully given, nothing held back.



Friday morning he was at Blue Bay at six forty-five.

She arrived at seven. Alone.

She came down the coral path with the Canon and the loose hair and the December morning around her and he was at the waterline when she arrived, the Nikon across his body, the tripod already set up, the light exactly what December had been giving them: the deep saturation, the extraordinary clarity.

She stood beside him and looked at the lagoon.

"Good morning," she said.

"Good morning."

Neither of them said anything about Dev or the pause or the week that had just completed itself. The session was the session — the work, the morning, the light. He photographed and she photographed and occasionally they were close and occasionally they were at opposite ends of the beach and both of these were exactly right.

At the end of the session she came to look at the shadow images on the Nikon's screen — the ones he'd been working on since Monday, the trade wind patterns, the long exposures.

"These," she said. "These are different from your usual Blue Bay work."

"Yes."

"More about time than light." She looked at the image. "The long exposure makes the shadows look like they've been there forever. Like the trees have been moving in the same wind since before the beach had a name."

He looked at the image.

"Yes," he said. "That's exactly what they're about."

She looked at him with the direct look and then back at the lagoon. "Tuesday," she said.

"Tuesday," he said. "My studio."

She nodded once, gathered her Canon, and went up the coral path in the December morning with the flamboyants at the waterfront above the roofline, their scarlet canopies in the clear light, and he stood at the waterline and watched her go and was, in the fullest sense available to him, exactly where he wanted to be.






Chapter 33: Le Souffleur

It was not planned.

He drove south on a Sunday afternoon in January with no particular destination and ended up on the coast road below L'Escalier with the windows down and the Indian Ocean to his left throwing itself against the black rock in the way it had been throwing itself against the black rock for ten thousand years, and he turned onto the track to Le Souffleur without deciding to, the decision made somewhere below the level of intention in the part of the brain that registers return.

He parked in the small flat area. Both other parking spaces empty. January was not tourist season on the south coast — the cyclone belt's outer weather making the exposed coast unpredictable, the sky to the southeast carrying the purple-grey of a front building over the open ocean.

He sat in the car for a moment.

Then he took out his phone and typed: Are you at home?

He sent it without examining the impulse.

Her reply came in three minutes: Yes.

Can you come to Le Souffleur? He looked at the message before sending it. Added: Spontaneous. You don't have to.

The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Give me forty minutes.



He walked to the overlook while he waited.

The blowhole was in its January mode — the swell larger than October, the cyclone season's weather system pushing heavy water against the south coast, the detonations correspondingly larger, the spray column reaching fifteen metres on the better sets, occasionally more. The sound of it was different in January — not just louder, more layered, the bass note of the heavy swell arriving first and the crack of the column's peak arriving a half-second later, two separate events in the body rather than one.

He sat on the flat basalt rock and watched it.

The sky to the southeast had the purple-grey he'd been monitoring — a tropical system somewhere over the open ocean, not yet organised, not yet requiring the meteorological service's attention, but present as a character in the air and the colour of the horizon. The trade wind was fierce today, the gusts coming in clusters, the spray from the blowhole dispersing in sheets rather than columns when the wind hit it at the right angle.

He thought about the past six weeks.

December had been — he considered the word — accelerated. After the pause, after Dev's visit and the Tuesday that had followed it, the sessions had resumed with the intensity of something that had been suspended and was now released. Tuesday mornings, Friday mornings. The studio on Tuesdays after the session, three times in December. The guesthouse near Bel Ombre twice more, booked each time by her, in the name she'd told him once without elaborating — Naidoo, her father's name.

January had continued the acceleration. The affair was now, he thought, not a beginning or a middle — it was fully itself. A thing established, with its own rhythms and its own weather and the texture of something that had found its form.

He thought about what its form was.

The sessions on the beach were still the sessions — the teaching had given way to parallel practice, both of them working their own vision in the same space, the exchange between them the exchange of two photographers who trust each other's eye. She was entering the cultural centre competition in March. Three images: the vacoas frond, the flamboyant series capstone, the kitchen window tulsi shot. She had asked his opinion on the selection and he had confirmed it without amendment because the selection was correct.

The studio was the studio. What happened there had a different texture now from the first time — not better exactly, different in the way that the second month of knowing a landscape differs from the first, the unfamiliarity resolved into a practised knowledge.

He thought about January's second studio session: her hand in his hair while he had his mouth on her breast, the sound she made when he sucked her nipple into his mouth, the way she pressed the back of his head harder without saying anything, the body's language more precise than words. Her thighs around him when he was inside her. The way she said his name on certain specific occasions — not continuously, not as soundtrack, but at the moments when the sensation crested into something that required address, when Sanjay was the only available language for what was happening.

He heard a car on the track.



She walked across the flat area and looked at him and then at the ocean and then sat beside him on the basalt rock without speaking.

They looked at the blowhole together.

The next swell arrived — a large set, the column shooting to full height, the spray dispersing in the January trade wind, the detonation arriving in both their chests. She made a small sound — not the waterfall sound, something quieter, the sound of being physically struck by something beautiful.

"I needed to be here," he said.

"I know," she said. "Me too."

"Did you tell Prakash where you were going?"

"I told him I was going to the south coast." She looked at the blowhole. "I didn't specify." A pause. "He asked if I was taking the camera."

"Were you?"

"No." She turned to look at him. "I wasn't coming to photograph."

He looked at her. The January light on the south coast was different from December — harsher, the threat of the cyclone weather in the southeast giving everything a slightly overexposed edge, the lines of things more defined. Her face in this light had the structure he'd been photographing since October rendered in its most explicit form: the jaw, the cheekbones, the eyes that had always been her best feature and which right now were looking at him with the direct look that had no exit built into it.

He kissed her.

On the flat basalt rock above Le Souffleur with the January trade wind and the blowhole's periodic detonations and the grey-purple front building over the southern ocean. She kissed him back with the full present weight of everything she'd been carrying since they'd last been together four days ago — the sessions were the sessions but this wasn't a session, this was spontaneous and therefore different, the removed location and the January roughness of the coast and her in dark trousers and a cream blouse she'd put on that morning for no particular reason and which was now being held at the waist by his hands.

They kissed until the next set arrived and the blowhole detonated and the spray reached them both, cold and salt, and she pulled back laughing — properly, the full version, her head tilted, eyes briefly closed — and he looked at her laughing in the spray with the January light on her and felt something move in his chest that was not desire, or not only desire, something that had been building since approximately October and which arrived now with the weight of something that could no longer be categorised simply.

He was in love with her.

He said this to himself plainly, the policy of plainness that had served him through twelve weeks of honest self-examination. He was in love with Sunita Ramdin, grandmother of his university friend, resident of Rue des Lataniers, Mahébourg. He was in love with her with the fullness of someone who had arrived at the condition gradually and without the dramatic announcement that love was popularly imagined to require. It had simply become true, somewhere in the accumulation of sessions and drives and the personal folder and the guesthouse and the moments on this coast that had been building since the first Tuesday morning when he'd stopped on the coral path and registered a composition.

He did not say this to her.

He held it with the care a person holds something that has just arrived and whose weight requires assessment before it can be carried in the ordinary way.



They drove to his studio.

Not planned — this hadn't been the intention when he'd texted her, he hadn't had an intention, the text had been the reflex of someone who wanted to see a specific person and acted on it. But it was where they ended up, the car moving north through the south coast's January roughness, the sky to the southeast building its purple-grey architecture, the cane fields on the inland side moving in the fierce trade wind.

In the studio, different from the Tuesday sessions.

She came to him immediately when the door closed — not the way she came to him on Tuesday, which was the arrival of something that had been building since Friday, the weight of the days between. This was more immediate: the spontaneity of the afternoon still in the body, the blowhole and the salt spray and the laughing still present in the air between them.

He pressed her against the wall beside the door.

She let him. Her hands went to his arms — not gripping, resting, the weight of her palms against his forearms as he held her face and kissed her with the urgency that the spontaneous afternoon had produced in him, different from the Tuesday urgency which had been built over days, this one arriving fully formed and without accumulation.

She kissed him back with a matching urgency he received with satisfaction.

He moved his hands from her face to her blouse — the cream one, the buttons, he knew these buttons, had learned them on previous Tuesdays, his fingers finding the first button and then the second. Her hands moved to his shirt.

They undressed each other standing at the wall — the reciprocal attention of it, each piece of clothing a small mutual negotiation, her blouse, his shirt, her bra which she unhooked herself while he was still working the blouse buttons and she was already bare from the waist up before he was.

He stood back and looked at her.

He looked at her in the afternoon light from the east window, which was not the morning light, which was harsher and more direct, the January quality it had had at the blowhole — the explicit light, the light that found structure and showed it plainly. She was bare to the waist and she was looking at him with the direct look and she was making no adjustment to herself, no movement to soften what he was seeing.

She was extraordinary. He had been thinking this since October, had been building the evidence base for it photograph by photograph, and standing here in January afternoon light with the south coast's weather building outside and her chest bare in the angular light, the full weight of her breasts, the dark nipples already stiffening in the room's cooled air — he thought it with the clarity of a man looking at something irrefutable.

He went to her.

He put his mouth on her breast — the left one, the nipple hard against his lips — and felt her hand go immediately to the back of his head. He drew her nipple into his mouth and stroked his tongue across it and heard the sound she made, the low sound with his name folded inside it, and moved to the other breast and gave it the same attention until she was pressing his face into her and making sounds she wasn't holding back.

He picked her up.

Not entirely — it was less theatrical than that, more practical, his hands under her thighs and her legs going around his hips and the wall supporting her back as he held her there. She was laughing again, briefly, the unexpected physicality of it, and then not laughing, her legs tightening around him, her mouth at his ear.

He carried her to the bed.



She was beneath him with her hair spread across the pillow, the afternoon light on her chest and her face, her trousers gone, her underwear gone, bare on the grey sheet with her arms reaching for him.

He moved down her body.

She inhaled sharply when she understood where he was going — not surprise, anticipation, the body preparing itself for something it wants. He kissed her inner thigh — the left one, then the right, the skin there extraordinary in the direct light, the warmth of it. She had her hand in his hair again.

He put his mouth on her.

She was wet — had been since Le Souffleur, he suspected, the blowhole and the spray and the kiss on the basalt rock working on her the way the afternoon had been working on him. He found her clitoris with his tongue and felt her hips rise off the mattress immediately, her hand gripping his hair harder.

He worked her slowly. The patience he brought to things he found worth attending to, applied here with the full knowledge of what worked from the previous sessions — the angle, the pressure, the rhythm she responded to, the sounds she made as the feeling mounted and her composure eroded by degrees.

"Oui — là —" French again, the language she defaulted to when the English was insufficient, when the self-expression she usually controlled had been superseded by the body's more urgent requirements.

He kept his mouth exactly where she'd directed and added his fingers — two, inside her, her vagina wet and gripping, the warmth of her extraordinary — and worked both simultaneously and felt the change in her immediately: the hips more urgent, the sound more continuous, the hand in his hair no longer directing but simply holding.

She came with her thighs pressing against the sides of his face and her back arched off the mattress and Sanjay in her mouth three times in a row, not held back, not quiet, entirely and completely hers.

He held her through the whole length of it — the crest and the descent, the shaking that followed, the long exhale.



He moved up beside her.

She pulled him to her immediately — not the considered reciprocity of the Bel Ombre sessions, something less deliberate, the afterglow producing in her a warmth and an openness that wanted him close. He lay alongside her and she turned toward him and they were facing each other on the grey sheet, close, her leg over his hip.

She reached between them and found him and he was hard and she positioned him without preamble and he entered her from this angle — the slow slide of it, the depth different, both of them on their sides — and she made a sound against his mouth that was satisfaction more than urgency.

They moved together slowly.

This was different from the urgency of the wall that had preceded it — something longer, the rhythm of two people who have the afternoon and the south coast weather building outside and no particular requirement to be anywhere soon. He had his hand on her hip and her hand was at his lower back and they moved with the ease of bodies that have learned each other's language.

He watched her face. The January light through the east window on the side of her face, the silver-dark hair across the pillow, her eyes open and looking at him.

"I like you," she said. In the middle of it, simply, with the matter-of-fact directness that was her most characteristic quality. "I want you to know I like you. Not only this."

He kept moving. Looked at her. "I know," he said.

"I'm saying it plainly."

"I know that too." He pressed his forehead against hers. "I like you. I want you to know I like you. Not only this."

Her leg tightened over his hip. "I know," she said.

He came with his face in her hair and her name in his throat and her holding him as close as the position allowed, and he stayed there afterward without moving, without separating, the afternoon light changing angle as the January sun moved west and the trade wind continuing outside and the grey-purple front to the southeast building its architecture of weather that would arrive, eventually, in rain.



She left at five.

The practical departure — the shoes, the blouse, the hair reordered. He lay on the mattress and watched her dress with the attention he brought to all things he found worth watching, which she received without performance, which he valued.

"The system to the southeast," she said, from the mirror, touching her hair. "The news said it might develop by Wednesday."

"Probably Wednesday. The system's moving slowly."

"We should keep Tuesday early." She looked at him in the mirror. "Before the weather changes."

"Six instead of seven?"

"I can do six."

He looked at the ceiling. "I have something for you," he said. "Wait."

He went to the desk. Opened the personal folder — the one she didn't know about, the thirty-nine images accumulated since October. He scrolled to the blue hour image: the pre-dawn, the white kurta, the water at her knees, her back to the camera, the eastern horizon beginning its commitment to colour.

He printed it on the small photo printer at the edge of the desk. Stood while it printed, the machine's quiet progress.

He handed it to her.

She looked at it for a long time. He watched her face in profile — the expression he'd photographed twice at the unguarded moments, the one where the composed distance was entirely absent.

"You took this on the Tuesday," she said.

"Yes."

"Before everything."

"Before everything," he confirmed. "When you walked into the water without being asked."

She looked at it for another long moment. Then she looked at him. "Why are you giving it to me now?"

He thought about this. "Because I want you to have it," he said. "Because I want you to know I've been looking at you since before you knew I was."

She held the photograph. The afternoon light on her face and the blue hour image in her hands.

"I knew," she said quietly. "Not from the first day. But early."

"I know you knew."

She looked at the photograph one more time. Then she carefully folded it — not in half, at the edges, protecting the image — and placed it in the inside pocket of her bag.

She kissed him. A brief kiss, warm, complete.

Then she opened the studio door and went down the external stairs and he heard her footsteps on the coral below and the car door and the engine and then nothing except the trade wind in the filao and the distant sound of the lagoon, which had been there before all of this and would be there after.

He lay back on the bed.

He was in love with her. He had said this to himself on the basalt rock and the afternoon had confirmed it with the confirmation of things that are already true being shown to be true again from a different angle.

He looked at the ceiling. The fan turned.

He held the knowledge of it carefully, the way you hold something that is real and complicated and yours — not setting it down, not putting it away, simply holding it with the attention it deserved.

Outside, the southeast front continued its slow build.

By Tuesday the weather would have arrived.






Chapter 34: Leila Speaks

The rain came on Tuesday as predicted.

Not the cyclone rain — the system to the southeast had organised itself insufficiently for that, the meteorological service issuing a Class One bulletin that covered the island in a grey persistent downpour rather than the violent horizontal weather of a proper cyclone. The kind of rain that Mauritians called la pli de saison — the season's rain, expected and accepted, the island drinking what it needed before the trade winds reasserted themselves.

The Blue Bay session had happened at six, before the rain arrived — the sky already carrying its grey promise, the light flat and directionless, both of them working the challenge of it rather than lamenting the absence of the usual character. She had shot the lagoon in the flat light and found in it what he'd told her was there: the removal of shadow produced a different kind of truth, the surfaces yielding their texture without the drama of directional light, everything present in its actual form.

She had come home wet at eight-thirty, the rain starting on the drive back, and changed, and made tea, and Prakash had been at the table with his paper and said Class One, apparently with the equanimity of a man who had survived thirty cyclone seasons and found Class One unworthy of significant attention.

The rain continued through Tuesday and Wednesday and by Thursday had settled into the persistent grey drizzle that meant the front was stalling — not unusual in January, the island sometimes caught between weather systems, held in this grey suspended state for days at a time.



Thursday was bhajan.

Meena's house, Meena's sitting room, the saffron cloth and the brass lamp and the harmonium — all exactly as it had been every Thursday for eleven years. The rain on the shutters outside. Kamla with her umbrella dripping in the hallway. Savitri opening the harmonium case with her customary care, a care that had something devotional in it.

Sunita sat in her place. Third from the left.

She had been in this place on the first Thursday in October when her attention had slipped for half a second during Raghupati Raghav and returned immediately. She had been in this place in November when she'd converted an almost-laugh into a cough, and in December when the session had contained no lapses at all, the discipline fully restored.

Tonight she was present throughout. Fully, without effort. The bhajans were what they had always been — the words in Sanskrit and Hindi, the harmonium's reliable pulse, the seven voices finding their collective register. She sang with the attention she'd had in the first years of the group, before the discipline had been required.

This surprised her.

She had expected January to be harder — the affair in its full January form, the sessions and the studio and the spontaneous Sunday and the blue hour photograph folded carefully in the inside pocket of her bag where it had been for four days. She had expected the bhajan group to present its usual challenge of dual occupation.

Instead she was simply here. The oil lamp. The incense. Om jai jagdish hare.

She thought about this on the walk home in the light rain, umbrella up, the coral road wet and faintly luminous in the streetlamp glow.

She thought that perhaps the discipline had been required not because the affair existed but because it had been new and unintegrated — the effort of something not yet settled into the self, the self-consciousness of recent transgression. And now it was integrated. Now it was part of the composition of who she was, no more requiring discipline than any other established fact of her interior life.

She was a woman who had a husband and two children and three grandchildren and a garden and a bhajan group and a French literary magazine and a Canon camera and a photographer twenty-three years younger in Pointe d'Esny who had put his mouth on her in a dozen different ways and who had given her a photograph in which she was walking into the dawn lagoon and who she was, with the clean precision she'd been cultivating since October, in love with.

She said this to herself in the rain on Rue des Lataniers.

In love with. Two months after the affair had begun, three and a half months after October, standing in the January rain on her own street at eight forty-five in the evening with the umbrella up and the Canon at home on the kitchen table and Prakash presumably watching the news.

She examined it.

It was true. Not the swept-away version of love that belonged to novels and to women younger than herself in circumstances less complicated than hers. The love of a woman who had spent a lifetime attending carefully to things and had found, in this person, something she wanted to continue attending to. The love that was companioned by desire and by the specific pleasure of his mind and by the way he'd looked at her from the basalt rock with the blowhole behind him and said nothing for thirty seconds because he was simply looking.

She had not expected to be in love. She had expected — what? The affair of the novels, perhaps. The contained passion, the guilt, the eventual return to ordinary life with a private treasury of sensation. That had seemed sufficient in October when she'd been standing at her own gate for the second time thinking about what she intended.

She had not intended to fall in love. She was not done being surprised by herself.

She went inside. Prakash was indeed watching the news. She hung the wet umbrella in the hallway and came to the sitting room doorway. He looked up.

"How was bhajan?"

"Good," she said. "Very good tonight."



Friday morning the rain had lifted to a light mist.

Leila was in her garden when Sunita came out to check the bougainvillea — the storm had knocked a section of the newer growth loose from the wall and she needed to tie it back before it sustained more damage. She could see Leila over the low wall, examining her own garden's storm aftermath with the practical focus of someone assessing damage rather than lamenting it.

"Your ixora is down," Sunita said, meaning the pot in the corner of the veranda.

"I know. The pot's not broken." Leila didn't look up from what she was examining. "Your bougainvillea lost a section."

"I'm tying it now."

They worked in parallel for a few minutes — each in their own garden, the low wall between them, the mist fine enough to be comfortable rather than obstructive. The birds had returned after the rain, the merles and the bulbuls audible in the badamier above the garden bench.

Leila set down the ixora pot she'd righted and came to the wall.

She stood with her forearms on the low coral — the position from which the important exchanges had been conducted for thirty-one years. She looked at Sunita tying the bougainvillea and then she looked at the garden and then she looked at Sunita again with the attention of someone who has been deciding whether to say something and has arrived at a decision.

"I'm going to say one thing," Leila said.

"All right."

"One thing and then I'm done."

"All right."

Leila looked at the bougainvillea wall rather than at Sunita. "You've been careful," she said. "But you're not invisible."

Sunita's hands stilled on the twine.

A moment passed. The merles in the badamier continued their business. The mist moved through the garden in its fine, undirected way.

"I know," Sunita said.

Leila turned to look at her then — the full thirty-one-year look, the one that did not judge and did not flinch and did not require anything in return. "Are you all right?" she asked. The question beneath the question: not is everything all right but are you, specifically, in this specific thing, all right.

Sunita looked at her friend's face — the broad features, the close-cropped grey hair, the dark eyes that had been looking at her accurately for thirty-one years and had never once, in all that time, looked at her with judgment. Warmth, concern, occasional frustration, once grief so deep it had no surface — never judgment.

"Yes," she said.

"Truly?"

"Truly."

Leila looked at her for another moment — not searching for contradiction, confirming what she already believed. She found it.

"Good," she said. Simply that.

She straightened. Picked up the righted ixora pot. Looked at it.

"Your bougainvillea is a mess," she said. "You should have tied it before the rain."

"I know," Sunita said.

"I've been telling you for three years about that section."

"I know that too."

"Hm." Leila went back to her ixora, setting it in its new position, assessing. "I'm coming for tea Saturday. Two o'clock."

"I'll make halwa."

"Good." She did not look up. "The cardamom variety. Not the plain one."

"Cardamom," Sunita confirmed.

They returned to their respective gardens and the Friday morning mist moved through both of them and the merles went about their business in the badamier and nothing further was said about it, and the nothing further was its own form of the most complete and loyal friendship Sunita had ever known.



That evening she went to the sitting room with the Canon — the post-dinner practice, the available light, the ongoing work of learning what her domestic spaces contained when looked at properly.

She photographed the sitting room's corner bookshelf: Prakash's engineering journals in their functional row, her own books beside them, the French literary magazine from last month with its cover image she'd been meaning to photograph since it arrived. She framed it: the magazine cover in the foreground, the engineering journals soft behind it, the lamp's warm light on the cover's left side.

She looked at the frame through the viewfinder.

The French novel's cover showed a painting — a woman at a window, her back to the viewer, looking out at a city. Leila had come to tea last year and picked it up and said: I never understand why paintings always show the backs of women. As if we're always looking out at something we can't reach.

Sunita had thought about this statement at intervals across the intervening months. She thought about it now, looking at the magazine cover through the Canon's viewfinder.

She adjusted the frame. Brought it tighter. Excluded the engineering journals. Kept only the cover — the woman at the window, the light on the left side, the city beyond the glass.

She took the photograph.

Looked at it.

The woman at the window looked out. Her back was eloquent — the posture of longing, of looking toward rather than away from. But Sunita looked at the photograph and found, in the frame she'd made of it, something different from longing: the woman at the window was not diminished by the direction of her gaze. She was full. She was looking at the city because she wanted to, not because she was excluded from it.

She set the Canon down.

She thought about Leila: You've been careful. But you're not invisible.

She thought about what this meant, practically. Leila knew. Leila had known — when, exactly? Since the bougainvillea wall? Since the altered quality of Sunita's step? Since some specific observation that thirty-one years had made it possible to make?

It didn't matter when. Leila knew and had said one thing and then I'm done and the one thing had contained everything: the acknowledgment, the concern, the assessment, the decision to trust Sunita's own judgment about her own life. Leila had looked at her across the low coral wall in the January mist and said are you all right and received yes, truly and accepted it.

This was what thirty-one years looked like.

Sunita sat with this feeling for a moment — the warmth of being known and not condemned, of being loved in the way of someone who trusts the person they love to make their own decisions even when those decisions are complicated.

She thought about Sanjay.

Not the studio version, not the Le Souffleur version. She thought about his voice on the Chamarel drive: the photographs you take are not the photographs of someone comfortable with visible shapes. She thought about the blue hour photograph, folded in her bag, the pre-dawn white kurta and the lagoon beginning. She thought about not only this — both of them saying it, on the January afternoon, in the studio with the light changing through the east window.

She picked the Canon back up.

She photographed the window.

Her own sitting room window this time — not the woman on the magazine cover but the actual window, the actual glass, the Rue des Lataniers streetlamp's orange light refracted in the dark pane, the flamboyant's outline just visible at the frame's upper edge.

She looked at the image.

Inside and outside in the same frame, mediated by glass. The inside warm and specific and entirely known. The outside dark and lit by the streetlamp's orange and the flamboyant's shape at the margin.

She was both.

She had always been both, she thought, or had always contained the capacity for both, and October had simply been the moment the glass became transparent rather than reflective.

She filed the image. Turned off the Canon. Set it on the kitchen table for Tuesday.

Prakash turned off the television in the sitting room — the soft click of it, the subsequent quiet. "Coming to bed?" he called.

"In a moment," she said.

She stood in the kitchen for a moment with the tulsi on the windowsill and the Canon on the table and the January mist still faintly present beyond the glass.

She was all right. Truly.

She went to bed.






Chapter 35: The Last Portrait Session

She suggested it.

A Tuesday in late January — the cyclone weather fully cleared, the trade wind back to its dry season rhythm, the light on the south coast returned to the character that had defined their first months. She had texted him the Sunday before: I want to do one more proper portrait session. Mahébourg waterfront. The flamboyants while they're still at peak. Next Friday morning.

He had looked at the message for a long time before replying.

Yes.

He had understood, from the phrasing of the request — one more proper portrait session, the one more — that she was marking something. Not ending. The sessions would continue. But this was a punctuation mark of some kind, a formal thing she wanted to make before the flamboyants dropped their flowers in February and the December-January window closed.

He had agreed because he understood and because he wanted it too, the formal session, the portraits done with full intention while the conditions were exactly right. And because he had thirty-nine images in the personal folder and he wanted more, and the wanting was the clearest and most accurate thing he knew about himself.



Friday.

Six forty-five on the Mahébourg waterfront promenade, the flamboyant trees in their final week of full bloom — the January peak had passed its apex and the flowers were beginning the slow process of dropping, a few each day, the coral surface of the promenade acquiring a light red scatter that was its own kind of beauty. The trees above were still dense with flower, the canopies fully scarlet against the morning blue.

She was there before him again.

He came along the promenade from the south end and saw her from a distance: standing at the base of the largest flamboyant, looking up into the canopy with the absorbed focus of someone taking an inventory. The Canon on her wrist, her hair loose, a white blouse he hadn't seen before — not the yellow one, not the rust, a white cotton with embroidery at the collar and cuffs, deliberate and considered.

She heard him and looked over.

The morning light was on her face from the east — the promenade faced the lagoon and beyond it the open sea, the sun coming in clean from the horizon, the flamboyant canopy above her filtering some of it to dapple and letting the rest through in direct shafts. The combination was extraordinary. He had the Nikon up before he reached her.

Shot three frames of her looking at him. The flamboyant canopy above, the scarlet flowers at the frame's edge, her face in the morning light with the direct look he had been collecting across two months of sessions and which was here now in the actual morning without the camera's mediation.

"You started again," she said, when he reached her.

"You were there."

"I'm always there."

He looked at the three frames on the screen. The second one was exceptional — the shaft of morning light through the canopy striking her face at an angle that found the cheekbones, the flamboyant flowers at the upper edge of the frame like a red crown above her, her expression between the caught moment and the knowing.

He showed her.

She looked at it. Her expression did the thing he'd seen at the Chamarel waterfall and the bougainvillea wall and the guesthouse: the openness, the absence of the composed distance. She looked at herself looking at him and found it accurate.

"The light is doing something specific today," she said.

"I know. We have two hours before it shifts."

"Then we should work."



He set up the tripod at the promenade's midpoint, where the flamboyant line was densest — four trees in close succession, their canopies overlapping, the scarlet unbroken above the promenade for thirty metres. The lagoon was to the east behind them, the morning light coming over it, the colours of the water in January's clarity even deeper than December's.

She worked her own material first, as was their custom now — he let her run the session's opening half independently, the Canon finding what it needed. He watched her work and occasionally worked his own material alongside her and occasionally simply watched her with the Nikon because the watching had become one of the things he did, legitimate and practised and entirely his own.

She had become extraordinary at this in five months.

He thought about the first Tuesday — the thirty-seven frames, the four she'd identified and the one she'd missed, the Canon barely familiar in her hands. He thought about the tilted horizon and whether it mattered and her answer: It makes the water feel like it's going somewhere. He thought about the abstract shot she hadn't known she was taking.

He looked at her now, working the flamboyants with the directed focus of someone who knows exactly what they're looking for — moving along the promenade, crouching and standing, trying angles with the instinct that had always been there and the technical vocabulary now fully supporting it.

She was one of the better photographers he knew. Not in the narrow professional sense — she hadn't the years of practice or the commercial output. But in the sense that mattered to him, the sense he'd been thinking about since October: the eye, the instinct, the focused attention she brought to a subject that made the subject yield something it had been withholding.

He shot her from thirty metres. From twenty. From ten.

The Nikon working its systematic documentation of her at work — the technical record and the personal record both, inseparable by this point, all of it in the same folder now because the distinction had dissolved.



At seven thirty he directed her formally.

Not the teaching-direction of the early sessions — this was portrait direction, the work of finding the frame for a specific intention, the 85mm prime lens on the Nikon, the decision to make the definitive portraits of this light on this face in this location before the conditions closed.

"Here," he said. The base of the largest flamboyant — the trunk behind her, the canopy above, the morning light from the east catching her left side, the promenade and the lagoon receding behind her.

She stood where he placed her.

He looked through the viewfinder.

She was wearing white and the morning light was on her left side and the flamboyant above her was in its last week of full flower and her hair was down and she was the most compelling portrait subject he had ever had in front of the Nikon and he was in love with her and the image in his viewfinder contained all of this without requiring him to say any of it.

He shot.

Not the burst fire of an established rhythm — single frames, considered, each one the decision to press the shutter made deliberately. The attention in the photographs was the attention of the slowness.

He came closer with the tripod. Shot again. The face filling more of the frame.

"Look at the water," he said.

She looked east. The lagoon behind his shoulder, her eyes going to it with the focus of someone who had learned to look at water differently.

He shot. The profile. The jaw. The specific attention she was giving the lagoon.

"Look at me," he said.

She looked at him.

The shutter.

This photograph — the one where she looked at him across the three metres between them with the flamboyant canopy above and the morning light from the east and her hair in the trade wind — he knew before he lowered the camera. He knew from the feeling in his chest when the shutter closed, the certainty of having caught something that was exactly what it was, no more and no less, the camera telling the truth about what was in front of it.

He lowered the Nikon.

"Come and look," he said.

She came to the camera and looked at the screen. He stood beside her.

She said nothing for a long time.

"That's the one," she said eventually.

"Yes."

"That's what I look like."

He looked at the image with her. "That's what you look like to me," he said. "Which may not be the same thing."

She turned to look at him directly. The same look as in the photograph, from the same distance, and the photograph was in the camera between them and the original was standing in front of him and he felt the vertigo of a person holding both the document and the thing documented simultaneously.

"It's the same thing," she said.



They worked for another forty minutes.

He directed less, increasingly, as the session found its own pace — she had her own programme for the morning, the flamboyant series capstone image she'd been planning, the final statement of five months of watching the island's light change. He worked alongside her and let her work alongside him and the morning did what the morning did: gave them two hours of the light they'd come for and then began, incrementally, to become something more ordinary.

At nine o'clock the first walkers appeared on the promenade — the morning exercise contingent, the retirees, the dog-walkers. The solitude was ending.

They packed the tripod together — the practised choreography of it, the folding and the cases and the bag, each of them knowing where things went and doing the appropriate part without discussion. She wound the Canon strap around her wrist. He shouldered the Nikon.

They stood for a moment on the promenade with the flamboyant trees above them in their last weeks of flower and the lagoon to the east in its January blue.

"I want to show you something," she said.

She opened the Canon and scrolled to the image she'd taken this morning before he arrived — the one she'd been composing when he'd come along the promenade and found her looking up at the canopy. She handed him the camera.

He looked at the image.

She had photographed the flamboyant canopy from directly below — the trunk's base at the bottom of the frame, the canopy opening above it into the full scarlet density of the flowers, and at the centre of the frame the gap in the canopy through which the sky was visible, a small irregular circle of blue in the red. The composition was extraordinary: everything dense and saturated and then the opening at the centre, the blue at the heart of all the red.

He looked at it for a long time.

"This is the capstone," he said.

"Yes."

"This is the image that ends the series."

"I know." She took the camera back. "I took it at six forty. Before you arrived. I knew when I saw it in the viewfinder."

He thought about her standing alone under the flamboyant in the early morning, the Canon pointed upward, finding the blue gap at the heart of the red canopy. Finding it alone, before he got there. The series that had been developing since December completed on its own terms, without his direction.

"You don't need me to teach you anything anymore," he said.

She looked at him. "I know that," she said. "I haven't for a while."

"Is that — does that change anything?"

She considered this with the care she brought to important questions. "What we are to each other doesn't require the teaching as its reason," she said. "The teaching was the form it took at the beginning. It's not the form it takes now."

"No."

"What it takes now is its own form."

He looked at the flamboyant canopy above them. The red flowers and the blue sky between them. The image she'd made of it.

"Come to the studio after," he said.

She looked at him. The full direct look, the one without softening edges.

"Yes," she said.



In the studio the light was the mid-morning light — not the dawn quality, something more direct, the January sun coming through the east window at the angle it took after nine, horizontal shafts across the room rather than the broader illumination of the early hours.

She came to him at the door and he held her face in both hands and looked at her for a moment before kissing her — the pause he had developed the habit of, the specific second of looking before the looking ended and something else began. She received it with the stillness she brought to being looked at, the absolute composure that was not distance but its opposite.

He kissed her and walked her backward to the wall and she went with the ease of someone who knows where they are being taken and wants to go there.

He undressed her against the wall — the white embroidered blouse, the dark trousers, each piece attended to without haste. She stood in the shaft of morning light as he unclasped the bra and let it fall, her chest bare, the light warm and direct on her breasts. He held them in both hands and looked at what he was holding and she made a small sound and her hands went to his hair.

"Bed," she said quietly.

He brought her to the bed.

He undressed the rest of the way, her hands at his clothes while his were at hers, the practised reciprocal undressing that had its own ease now, no fumbling, the body's knowledge of the other body's geography fluent and specific. He was hard and she was warm and wet when he touched her — had been since the session, she had told him once, that the sessions produced in her a sustained readiness that lasted the whole morning.

He went slowly.

Not the January urgency of Le Souffleur — something more deliberate, the care of a person who has decided this is the last of a particular kind of session and wants to give it the full weight of his attention. He touched every part of her that he knew — the inner thighs, her stomach, the sensitivity at the base of her spine that he'd discovered in the second Bel Ombre session and which he returned to now with his palm, feeling her press back against it.

His mouth on her breast. His tongue tracing the line of her collarbone. His lips at her throat.

She had her arms around him and her face in his hair and she was making sounds she wasn't holding back, which was January's gift — by now the holding-back had fully dissolved, her sounds his private map of what was working, the vocabulary of her pleasure that was his alone.

He entered her when she asked him to — Sanjay, now — the direct address, the exact word she wanted, and he moved into her slowly and felt her take him with the same patient fullness with which she received everything, the accommodation, the completeness that made her exhale against his shoulder.

He moved.

She moved with him.

The morning light through the east window. The flamboyant series finished on a camera in a bag on the chair. The Nikon on the desk with forty-three new images in the personal folder. The lagoon outside doing what it had always done.

She came with her face pressed into his shoulder and the sound of his name muffled there and her hips driving hard against him and her vagina gripping him in the involuntary way of genuine orgasm, and she heard him groan against her hair and his hands gripped her hips and he came inside her in the deep shuddering way of someone who has been holding something for a long time.

They lay still.

The fan turned. The light moved.

After a time she reached up and pushed his hair back from his face — the gesture he'd seen her make to her own hair in the trade wind, returned now to him, her fingers at his temples.

"Show me," she said. "After we rest. The new ones from today."

"Now?"

"When we rest. I want to see what you saw."

He reached for the Nikon on the desk without getting up — the cable stretch of it, bringing the camera back to the bed. He lay on his side and scrolled to the promenade images and held the camera so she could see, her head on the pillow beside his, the frames moving through the screen.

The shaft of light through the flamboyant canopy. Her profile against the lagoon. The one where she looked at him.

She looked at that one for a long time.

"That's what you see," she said.

"Yes."

"When you look at me."

"Yes."

She looked at it a moment more. Then she looked at him, the actual him, from the same distance as the photograph — close, on the same pillow, the January morning around them both.

"I know you're in love with me," she said. Simply, the same matter-of-fact directness as I like you on the January Sunday, the direct address without preamble.

He looked at her. "Yes."

"I'm telling you I know. Not asking what to do with it." She held the look. "I wanted you to know that I know."

"All right," he said.

"And I wanted you to know —" She paused, finding the exact phrasing with the care she always brought to things that required exact phrasing. "That it's not lost on me. What that means. From you."

He understood this. He understood it fully and completely — she was not saying I love you back and she was not saying I don't. She was saying: I see it, I receive it, I hold it with the weight it deserves. Which was more honest than either of the alternatives, and which was exactly what he would have expected from her.

"Okay," he said.

She turned back to the Nikon's screen. The image of herself looking at him above the Mahébourg waterfront, the flamboyant canopy scarlet above.

"It's a remarkable photograph," she said.

"Yes," he said. "You're a remarkable subject."

She looked at the image one more time. Then she set the camera on the nightstand and lay back on the pillow and closed her eyes and he looked at her in the January morning light and was, with the full complicated weight of everything he knew, in love with her.

The flamboyant trees on the promenade were losing their flowers. A few each day, the coral surface gathering its red scatter. By February they would be bare.

He watched her rest.

Outside the east window the lagoon was its January blue, the trade wind on it, the reef edge visible as a distant white line between the water and the sky, permanent and indifferent and entirely itself.






Chapter 36: What She Tells Herself

February arrived without drama.

The flamboyant trees dropped their last flowers in the first week — the promenade acquiring its post-bloom look, the canopies returning to green, the coral surface clean again of the red scatter. She had photographed the dropping: three frames over three days, the progressive sparsening of the canopy, the way the tree returned to itself after the extraordinary month. The final frame was the flamboyant in bare February green, no flower remaining, its structure visible now in the way that only the leafed branches had obscured during the bloom.

She had titled the series when she submitted it to the cultural centre competition: October to February. Fourteen images. The submission deadline was the fifteenth of March.

She was working on the title card text on a Wednesday afternoon in early February when the thing she had been carrying began to change its character.



Not a crisis. She was clear about this.

She sat at the kitchen table with the Canon and the laptop Anil had helped her set up for the competition submission — he had driven down one Sunday, installed the software, shown her the submission portal, kissed her cheek and said I'm proud of you, Mama in the way he said important things, simply and without elaboration — and she was writing the title card text for October to February and she was aware that the thing she was carrying was becoming something it had not been in October or November or December or January.

It was becoming a question.

Not the question of what she wanted — she knew what she wanted, had known since October, had continued to know with increasing clarity through all the months since. Not the question of whether it was worth what it cost — she had looked at this honestly at Grand Bassin and had not arrived at a different answer in the months since.

The question was: What comes next.

She had not asked this before. She had been living the affair in the present tense — each session, each Tuesday and Friday, each studio afternoon, each spontaneous Sunday, each message exchange conducted in the careful shorthand they had developed. She had been fully present in the present tense and had not looked beyond it and had been, genuinely, content with this.

Something in February had shifted the question forward.

She saved the title card draft and closed the laptop. Made tea. Took it to the kitchen window.

The garden was in its February state — the bougainvillea wall in full magenta now, its own bloom arriving as the flamboyants dropped, the garden's two seasons offset from each other as they had always been. Prakash was at the vegetable beds, checking the bitter gourd which was in its good February production.

She watched him.

She had been watching Prakash with the attention she'd been developing for four months — not strategically, not gathering evidence for any argument, simply looking at what was there with the photographer's eye. What she saw was a man of seventy-one in his garden on a February afternoon, competent and content and entirely himself, his white hair in the afternoon light, his engineer's hands on the tomato stems. A good man in the fullest and most accurate sense of those words.

She did not want to leave him.

This was important. She examined it carefully because it was the kind of statement that could contain self-deception in its surface simplicity and she was not interested in self-deception. She did not want to leave Prakash. Not from duty, not from the inertia of decades, not from the fear of what leaving would require. From the genuine knowledge of who he was and what they had and the authentic tenderness that persisted through and alongside everything else.

She also did not want to stop seeing Sanjay.

This too was examined carefully. Not the physical wanting, which was present and persistent and which she had been honest about for four months. Something larger: she did not want to lose the sessions, the mornings, the drives, the conversations in the car that moved between technical photography questions and the deeper things without her needing to arrange the transition. She did not want to lose the texture of being seen that she had been living in since October and which had, she now understood, been the deprivation she had been carrying for decades without knowing it had a name.

She did not want to lose being loved by him. The word he had not said and had made unnecessary by giving her the blue hour photograph and saying so are you and being patient and saying something I don't want to end and looking at her from the basalt rock for thirty seconds without speaking. She did not want to lose being loved by someone twenty-three years younger than herself who had looked at her through the Nikon since the first Tuesday and found, in what he saw, something worth looking at again and again.

Both of these things were simultaneously true.

She held them, both of them, the way she had always held the important things: with both hands, without setting either down, without requiring them to resolve into something simpler.



She thought about the affair's arithmetic.

She was not done examining this. She was sixty-seven years old. He was twenty-three. She had been thinking about this arithmetic peripherally since October, had not examined it directly, had been too occupied with the present tense to look far enough ahead.

He was twenty-three years old. He would be thirty-three in ten years. Forty-three in twenty. The distance between those ages and whatever she would be at seventy-seven and eighty-seven was not a distance she was going to soften with language about love or connection or the irrelevance of age. She had spent her life being accurate about things and she was not going to stop now.

The arithmetic was real. It had implications. She had been choosing, for four months, not to look at them because the present tense had been entirely sufficient and the looking-ahead had seemed premature.

It was February now. She was looking.

What she saw was this: a relationship that existed in a form that could not be its permanent form. Not because she wanted it to end — she didn't — and not because she thought he did, though she held honest uncertainty about the long shape of what he felt. But because the conditions of its existence were inherently temporary. She was Prakash's wife. Sanjay was twenty-three. The filaos on the Blue Bay beach would be there in ten years and twenty years and the sessions might still be happening in some form, the photography a constant, but the intensity of what January had been — the urgency and the accumulation and the photographs accumulating in the personal folder — had a lifespan she could feel without being able to measure.

She was not sad about this.

This surprised her. She had expected the long view to produce sadness, the sadness of a woman reckoning with the limits of something she valued. Instead she felt — she searched for the accurate word — clear. The clarity she had felt at Grand Bassin returned, the same character, the same quality as standing at a volcanic lake and holding what you are carrying without looking away.

What she was carrying was real and limited and completely worth what it had cost and what it would cost and she was not going to spend February's good light mourning a shape she hadn't lost yet.



She took the tea to the garden.

"How is the bitter gourd?" she asked, standing at the edge of the bed.

Prakash looked up. "Three more weeks. Maybe four." He stood, brushing soil from his trousers. "The February heat is helping."

"Good. I'll make the cari margose when it's ready."

He came toward the house. At the back step he stopped and looked at her — one of his characteristic assessments, the focused look he brought to structural questions applied to her face.

"You look thoughtful," he said.

"I'm writing the title card text for the competition submission," she said, which was true.

He nodded. "Have you decided what to call it?"

"October to February. The whole series. The arc of the season."

He considered this with the architectural quality of his thinking. "Good title," he said. "Accurate."

She smiled. "That was the intention."

He went inside. She stayed in the garden for a moment longer, the February afternoon warm and the bougainvillea in its full magenta, and thought about what Sanjay had said at the bougainvillea wall on Rue La Bourdonnais: What happens when something is allowed to become entirely itself.

She had been becoming entirely herself since October.

Not because of him — she resisted this formulation, the one that assigned her own becoming to someone else's influence, which was a form of self-erasure she'd had enough of. He had offered conditions. She had grown in them. The growth was hers.

She went inside and opened the laptop and finished the title card text for October to February and read it back once and found it accurate.



She called Priya that evening.

Not about the competition — she had told Priya about the submission already, and Priya had responded with the focused enthusiasm she brought to things her mother did that she considered long overdue. This call was the usual call: the Tuesday check-in, the girls' school news, the curriculum meeting development, the domestic update.

"Mama," Priya said, toward the end. "Are you still doing the sessions? Twice a week?"

"Yes. Tuesday and Friday."

"In February too?"

"Why wouldn't I be?"

A pause. "I don't know. I thought maybe with the competition submission coming up you might be focused on the post-production."

"The sessions and the post-production aren't in competition," Sunita said, with a precision that was almost ironic.

Priya laughed — the warm version. "No, I suppose not." A pause. "How is he?"

"Well. He's working on a series of his own — the Pointe d'Esny waterfront in the transition from dry to wet season. The light change."

"Does he know about the competition?"

"He helped me select the final images."

"Of course he did." Priya's voice had the character it had had since November — the careful warmth, the deliberate acceptance. "You work well together."

"We do," Sunita said.

The pause that followed was the kind Priya was good at: the pause that acknowledged what was not being said without requiring it to be said. Priya had always been this — the perceptive one, the one who looked all the way and chose, from love, to see only as far as was necessary.

"The girls want to come for the cultural centre opening," Priya said. "If that's possible. The whole family."

"It's possible. I'd like that very much."

"Good." A warmth in her voice that was complete and uncomplicated. "I'm proud of you, Mama. I want you to know that. Not only for the photographs."

Sunita sat with this. The kitchen around her, the tulsi on the windowsill, the Canon on the table, the laptop with the title card text saved and ready.

"Thank you," she said.

She meant it for all of it — the photographs, the seeing, the daughter who looked all the way and chose what she chose. She meant it for the grace of being loved by people who trusted her own judgment about her own life.



That night, in bed, Prakash already asleep, she took the blue hour photograph from the inside pocket of her bag where it had been since the January afternoon.

She unfolded it carefully.

The pre-dawn lagoon. The white kurta. Her own back, the hair loose, the water at her knees, the eastern horizon beginning.

She looked at it in the dark with the streetlamp's orange bars across the ceiling above her.

She thought about the woman in the photograph — the one who had walked into the lagoon at four-thirty in the morning without being asked to, carrying her sandals, the white cotton lifting around her knees. She thought about what that woman had been walking toward: the light, the frame, the dawn, the decision that had been building since the first Tuesday in October and which was documented in this image, the moment before it was made.

The woman in the photograph did not know yet what she was deciding.

The woman in the bed knew.

She had decided to be fully alive. She had decided that sixty-seven was not the beginning of a withdrawal but the middle of a life that still contained rooms she hadn't entered. She had decided that desire was not the province of the young and that the body's continuing insistence on itself was not a problem to be navigated but a form of information to be respected. She had decided that a good marriage and a full life were not diminished by the existence of something that existed alongside them — they were different registers of the same truth, which was that she was a woman who contained more than any single relationship could hold.

She folded the photograph carefully and put it back.

She lay in the dark and listened to Prakash's breathing and the filaos in the trade wind.

She thought about what she would tell herself, in the accounting she conducted at intervals: standing at the gate, in the garden, at Grand Bassin, in the bhajan group, at Leila's veranda, here in the dark.

She would tell herself this: I have been honest. I have looked at what I am doing and what it costs and I have not looked away from either. I have chosen it with open eyes and I would choose it again. I am not done living and I am not done loving and these are not the same thing but they are both real and both mine.

This was what she told herself.

She found it sufficient. Not simple — sufficient. The distinction mattered.

She closed her eyes.

She slept.






Chapter 37: The Last Message

He knew before she said anything.

Not from a specific incident — no conversation, no declared ending, no Friday morning that felt different from the others in any way he could point to. It was something more atmospheric, a shift in the texture of the thing between them that he registered the way he registered changes in light: not as a dramatic event but as a gradual alteration of conditions, the temperature changing by degrees until the new temperature was simply the temperature.

March arrived. The cultural centre competition was preparing its exhibition. The flamboyant trees were bare. The wet season's last rains had come and gone, the trade wind reasserting itself, the island moving toward the dry clarity of April.

The sessions continued. Blue Bay on Tuesdays and Fridays, the usual work, both of them developing their own material with the parallel ease they'd found in December and which had become the session's natural form. She was shooting the post-bloom landscape now — the bare flamboyants, the way the revealed branch structure had its own beauty, the February-to-April narrative of restoration rather than spectacle. He was finishing the Pointe d'Esny waterfront transition series, the dry season light returning to the conditions that had defined his work for two years.

The studio happened less frequently.

He noted this without speaking of it. Twice in February, once in the first week of March. The sessions continued, the work continued, but the weight of what followed the sessions had been shifting since January — not ending, redistributing. The photography filling more of the time they had together. The studio less the destination and more the occasion.

He recognised this as communication. She was, in the way she always communicated — through what she chose and what she did not choose — telling him something without saying it.

He was waiting for her to say it.



The competition opening was the twenty-second of March.

October to February was hung in the main gallery space — fourteen images in sequence, the chronological arc from the first Blue Bay session through the bare flamboyant capstone, the whole five months of her vision's development given formal existence on a wall. The cultural centre's director had selected it as one of four featured series, which meant a dedicated wall rather than a shared one, the images printed at the size they deserved.

He went on the twenty-first to help her hang them.

The cultural centre's gallery space in the late afternoon, just the two of them and the director, the images laid out on the floor in sequence before being lifted to the wall. He had done this before — installation work, his own exhibitions in Port Louis, the precise business of alignment and spacing that required two people and a level and the patience of someone who understood that the hanging was part of the work.

She had not done it before. She deferred to his experience in the mechanics — where to measure, how to set the hooks, the spacing between frames. But in the decisions about which image went where, the rhythm of the sequence, whether the lagoon images should anchor the beginning or be distributed through the arc, she was entirely her own authority. He offered opinions. She took some of them and declined others with the clarity of someone who knows what they made and why.

He watched her decide where the blue hour image went.

Not the pre-dawn lagoon frame from the personal folder — that one was his, not in the competition. The other blue hour image: the one from the session folder, the wide shot of the lagoon in the pre-dawn character, the colour she'd described once as the inside of a shell. She held it alongside the wall, assessing its position in the sequence.

"After the Le Souffleur image," she said. "Before the Chamarel series."

He looked at the sequence. "Yes. The texture change works there — the rock gives way to water."

"And the light is softer. The sequence needs that."

He handed her the level.



They were done by seven.

The gallery was empty except for them, the director having gone home, the images on the wall in their correct order and spacing, the sequence visible now as a whole rather than its parts. He stood at the room's centre and looked at the work.

It was very good. He had known the individual images — had been present for many of them, had seen the post-production, had helped select the final fourteen. But on a wall, in sequence, in the gallery light, the work was more than the sum of what he'd known. It had a shape that was entirely hers.

She stood beside him.

They looked at it together.

He thought about standing beside her at the Chamarel waterfall — the arm contact, the water's sound filling the gorge, neither of them speaking. He thought about the first Blue Bay session, the thirty-seven frames, the one she'd missed. He thought about all of the miles on all of the coastal roads in the car with the windows down, the light changing on the cane fields.

"You made something," he said.

"We made something," she said.

"No." He looked at the wall. "You made this. I showed you the language. The making is yours."

She looked at the images for a long time. He looked at her looking.

Both things can be true," she said.

"Yes. But only one of them is on the wall."

She looked at the images for a long time. He looked at her looking.

This was the last time of this kind, he understood. Not the last session — the sessions would continue, the photography was an established part of her life now and would remain so. Not the last time standing beside her somewhere, looking at something together. But the last time in this specific form, the form that had been building since October and which had reached its natural completion point not with a crisis or a declaration but with exactly this: fourteen photographs on a wall in a gallery in Mahébourg, a woman looking at what she had made, a man standing beside her looking at her looking.

He didn't say this. He looked at the wall.



The opening was the following evening.

The family came: Prakash in his good shirt, Anil and Shanta, Priya driving down from Quatre Bornes with Vikram, three grandchildren including Dev who had driven down separately and arrived in the gallery with the expression of someone who has come to see something that matters.

Leila came, in a deep orange dress that the gallery's lighting found immediately. She stood before October to February for a long time and then turned to find Sunita and said something in Sunita's ear that made Sunita close her eyes briefly with the expression she wore when she was receiving something she needed.

Sanjay attended.

He came as a professional colleague, which is what he was, which is what he had always been among the things he was. He stood at the gallery's periphery for most of the evening with a glass of fruit juice and watched the family move through the images with the expressions of people encountering something familiar in an unfamiliar context — the island they had lived in all their lives made strange and specific by her eye.

He watched Prakash.

Prakash stood before the images with the focused attention he brought to structural problems. He moved along the wall in sequence, unhurried, looking at each image the way he looked at a drawing or a plan — the assessment of something made with intention. At the Chamarel image — the Seven Coloured Earths in the early light, the extraordinary morning — he stopped for a long time.

Sunita came to stand beside her husband.

Sanjay watched the two of them standing before the Chamarel image. Prakash said something. She said something back. He couldn't hear the words from across the gallery. Prakash put his hand briefly on her shoulder — the years-long gesture, the husband's hand — and then returned to looking at the image.

She looked at it too. Her eyes found Sanjay across the room.

He held her gaze for a moment. Then he looked at the image on the wall — the Chamarel valley in the extraordinary morning light, the first two hours after sunrise, the window that closed.



She texted him three days later.

He was at the editing desk when it came, working the waterfront transition series, his third coffee of the morning, the April light through the east window the specific dry clarity that had been his Blue Bay constant since he'd arrived here two years ago.

The message read: I've been thinking about what comes next.

He put the coffee down.

He looked at the message. He had been waiting for this — not with anxiety, with the patience he had always brought to things he understood were coming. He had felt it building since February, had watched the studio visits space themselves further apart, had recognised in the recent sessions a tenderness that was different from the previous months' tenderness, the tenderness of something at its fullest rather than its beginning.

He typed: Tell me.

The three dots appeared. A longer pause than usual.

I think we should take some time. Not end — I want to be exact about that. But let the intensity settle. Let what we have find a shape that isn't this shape. A pause, a second message. I think you know what I mean.

He read it twice.

He set the phone down. Looked at the lagoon through the east window — the April morning, the dry clarity, the water's deep blue in the trade wind. He sat with the message the way he sat with everything that required real attention: giving it the space it needed, not rushing toward the response.

He thought about what she was saying.

She was saying: the thing has reached a form it can't sustain indefinitely. Not because she wanted it to end — she had been explicit about that, she was always explicit, and he trusted her explicitness completely. But because the intensity of January and February and the sustained secret of it, the twice-weekly sessions and the studios and the guesthouses and the blue hour photograph — this form had a lifespan that they had reached the edge of.

He was twenty-three years old and he was in love with her and he understood completely what she was saying.

He understood it because he had been watching carefully since October, because the attention he brought to his work was the same attention he brought to her, and the work and the understanding were not separate faculties. He had been looking at her across forty-three photographs in the personal folder and hundreds in the session folders and he knew her as well as he had ever known anything he'd looked at this long and this closely.

What she was saying was true.

He sat with this for a long time. The April lagoon outside the window. The waterfront transition series on the screen.

He picked up the phone.

He typed six messages over the course of thirty minutes, each one composed and deleted. The first was too much. The second was too little. The third was accurate but the wrong register. The fourth was the right register but too long. The fifth was close.

The sixth was: I know. I've known for a while. Thank you for being exact.

He looked at it. Added: Tuesday still?

Held the phone.

Sent it.

Her reply came in two minutes: Tuesday still. Always Tuesday still.

He put the phone down.

He sat at his desk and looked at the lagoon and breathed.

He thought about the first time he'd looked at her from the coral path and stopped walking because something in the composition had been right. He thought about the thirty-seven frames and the one she'd missed. He thought about all right at Chamarel and so are you in the message and the blue hour and the bougainvillea wall and the gorge at Rochester Falls and his lips at the back of her neck and every Tuesday and Friday from October to March and forty-three photographs in a folder labelled personal.

He thought about what she had said in the studio in January, her head on the pillow, the light changing through the east window: I know you're in love with me. And: It's not lost on me. What that means. From you.

He opened the personal folder.

He went through it slowly — the full forty-three images, from the profile of the first Tuesday to the last portrait session's flamboyant image. Her face across six months of light. The progression of it: the composed distance of the early sessions giving way to the inhabited expression of the middle ones, the full openness of January and February, the expression at the competition opening where she was looking at her own work with what he had always been trying to catch.

He stopped at the blue hour image.

The pre-dawn lagoon. The white kurta. Her back to the camera. The water at her knees. The eastern horizon beginning.

He looked at it for a long time.

Then he opened a new folder and labelled it simply: S. He moved all forty-three images into it. He would never submit them anywhere. He would never show them to anyone. They were the private record of something private, and they were his.

He closed the laptop.

He went to the window.

The April lagoon was in its fullest dry-season blue, the trade wind on it, the filao treeline dark against the water. He had been looking at this view for two years and it had become, in October, something different — not the lagoon itself, which was constant, but his relationship to it, the way it had become the background of something rather than the thing itself.

He thought about Tuesday.

Tuesday sessions. Both of them with their cameras. The parallel practice, the exchange, the photography that was fully itself now and didn't require what it had required in October. The thing between them finding the shape she'd described — not this shape, a different one. A shape that could last.

He was twenty-three. He would not be twenty-three for much longer.

He thought about this honestly, the arithmetic she'd looked at in February and which he'd been aware of since the beginning. He thought about what the next years looked like, how the shape she was proposing could hold across the time ahead.

He didn't know. He was honest about not knowing.

He knew that he had been changed by the past six months in ways he would spend years understanding. He knew that he had learned, at twenty-three, what it was to love someone in the way that required nothing from them — not reciprocation in equivalent terms, not a future that matched his, not a declaration that resolved the arithmetic into something manageable. He had loved her in the actual terms of the situation and had not required the situation to be different.

He thought this was worth knowing at twenty-three. He thought most people didn't learn it until later.

He picked up the Nikon.

He went out to photograph the April lagoon in the morning light, which was the cleanest light of the year on this coast — the dry season's gift, the clarity that followed the long wet months, everything stripped to its actual colour.

He worked for two hours.

He came back with eleven frames worth keeping, which was good, and he sat at the desk and edited with the focus he brought to all serious work and the lagoon outside went through its morning changes and was entirely itself, as it had always been, as it would be on Tuesday.

Tuesday still. Always Tuesday still.

He worked until noon. Made lunch. Sat at the table rather than the desk.

He ate slowly, in the afternoon quiet of the studio, and was where he was, and it was enough.






Chapter 38: October Again

The alarm was unnecessary.

He was already awake when it sounded at four forty-seven — lying on his back in the dark with one arm behind his head, listening to the sea. The lagoon's patient conversation with the sand. The filaos in the trade wind. The sounds of Pointe d'Esny conducting its permanent business regardless of the hour.

He reached over and silenced the phone before it could complete its first chirp.

He lay there for another minute, which he hadn't done in October, which was a year ago exactly, give or take the specific Tuesday morning when a WhatsApp notification had arrived from Dev Ramdin with a request about his grandmother and her camera and the basics of light.

He got up. Made coffee. Went to the window.

The lagoon at Blue Bay was three hundred metres away. He knew its colours the way some people know faces — and this knowing had deepened over a year, the pre-October familiarity of two years living above it superseded by the new vocabulary of looking at it for twelve months in her company, the lagoon acquiring a second register that ran alongside the first. Not replacing it. Running alongside.

He could no longer look at the Blue Bay lagoon without the blue hour in it somewhere. The white kurta. The water at the knees. The photograph in the folder labelled S.

He drank his coffee and looked at the water.



The year had moved.

April had become May had become the southern hemisphere winter, the dry clarity intensifying, the trade wind more sustained, the tourists returning for the island's cooler months. June and July: he had shot two weddings at Blue Bay, the heritage distillery feature had been published in L'Archipel to the response he'd expected, a stock sale had covered three months of rent. He had spent a week in July in Rodrigues — the smaller island, two hours east by plane, its lagoon a different blue entirely — and come back with the best landscape work he'd done since moving to Pointe d'Esny.

The sessions with Sunita had continued through all of it.

Tuesdays. The form she'd described in March — not the previous form, a different shape. Both of them working their own material on the beach, the exchange of equal photographers rather than teacher and student, the parallel practice that had become what the sessions were. He drove to Mahébourg at six forty-five and she came down Rue des Lataniers with the Canon and her loose hair and they worked the beach and then occasionally drove somewhere else and occasionally went to the roti shop on the main road and he drove her back at nine and that was the session.

The studio once in April, once in May. Not since.

He had accepted this with the honesty the situation deserved: the shape had changed, and the change was real, and he lived in it as he lived in everything — by watching carefully what it actually was rather than what he might have wanted it to be.

What it was was this: a connection between two photographers who had been something more specific and who were now something that did not have a category but which was, in its current form, real and sustaining and permanent in the way that things become permanent when they have changed both people involved.

He looked at the lagoon.

He was twenty-four now. Had been since July. His father had hosted a birthday lunch that Sanjay had attended and eaten three servings of his mother's cari boulettes and received a lecture from his father about the hardware shop's projected need for new stock management software and had driven home along the south coast road in the October dark with the radio on and the windows down and felt — not sad exactly. Something more like the texture of a person who has been through something that has left them different in ways they are still discovering.

He had been twenty-three for the entire duration of what had happened with Sunita. He was now twenty-four. The mathematics of it.



His phone buzzed on the desk.

He looked at it. A WhatsApp notification — not Dev, whose Sunday calls had resumed their regular warmth in April, the easy friendship of someone who had chosen what he'd chosen in December and had held to it. Not Sunita, whose messages were Tuesday-specific now, the practical logistics of the sessions.

A new contact. A woman whose name he recognised — a cultural centre board member who had been at the October to February opening, who had stayed after the other guests to look at the images a second time and had asked him for his card when she learned he was the instructor.

The message read: I've been thinking about what you said at the opening, about students who develop a natural eye. I run an informal photography group — eight women, mostly our age, some retired, some working. We've been wanting someone to take us properly in hand. Would you be interested in discussing a regular arrangement? Sessions twice a week, different locations around the island. I know it would be similar to what you've been doing.

He read it twice.

He set the phone down.

He went back to the window. The lagoon in the first light, the October trade wind — the same October trade wind as a year ago, blowing when he'd first stood at the Blue Bay waterline with Sunita and talked about the relationship between light and patience.

He thought about eight women who wanted to learn to see.

He thought about the first Tuesday — the thirty-seven frames and the four keepers and the one she'd missed. The tilted horizon and whether it mattered. Her answer: It makes the water feel like it's going somewhere.

He picked up the phone.

He typed: I'd be interested. Let's discuss. He sent it.

Then he got dressed, picked up the Nikon, and went to Blue Bay for the October dawn.



The beach was empty.

He set up the tripod at the water's edge as he always had — the compressed coral of the path, the filaos in their dark line, the lagoon in the pre-dawn state he had been photographing for three years. He worked the morning with the fluency of long practice, the decisions running below the level of conscious thought, the light building in its incremental way toward the brief extraordinary window.

He was not thinking about anything in particular.

He was looking.

At seven o'clock he heard footsteps on the coral path and straightened and turned. Sunita came down the path with the Canon on her wrist and her hair loose and the October morning around her. She was wearing the rust-coloured blouse — the first one, the good one, the one she had worn on an October Friday a year ago to a dawn session that had not yet announced what it was.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

"Good morning," she said.

"Good morning."

She came to the waterline. Stood beside him. Looked at the lagoon.

The light was doing what October light did: the colour of the water at this hour the thing he had never found an adequate name for in French or English or Creole, something teal-adjacent and its own. The filaos in their dark line against it. The sky above the horizon moving through its gradations.

She raised the Canon. He raised the Nikon.

They shot the lagoon in the October dawn.

He worked the water surface — the texture of the trade wind on it, the way the light was coming in from the northeast at the angle that interested him, the patterns in the shallows where the sand bars were visible in the clarity. She worked the filao line — he could see her peripherally, moving along the shore with the focus he'd watched develop across twelve months, the decisive quality of someone who knows what they're looking at and why.

At the session's midpoint she came to show him a frame.

He looked at the screen. A filao trunk in close-up, the bark's texture in the October light — the light catching the ridges, the shadow in the furrows deep enough to read as topography. An extraordinary image: the surface of the tree rendered as landscape, the camera's capacity for scale transformation fully deployed.

"This is very good," he said.

"I know," she said.

He almost smiled. Third time in a year she had said this — the same certainty, the same absence of false modesty. I know. He had always found it one of her most characteristic qualities.

She looked at the image one more time and lowered the camera.

They stood at the waterline with the October lagoon in front of them and the flamboyant trees on the waterfront roofline bare-branched and waiting for December — eight weeks away, the buds already forming, the scarlet already inside the green.

"A woman from the cultural centre board contacted me this morning," he said.

She looked at him.

"She runs a photography group. Eight women. She wants me to take them on. Sessions twice a week."

Sunita looked at the lagoon. He watched her profile — the jaw, the cheekbones, the dark eyes, the silver-dark hair that the October trade wind was moving. He knew this face better than he had known any face in his life and was aware that this was one of the facts he would carry forward into every subsequent year.

"Will you do it?" she said.

"I think so."

"Good." She raised the Canon and photographed the filao line. "You should."

He looked at the water.

"Do you know why?" she said.

"Why what?"

"Why you should do it." She lowered the camera and looked at him. "Because you're very good at it. At showing people what they already know how to see. You did it for me and it was —" She paused, finding the word. "It was the right thing. For both of us."

He held this.

"The right thing," he said.

"Yes." She looked at the lagoon. "The thing that had to happen, in the form it had to take, and that left both of us different than we would have been."

He looked at the water for a moment. Then at her.

"Different how?" he said. "For you."

She considered this with the care she brought to important questions. The October light on her face, the trade wind in her hair.

"I entered a competition," she said. "I have a series on a wall in a cultural centre with my name under it. I go to places on this island I had been postponing for forty years." A pause. "I know what aperture blades are. I know what a starburst effect requires." She looked at the lagoon. "And I know — I know that I am not finished. That there are more rooms." She paused. "I am not finished."

He looked at her. "No," he said. "You're not."

She looked at him then — the full direct look, the one that had no exit built into it, the one he had forty-three photographs of and which was here now in the actual morning without the camera's mediation.

"Are you all right?" she said. The question beneath the question.

He thought about this honestly. He thought about the year, the full shape of it, October to October. He thought about the twenty-three-year-old man who had silenced the alarm at four forty-seven and agreed to teach a woman he'd never met to use her camera, and the twenty-four-year-old man standing on Blue Bay beach on the same morning a year later.

"Yes," he said. Truly.

She nodded once. The confirmation received, the question answered.

She raised the Canon and photographed the lagoon's near surface — the shallows, the sand visible through the water, the October clarity of it.

He raised the Nikon.

They worked the morning.



On Rue des Lataniers, at half past seven, Leila Mootien came to her veranda with her tea and the crossword she would approach aggressively and complete imperfectly. The October morning was warm but not yet the full heat — the trade wind keeping it bearable, the bougainvillea on the Ramdin wall visible above the low coral boundary between the gardens, its magenta flowers beginning to thin toward the end of their season.

She sat in the rattan chair and looked at the street.

The flamboyant tree at the corner was bare-branched, its canopy waiting. She looked at it with the attention of someone who has watched it change for thirty-one years from this exact chair: the December scarlet, the January peak, the February drop, the green return, the green duration from March to November.

October was the green duration's last month.

Leila drank her tea and looked at the street and the bare flamboyant and thought about nothing in particular, which was the way of a morning that hadn't yet announced what it would contain.

A car turned the corner at the far end of the street — not a familiar car, a visiting one. Then it was gone.

The flamboyant stood at the corner in its bare October patience, the buds barely visible at the branch tips — too small to see unless you knew to look, which Leila did, which thirty-one years of the same view had given her.

Eight weeks, roughly.

She finished her tea. Opened the crossword.

Six across: Ce qui recommence après chaque fin. What recommences after every ending. Seven letters.

She looked at the bare flamboyant at the corner, the tiny sealed buds, the October morning.

She wrote: Saison. Season.

She capped her pen. Looked at the word.

Yes.



The lagoon at Blue Bay was its October colour.

Not the deep saturated blue of January or the pale rose-grey of the pre-dawn or the working postcard blue of full midday. The colour of October: something teal-adjacent and its own, the name for it existing in none of the languages Sanjay spoke and requiring none of them, the thing being what it was regardless of what it was called.

He stood at the waterline after Sunita had gone back up the coral path. He was alone on the beach in the way he had been alone on this beach three years before he met her and which he had been again since April, the solitude returned to its original character — generative, chosen, his — but carrying the second vocabulary now, the one the year had given it.

He raised the Nikon.

He photographed the lagoon.

The light was moving toward its working character, the extraordinary window almost closed. He had perhaps five minutes of the October dawn before it became the ordinary October morning, both beautiful, one irreplaceable.

He shot with the focus of someone who has been watching closely for a long time and knows what he is looking at and why.

The shutter. The light. The water.

Five minutes.

Then the light committed fully to the day and the beach began its acquisition — the first family, the glass-bottom boat at the northern end, the resort guests from the Pointe d'Esny strip in their UV shirts — and he packed the tripod in the sequence he knew and shouldered the camera bag and walked back up the coral path through the filao trees in the October morning.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

He stopped at the top of the path and took it out.

Dev. A WhatsApp message, timestamped eight forty-two. The Sunday call had apparently migrated to Tuesday this week.

bro. so something kind of insane. I just got offered a job in mahébourg. local logistics company, it's a real step up. I'd be moving back. is that weird? I keep thinking about what you'd say.

He stood on the coral path with the filaos around him and the lagoon behind him and read the message twice.

He thought about what he would say.

He typed: Not weird. Come home.

He sent it. Put the phone in his pocket.

He walked back to the car through the October morning — the trade wind in the filaos, the salt in the air, the sounds of Pointe d'Esny coming awake around him. He had a new folder to edit, a new arrangement to discuss, a Tuesday in seven days on this same beach in this same light with this woman who was not finished and this island that kept beginning again.

The lagoon behind him was its October colour.

He drove north along the coast road toward the studio, the water flashing blue between the filao trees, everything exactly itself.



End
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