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JANU

Sri Lanka, 1990

When Janu’s mother died, it took a long time for anyone to notice.

They were halfway across the ocean, and people were tired and afraid. It seemed as though the journey would never end.

Janu’s mother did not know it as she leaned back against the side of the boat, but Janu could see the thing that was going to kill her creeping slowly through her veins, a dark shadow in the bright red stream of her mother’s blood. Janu moved closer to her mother, touching the soft blue folds of her sari, the brittle hair at the end of her braid. The ocean shimmered in the light of the dying sun and Janu’s eyes filled with tears.

‘What is the matter, bubba?’ her mother asked, her kind brown eyes shadowed by rings of tiredness.

Janu shook her head. At seven, she still had not learned to speak the things that she knew to be true.

Her mother sighed, shifting Janu’s baby sister Maryam from one arm to the other. Janu’s other sister, Samar, who had just turned three a few days ago, was playing with an older girl on the deck. The girl had no brothers or sisters that Janu could see, and she was playing with Samar as though she were a doll, running her fingers through Samar’s curly hair and singing a song that Janu had not heard before.

Janu’s mother turned to look at them, smiling as Samar chuckled and waved her chubby fist in the air. The baby shifted and yawned in her sleep.

The sky curved all around them, flushed like a ripe mango. Janu searched the horizon, but she could not see the place they left behind a few nights ago, the beach where her father had kissed them all goodbye that moonlit night, promising he would soon follow.

Nor could she see where they were going except in her dreams—visions of another beach where the sand would feel different on her bare feet, and the branches of trees would be spread out in angular and chaotic patterns instead of the neat lines of coconut fronds that she was used to.

For now, they were here in this endless ocean, bracketed by the long days that were past and the days that were to come, their skin turning dark and dry in the hot sun, dusted with the fine salt that Janu could taste on her fingertips. In the nights, they huddled together for warmth under one of her mother’s soft cotton saris, and Janu looked up at the sky garlanded by stars, her heart pulsing to the same beat of those tiny throbbing lights.

A new life, her father had said.

We could die at sea, her mother had said.

We will probably die here anyway, her father had said. Please go. I will join you. I promise.

Only last month Janu’s aunty had been shot dead on the way to buy sugar from the shop in the village. Janu had gone running after her mother when they heard the news and had seen her aunty lying on the side of the street, her eyes still open and staring, blood staining the pebbles on the ground.

Janu had always thought that blood was red, but her aunty’s blood was almost black as it pooled around her. Her mother had screamed and grabbed Janu, hiding her face in her chest so Janu could not see her dead aunty, but it was too late, too late, and Janu knew that she would see her aunty’s dead, empty-eyed face in her mind for as long as she lived.

The next day Janu’s father had gone into town and met the man who everyone said was taking people away on a boat to a country where they could live without fear of being shot dead in the street. The man had said that Janu’s father only had enough money for one person and two children. The baby could travel for free.

Janu’s parents had argued about it for days before her mother had given in.

I will come too, her father had said again and again. I will save the money for the next boat.
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On the last night before they left, Janu’s father had cooked them a feast. There was saffron rice, fragrant with ghee, beef curry and fried eggplant and potatoes, dhal with mustard seeds and curry leaves floating on top. It was the best dinner Janu had ever tasted, even better than the food at her aunty’s wedding a few months ago. She finished all the food on her plate because she knew it would be a very long time before she ate like that again, but Samar fussed and refused the meat and only ate rice and dhal. The baby suckled at her mother’s breast and was content.

That morning, trucks had driven through the town, men in striped uniforms leaning out the windows into the hot sunshine, their harsh voices blaring through loudspeakers. ‘You must all leave. Today, tomorrow. Muslims, this is not your home. Those who do not go, you will die. Do you choose to die, or do you choose to leave now, and save yourselves, your children?’ Some carried rifles slung over their shoulders.

Janu had crept behind her father as he joined the others along the pavement, a crowd watching in silence. People brushed against her, and she felt their fear, their pain, until her skin burned with it, and she opened her mouth to let it out but found she could not, that there was too much of it in the air already.

‘It’s because the militants don’t trust us anymore,’ muttered a man nearby in a low voice. ‘They want to drive us out.’

Someone shushed him, then a thin, high voice called out, asking, ‘Who are you to say this is not our home when we have lived here for hundreds of years?’

A shot rang out, a scream, then silence again. People began to move, hurrying from the streets towards the homes they had been asked to leave. Janu’s father turned and looked down, startled to find her there.

‘Jahanara, come,’ he said, and even with the urgency colouring every syllable, Janu was comforted by the sound of her name falling off his tongue. He took her hand and strode quickly down the street, Janu running by his side until her breath came in short, shallow bursts.

At home, her mother was already throwing things into the blue and gold patterned carpet bag that she had bought at the market that weekend, taking things out and putting them back in repeatedly, until Janu’s father took her hands and held them against his chest, whispering to her. Janu could not hear the words, but the sound of his voice and the shapes they made in the air fell on her like soothing raindrops, washing away the fire on her skin.

Their yellow telephone, one of the few in town, rang then, the shrill bell pealing through the sound of her mother’s quiet sobs, the baby’s cry, Samar’s insistent questions. Janu’s father went to pick it up, saying ‘yes’ three times before replacing the receiver in its cradle and turning towards them. ‘It is tonight. You will leave tonight.’
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After dinner they didn’t change into their nighties to go to bed as usual. Janu’s mother walked through their small home, touching the cracks in the walls, the wooden beds where they slept, the window through which they could see the hibiscus tree, heavy with purple blossoms. She took down the framed photographs of her parents, who lived in a different city, and looked at them for several long minutes before kissing their printed faces through the glass and hanging the frame carefully back on the wall.

Janu’s father sat very still on his chair in the living room, his breaths sounding like sobs, but when Janu looked at his face, his eyes were dry.

Outside, in the garden, crickets chirped their loud nightly chorus. Somewhere in the distance gunshots rumbled like thunder through the stillness of the night.

It was very late, and Janu’s eyes were heavy with sleep when they gathered their bags. When they stepped outside, the roses on the bush near the well nodded a goodbye in the breeze; deep pink buds that gleamed in the darkness, blooming petals that felt like Maryam’s skin to touch. Janu’s father had planted the roses when Janu was born, and every year since then the flowers had bloomed and her mother would bend down to smell them whenever she walked past, placing one or two in a glass on the table, dropping handfuls of petals into bowls of water that she sometimes used to wash her children’s little faces.

Janu reached out and picked a bud as they walked past, looking up at her father, who smiled sadly and caressed her head.

She stumbled along the dark path lit by her father’s torch, holding his hand. They were joined along the way by other silent families, backs bent with the weight of what they carried, faces worn by the grief of what they left behind.

Only then did Janu fully understand what it would mean to leave their father. The future unfurled in one dark, terrifying glimpse. They would not all die, but one of them would. They would not all be in danger, but one of them would. They would all know pain. They would all know loss. They would all know what it was to live without each other.

In that moment, Janu was seven and seventy, all at once.

And then the moment passed, and Janu was left with truths unsaid, kissing her father goodbye and promising she would take care of her sisters even when she knew it was a promise that would be impossible to keep.

The beach where she had spent many hours playing on the sand seemed different at night, stripped of the sun’s light and warmth, moonlight turning the world into a silver-grey dream. A boat rocked gently in the water as more people gathered, women in simple cotton saris and long kaftans, children clinging to their arms, men in sarongs and shorts restlessly pacing among them. Could it be possible that they would all fit in that little boat, that it would float beneath their weight and bear them across the ocean to another country, as her father said it would?

A man stepped off the boat and started directing them to get on in a low, earnest voice. He was the captain, said Janu’s father, and they must always listen to him and the steward, whose shadow Janu could see at the other end, gesturing to where each person should sit.

Janu’s mother buried her face in her father’s shoulder before she turned to join the line of emigrants, the baby in her arms. Janu took Samar’s hand and followed.

People spoke in whispers. When a child cried, it was quickly hushed by its parents. Tears rolled silently down cheeks, translucent in the silver light.

When the boat was set free and floated away from the shore, Janu could no longer make out her father among the shadows of people they were leaving behind.
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Janu’s mother had not been sick. She had died quietly in the night when the shadow in her veins reached her heart and stopped it beating, only a week after they had left. Janu was awake next to her when it happened and for a long time she tried not to breathe too, but her own heart kept drumming relentlessly in her chest, air creeping into her lungs though she willed it to stop.

Janu’s mother died at sea, but not in the way she had thought she would. Janu’s mother would have died even if they had never left, but at least at home they would have still had their father.

How would he find them now?

Who would tell him that his wife had died, that his children were now motherless?

Janu stayed near her mother all day, feeling the warmth leave her body and her limbs grow stiff around the baby. When the baby cried, Janu dipped her finger into a jar of honey and let her suck it. She opened a new packet of biscuits from her mother’s bag to give Samar when she grew impatient and shook their mother’s lifeless body.

The other families on the boat kept to themselves, not wanting to share the little they had brought with them. Some were sick, burning with fever, vomiting into bowls which they later tipped over the side of the boat.

Sometimes the little girl who liked to play with Samar came over and sat with them until the girl’s mother called her back in a high voice—Nadia, Nadia—and that’s how Janu learned the little girl’s name.

The next day the steward walked among them, handing out bottles of water from the cabin as he did every few days. Not long to go now, he told them when they asked how many more days until they reached land. Hold on, he said to those who were sick, afraid they would not survive. Make your water last. Lie still and be grateful there have been no storms. When children gathered around him, he reached into the pockets of his dirty cotton shorts and handed out sweets, sticky in their wrappers.

When he reached Janu and her sisters, he bent down to tap their mother’s shoulder. He paused, frowning, and then rolled her gently onto her back. He touched the dried froth around her cracked lips. He squatted down and looked at Janu, now holding the baby who was crying again. Samar prodded his arm and asked him for a sweet, which he gave her, unwrapping the cellophane and placing the brown toffee on her little palm.

‘You poor things,’ he said.

She could hardly see his lips moving beneath his moustache and beard. He held out one of the sweets and she saw that his fingernails were long and dirty. Janu thought of her mother gently biting hers and her sisters’ nails and spitting them into her palm, making sure there were no sharp edges and that their hands were clean.

She took the sweet, pink and sticky, and put it in her mouth, the sudden sweetness a shock on her tongue.

‘We will look after you all,’ the steward said. ‘We will find homes for you in the new country.’

He reached out and touched Janu’s cheek.

She did not want him to look after them. She wanted her mother to be alive. She wanted her father to be with them. She wanted to have never left, to close her eyes and wake up the next morning in their little home on the street near the beach, with its blue-painted walls and rope swing that hung from the breadfruit tree in the garden.

She stared mutely at the steward’s bearded face and clenched her cold hands in her lap. Thunder rumbled in the distance and a shadow seemed to fall over the boat. Perhaps they would not escape the storms completely after all.

She slipped her hand into her pocket and took out the rose-bud that she’d picked when they left, its petals now paper thin and brown like dried blood.

The baby cried, and Samar wailed that she was still hungry.

Janu tried to hold them together as the steward called out to the captain that a woman was dead.

She tried to hold them together, but she felt them slipping away.
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HUDA

The day they left Sri Lanka, Huda had woken to the sound of birds singing at the window, the small brown thrushes that flittered through the grey dawn. Her first thoughts were of the washing that needed to be done and whether there was enough flour to make roti for breakfast. She hadn’t known then that her life would soon be torn in two, that she would lose everything and everyone except for Abdu and Nadia.

Even though Abdu had told her about his preparations for them to leave, to escape the dangers that surrounded them, she had not thought it imminent. Most days she did not even venture beyond the concrete walls that surrounded their home, letting Nadia walk barefoot in the garden while she fed the chickens or drew water from the well for their daily baths.

Abdu had already left for town by the time she was in the kitchen, kneading the dough for the roti, a small clay pot of dhal boiling on the stove. Nadia was sitting at the dining table, drinking her morning milk and watching cartoons on TV, when Abdu walked in the front door, his face pale and drenched in sweat.

‘They are coming,’ he said to Huda, and she saw that he was shaking all over. ‘They want us all to leave before tomorrow, so we are leaving tonight, on the boat. There’s no time left. He said it has to be tonight.’

Huda watched his lips move, the words floating meaninglessly towards her. Who were ‘they’? Who was ‘he’? How could they leave tonight when she hadn’t packed anything?

‘Shall I make some tea?’ she asked Abdu, trying to reclaim the ordinariness of the day, and to her dismay he started sobbing, crumpling to his knees on the floor.

Later, she learned that he had been with his sisters on the street when the cadres had arrived, spilling out from their trucks, ordering everyone to leave their homes, to leave this town. A female soldier had approached Shifa, the youngest, and barked at her to give her all the jewellery she was wearing, and as Shifa had cowered, afraid, the soldier had reached out and ripped the gold hoops from her ears, while Abdu’s other sister Hamza had quickly unclipped her necklace and rings. Abdu’s shirtsleeves were stained with blood.

‘They have been told to go to Vavuniya,’ Abdu told her, adding that his parents and sisters would be joined by their neighbours, that they would watch out for each other.

They carried Nadia in their arms and rushed through the streets to where Huda’s father and brothers lived in a small villa at the edge of town. Her own mother had died before Nadia was born.

Huda’s feet smacked against the white sand and pebbles on the ground as she ran, her breath coming in shorter and shorter gasps. People were already leaving, brushing past her with children on their shoulders, packs on their backs.

Others, those who did not need to leave, spared by the privilege of their race and religion, stood watching in silence. For years they had lived side by side, speaking the same tongue though their prayers rose to different gods. How could a life knit together over so many generations be suddenly torn like this, thought Huda as she slowed, catching the eye of Madhu, her friend.

They had gone to school together, their children had once lain side by side on reed mats while they folded clothes and chatted in the shade of their verandas. Now Madhu stared at Huda and Nadia, clutching her own daughter to her hip as though trying to hold on to both children at once.

Huda opened her mouth to call out, but Abdu was tugging at her arm, so she turned and kept running. Some words would have to remain unsaid.

Her father’s house was empty, the door unlocked. Unwashed cups sat on the table, along with a half-eaten slice of bread.

Huda went to the telephone and tried calling the shop, where on any other day her father would be selling batik dresses that hung from the ceiling or sarongs folded in packets, as well as tea towels, brooms and other knickknacks that everyone in town knew to come to them for.

She willed them to answer, for her father to say hello, irritated with her for worrying, for one of her brothers to ask her if he could come home to see Nadia that evening, but the endless ringing continued every time she dialled.

After the third attempt, Abdu gently touched her elbow and said they needed to get back home, to get ready to leave.

In the end, they left without saying goodbye.

[image: image]

Samar slept warm and heavy in her arms as the boat swayed gently on the ocean. Huda’s shoulders were beginning to ache, but she didn’t move for fear of waking the child—the sweet, unexpected gift that was suddenly hers.

She thought of the moment that Samar had first come to them, waddling on the unsteady boat on her still wobbly little legs. She had the smooth skin and thick hair of a child who was well cared for despite the long days on the boat, and when Abdu bent down and made a silly face at her, Samar’s laughter rang through the hot, humid air. For the first time since they had left, Nadia was distracted from her hunger and discomfort as she stared at Samar, who was tugging at Nadia’s dress and patting her knee.

Watching them, Huda had felt a strange yearning run through her—grief for the babies she had lost before they could take form, longing for Nadia to have a sister such as this. She turned to Abdu, about to ask if he ever had such a thought, only to see that he was also watching the girls with a sadness in his eyes that she was sure matched her own.

Later, when the woman who was Samar’s mother died, Huda was seized by a terrible guilt, as though she had caused her death with her unspoken wish. When the bearded steward asked if anyone would like to take the girls, rather than give them up as orphans in Australia, Abdu had said they would take Samar, and then asked Huda, in his quiet, apologetic way, if this was okay.

‘Shouldn’t they be together?’ asked Huda, looking at the older girl who was leaning over the boat’s edge, staring at the water into which her mother’s body had disappeared.

But no one wanted to take all three of the children, the jeweller and his wife eager to have the baby, and the steward himself saying he would look after Janu despite being a single man with no family.

And now here was Samar, head nestled at Huda’s breast while Nadia slept on one side and Abdu on the other, their breathing slow and deep despite the sudden cold winds that crept between them at night, the quiet moans and sighs of the passengers around them.

Raising her head, Huda saw that Samar’s sister, Janu, was also awake, standing alone by the edge of the boat, her thin arms bare and stretched out, long dark hair swirling in a cloud. She tilted slightly towards the water and Huda almost dropped Samar to run towards her, suddenly afraid for this girl who had lost everything—her mother, her sisters, the life she knew.

But then Janu steadied herself, turning suddenly to look at Huda, and even in the dim starlight Huda could see those eyes, large and beautiful like the woman’s who had died. Huda dipped her head again. In her arms Samar moved and whimpered, while beside her Abdu sighed and Nadia shivered.

A baby began to cry, softly, and then louder, and even without turning Huda knew it was Maryam, the youngest, too little to know what she had lost and what she had gained, and perhaps that was best, perhaps she was the luckiest of the three.

What were they doing? What had they done?

A new life with our new family, Abdu had said that afternoon, smiling at Huda as Nadia and Samar played and laughed as though they were not on a boat in the middle of the sea with the sun beating down on them, an uncertain and frightening future ahead.

Hope.

That was what Samar felt like, the soft weight of her, the ease with which she had come to them, the light she had brought into Abdu’s tired eyes.

A new life, for them, and for her.

When Huda looked up again, Janu was sitting down, a small shadow in the darkness, her head tucked into her knees, her hair falling to her feet.

The waves lapped at the sides of the boat, and in the frosty light that began to touch the edges of the world, Huda thought she could see the new country, the endings and beginnings that they hoped for.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2000–2006

Samar was twelve years old when she discovered that she did not belong to her family in the way that she thought she did. She had slipped out into the garden after dinner instead of going up to her room to finish her homework, wanting to escape the stuffy warmth of the house. She lay down in the grass next to the hedge around the pergola, slightly damp from the brief rain earlier that afternoon, and breathed in the sweet scent of the star jasmine that wound around the columns.

She was thinking about whether her parents might let her audition for the end of year play. It would involve singing and dancing, which she knew her father did not approve of, but her mother, who watched music videos with Samar in the afternoons and laughed with delight when Samar danced for her, might be able to convince him. She had done so well in all her exams this year that surely her usually strict father would relent.

She slipped her headphones over her ears, meaning to listen to just two songs before she headed back in, when she saw her father come outside, heading towards the pergola. She scooted back further into the shadows, not wanting to be scolded for being outside listening to music when she should have been doing her homework. She stayed very still as he lowered himself onto one of the rattan chairs with a sigh and her heart twisted with a sudden longing to go and put her arms around him, her dear father who worked so hard to provide for them, to build them this life.

She had heard many stories of the boat journey that her parents had made almost a decade ago, fleeing a war-torn country in the middle of the night with barely anything more than the clothes on their backs and Nadia and Samar in their arms. Their mother would sometimes tell them stories of those twenty days and nights on the open sea—how some days she felt soaked in salt, breathing in the sea spray, tasting it on her tongue, dusting the dried white powder off Nadia’s and Samar’s skin.

She told them how the people on the boat sang songs to keep their spirits strong on the long, hot days under the burning sun, and how one woman had such a beautiful voice that the others would often fall silent so they could listen to her sing, and how sometimes tears would run down their father’s face, so moved was he by the lyrics and the hope that thrummed through them all like a living thing.

She told them how Nadia taught Samar to clap for the first time on that boat and how Samar clapped her chubby hands along with everyone else when they first sighted land and knew their crossing was coming to an end, that they had not risked their lives in vain. Always her mother would hesitate, as though there were other stories that halted on the tip of her tongue, and Samar longed to know what they were and why her mother looked sad and uncertain, why Nadia would always sigh as though she knew something that Samar did not.

Samar knew how her father, who had graduated from university in Sri Lanka, worked in restaurants during the day and went to school at night to requalify as an accountant. Even after he finally got a job in a private company, he still drove a taxi in the evenings and on weekends so they could afford to buy the home they now lived in and their mother could stop working at the childcare centre.

It was their mother who now spent the most time with them, taking them to sport or swimming after school, watching their favourite TV shows together, oiling and braiding their hair on weekends. She spoke with them in Tamil, even when they started replying in English, taught them the different spices she used when cooking, even when they started asking for sausages and mash for dinner, and dressed them in long skirts and salwars that she bought from the South Asian shop in town, frowning when Samar came home in jeans one day after visiting a friend.

It was their mother who watched over their days, yet it was always their father’s attention that she and Nadia sought in the brief moments he was home. They knew how much his religion meant to him, and Nadia would do all the things she knew he would approve of—wearing the hijab even before he or their mother said she should, praying diligently, memorising surahs in the Quran, things that she seemed to find easy, whereas Samar struggled with the strict discipline of such tasks. She’d worn the hijab for a week after she got her first period and then forgotten it one morning in the rush to catch the bus to school, and despite her father’s disappointed glance at her bare head, she’d decided she wouldn’t bother with it anymore.

Samar would much rather talk to him about her latest science assignment on galaxies—did he know there were over 170 billion?—or tell him about the new book she was reading, things her mother couldn’t understand even when she tried.

She thought it was unfair that Nadia, whose interests both parents understood, should claim so much of her father’s attention when Samar could only speak of these things with her father, precious minutes in which his attention was completely hers and his eyes lit up as they spoke of the world and its mysteries that Samar was constantly discovering.

She wondered if she went to him now, would he be upset that she was out in the garden or would he laugh and let her sit with him for a while before sending her back inside? She raised herself on one elbow when the front door clicked open again, her mother briefly appearing in a slice of golden light before she shut the door behind her and walked towards her husband. Samar sank down again into the grass, breathing softly as her mother came up the lawn and set a small tray of tea and biscuits on the glass-topped table before sitting down herself.

‘Thank you, Ma,’ Samar’s father said, picking up his cup of tea. ‘It’s hot inside today, isn’t it?’

‘It is. I just turned the air conditioning on upstairs for the girls,’ her mother said.

She listened to them talking quietly as the minutes passed and the evening grew cooler, lulled by their voices and the soft breeze that had begun to sweep across the garden, when something about the changed tone of her father’s voice snagged at her thoughts.

‘Do you think we did right to take her?’ her father was saying, his voice troubled.

‘What else could we have done? We’ve talked about this many times. You must put it to rest now. You love her as much as I do; you know it would not be any different if she were our own.’

Samar felt an ache begin in her chest, throb through her arms and reach her fingertips until it felt as though she was in the grip of some terrible instrument of pain, a sensation she would associate all her life with heartbreak and loneliness, the sudden thrusting of her self out of a world she knew and loved.

Her mother’s low, soothing voice was saying that the girls loved each other as sisters, that Samar was a gift. Her father sighed and agreed, saying he still sometimes had these moments where he worried they had done something wrong.

‘What choice did we have,’ her mother asked softly, ‘if not to take Samar as our own?’

And it became clear that her parents’ love for her was not the pure, uncomplicated thing she had believed it to be.

Where had she come from?

Why had they taken her? And from whom?

Was this why Nadia sometimes looked at her with a sullen gaze as though she had taken something that did not belong to her?

The questions grew, tangling in her mind until she thought she must go up to her parents and demand answers, but her limbs remained frozen long after they rose from their chairs and went back inside. She lay there in the dark struggling to breathe for what seemed like hours before rising and stumbling back inside the house through the side door, ignoring her mother’s call as she rushed upstairs, her eyes full of tears.

She never spoke of it, and although she waited for her parents to say something, neither did they, the secret simmering between them.
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That summer, she went to the audition without asking for permission and performed in the play wearing a short yellow dress that her father would never approve of. She signed up for weekly dance lessons at an open studio in the city and started working at a bakery at the local shops so she could pay for them herself.

She told herself the great lie of her life excused every lie she told her parents—that she was staying after school to take an extra class, that she was saving money for a new bicycle. When she was thirteen and Luke Thompson from school asked her out on a date to have ice cream, she said yes. She let him put his arm around her shoulders and didn’t turn away when he kissed her on the lips.

Instead of going to madrasa on Sundays at the mosque, she waited until her father was out of sight to walk in the other direction so she could take the bus to the city and hang out with Luke or her other friends from school.

When Nadia asked her what she was doing or why, Samar would say, ‘Because I’m not like you. I don’t have to follow the same rules that you do.’

‘Oh, you think you’re better than me,’ Nadia would say, and Samar would not correct her, although this was so far from the truth.

They would have the same argument on repeat, the same words, sometimes said in a different order, but still with the same intent, triggering the same angry feelings until they felt as familiar as the birthmark at the corner of Nadia’s mouth, the crease in Samar’s palm when she curled her fist.

Nadia never told their parents about Samar’s truancy or her many other small transgressions—eating a pork sausage at the sports carnival sausage sizzle, painting her toenails with ruby red polish that she wore socks to hide at home.

Instead of adopting the ways of the country their parents had chosen to live in, as Samar did, Nadia continued to follow the traditions of her parents, praying five times a day, fasting during the month of Ramadan while Samar shared her classmates’ lunches and drank slushies at the canteen.

By the time their parents noticed that their daughters had chosen different paths—that although they went to the same school and ate at the same table every night, although they sat with their parents on the prayer rugs in the living room on Jumuah night and recited Surah Kahf together, they were no longer united in their desire to please—Samar had broken too many rules and no longer knew how to make amends.
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Dancing became her release, the way she let life express itself through her. She felt as though she was always moving to some music that only she could hear—the rhythm of the traffic on the streets, the sounds of Huda moving about the kitchen, the melody of others’ voices around her. When she danced, the music took over, and she both surrendered to its call and shaped it in turn.

When she was fifteen, she began dancing on street corners, alleyways and parks, the ground beneath her the dancefloor, the passersby her audience. Once, she came across another group of dancers, brown-skinned girls like herself, and watched in fascination as they performed a dance that was clearly a fusion of hip-hop and Bharatanatyam, a more traditional South Asian dance form. When she asked if she could join them, they responded with an enthusiastic yes, and she began to know the joy of performing in a group, the shared energy that pulsed around them, the magic of moving in perfect synchronisation.

It was while dancing with them one weekend at the Queen Victoria Markets that she saw Abdu watching her from among the crowd. The beat of the music was loud that day, mingling with the chatter of people haggling at the stalls, the sizzle of food trucks, the day bright with sunshine and laughter. Samar danced with abandon, feeding off the energy of the mass of people that grew around them, flipping into a handstand as they broke into a cheer.

When she raised her hand to flick her hair off her face, she saw Abdu standing at the corner, a shopping bag in his hand, and realised it was his day to go to the markets. She remembered that she had lied, again, about going to madrasa.

In the few seconds that they stared at each other, it seemed to her that his expression was not one of anger but of amazement. Almost—Samar would think later—of admiration. But perhaps that was just her own yearning telling her a lie.

The music was rebooting, and she returned to its call, moving towards the back so another dancer could take centre stage.

When she glanced at the corner again, Abdu was gone.
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2000

Mother. Father. Memory. Home. Laughter. Hope.

Maryam loved words, the shape of the letters and the sounds of them blending together to create meaning, to give life, to build kingdoms. Sometimes she could see a word as it slipped out of someone’s mouth and floated in the air, or flew across to someone else and landed on their skin.

When her mother Anisa whispered, ‘I love you,’ as she tucked Maryam into bed and kissed her forehead, Maryam saw the word love, warm and golden, growing and surrounding Maryam in a halo that sweetened her dreams as she slept.

When her father Masood said, ‘Be careful, Maryam,’ as she sliced an apple with a sharp knife, she saw the word careful, firm and strong, wedging itself between the knife and her soft fingers.

When Masood brought home a dictionary so he and Anisa could improve their English, Maryam felt as though he’d put a treasure in her hands, all these words, and all the different things they could mean, leaping from the pages into her world.

She never told anyone about the words that swirled around her, touching her, protecting her. They were her secret, a force she couldn’t explain.

She didn’t know then that words could also hurt, that they could tear down carefully constructed lives, that they could destroy hopes and break hearts.
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Maryam had always known that she was the child who had been ‘chosen’. She didn’t remember any one single conversation when her parents had sat her down and told her this; it seemed to her that she had grown up with this knowledge, the story of the boat, of the mother who died with Maryam in her arms. That she was loved before, that she was loved after, that she was loved now.

That Anisa had rocked her to sleep when she cried, that her new brothers had given up some of their rations in exchange for baby formula from another family. That Masood was delighted to have a baby girl, the daughter named Maryam he’d always dreamed of. It was fate, he’d said. He had said she would be their good luck charm in the new country, and often they felt that she was.

When Masood got his first job as a forklift driver, he asked Maryam to stand at the door until he was out of sight, and that became their daily ritual, a small blessing that he believed kept him safe as he handled the unwieldy vehicle and did the kind of tasks he had never imagined he would do in Sri Lanka. When Anisa started volunteering at the boys’ primary school canteen, she often took Maryam with her, the women who stopped to admire Maryam’s dark curls or dimpled smile talking with Anisa about their own children and eventually becoming the friends Anisa longed for.

Even the boys had their own way of making her feel special. Naveed, the oldest, who was always taking things apart and putting them back together, would sometimes call her over and ask, ‘Maryam, which part do you think goes here? I’ve tried all of these and I can’t work it out,’ and when Maryam picked the right screw or wire, he would laugh and tell her she was a smart cookie, showing her how he was fixing the radio or making her broken drawer slide smoothly again.

She played video games with Fahim when Naveed was not around, and sometimes he let her win, until one day he hollered in surprise when she won by herself, giving her a high-five and promising he would make her the best Street Fighter champion yet.

When Masood and Anisa started selling their costume jewellery and paintings at the Sunday markets, it was Maryam who went with them, sitting on a stool and eating ice cream in the sunshine while her parents talked to passersby.

The first painting Anisa sold was of Maryam crouching on the grass, a butterfly on her outstretched palm. The first necklace a woman bought from Masood was one he’d made with stones that Maryam picked—violet quartz and glittering rhinestones on a delicate silver chain.

‘You are our barakat,’ Anisa told her that day, and the word barakat bloomed in her heart, the blessings that flowed through her life and into those around her.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2007

Samar stood at the edge of the studio, her heartbeat thrumming to the music that echoed off the mirrored walls. Her limbs felt stronger now, her movements more certain than when she had begun dancing all those years ago. She lifted her head and glanced at the three women watching her who would judge her performance as she auditioned for a place in their dance troupe, Girls on Fire.

A handful of lessons, some street dancing, that was all the experience she’d had, and yet Samar thought she might have a chance at this, to be part of a popular group, to dance on stage in front of a large audience, to make friends with other women who loved dancing as much as she did. Her eyes fell on a woman in the centre who was watching her keenly, even as her own body swayed slightly to the music as though she was about to begin dancing herself. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, her eyes very blue as they met Samar’s, lips curving in a smile.

Samar smiled back slightly as she let the music wash through her and take over her limbs before she began to move, to dance, arms carving arcs in the air to paint the story she wanted to tell, of yearning, of desire, of breaking free. Her bare feet glided across the smooth floor, her body lifting and spinning, sometimes in defiance and sometimes in surrender. And in the mirrors, the other Samars danced with her, beckoning, reaching with promise.

I want this, she thought, looking again into the blue eyes across from her as she arched her body and slid into stillness, arms returning to her sides, chest heaving.

‘Bravo, well done!’ cried the woman in the centre, clapping and walking towards her. ‘You were great, darling. You can start joining us for practice this evening.’

She turned to look at the other two women who were also smiling and said, ‘You guys are good, yes? We’re happy to sign Samar on?’

Later, Samar would learn that this was how Ruby moved through the world, with complete confidence that everyone agreed with her, that she knew what she was doing, and that she was mostly loved and respected.

‘I’m Ruby,’ she said, holding out her hand and clasping Samar’s sweaty palm. ‘Now that you’re in, would you like to join me for a drink and we’ll talk about how things work?’
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In the months that followed, Samar juggled full-time university and a part-time job doing night shifts at Woollies while learning to perform as a professional. Ruby, who was classically trained, taught her to perfect her posture by tilting her head just a fraction more, to let the joy she felt in the movements light up her face in a smile as she danced, to recognise when she was tired and which parts of her body needed to be stretched and how.

When they first performed together at the opening act of a concert in Melbourne’s City Hall, their movements were effortlessly synchronised, Samar’s body attuned to Ruby’s as though they had been dancing together all their lives.

When they weren’t dancing, they talked, sharing stories of how they’d first begun, the need to dance alone and then the need to perform in front of an audience, to create art with their own body.

Samar had a couple of friends—Laila from high school, Jess from her dance lessons with whom she got a coffee every Tuesday. But with Ruby, she felt like her thoughts were brighter, clearer, that when she spoke them she was not just heard but knew herself better for it.

Sometimes Samar would catch Ruby watching her with an expression half curious, half tender, a look that stirred her thoughts in a way she couldn’t explain, that made her want to draw nearer to Ruby and tell her something she had never told anyone before. She would notice the way the sunlight fell on Ruby’s hair, the small star-shaped birthmark on her arm, and want to feel the warmth and softness of these things.

‘I feel like you’re a mirror—but the reflection you show me is one that makes more sense to me than my own,’ she said once, as she and Ruby lay on the floor of the dance studio after practice.

Ruby turned and looked at her speculatively, chin in her palm.

‘We need that sometimes, don’t we?’ she said. ‘To be mirrors, to be witnesses to each other’s lives?’

And Samar, looking back at her, felt a warmth in her chest, like a burst of sunlight spreading slowly through her limbs, softening the sharp edges of the pain that she always seemed to carry inside her.
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Samar peeled and sliced the pineapple into halves, quarters and then smaller chunks, the golden yellow pieces scattered across the wooden chopping board.

A gentle autumn rain had started, raindrops pattering on the windows, a cool breeze whistling through the loose windowpane in the kitchen. When Samar glanced outside, there was a large black bird on the branch of the gum tree just beyond the fence, wings tucked in, beak cocked towards the house as though it was keeping guard. She stared at it for a moment before returning to her task, piercing the pineapple chunks with a fork.

She pulled out the large pot that Huda used when they had guests, filling it with water and pouring in cups of sugar, the fine white crystals turning the liquid cloudy and sweet.

That morning, they’d had an argument—herself, Abdu and Nadia—low words cutting across the air as they hurt each other. Abdu wanted them all to go away that weekend on an Islamic family retreat, to spend time in prayer and reflection with the community.

‘How boring,’ said Samar. ‘I’m not coming, I have a performance.’

‘You’re always spoiling things,’ said Nadia. ‘We never get to do anything because of you.’

‘Don’t talk to her like that,’ snapped Abdu, surprising them both. Samar had thought Abdu would also chastise her, but instead he seemed more upset by Nadia’s anger towards her.

They’d all fallen silent when Huda entered the room, looking at all their faces with a frown as she handed Abdu his lunch. Abdu said a quiet salaam and left, and Nadia went upstairs, her shoulder knocking against Samar’s so hard that Samar stumbled.

A ball of tears grew and sat in Samar’s throat.

It hadn’t always been like this. There had been so many nights when Samar had crept into Nadia’s bed after a bad dream, falling asleep again with Nadia’s hand on her back, days they had spent playing in the sunshine, looking for fairies in the garden and making up stories, their laughter echoing through Samar’s memories. Even last week, when Samar was running late for a class, Nadia had filled her water bottle and pressed a sandwich into her hand as she headed out the door.

Why was this love, this care, so elusive?

She wanted to ease the hurt, to tell both Abdu and Nadia she was sorry, she didn’t want to hurt them, but she also didn’t want to go to the retreat. She couldn’t pretend to be someone she wasn’t.

And she wasn’t Abdu’s daughter or Nadia’s sister, she wanted them to say the words, but however angry they were, they wouldn’t.

But if they did—then what?

The ball of tears grew and spilled over.

She wanted to stop hurting, and she wanted Abdu and Nadia to know she was sorry, so she began to cook.

The last time they’d eaten pineapple dosi was for Nadia’s birthday, and Samar had watched Huda make it, had seen how Nadia’s face changed when she put the first golden, syrupy piece in her mouth, how she’d leaned against Huda later that day and kissed her cheek. She’d seen how Abdu went back to the kitchen and returned with more, and how he’d smiled when he picked up a gooey chunk and held it up to Samar’s lips.

She thought of these things now as she stirred the pineapple into the syrup, adding a handful of crushed cardamom seeds. She thought of love and forgiveness, and the sweetness that could melt away hard things.

The rain had stopped, and when she looked outside again, the bird was still there, now spreading its great wings, and as she watched, it rose slowly into the air and flew away, rising further and further until it was just a dark speck in the cloudy sky.

‘Nadia,’ she called as Nadia came down the stairs, ‘come and have some of this.’

Nadia hesitated. Samar could see that she wanted to just leave, to say no, when her eyes fell on the plate of golden dosi that Samar was holding out.

‘What’s this now?’ asked Nadia, walking towards her. ‘Dosi? You made it? I didn’t know you knew how.’

‘I watched Mama last time,’ said Samar, as Nadia gingerly took a piece between her fingers and popped it in her mouth. ‘I know you love it.’

Later, Abdu and Huda were also surprised as they all sat down to eat the dosi, Huda making them mugs of hot black ginger tea, anger forgotten, resentment melting as the sweetness dissolved on their tongues.

Maybe it was the food, thought Samar, looking at the smile on Abdu’s face, the tenderness in Huda’s, the contentment in Nadia’s. Or maybe it was the way she had felt when she made the dosi, maybe it was the yearning in her fingers as she sliced the pineapple, the love in her heart when she sprinkled the cardamom, the apology she couldn’t speak that simmered in the syrup.

Maybe it was a bit of magic.

And for some reason, she thought of the big bird, watching her as she made the dosi and then soaring into the sky.
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HUDA

Melbourne, 2000–2006

Once, Huda went to watch Samar dance on stage. She had found a flyer on Samar’s bed as she was changing her sheets, with a picture of Samar looking glamorous and somewhat alien amidst a group of other young women, and decided she would go, and she wouldn’t tell anyone, especially not Samar.

That night, she told Abdu she was going to visit one of the new immigrant families nearby as the mother had recently given birth to twins. It was not the first time she had lied to Abdu—how else could a woman sometimes do the things she needed to do that her husband would not approve of? She had learned to soften the guilt with love, with the knowledge that it was not always honesty that kept a marriage safe.

At the theatre, she sat in the shadows in the last row, pulling her hijab forward to hide her face. Music played behind the curtains, people talked and laughed, and she caught whiffs of smoke and alcohol.

Abdu would have been so angry if he knew she was here.

And yet she wanted to see this version of Samar, the one they had rejected, to see if she could love her for everything that she was instead of the curated bits that they had wanted to see. When Samar glided onto the stage along with the other young women, Huda’s heart had leapt with joy, not caring that Samar was so exposed, her long legs glittering with sequins, bare arms raised, the swell of her breasts rising above her tight-fitting costume. How beautiful she was, how gifted!

My daughter, she wanted to tell the woman next to her who clapped and whooped as Samar spun across the stage. My daughter, she wanted to call across the audience, so that Samar would hear, so that Samar would know that she loved her, that she was proud—that Samar was hers.

But she is not yours, whispered her thoughts as Samar’s body arched with fierce grace, grief folding over her pride as she remembered again what they had done.

She and Abdu had agreed that they would tell Samar the truth when she was older, when she would understand. But they were both caught up in the struggle to build their new lives in Australia, at first frightened that they would spend years in the refugee centre, or even worse, be returned as outcasts to the country they had fled.

For a while, there were rumours that they could be resettled back in other parts of Sri Lanka despite the war that continued to rage in the east and the regular assassinations and bombings that took place in the west, that they could be sent back ‘home’ when home no longer existed.

It seemed a miracle when they were finally released and sent to live in the small two-bedroom house in Coburg, Victoria, with mismatched furniture from the Salvos. There was a couch with pale green and yellow flowered upholstery that sagged in the middle, a white plastic dining table with a crack in one of its legs, a bunk bed for the girls, and a mattress on the floor.

The first thing Abdu had done was take out his small Qibla compass to check the direction of Mecca, unroll his silk prayer mat, and pray two rakats in gratitude. Outside, the wind had been blowing through the trees, a broken wooden gate creaking in the sunshine. Samar and Nadia had run into the backyard, digging their bare feet into the grass, dresses tangling in twigs from the hedge.

That night, they had all slept on the mattress, Nadia and Samar pressed between herself and Abdu, limbs entwined in the darkness, and for the first time in over a year, Huda had slept through the night, only waking at dawn when the silver light glowed through the curtainless windows and fell on her small family.

They were here, they were free, and Huda’s heart had filled with joy.

In that moment, she had felt how fully Samar was theirs. There was no need to darken their new bright futures with stories of the past. Nadia had the sister they’d always dreamed of, Huda and Abdu had their two daughters.

Huda should have known that secrets had a way of making themselves seen, that hidden things turned rotten in the dark, that love was never enough to ward off pain.
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Even as a baby, Samar had an easy charm, a confidence about her that made you want to stop whatever you were doing to pay attention. Abdu was smitten with Samar from the moment she had toddled over to him on the boat, so much so that he sometimes couldn’t tell his love for Samar from his love for Nadia, and this was where the trouble between Abdu and Samar began.

To Huda, it had always been clear—her love for Nadia, warm and enduring, distinct from anything Nadia said or did. Her love for Samar—fierce and new, born and sustained by need, strengthened by Samar’s sweetness, her sharp mind, the ways in which she loved them back.

It did not mean that one was less or more than the other, only that the manner in which she expressed her love—and the ways in which they could each hurt her—were different.

Once Abdu brought home a baby possum tucked in a shoebox lined with soft rags. The lady at his work looked after orphaned baby possums at home, explained Abdu, before releasing them into the wild. She had to suddenly go away for a week to visit her sick father and had asked Abdu if he would take little Milo.

Abdu had placed the box in the corner of the spare room and taken the tiny thing out, cradling it in the palm of his hand as the girls watched, talking in hushed voices. Huda had not gone near—she didn’t like animals, not even cats, and this one looked too much like a rodent for her to not be afraid. After a while, Nadia had joined Huda in the kitchen, taking a biscuit out of the tin and sitting at the bench to eat it.

‘What’s it like?’ Huda had asked, and Nadia had shrugged.

‘Small. Furry and strange. I didn’t really want to touch it.’

Samar had stayed with Abdu, helping him feed the possum with a syringe, making sure the heat pad was the right temperature, sitting with him on the sofa and reading about brushtail possums and how to care for the babies at home.

Sometimes Huda would walk into her room to find Samar tucking the baby under her jacket because she had read that the best way to keep them warm was to transfer body heat. Samar cared for Milo during the day, and when Abdu got home in the evenings she would run to the door to let him know how Milo was, how many times she had fed him, how Milo sniffed the air and stared at her with his big beady eyes.

Samar never asked Nadia if she wanted to hold Milo or feed him or even look at him, taking it as hers and Abdu’s care alone, and for the entire week Nadia had lurked at the edges, watching TV with Huda while Abdu and Samar sat outside and talked, their conversations drifting from possums to forests, to life in the wilderness, to the stars in the galaxy. That was how it was with them—their minds were alike, curious and sharp, growing brighter in each other’s presence.

The following week, Samar had cried while Abdu loaded Milo’s box into his car.

‘Maybe we should get a pet—a kitten or a rabbit,’ Abdu had suggested at dinner, but Huda had said a firm no despite the joy that leapt into Samar’s face, seeing instead the shadow on Nadia’s. And perhaps Abdu had seen it too, for the next day he came back with a collection of pottery and paints for Nadia and tried to sit quietly with her while she painted them in pastel blues and pinks, restlessly moving away after a while so that it was Huda who helped Nadia finish the edges and leave them out to dry in the sun.

When Nadia asked Samar if she would like to paint one of the smaller pots, Samar had taken it and painted it in wide strokes of crimson and green, finishing it in a few minutes and moving on to her book or music, Huda could not remember which. She did remember Nadia scoffing that it was like a small child’s art, but Huda secretly thought that Samar’s pottery was real and alive, the splashes of angry colour burning next to Nadia’s sedate creations.

And so it was, always balancing, always trying to give the girls the same love, in the same ways—when how could they?

Samar and Nadia were not the same, they did not ask to be loved the same, and in trying to offer them the same, both Abdu and Huda had failed to love them as they were.
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What had made them all take a stranger’s children and promise to raise them as their own and to keep it a secret so they themselves could begin a new life in a new country with fewer complications? Would it not have been better to be honest with the Australian authorities? Might they not have found ways for those girls to stay together?

Was it the perils of the journey they were making, the sharp fear that shadowed their every thought, that had made them do what they did?

Was it the selfish longing to have another child, so that Nadia would not have to grow up alone in a strange country?

Or perhaps it was the tangle of both, one giving rise to the other, pressing them towards an impossible choice.

After the performance, Huda had slipped outside and driven home.

She never told Samar that she had been there, that she had loved the way Samar danced—that a very, very small part of her even wished that it was her on stage, as free and unfettered as Samar.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2007

Samar sat on the front step, watching the rain fall in a light sheen, turning the air silver. She stretched her legs, still warm and aching from dancing all afternoon, and felt the cool droplets on her feet. Soon she would go inside, and Huda would make her hot tea and bring her a towel to dry herself, but not just yet, thought Samar. She wanted to stay here a while longer, breathing in the sweet, damp air, her thoughts empty and free.

Behind her, the front door creaked open and shut, the careful sound of footsteps on the porch.

Abdu lowered himself slowly beside her, still wearing his work clothes with the faint scent of his favourite sandalwood attar. She glanced at him, and he smiled briefly before turning to look at the garden, as she had been, and somehow, on that threshold, their old arguments seemed to dissolve in the misty air, and they were just Abdu and Samar again, sharing their thoughts in amiable silence.

‘When you were little,’ said Abdu eventually, ‘you would always want to run outside when it was raining. Once you ran outside in a thunderstorm, as though it was the most marvellous thing you’d ever seen, and I got to you just as this huge streak of lightning shot across the sky, and the thunder was the loudest I’d ever heard. And there you were, laughing, even though I was upset with you and trying to carry you back inside.’

‘I remember,’ Samar laughed. ‘You were so annoyed with me, and all I could think about was how the bright light broke the sky.’

‘I was annoyed, yes,’ Abdu said quietly. ‘But I also admired how fearless you were. How your curiosity and your love of beauty was so much greater than anything else in that moment. I see that sometimes when I see you dancing.’

Samar looked at him, surprised. Other than that afternoon at the markets a few years ago, she’d never seen Abdu at any of her performances. Even back then, the lecture she’d been expecting had not come, and after a few days she had forgotten he had been there at all.

‘Samar,’ began Abdu, turning towards her, and she wondered if it was rain or tears that made his eyes shine so. She reached out and took his hand as he said, ‘I want to tell you about something, and I want …’

The door creaked open again, and this time it was Huda, scolding them for sitting outside in the rain, ushering them inside, breaking the spell.

Tell me, thought Samar as they sat in the living room afterwards. But Huda was serving dinner, and Nadia was talking about the neighbour’s cat, and the moment was long past.

And it had slipped away from her completely the next morning when Abdu came downstairs and asked if she would join him for a drive. She felt only a mild irritation, because she would rather be at home reading instead of listening to him struggle to find the words to tell her something that she now wasn’t sure she wanted to hear.
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Abdu was dead.

Dead, thought Samar, sitting on the sofa, looking at his glasses on the coffee table, the book he was reading upside down on the armchair. The clock ticked loudly in the silence. It was past midnight.

Was it only that morning that he had asked her to go for a drive with him, smiling in a way that he hadn’t for years?

What had she said? She couldn’t remember. She was too used to being angry with him, with having to defend herself, her choices. Why had she gone then? Why had she got in the car with him and sat there quietly while he tried to talk with her, why had she burst out angrily when she did and made him turn to look at her right at the moment when the other car was careening towards them?

Sound and terror, smashed glass and broken hearts.

His head on her lap, the strange angle of his body, his eyes closed, his lips moving to say the words she never heard.

Paramedics gently untangling her fingers from his, wrapping her in blankets.

Dead.

The door of the study opened and Huda came out, her eyes bright and swollen.

‘Samar,’ she said tiredly, ‘can you please take those pills and go to bed? It’ll help you sleep. Please. Just come up and lie down. I’ll lie with you.’

‘Let her sit there and suffer,’ cried Nadia’s voice from the darkness beneath the stairs.

Samar looked up, shocked. She had never heard Nadia raise her voice before.

Nadia came out of the shadows, walking towards Samar, and Samar saw that her eyes were also bright, but not with tears. It seemed they were glittering with rage.

‘Nadia,’ said Huda softly, reaching out and touching Nadia’s arm, but Nadia shook off her hand, not taking her gaze from Samar.

‘You killed him,’ she said quietly and clearly. ‘If he hadn’t been with you, he wouldn’t have died. You brought bad luck to this family, Samar. It was you.’

‘Nadia!’ It was Huda’s voice this time that broke through the quiet night—another shock. When had Huda ever spoken in anything other than her gentle, even tone?

‘You don’t know what you’re saying,’ Huda said, trying to turn Nadia away from Samar and towards her. ‘We’re all tired. We need to rest, we need to go back to the hospital tomorrow to—to—’

‘No,’ said Samar, returning Nadia’s gaze. ‘She’s right. I killed him. I’m bad luck. I need to leave.’

‘Yes, go,’ said Nadia, and then she suddenly crumpled to the floor, her body shaking, and Huda was on her knees beside her.

Samar walked to the phone in the hallway and dialled Ruby’s number. It rang three times before Ruby answered.

‘Of course,’ Ruby said after listening to Samar’s disjointed sentences. ‘Of course I’ll come and get you.’

Later, Huda begged, ‘Don’t go, please don’t go.’

Nadia said nothing, not rising from the floor, her head in her hands.

Samar walked towards Ruby’s motorbike on the street, leaving the childhood home in which she had learned the pain of not belonging, cemented by the death of the man who had raised her as his own.
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2000

Belonging: a sense of physical or emotional connection that we have with someone important to us; a feeling of being happy or comfortable in a group.

Maryam sat on a bench in the small studio in the garden of their home, where Masood made jewellery and Anisa painted. She was drinking a mug of warm milk, and every now and then she would reach for a biscuit from the plate on the broad wooden table.

Outside, Naveed was singing at the top of his voice as he got on his bike and took off down the street, hollering a goodbye. Fahim was reading on the swing chair, his glasses slightly askew.

‘Look, Maryam,’ Masood was saying, holding out his palm. There were three stones sparkling against his skin, the last ones left from his gem business in Sri Lanka, he told her, when he made jewellery with real gold and precious stones, jewellery that lasted generations, unlike the plated copper and synthetic glass he used now, pretty but flimsy things that he still loved making because it was an echo of the life he used to have.

He sold whatever he could to buy their passage to the new country, he said, but this handful of stones, carried across the ocean in a small black pouch close to his chest, were those he couldn’t bear to part with. Three stones, one for each of his children, he said.

A ruby as red as the blood that bloomed on her finger when she got a splinter, a topaz like an autumn leaf set alight. But Maryam’s favourite, the one Papa promised to give her, shone like the pink sky at dawn, and when she picked it up and held it in her small hand, it made her feel a gentle warmth, like when Anisa smiled or Masood put his hand on her hair.

‘That’s a padparadscha, a pink sapphire,’ he said as Maryam closed her fingers around it. ‘A rare stone, one that is meant to bring you happiness and good luck. I’ve only seen one other like it in my life.’

‘Where, Papa?’ asked Maryam, but before he could answer Anisa came in looking for them, and by the time Papa returned the jewels to the safe, Maryam forgot what she had meant to ask.

After she finished her milk, Masood hoisted her on his shoulders, and they went out into the garden. The sun was low in the sky, a golden halo around the red tiled roof of their home. A stray bee buzzed past her ear. Fahim straightened his glasses and swung off the chair, stretching his arms. Mama turned on the hose to water the plants, swishing it around, catching Papa, Maryam and Fahim in a spray of water as they shrieked and laughed. Naveed rode into the garden, still singing. A car drove past, then another.

Maryam felt in that moment, as she had in many others, perfectly and completely loved.

She belonged.

[image: image]

On the day they were given their citizenship, Maryam sat on Masood’s lap wearing the new yellow smocked dress that Anisa had sewn for her, feet dangling in shiny white boots. When the man at the front of the room asked them to rise and repeat after him, Maryam slid to her feet and looked up at Masood’s and Anisa’s faces, shiny with tears as they said words like loyalty, rights and liberties—words that Maryam would look up afterwards in the big dictionary at home, words that meant nothing until many years later when she was learning about democracy in school and what it had meant to her parents that day to give up one country and pledge alliance to another.

‘Maryam Masood,’ read her father from the piece of paper that the man had given her. ‘Citizen of Australia. All of us now belong here.’

And Maryam could not understand then why he looked so sad, or why Anisa put her arm on his shoulder and said, ‘It is qadr. The pen has lifted and the ink has dried. It has to be.’

She also could not understand why she felt in that moment a great ache in her heart, as though something that should have been there was not, as though she had forgotten an answer to a question she did not know.

‘Mama, tell me about the boat,’ she said, tugging on Anisa’s hand, and as they walked out of the great hall with the other new citizens, Anisa repeated the story Maryam had heard so often: the boat that left with people searching for peaceful lives, the mother who loved her very much but had died suddenly, how Masood and Anisa had taken baby Maryam to raise as their own.

‘What happened to the others on the boat?’ asked Maryam that day, and Anisa said she did not know; they had all gone to live in different places and she could not remember who else was there. Anisa’s voice had changed then, and she looked away from Maryam, so Maryam never asked that question again.

And yet that ache in her heart returned from time to time, that feeling of forgetting, that unknown question to which she had no answer.
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JANU

Newcastle, 2008

Janu walked away for the last time from the house where she had killed the man who called himself her father. In her arms she carried the last box with its precious cargo, the clues she needed to find her sisters, hidden all these years in a faded blue and gold carpet bag in a dark corner beneath a bed.

The late afternoon sun fell on the claret ash tree just outside the timber gate, its leaves glowing deep red and gold.

One step, two steps, three … She willed her feet forward as she battled the strange pull of the house and the years she had spent in it, memories hissing at her ears and colouring her thoughts as she did her best to ignore them.

Her small eight-year-old self, sleepy and confused, being carried into the house where the man said they were now a family, his beard trimmed, wearing clean clothes he had bought for them at Target. He would be her father, he said, and she would be safe.

A bright room with a yellow rug on the floor, flowered curtains and a white timber bed. Waking up at night to see the streetlight falling through the curtains to paint shadowy flowers on the rug and crying until she felt as though the ocean had poured out of her.

Casting the net of her mind through the future and seeing her sisters grown up and far away, knowing she would not see them again until many years had passed. Too young to know that this still meant hope.

The door to her room opening and closing, the man leaning over her, a darker shadow that blotted out the flowers. Silent touches, too young to know what they meant, too young to say no, too innocent to understand the sadness that bloomed in her chest every time it happened.

Many, many kindnesses that made the sadness seem insignificant.

Making her hot chocolate every morning and toast with peanut butter or jam, packing school lunches, learning English together every afternoon with the brown-haired lady from the Centre for Refugee Assistance. Ironing her school uniform every night and braiding her long hair with ribbons until she learned to do it on her own.

Filling her room with books and toys, a small white desk to match her bed, notebooks and pencils to practise her writing. A lime-green bike with a basket and bells that she rode to school. A beautiful red jacket with a white fur collar for their first Australian winter.

Calling Janu, Janu as he walked into the house, asking her to come and see the car he had bought for them, saving money from his job at the abattoir so they could go on trips to the beach, to the mountains, once to the Gold Coast where Janu stepped into the sea with a snorkel and held her breath as a dolphin swam past.

Touch me here. Just a little longer, there’s a good girl.

Moments in the darkness that the daylight erased.

Finding, as the years passed, that there was comfort in having someone touch you, even when you knew they were not supposed to.

Deep, deep shame that made her curl up into herself, turn away from those who might have been friends.

She shut the gate behind her and walked to her truck, which she had bought with some of the money from the house sale. Heaving the box onto the back seat, she turned for a final look at the small house with its front yard, once so neat with weekly trimmed grass and carefully pruned bushes, now overgrown with weeds and scattered with autumn leaves.

Only yesterday she had turned twenty-five, almost a year since the man had died choking in her arms. Eighteen years was perhaps not very long if one lived a long life. Perhaps, when she was fifty, seventy, even ninety, these years would not matter very much.

She got into the truck and started the engine. Two girls on bicycles rode past, bells tinkling bright and clear on the autumn breeze. Their neighbour, Mrs Naylor, came out of her identical house next door and stood on the doorstep, shielding her eyes and staring across the street at the truck.

Another memory—Janu was twelve, walking home from school, thin arms wrapped around her waist against the bitter cold of a July afternoon. Mrs Naylor was outside getting her mail and called out to Janu.

‘I’ve just baked brownies,’ she’d said, smiling, her grey eyes wrinkling at the corners. ‘Won’t you come in and try one for me?’

And Janu, cold and hungry, went inside with Mrs Naylor and sat at the round table in her warm kitchen, the bits of chocolate in the gooey brownie melting on her tongue.

‘I really don’t have an excuse to bake anymore,’ Mrs Naylor said as she chatted about her daughters who were now grown up and living far away. ‘But it brings back memories on a chilly afternoon like this one, baking a sweet treat for the girls to have after school. It was Laura who had the worst sweet tooth, really. I’d leave the chocolate bits a little chunkier for her—she’d enjoy them just as you are now.’

‘Was Laura the one with the blonde hair?’ asked Janu, licking some chocolate off the bottom of her lip, lulled by the warm comfort of Mrs Naylor’s kitchen, the kindness in her voice, the sweetness of the brownies. The world she tried so often to keep at bay, the one where past and future unfolded in clear, colourful moments that merged with the present, was now here. Two girls, one with bright golden hair, the other a dark copper, sitting at this same table with chocolate on their lips and a mug of warmed milk by their side.

A younger Mrs Naylor with the same kindness in her voice and pain in her heart as she wondered how to tell the two girls about divorcing their father.

The same girls now older, fighting over a boy they both liked at school.

A man who visited this home and drank coffee at this table who was not Mrs Naylor’s husband.

The girl with the golden hair crying as she hugged Mrs Naylor the day she moved out of the house.

Moments like movie clips rushing through her so that she could hardly tell what was now and what was then.

She glanced up to see Mrs Naylor looking at her strangely.

‘How did you know she had blonde hair?’ Mrs Naylor asked, and the question brought Janu back, slowly disentangling from the visions.

‘I don’t know,’ Janu said, shaking her head as she tried to clear her mind, to bring back the walls she was still trying to construct around her thoughts. ‘I just imagined it.’

Mrs Naylor nodded, accepting the simple explanation, and went into another room to bring out some framed photos of her children, the girls Janu had already seen in her mind.

Janu left soon after with a Tupperware container of brownies and a promise to come back on her way home from school.

That evening, she saw the man get angry for the first time when she told him where she had got the brownies.

‘No more visiting strangers’ houses and eating their food!’ he shouted as he threw the brownies into the bin. ‘You can’t trust anyone around here, especially not a white woman who lives alone.’

He went on, making up wilder excuses, and she saw that he was angry and afraid.

You were a stranger, and I had no choice but to trust you, she thought. Even when you hurt me.

And yet she never visited Mrs Naylor again, changing the path she took back from school so she reached home from the opposite end of the street, averting her eyes if she ever passed her when she drove out in the car.

Mrs Naylor was older now, slightly bent, her hair still dyed a bright auburn. She dropped her hand from her eyes and shuffled back inside the house.

Janu sighed and looked away, turning the wheel as she eased the truck onto the street. She thought she might have liked Mrs Naylor to recognise her, to come out and ask her why she had never returned despite her kindness and delicious brownies. She might have even told her the truth, she thought.

But what was the truth, and who did it belong to? Her? The man who called himself her father? Was she really as helpless, as without choice, as she had believed?

She drove away, letting the thoughts of the past fade into thoughts of the future, which she could finally claim as her own.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2008

The little house stood on a hill leading down to the beach in Starlight Bay, its dark blue weatherboards and fading white roof stark against the eucalyptus and bottlebrush trees. The wooden gate creaked slightly when Janu opened it, the smooth stones on the path that led to the house warm in the sun. Golden tangerines shone against the dark green leaves of the tree by the house, patches of daisies and marigolds swaying in the breeze.

It was meant to be a holiday home for those who lived in the city, with its two bedrooms that looked out over the hills and offered glimpses of the ocean, its small kitchen with the paint peeling on the walls, the living room with the round patchwork rug, the wooden porch with the small staircase that ran down into the garden.

It was meant to be a retreat for rich people, a getaway for someone looking to escape the whirlwind of a busy life—that was how it was advertised in the window of the real estate office that Janu had walked past just a few days ago.

And yet the moment Janu had stepped inside on the day of the auction, she had known it was hers.

Janu, Janu, the ocean breeze whispered as she stood at the bedroom window. Janu, the branch of the bottlebrush tree croaked as it bent towards the roof. The walls murmured to her fingertips, the timber floor sang beneath her feet.

She wanted to run down to the beach, to feel the sand on her toes, the wind on her skin, to dance in that familiar salty spray. To know that somewhere on the other side of that ocean was a beach she had left, a home she had lived in, so many years ago. To send her spirit flying across it in search of those she had loved and lost.

It was unsurprising to her that she was the only person to show up to that auction, that the real estate agent had not expressed any concern that a young woman with no job was willing and able to buy the little house outright and sealed the contract there and then, asking her to come by the office that afternoon to pick up the keys.

After weeks of driving around the New South Wales coast, sleeping in the back of her truck, Janu was finally home.

That first night she slept on the floor, stretched out on a blanket. She left the window open and throughout the night the starlit sky and ocean watched over her dreams, rinsing them clean. She woke to pale sunlight and salty air, birdsong and rustling leaves, the crash of waves on the rocks.

A new life, she thought. Mine.
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Janu lifted the first heavy skein of her hair and snipped it, the blades gliding smoothly through the shining tresses that fell with a whisper onto the floor. Again and again she snipped, closer and closer, until she was surrounded by clouds of darkness, until only wisps of black tendrils curled uncertainly on her scalp. When she picked up the razor and began gliding it over the taut skin on her head, the tears began to fall.

He had loved her hair, running his fingers through it every morning as he brushed and braided it. Even when she was old enough to do it herself, when she no longer wore her hair in braids, he would ask her to sit down, to lay her head on his lap so he could smooth his hands over her head and gently untangle the knots in the heavy waves.

He was always gentle, so gentle. She could not remember a single moment of physical pain.

There were times when she too loved her hair, when she let it loose, rippling to her waist, feeling it sway as she walked, when she gathered the silky softness into a bun, when she saw the way it framed her face and made her beautiful.

At other times it was an unbearable weight, reflecting the burden of her secrets, yet another thing that drew him to her in ways that she did not quite understand.

And now she wanted to be free of it, free of him, free of his desire for it and for her, for even though he was dead, she still felt him everywhere, stamped on her skin no matter how long she scrubbed it, his choking, dying face still bookending her dreams.

Later on, she stood at the mirror in the bathroom, running her fingers over the strange, smooth skin, the bumps and crevices, the bleeding scrapes, marvelling that there was now nothing to define her face, that she was pure skin, that she was lightness, she was air.

That perhaps this new hairless Janu could be free.
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She slept and slept, spending hours cocooned in the little home that said to her: safe, you’re safe.

When she was awake, she searched local listings for second-hand furniture, driving across town to buy a dark mahogany bed, a weathered red sofa, a round wooden table with blue and yellow upholstered chairs. Every time she considered a piece of furniture, she stopped to run her hands over it, to close her eyes, to let it tell her something of its history, to listen to the air around it, marked with the memories of those who had lingered there.

They slept, they dreamed, they made love, sometimes they cried.

They rested, they ate, they laughed, they spilled tea and crumbs.

Once she drew back from a chair, tainted as it was with dark remembering, with someone’s anguish. The owner looked at her strangely when she said she would not buy it, despite its near newness, its plush velvety comfort.

She bought pictures, framed ocean landscapes, Monet prints, three small watercolours of birds, their heads tilted towards each other, wings painted in rich crimson, deep blues and greens, which she hung in the living room across a gold-edged mirror so there were now six birds looking as though they were about to take flight.

She cleared the small garden of weeds and fallen leaves, mowing the grass and pruning the shrubs. She dug a patch of earth next to the steps and planted a rosebush, a sister to the roses that grew by the well in her childhood.

On the cubby shelf on the wall she placed the only possession from her old home that she had brought with her—the small copper statue of Saraswati, goddess of wisdom and creativity. The man who called himself her father, whose religion was different to that of her parents, had given it to her, and Saraswati had lived on Janu’s desk in the house she was trying to forget.

But there were nights when she had prayed to Saraswati because she had known no other god or goddess, and there were nights when her bedroom door had remained closed. There were entire days when her time was her own and it felt like the goddess had been listening.

Now, she placed her facing east so that the sunlight flooded her kind, warm face each morning, and if Janu no longer prayed to her, she thought that perhaps the goddess who had travelled over the seas with them still carried some of the essence of who Janu was before, of the parents to whom she belonged, their unrealised hopes and dreams.
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The morning that the boat reached Australia, a black-winged bird with a sharp yellow beak circled the sky overhead, following their trail as they drew closer to land. Janu, watching it with her hands shading her eyes from the brilliant sunshine, would later learn that it was a cormorant, that some people believed they were the spirits of those lost at sea. She would wonder then if it was her mother come to say her last goodbyes, to see her children safely to shore. Her mother, whom they had wrapped in her sari of dark blue cotton and lifted over the side of the boat, the splash echoing through Janu’s thoughts as she imagined her sinking, cleaving the turquoise waters of the ocean with the shape of her body.

There was a deep stillness across the boat. Even the babies were silent, exhausted and afraid, hungry and parched. Waves lapped gently against the sides, the engine hummed. A siren blared and the sound of another engine, louder and stronger than the little boat, thrummed in the air. As they drew nearer to the pale sandy beach, so similar yet so unlike the beach they’d left behind, Janu saw figures emerge, distant shadows who solidified into men and women, both pale-skinned and dark, wearing hats and carrying bags marked with logos.

The steward was now on the deck, speaking in a low tone, and yet everyone could hear every word as they watched his face, spellbound.

‘Soon we will be there. You may think your journey is over but it is just beginning. Remember your stories. Hold on to your belongings and your children. Accept help but be wary. These people are not your friends. They will try to send you back. We must show them that none of us can go back, not even me.’

And then he came over to Janu, taking her hand.

She wanted to go to Samar, who was with the girl called Nadia, whose parents sometimes let Janu stay near them but then always sent her away, back to the corner of the boat where her mother’s bags still were, where the steward sometimes came up to give her food or water, to sit by her side and ask her questions she did not want to answer.

She wanted to go to Maryam, who was nestled in a stranger’s arms, who did not know how to call for Janu, from whose memory she was already fading. Yet she could not do anything but take the steward’s hand, walk with him as he stepped off the boat with the others, listen as he spoke haltingly in an unfamiliar language, telling the people waiting for them, ‘Yes, she is mine. My daughter. Mine.’
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She drove into the little town one afternoon and wandered through the streets, buying an apple Danish and cappuccino from the bakery, a few novels from the second-hand bookstore. From the main street, Janu could see the rolling hills covered in dense forest that surrounded Starlight Bay, the deep blue glimpses of the ocean. The scattered shops and cafés had colourful awnings, boxes of bright marigolds and dahlias on their steps, their sweet fragrance mingling with the salty breeze. A few tourists strolled on the street, but it was quieter than the larger towns nearby, with their big hotels and caravan parks.

The empty shop stood at the top of the street that sloped up towards the path to the forest, its windows softly reflecting the sunlit bench on the pebbled patch across from it. Janu stood by the bench and looked at its weathered exterior thoughtfully—the peeling seafoam-green paint, the wooden sign that hung askew with faded lettering.

A dusty driftwood wreath hung on the door, studded with shells. When Janu turned the rusted copper-coloured handle, the door swung open with a whisper and she stepped into the dark, slightly musty space, the smooth wooden floor sighing beneath her weight.

Like the house, it had been waiting for her, this abandoned and lonely space. Once its shelves had been heavy with trinkets, shadows of carved souvenirs and coloured bottles, strings of beads that disappeared when she turned to look at them directly. Once people had lingered in its spaces, laughing and talking, touching each other, reaching for the things they wanted.

Bring them back, breathed the sudden gust that touched her cheek and lifted her hair. Voices and laughter, sound and colour, the life and the magic.

She walked over to the counter at the back and ran her fingers over its scratched surface, turning to see a narrow staircase almost hidden by the nook in the wall. At the top was a small loft lit by a single dusty skylight, and when Janu lifted her eyes to it she saw herself reflected at its centre, a small figure surrounded by blue sky.

She thought about how the man had never wanted her to work, saying he would always look after her, that she was his everything. He smiled at her school reports, said how smart she was, but when someone called and asked her to come for an interview for a job she’d applied for, he’d said sorry, but she no longer lived there.

‘I thought it would be nice to have something to do,’ she’d told him, but no, he said, she had everything she needed to do in this house; everything he owned was hers.

And she had taken that in the end, hadn’t she, taken everything he owned and fled the house they’d lived in to build her new existence.

She went downstairs and stepped out into the warmth outside, looking up again at the sign, the curving letters with peeling paint. ‘Serendib,’ she whispered, and the shop whispered back stories of a beautiful island floating in the sapphire ocean, rich with emerald forests and hills, soil that yielded both diamonds and grains, tea and spices.

Serendib, she remembered reading in a book about Sri Lankan history, an ancient name for Sri Lanka, given by Persian traders who were enchanted by the beauty of the island.

How had this shop in a small country town on the New South Wales coast come to have such a name? How long had it been shut up, dreaming of things beyond its time?

The loosened paper on the window caught her eye as it fluttered suddenly in the salty breeze.

FOR LEASE: CONTACT NUMBER it read, and Janu knew the shop was already hers.
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2008

Desolate: extremely sad and feeling alone.

Disconsolate: very unhappy and unable to be consoled.

Maryam shut the apartment door behind her, walking briskly to the lift, heart hammering in her chest.

Desolate, disconsolate—which one was she?

She swallowed hard, trying not to blink so the tears that had gathered in her eyes would not fall. A door clicked open and she froze, wondering if Joshua had followed her. If maybe, just this once, it wouldn’t be her fault. But no, it was just Barry from next door, his weathered old face creasing into a smile when he saw her. She lowered her face, pressing the button for the lift, and when she raised it again she was smiling too, her eyes still stinging with unshed tears.

‘Alright, love?’ asked Barry, shuffling next to her. ‘It’s a nice day out there, innit?’

‘Sure is,’ said Maryam, adjusting her hijab slightly as she stepped into the lift with Barry on her heels. He smelled like soap and stale bread, toothpaste and old books—a smell that was all too familiar to her from her work in aged care. It seemed to settle her nerves, bringing her back to this present moment, along with the glowing numbers on the lift, the mirror in which she checked her neatly pressed blue uniform, her name tag pinned to the corner of her shirt. She tucked a stray curl of dark hair back under her scarf, took her strawberry lip balm out of her purse and ran it quickly over her lips.

It was still dark outside, a rush of cold air greeting them as they stepped out of the lobby into the street.

‘Have a good day, love,’ said Barry, raising his hand as he walked towards the 7-Eleven on the corner for his morning coffee and donut. ‘Won’t be long before I’m one of your clients, you know.’

‘Longer than you think, Barry—you keep up those morning walks and I might be the one needing help before you,’ she called after him, grateful for the brief exchange, her eyes now clear, the lump in her throat dissolving.

It was always like this, she thought as she walked towards the train station. One minute you felt like your heart was broken, like you couldn’t take one more step, like nothing would ever be the same again. The next you were exchanging a few words with a neighbour on the street, and the world righted itself again—if only for a while.

Resilient: recovering readily from adversity.

And she felt something whisper back yes, an echo from far away, a voice that was both strange yet deeply known flittering across her thoughts and disappearing before she could grasp it.
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She still couldn’t imagine what Joshua had seen in her that day they had met on the ferry almost a year and a half ago. She had been sitting at the window, reading a new book that she’d picked up at Big W after her shift in the shoe shop, occasionally raising her eyes to look at the sea, rippling with gentle white-tipped waves, the jagged skyline of the city shimmering in the evening summer light, when she’d felt someone slip into the seat opposite her. Turning, she’d seen him for the first time, his chin hidden beneath a rough beard, his smiling blue eyes.

‘That’s making you think very hard,’ he’d said, nodding towards her book, and she had laughed and said no, it was just that she felt sick if she read for too long on a boat or in a car, but she didn’t want to give up reading when she had a whole chunk of time with nothing else to do but stare out the window, so she tried to space it out. And then she had felt embarrassed at saying so much to a stranger just because he’d been kind enough to speak with her.

Joshua had seemed interested though, and the next twenty minutes had flown by as they discovered they both loved to read the same authors, that they had grown up not far from each other. She told him how she loved words and their nuances, how the same word could mean different things in another context. How she sometimes, secretly, read the dictionary.

He asked for her phone number, and the next morning he invited her to watch a play that weekend in the city. He kissed her for the first time a week later, outside the café where they’d met for coffee, sliding a finger under her hijab to tilt her head upwards, his lips hot on hers. She didn’t tell him that it was the first time she had been kissed, that her only dates so far had been men she’d chatted with on Silsila, the dating website for Muslims, men who kept a respectable distance from her and asked if she would like to bring along a chaperone when they met.

That none of them had made her feel like Joshua did just by looking at her.

A month later, she had been lying on his chest in bed, saying this was going to sound crazy, but the only way for them to have a long-term relationship was to get married, that it was the only way they would be accepted by her family, that she knew they had only just met, that they were both still young, but her family was important to her.

He’d run his fingers through her hair, now loose and spread over her shoulders, smiled and said, unbelievably, yes, why not.
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Marrying Joshua had been Maryam’s one act of rebellion.

‘It’s not that he’s not Muslim or that he’s white, that’s not it,’ Anisa had pleaded when she told her she was engaged. ‘He’s just not right for you, Maryam. If you give it a little time, you’ll see it yourself.’

And yet, when Maryam had asked her mother to explain, she was silent. When she had asked Masood, he had shaken his head and said, ‘We did not raise you with so much love to be married to a man like that.’

‘A man like what?’ she’d asked, exasperated. ‘If you give me some concrete answers, I could think about it.’

But her parents lacked either the language or the ability to explain to her why they disapproved of Joshua, despite how charming he had been to them, asking polite questions about their interests—jewellery making for her father, painting for her mother—being respectful of their religion and learning about the finer aspects of Islam and Muslims in Sri Lanka so that he could talk not only with them but also with Maryam about the culture she had grown up in.

She had seen these things as acts of love, as a desire to immerse himself in Maryam’s world.

When he’d agreed to marry her in a small nikah ceremony in her home instead of having a flashy wedding with a celebrant and reception, Maryam thought she could not be more in love with him.

How could her parents dislike this man for her husband—a handsome young lawyer, so much smarter and sophisticated than herself? She put it down to cultural baggage, to being overprotective of her, their youngest child—the child they had claimed as their own.
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The rest of the year had passed by like a dream, one in which Maryam’s every thought was coloured by Joshua—what he said, what he liked, the future he dreamed of. He would say a single sentence about travelling to France and Maryam’s mind would leap to visions of the two of them in Paris, eating pain au chocolat that melted in their mouths, taking photos at the foot of the Eiffel Tower and wandering the halls of the Louvre. He spoke of his career as a lawyer, of the beautiful house he was going to buy once he had an established practice, and Maryam saw herself in his home, surrounded by their children, perhaps a cat or two, a wall lined with bookshelves, a yard with a trampoline.

She wondered now if she had spun these visions so eagerly that she had missed seeing what life would be in the present, who Joshua could be when life was not going his way. She wondered what it was that her parents had seen that she had not. What they thought of him now, if they thought of him at all—for they did not visit them as often as she had thought they would. Joshua, whose father and stepmother lived in Tasmania and whose mother he had not seen since he was fifteen years old, did not see the need to remain ‘entangled’, as he put it, now that they had their own life.

He grew cold towards her if she went to see her parents on her own, and Maryam, who also found Anisa’s gaze too sharp, Masood’s questions about her life too confusing to answer, gradually ceased her visits, now only going with Joshua when they were invited to a special meal or event such as the birth of Fahim’s daughter Sianna, and her naming ceremony a few months afterwards.

Did they miss her, the daughter they had chosen? Did they know that she was still trying to find her way without them?

She was so dazzled by Joshua, by his seeming devotion, that she did not see then what they must have seen.

She thought it was wonderful that he always ordered for her when they went out together, even when he sometimes got it wrong. She was happy that he always knew what movie they were going to watch, where they would go on holiday. She’d never liked making decisions anyway, and it was wonderful to have someone take care of you.

When she noticed his frown the day she suggested Turkish cuisine instead of Japanese, she quickly backtracked, saying they could have Turkish on a different day. When he got angry with her for buying a mirror for their new apartment without asking him first, she agreed that it was her fault and that these things needed to be done together. She didn’t remember then that it was Joshua who had picked out every piece of furniture, from the brown leather sofa that was cold in winter and hot in summer to the silver soap dishes in the bathrooms.

These seemed like minor things, small blips in an otherwise perfect life. She loved how he left little surprises for her around the house—a note under her pillow, a flower next to her coffee mug, a bar of chocolate in her purse, a pair of earrings inside her book. She loved coming home to him each evening, relaxing together—him with a glass of wine, her with a mug of tea—telling each other about their day. He seemed to care as much about her days with her clients as his own as an intern in the law firm, listening with an attention that seemed to be more than what she deserved.

He touched her with so much tenderness, as though she was precious, breakable.

And so, the day he had grabbed her ponytail and thrown her against the wall, Maryam could not seem to find an emotion to match the pain in her head and her limbs.

He was running late for work, looking for his pass. She’d tried to help him, even upending the laundry basket, as he got more and more agitated, and she hadn’t realised that the stream of words coming out of her lips—that it might be in the car, in his locker at work, in the café—was irritating him even further.

When she got to her feet after looking through the clothes, he’d turned on her in a fury, seconds turning into years as she crashed into the wall and crumpled to the floor.

‘If you think you’re helping, you’re not,’ he’d said, adding, ‘I’m late,’ and leaving without another glance.

When Maryam finally got to her feet, it seemed to her that her mind was empty of thought, of feeling, despite the tears that ran down her cheeks and soaked her t-shirt. She called in sick to work and stayed home, aimlessly cleaning and tidying their small apartment. All day, she checked her phone to see if Joshua had messaged, but there was nothing. She did not know what to say to him, did not know how to ask for the apology she was waiting for.

In the afternoon, he called her and she jumped to answer, tingling with anticipation.

‘Hi,’ she said, her eyes beginning to well up again as she heard his familiar beloved voice. He was coming home early, he said. He’d bring some takeaway so no need to make dinner. How was her day? How was work?

She hadn’t gone to work, she’d said, confused by the normalcy in his tone.

‘Oh, that’s okay then,’ he’d said. ‘See you soon.’

That evening they’d eaten fried rice out of boxes and watched three episodes of Breaking Bad. He’d told her about the child custody hearing he’d had to go to, how difficult it was to see two people who must have once loved each other try and prove in court that the other was an unfit parent. She saw that he had his pass but didn’t ask him where he’d found it. She nodded, and asked questions, impressed by her own ability to slip back into this routine despite the crack that had opened in their lives.

At night when she was getting undressed, she saw him looking at the bruise on her arm. He reached out and touched it gently, withdrawing his hand when she flinched.

‘Maybe next time,’ he’d said, ‘don’t talk so much.’

And the story she had built around him, the words she had chosen so carefully to tell herself what they meant to each other, came crashing down around her.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2008

Samar woke up with her heart hammering in her chest like a trapped bird. Abdu was calling for her, his low, clear voice echoing in the distance, and she wanted to run to him, but her legs were unmoving as she lay heavy with grief under the soft sheets on Ruby’s spare bed. The dream of Abdu faded, even as she tried to hold on to it, to the fleeting moment where she might be able to reach him, and she let her eyelids flutter open, let the weight of memory dispel the illusions—of Abdu alive, of the smell of Huda’s ginger tea wafting up the stairs, of Nadia’s footsteps outside her door.

The pale light of a full moon fell through the open window, spilling onto the dresser with Samar’s combs and makeup, the pile of books on the floor, the chipped blue mug with the remnants of yesterday’s coffee.

Was it only six months since Abdu had died, since she had left home?

Only six months since she had stood under the shade of an elm tree opposite the mosque and watched the white shroud that concealed Abdu being carried on the shoulders of men he barely knew? It should have been them—herself, Huda and Nadia—who bathed his body with care, who carried him to rest; it should have been the women who loved him best, but of course only men could perform this sacred ritual, even if they were not kin, and now it was yet another layer of pain that Samar could not be there to say her last farewell.

All day, Huda had rung her mobile, and Samar had not answered, partly because she knew if she heard Huda’s voice she would want to go home. And what would that mean for her, for Nadia, whose anger would only sharpen again if she had to see Samar?

Beneath it all, another ache, of secrets and lies, of someone else, somewhere, who had also let her go.

‘Stay,’ Huda had begged, ‘and I will tell you everything.’

But Samar had been in too much pain, too afraid of what Huda would say, too proud now to go back and ask.

An owl hooted softly in the street, and Samar knew she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep again. Rising, she went to the door and stepped outside, walking towards the kitchen, the tiles cool on her bare feet. Not wanting to wake Ruby, she turned on the little lamp above the stove, bathing the old-fashioned green diamond-patterned bench-top in warm light. Taking out a small saucepan, she put it gently on the flame and poured in some milk, turning up the heat until it began to simmer.

She dropped in some saffron threads that unfurled into tendrils of gold and melted into the creamy mixture. She added a few cardamom pods, cracked open just enough to release their scent, and stirred the milk in slow circles, soothed by the rhythmic turn of the wooden spoon, the warm fragrance rising to meet her breath. A soft step in the living room, and turning, she saw Ruby coming towards her, hair tousled from sleep, catching the dim light like a halo.

‘I didn’t mean to wake you,’ she said at the same time Ruby said, ‘What’s going on, babe?’

They stood for a moment in silence, the only sounds the soft simmer of the milk, the low rumble of a car in the distance, the clock ticking in the hall.

‘It hurts, Rubes,’ said Samar finally, her voice cracking. ‘I miss them all—and I miss someone I don’t even remember or know. I have an ache in me that I don’t know how to soothe.’

When Ruby put her arms around her, Samar let her head rest on her shoulder, breathing in her familiar strawberry shampoo scent.

Afterwards, they both sat at the counter with mugs of hot golden milk, the warmth sliding down Samar’s throat and blooming in her belly like something tender, like the first breath after too long underwater.

And for a moment she had the strange sensation that somewhere far away, someone else was unwinding in the same way, exhaling and softening, but the feeling passed, dissolving like the steam rising from the mug.
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HUDA

Melbourne, 2000–2006

In all the years of their marriage, Huda and Abdu had only really fought with each other three times. The first time was during the first year of their marriage, when they were only just beginning to know each other.

Their marriage had been arranged by the village matchmaker, who had known both their families and earmarked Abdu and Huda for each other since they were children. They had only met once, at the ‘bride viewing’, when an eighteen-year-old Huda had sat with downcast eyes while Abdu, a young man who had just graduated from university, and his parents ate beef patties and drank tea that her mother had made and talked about wedding dates and dowries. They had not spoken to each other until the wedding night, when Huda had found herself expected to share a bed with a stranger and provide proof of her lost virginity in the morning.

She had watched in silence as Abdu took the fruit knife that was meant for cutting up the imported apples on the dresser and slit his thumb, letting bright red drops of blood fall onto the white sheet on the bed. He’d looked up at her and winked.

‘We can show them this,’ he’d said. ‘Come and sleep now. You must be so tired.’

It was then that Huda thought she had begun to love him.

When they fought, it was unexpected and painful, a crack in the landscape of their peaceful lives.

Huda, who loved watching Tamil and Hindi films, had harboured a crush on the Indian actor Kamal Haasan for as long as she could remember, faithfully watching every new film. When she heard that Kamal was touring Sri Lanka and would be in Batticaloa, she had immediately known that she had to see him.

When she told Abdu, he had laughed. ‘What, travel all that way to try and catch a glimpse of an actor from afar, if that?’ he asked. When Huda had been insistent, Abdu had grown cold and angry, something Huda had not seen before.

‘I thought you were a respectable woman,’ he’d said. ‘Watching films is one thing, but hankering after an actor like a silly schoolgirl?’

‘It’s not silly—the whole country is mad about him,’ said Huda, who usually never questioned her husband’s opinions. ‘I might never get another chance to see him. If you don’t want to go, I’ll go by myself.’

‘If you do, then don’t come back home,’ snapped Abdu, and he hadn’t spoken to her again for several days.

The day before Kamal was due to arrive, Huda packed a small bag with a change of clothes and some food. She took out some notes from the tin in which she saved the money that Abdu gave her every week and put them into her small flowered purse. She thought that if she set out in the morning as soon as Abdu left for work, she could take the bus to Batticaloa and arrive there by late afternoon, just in time to join the crowds near the hotel where Kamal would arrive. She would try her best to get near him and to get him to sign her autograph book, which so far only had sentimental verses from high school friends. She could take the night bus back and be home by dawn the next day.

She did not believe Abdu would really not let her back in the house.

Huda, who had never gone anywhere alone in her life, whose father had even walked with her to school and back every day, found herself at the bus station, carrying her small bag, on her way to see an actor she had admired for as long as she could remember.

She had thought being a married woman would have given her some freedoms. But other than having a man in her home and her bed, her life had not changed much from when she had lived with her parents. Abdu was just another person to tell her what she could and couldn’t do, and although Huda was mostly happy, that day she felt as though she was possessed by something else, a desire for more, a conviction that one act of rebellion would be a marker of her independence in a life where she had none.

She was suddenly overcome by weariness from a sleepless night, and she looked around for somewhere to sit, but there was none. Crowds swarmed around her, women in saris, walking and bouncing their babies at the same time, schoolchildren talking and laughing, men in shirts and trousers or sarongs, chewing betel or gum as they headed to work. The hot sun beamed off the brightly coloured buildings, and the air was heavy, tinged with smoke and sweat. Under the shawl wrapped around her head, Huda’s hair felt damp, tendrils clinging to her neck.

A man walked past with a basket of fish, and at the smell, Huda felt a wave of nausea, and unable to stop it, she ran to the edge of the pavement and vomited into the drain. The bus was pulling up now, bright blue with yellow lettering, the conductor at its door shouting out the stops as people poured out, and Huda knew now, despite her mad longing, she could not get on it.

She hadn’t had her period in weeks. Perhaps a new life growing inside her was the reason the world seemed so drenched in colour, to call to her so insistently.

And so Huda’s first outing alone had ended up being to the village doctor, who had confirmed what by then she already knew, although she could not have imagined that this would be the only pregnancy that she carried to term, Nadia the only child from her own body.

That evening, when Abdu returned from work, Huda had broken the angry silence between them with her news, and suddenly it was as though they had never been at odds with each other. Abdu hugged her with tears of happiness and said they must immediately visit their parents, first Huda’s and then Abdu’s, to give them news of their first grandchild to come.

Abdu never knew that she had tried to leave home that morning, and they never watched Kamal Hasaan’s films together again. But Huda would watch them by herself, asking her brother to bring her the latest VCRs, watching her favourites over and over again. And despite a life where there had been many other joys, the disappointment of not being able to see her favourite actor in person, of making that trip by herself, had never gone away.
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The second time that Huda and Abdu had fought was when they were in Australia trying to save money to buy their own home. Huda, who had left school at sixteen, who had been raised to believe her place was as a mother and a wife, that she would always be looked after by the men in her life, was determined to find a way to contribute. Her father and brothers were lost to her; she didn’t know if they were even alive. Abdu was no longer the successful accountant he had been in Sri Lanka, driving taxis and doing odd jobs as a handyman. The old rules didn’t apply in this new life, and yet Abdu was opposed to the idea of her doing anything to earn an income.

She went through the classifieds of the newspapers that Abdu brought home every Sunday and thought that being a childcare worker was something that she might be able to do. She loved children and she was a good mother, sensible and kind. Had she not taken Samar and cared for her as her own?

She didn’t tell Abdu until she had been for a couple of interviews and was finally hired by a small centre in the next suburb where Huda noticed a few other South Asian parents dropping off their children and where the director didn’t seem to mind her broken English.

She hadn’t asked Abdu for permission; instead she’d told him that she would be starting the following week. She would keep a small percentage of her salary for herself, and the rest would go into their savings account. Abdu had been enraged. Did she not think he could provide for his family? Didn’t she care to know his opinion before she did such a thing? Who would care for Nadia and Samar while she was off looking after other people’s children? What would the community think of them?

Huda had explained that she would go to work while the girls were at school. They were now able to walk home together, and she would be home in time to get dinner. Plenty of women in the community had started working to support their families—some of them even had degrees and worked in offices!

‘We can be different here,’ Huda had said. ‘We must adjust to this new life.’

‘I didn’t come to this country to be different,’ Abdu had said, ‘and I’m disappointed that you want to be.’

Again he didn’t speak with her for a while, spending his rare moments at home reading or watching television with the children, turning away from her in their bed, and yet Huda refused to be punished for what she believed was the right thing to do. Despite her hurt, she continued to make his meals, iron his clothes, because Abdu was a man who always liked to be well dressed whether he was driving a taxi or working in an office, and to lay her cheek on the back of his neck every night before she fell asleep, because she wanted his love if not his approval.

She pretended to Abdu and to the girls that she didn’t really enjoy working, that she would have preferred to be at home and was only doing it so they could save for their future. She never let them see that those were the only hours in her days when she felt unfettered, even if she never did anything besides go to the centre and return home. The possibility that she could, if she wanted, go somewhere else without her family knowing, that she had money of her own that she could spend as she wished, gave her a secret joy.

And when Abdu had one day told her that they had finally saved enough for a deposit, that it might have taken them many more years if not for the money she had brought in, Huda felt a kind of pride that she’d never had before, and unlike being a mother or a wife, this was hers alone.

When more years had passed and Abdu had told her that she didn’t need to work any longer, Huda had not argued, and yet this too became another regret, that she had given up the one thing that might have made her free.
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The third and last time they argued with each other was over Samar, just a few months before he died. The rift between Abdu and Samar had deepened by then, with neither speaking with the other for months at a time. They had all realised by that time that Samar knew she was not really Abdu and Huda’s child, but for some reason no one had spoken of it directly and Samar seemed to grow wilder and more defiant, continuing to reject the rules she had been raised with.

Abdu had seen a photo of Samar in the arts section of the newspaper, captured at one of the events her group had performed in, hair swirling around her beautiful face, long legs and arms extended in an elegant pose. He’d walked over to Samar, who was eating breakfast by herself on the chair by the window, and tossed the paper onto her lap.

‘When will you stop this shaming of yourself?’ he’d asked, his voice low and trembling. It was like that with Abdu—she had never heard him raise his voice, but if he was angry or overcome with emotion, it would drop. Both Huda and Nadia would react immediately to this changed tone, altering their behaviour to please him—but Samar was always seemingly unbothered, as she was then, raising her eyes to him coolly and putting her bowl of cereal and the paper on the coffee table.

‘Why should I? What do you care? Besides, I’m not “shaming myself” as you call it, I’m using my talent, I’m having fun. And I’m good—or that photo wouldn’t have made it to the paper.’

She’d risen to her feet, picked up her bowl and walked to the kitchen, and to Huda, watching from the dining room, it seemed that even her walk was provocative, the way Samar swayed her hips and held her head high.

Abdu had opened his mouth to say something and then decided against it, leaving the house without saying goodbye to Huda.

That night, while Samar was out again and Nadia was in her room, Huda had tried to speak with Abdu about changing the way he approached Samar.

‘When she asks, “What do you care?” I think she really wants to know,’ Huda said carefully. ‘I think she is asking if we still love her, if she really belongs to us. I think she needs to hear it.’

‘If she needs to hear it, she should behave in a way that makes us want to tell her,’ Abdu said, and Huda wondered how to explain to him that love shouldn’t always have to be earned, that sometimes children would rather challenge you to love them with rebellion, that Samar was not Nadia and that Abdu should try and see her for who she was.

‘Isn’t Islam also about not judging?’ she asked him. ‘Shouldn’t we leave Samar alone and let her find her way back to us, to religion if she wants to?’

‘You forget your responsibilities as a parent,’ Abdu said, his anger now turning towards her. ‘Samar is ours, and one day God will question us about letting her go astray. It’s not just the dancing—it’s the boys, the clubs, the drinking. Do you think I don’t know about all this? You try to hide it from me too. You don’t see your own foolishness.’

And once again Huda had been left to deal with her own hurt alone, caught between husband and daughter, unable to show either of them how to love the other.

Yet Abdu could not hold on to his anger for long, and she saw how it softened into sadness and then yearning in the coming days.

‘I think there’s something in what you said, Ma,’ he said to her as they were sitting in their pergola one evening, sipping tea and watching the sky melt into gold and orange, dying leaves swirling gently down from the trees onto the grass. These were some of her favourite memories with Abdu, not the big occasions like holidays, Eid or birthdays, but the quiet evenings sitting together and sharing thoughts and hopes.

‘I think I should have been gentler with Samar. I think I should have asked her what she’s been feeling to push against us so much. I should let her know why we wanted her home to be with us. I don’t want to lose her, and I’m scared now that we will. I just want a good life for her, you know?’

‘I know,’ Huda had said, reaching over and putting her hand on his, and she had loved him for finally seeing what she had wanted him to see.

Huda had been so full of hope then. Nadia was just finishing up university, graduating in economics like her father, and had told Huda that she was ready to get married, as long as she could meet and get to know the man before she made a decision. They had already met and spoken with Tariq’s parents and Huda thought Nadia might like the tall young man with dark skin and wiry curls, steel-rimmed glasses on his sharp nose.

Samar and Abdu would make their peace. If Samar could see how much Abdu loved her, surely she would compromise, find a way to balance her desires with the religious beliefs that were so important to them all.

Even if she didn’t—wasn’t being a parent about accepting your children as they were? Perhaps Abdu would come around to seeing this and stop demanding that Samar fold herself back into a box of their creation.

When Abdu had asked Samar that day if she would like to go for a drive, Huda thought at first that Samar would refuse. She’d been moody and quiet for days, coming and going at all hours of the night—twice, Huda had found her asleep on the floor downstairs, cloaked in the unfamiliar smell of alcohol or something else. She sensed that Samar was unhappy or hurt in some way, and she wanted so much to ease her pain, but how? Huda couldn’t seem to find the words that would breach the distance that Samar had created between herself and the rest of them, and she hoped that Abdu, whom Samar had once respected and adored, would be able to.

When Samar had said, oh alright, whatever, and gone to get her jacket, Nadia had turned from where she was standing in the kitchen to stare briefly at Abdu before turning away.

And that was the last time Huda had seen Abdu alive, standing by the door, waiting for Samar. He’d caught Huda’s glance and smiled, and there was reassurance in his eyes, hope in the tilt of his mouth. When Samar had joined him at the door, he had put his arm around her, and for a moment Samar had leaned in before drawing away, and they had left and shut the door behind them.

‘Allah da kaval,’ she had called after them as she always did when anyone left the house—may God protect you. And yet God had not—He had not—and Huda would never be able to say ‘Allah da kaval’ to anyone again in her life.

If Huda had known that would be the last time she saw Abdu, she would have gone to him and kissed him goodbye despite them never touching each other in front of anyone. She would have lingered beside him in bed for a little while longer that morning instead of jumping up as soon as the alarm went off. She would have sat beside him to have their breakfast instead of eating hers at the kitchen counter. She would have thanked him for the life they’d had together, for it was a good life, one they had built together out of the ashes of another one.

When Samar, shocked and frightened, had told her what had happened later that afternoon in the hospital, Huda believed that when Abdu had turned to Samar at that moment in the car, it was so he could tell her how much she meant to them, that he, Abdu, would always be her father, having raised her from love if not his own blood.

Huda believed in qadr, that everything that happened to you was preordained. ‘The pens have been lifted and the pages are dry,’ her father used to quote from the Hadith. She believed the angel of death would have come for Abdu that day no matter where he was.

Her regret was not that Abdu had chosen that day to go for a drive, but that he had been taken before he might have spoken the words that would ease the ache in Samar’s heart, and that no matter what anyone said, the burden of his death would always be Samar’s to bear.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2008

The shop had been hers for over a month now, its windows sparkling and its floors smooth after she’d washed and cleaned and dusted, spending long days scrubbing and polishing, painting the walls and changing the bulbs. The outside she left as it was, only repainting the sign in bright red lettering and placing planter boxes by the bench.

Now every morning Janu woke up at six and made herself coffee and toast with butter and a sprinkling of sugar the way she remembered eating it as a child in Sri Lanka. She ate breakfast on the porch, looking at the ocean, the seagulls floating on the wind in lazy circles. She dressed, wrapping her smooth-skinned head in one of the bright scarves she’d bought from the clothes shop nearby, and drove into town, parking her truck in the car park behind the shops.

On weekends she drove to markets in nearby towns, placing orders with stall holders who sold pottery and paintings, books, jars of local honey and ceramic ornaments. She bought hand-poured candles from an old woman who had a stall near the beach that made the air in the shop fragrant with their unburnt scents of vanilla and coconut, lemongrass and cedar leaf.

Most afternoons she strolled down to the bakery to buy a still warm donut, dusted with cinnamon, or a brown paper bag of buttery madeleines, stopping to chat with the owner, Leah, as she moved about in her flour-dusted apron, stacking loaves of bread and sliding trays of golden croissants onto the glass shelves.

‘Where did you get that shawl? It’s beautiful,’ said Janu once, admiring the woollen knit fabric thrown around Leah’s shoulders, its soft green folds rippling like a field of grass in the sunlight.

‘It’s mine—as in I knitted it,’ admitted Leah, looking pleased. ‘Would you like one? I have heaps. I can’t seem to stop making them.’

‘I would,’ said Janu, ‘but I would also like to sell them for you in the shop, if you’d like? Is there anything else you knit?’

‘Yes,’ said Leah. Beanies and gloves, throws to brighten up a couch, the tea cosy with blue flowers that wrapped around the old-fashioned teapot on the counter. She would love to sell them in Janu’s shop.

As Leah wrapped a freshly baked loaf of sourdough for her, Janu learned that she lived in the next town with her husband John and their two children. When she spoke of John, there was a pause, a softness that wasn’t entirely uncomplicated, but it carried the sound of someone who had decided to stay.

She told Janu that she had been knitting since she was fifteen and needed something to do in the evenings while she sat by her dying father’s bedside.

Leah told Janu that the last thing her father said before he died was, ‘It looks like you dropped a stitch there,’ and by the time Leah had found it and was trying to undo her mistake, she realised that she could no longer hear her father’s heavy, hoarse breath.

And Janu saw through the warm sugar-scented air the young woman with the soft woollen scarf in her hands, heartbroken because her father’s last words had been to point out a flaw, and the woman now who couldn’t stop knitting, each stitch holding a yearning for a perfection that her father would never see, and perhaps also for a steadier love for herself and John.
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The bell tinkled as someone entered, and Janu raised her head from the books she was rearranging on the shelf. A young couple stepped through the door, their heads bent together, almost identically dressed in shorts, t-shirts and thongs, their bare arms sprinkled with sand that they trailed on the shop floor. Janu would have to sweep after they left.

She smoothed the edges of the midnight-blue scarf she wore as she went forward to greet the customers, to let them know she was there if they needed anything. She paused as the girl raised her eyes and met hers, silky grey, tear bright.

Memory after memory, a wave of emotion that did not belong to Janu—the girl, face tilted up as she was being kissed, dreaming of someone else. Crying as she walked away from the one she really loved. Touching the boy’s sleeping face, wishing she felt the same things for him. Saying yes when she meant no. Saying yes, yes, yes, to buy herself time, love, a hope that something would change, that her body would learn to love this boy instead.

In another place, another time, another girl. White-blonde hair curling around her ears, a tiny hourglass tattoo on her naked shoulder. When she moved, there was this girl again, her silky-grey eyes now bright with love, with joy, clear of doubt.

The girl dropped her eyes and stepped around Janu to join the boy at the back of the shop, and the images faded and swirled into nothing.

Janu waited for them at the counter, letting her quickened heart-beat slow and her breath become more measured as she tried to find the words to tell the girl what she knew.

When she returned with a green moss agate bracelet, Janu took it with a smile, saying as she scanned it, ‘I think that she would love this. You should give it to her, tell her how you feel.’

The girl stared at Janu, flicking her eyes behind her to see if her boyfriend was near.

‘How do you know?’ she whispered.

Janu shook her head, unsure why she was saying these things, why, for the first time in a life of seeing things she couldn’t understand, she chose this moment to speak them.

‘I just wanted to tell you that it’s going to be okay,’ Janu said.

By now the boy was walking towards them, a small jar of local honey in his hand. The girl slipped the bracelet into the pocket of her shorts before he could see.

‘For my mum,’ he said, handing the jar to Janu and taking the girl’s elbow.

‘All good?’ he asked, his face tender as he looked at her.

‘All good,’ she said, still in a whisper, not looking at him.

The bell tinkled again as they left.

Janu returned to the bookshelf where she had been rearranging the books so that their covers complemented each other, sunset yellow against dusky blues, curving fonts against sharp letters slanting across thick spines.

She felt the subtle shift within her, like a breath released, a humming energy softened.
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The next time it happened was with Leah.

Janu had just served a customer, wrapping the vintage silver necklace in blue tissue, putting the book and scented candle into a paper bag. She smiled politely as the woman thanked her and wished her a good day, a gust of warm air blowing into the shop as she opened the door and left. The shop was empty and quiet, and Janu stretched her arms above her head, breathing in the warm coconut fragrance from the candle she had lit that morning.

It was almost lunchtime, and she would put up the small Closed sign so she could sit in the storeroom at the back and eat the leftover fried rice she had made for herself last night. It was one of the few dishes she had learned to cook for herself, and sometimes she found herself missing the meals that the man who called himself her father would make.

He never asked her to help with the cooking, never even let her clean up. He served her meals every day in one of the melamine plates he had bought from Kmart, a small heap of rice in the middle, dhal, meat or fish curry and a mallum of greens just as she remembered eating in her parents’ home, but the taste was different, absent of the kind of love she had once known. They sat and ate together, mixing the rice with their fingers, the evening news on the TV or radio.

There were a few times he had bought frozen fish fingers or chicken nuggets from the supermarket, a treat for Janu, but she had found them strange and tasteless, crumbling like damp cardboard in her mouth.

‘You don’t have to eat it,’ he would say, taking her plate and tipping the food into the bin. ‘I can make you something else, my thangam.’

She was always his thangam, his precious, his treasure; even on the day he died he had called her that as she walked in from the garden, her palms full of lemons from the lemon tree.

‘Give me those, thangam, I’ll put some in the fish curry,’ he had said. And then an hour later he was dead, the fish curry still warm on the stove.

The bell tinkled, pulling Janu out of her thoughts. She unclenched her fists and looked up to see Leah coming in, her short hair wind-blown, her faded t-shirt tucked into the waistband of her shorts. She carried a box filled with the brightly coloured woollen pieces that Janu’s customers now loved, warm scarves and hats, mittens that were small enough to fit a newborn’s hands, potholders with bright patterns.

‘Hey,’ Janu said, smiling over at her. ‘Good to see you. How are things?’

Leah always seemed restless when she spoke with Janu, her eyes constantly wandering, her conversation moving away from what Janu was saying to the next thing on her mind.

Now she did the same thing, wandering aimlessly around the shop before coming to stand in front of Janu so Janu could see the hollows under her eyes, the droop to her lips that had not been there the week before.

‘Good, good,’ she said, looking at the shelf behind Janu. ‘It’s been busy with the kids like always, and John—Shall I put this up there?’

She came in behind the counter and brushed past Janu as she went to the shelf.

Janu gasped as a coldness trickled through her as though she had stepped into a pool of water. Her heart constricted and she struggled to breathe, a wave of grief that was not hers claiming her in an unrelenting grip.

Here was Leah, in a white-walled room under bright fluorescent lights, being told she was ill, very ill. Crying in the car as she called John, but something about the way she was talking was wrong, at odds with her fear. Lying on a bed with a small child next to her, her heart breaking, breaking.

But also … as the grief ebbed, another room, another doctor, a moment of relief and joy. A living room sofa, tears falling onto John’s shoulder, but tears of relief rather than pain. They were going to be okay.

Janu turned to where Leah was bent over a box and reached out, gently touching her arm.

‘Leah,’ she said, ‘let me help you.’

Leah crumpled under Janu’s touch, sinking to her knees, looking up at Janu with terror-filled eyes.

‘No one can help,’ she said. ‘I am sick, Janu—very sick. And I think John is going to leave me, I think he might have met someone else.’ Her voice cracked as she said his name, and Janu could not see if it was with love or dread, only that Leah very much wanted this man to stay.

And so, kneeling down beside her and taking her hands, Janu told her how, as terrible as it seemed right now, neither of the things she feared were true.
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She hadn’t seen or heard from Leah for a few weeks when on a quiet Sunday afternoon, as Janu sat reading by the window, there was a soft knock on the door.

Leah stood there holding a box of freshly baked lemon slices, smiling brightly, as Janu remembered the way Leah had looked at her last time, in surprise and disbelief.

‘I hope you don’t mind me dropping in like this—I just had to see you. I should have come sooner, but …’ She trailed off as Janu ushered her in, setting the box on the table, her eyes darting around the small house as Janu put the kettle on.

On the sofa, with a mug warming her hands, Leah let out a long breath. ‘You were right.’ Her voice caught, and then the words began tumbling out. ‘The doctors got it wrong—the tumour was benign. Such a rare thing, they said, and I was very lucky. Can you imagine?’ She laughed, but her eyes filled with sudden tears.

Janu smiled, though the word lucky hung oddly in her mind as she reached out and squeezed Leah’s hand.

‘But the best thing—the best thing, Janu—is that John still loves me.’ Leah clutched her mug, leaning forward. ‘He wasn’t having an affair, he wasn’t planning to leave me. It was money, some terrible trouble with his family. He didn’t want me to worry, so he kept it all inside. And of course I thought he was shutting me out. If I hadn’t finally spoken to him, like you told me to, I think we might never have come back from it.’

Her relief was almost fierce and Janu shifted on the edge of her chair, unsettled by the intensity of it.

‘It’s funny, isn’t it? We think we’re protecting the person we love, but in pulling away we wound them. I was doing it, he was doing it. And now …’ Leah wiped at her cheek. ‘Now I have my life back. Oh, it won’t be easy. John can be a difficult man. But he’s all I’ve ever known.’

Her voice dropped. ‘I wanted to thank you. If you hadn’t said what you did that day, given me that spark of hope … everything might have ended differently.’

Janu moved restlessly, putting her mug down and going to the window. Outside, the ocean was a white-flecked grey blanket, rippling under the stormy sky. Leah’s green car was parked next to the truck. Janu, absorbed in her book, had not heard her pull up.

She had wanted to help. But what if she hadn’t really? Relief wasn’t the same as happiness. Staying wasn’t the same as love. What if Leah might have found her own way without her? What if this way wasn’t the best way at all?

Still, as she watched Leah’s reflection shimmer in the darkened glass, Janu felt something loosen. Perhaps her part was never to decide what was best for others, only to hold up a light to what she knew to be true. People made their own choices in the end.

‘I just wanted to help,’ she said quietly, turning to Leah. ‘I’m glad it worked out.’

‘You have a gift, you know,’ Leah said, standing and coming over to where Janu stood. ‘I told a couple of my friends and they all want to come to the shop now, to see you.’

‘But I don’t know how to do it like that—it doesn’t come on call,’ Janu protested.

‘You could do it your way. You could work out how to harness your gift, to make it your own. Because it’s something special, Janu, and it would fit right into this little town, where people come to get away from their busy lives and experience a bit of magic.’

Janu promised to think about it, and Leah left, the sweet fragrance of lemon and sugar trailing after her.

At the door, she lingered with her hand on the frame, looking curiously at Janu.

‘And what about you?’ she asked. ‘Do you have someone special in your life—or any family?’

Janu stilled, feeling that once familiar hand on her hair, her neck, that voice whispering tender words in her ear. The eyes looking at her as the life drained out of them.

‘No,’ she said, and when she didn’t elaborate, Leah walked away, lightly saying goodbye and that she’d bring over a box of new things she’d been knitting tomorrow.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2008

In the months since Samar moved in, she and Ruby had settled into a comfortable rhythm. Ruby, who worked days as a copywriter at an advertising agency, paid a larger share of the rent for their little townhouse, and although she claimed that she would much rather have Samar for company than live alone, Samar tried to make up for it by cooking all the meals.

Samar loved to cook now, spending weekends at the markets looking for the freshest and cheapest ingredients, pulling together dishes to match her mood, the weather, a dream from the night before. Barley soup to soothe a childhood memory, sushi to cool a temper, a bowl of perfect tiramisu to make Ruby smile.

Ruby hated cooking and had mostly survived on frozen meals and takeaway before Samar arrived, and so they eased into a familiar routine, Samar taking over the retro kitchen with its faded timber pantry while Ruby kept the small house spotless, dusting the mismatched furniture, vacuuming the oatmeal-coloured rug, scrubbing the turquoise patterned tiles in the bathroom until they sparkled beneath Samar’s feet.

In the evenings, if they were both home, they would curl up on the small sofa with dinner on their laps and watch movies, old classics like Casablanca or Spellbound, Ruby’s favourites which Samar had never seen before.

Huda stopped calling, and sometimes a whole week would pass in which Samar, busy with classes at university and dance performances, didn’t look at Nadia’s Facebook page or sit for hours at a time in her room thinking of Abdu and what he had been about to say when he turned his face towards her in the car.

And yet, a quiet yearning still simmered through her days, the old longing to belong, to be seen, to be loved.
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Samar first met Pierce at a poetry evening at a bar in the city. She was sitting at a table nursing her drink and feeling sorry for herself that her evening hadn’t turned out the way she’d planned. Mark, the musician she’d been dating for a month, had just texted her to say that he wasn’t going to be able to make it—also, that perhaps things between them were not ‘working out’.

Samar had resisted the urge to call him and demand to know what exactly that meant. She’d thought about how he cleared his throat each time before he kissed her and how he thought it was charming to interrupt her by bursting into song mid-conversation. She thought about how his breath came out in a thin wheeze when he fell asleep, and how he’d woken her up in the mornings by tapping firmly on her shoulder in the most un-loverlike way.

But still. Still.

Samar hadn’t changed out of her favourite black dress. She put on her darkest red lipstick and gold heels, twisted her hair into a loose bun and took the tram into the city.

The amber sky darkened and faded as buildings lit up and street-lights cast their glow on the river of people surging through the streets. In the small bar on Flinders Street, overhead lamps cast pools of yellow light on the mahogany tables and chairs with brightly patterned upholstery. Drinks sparkled as bartenders poured them into glasses, ice cubes clinking, the citrus scents of cocktails and the fruity warmth of wine thickening the air. One by one, men and women stepped up to the microphone, voices rising and falling as they recited lines of verse.

Samar sipped her margarita, half listening to a dark-haired woman describing the loss of her fertility.

Somewhere amidst the hurt, amidst the fear of loneliness, relief unfurled inside her. Free from the wrong person. Free to be alone. Free to choose again, if she wanted to.

‘Is this seat taken?’ a voice asked, and not waiting for an answer, the man slipped into the chair beside her. ‘Don’t say yes now,’ he laughed, as she turned to look at him. ‘There’s hardly another to be found.’

‘Then no.’ She smiled back at him, flicking her glance over his slender frame, the casual shirt and jeans, the clear grey eyes—cat’s eyes, her mother would have called them. Her mother, Huda, would not have approved of Samar in that moment, the way her dress revealed her arms and neck and ended above her knee, the drink in her hand, the way she leaned towards the white man sitting beside her.

Come home, Huda would have said. I will make you some tea while you change your clothes. Sit with me for a moment. Come, let’s pray Maghrib together and have dinner.

Her mother, who was not her mother at all, with whom she had not spoken in over a year.

Studying Pierce’s face, she let the thoughts slide back into the recess of her mind where they belonged.

‘Do you come to these events often?’ she asked, and he shook his head.

‘Not really—just moved here from Brisbane, actually, and came out for a drink tonight. Didn’t know there’d be a thing on.’ He smiled, adding, ‘You’re the girl from the performance at the gallery opening, aren’t you?’

Samar blinked.

‘I am—though I’m surprised you recognise me offstage.’

‘You were … remarkable,’ he said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. ‘The kind of dancer you don’t forget, even if you can’t name her.’

A young woman had taken the mic, her skin glowing like a pearl in the spotlight. Her rich voice carried across the tables.

‘If you were mine—I would love you, more than you could ever imagine.

But you are not.

You do not want to be.

Did I say I was walking away from you? Did I say it was slow and painful?

Darling—now watch me run.’

‘She has talent I think, if a bit melodramatic,’ Pierce remarked. ‘What do you think, dancer girl?’

‘I think … someone broke her heart,’ said Samar, turning to watch the woman. ‘And I think when she is better, she will regret writing this poem in the heat of her heartbreak and reciting it in front of an audience.’

Pierce laughed.

‘I think you might be right there. Not all of us can be Tennyson in the throes of a broken heart.’

He looked at her intently, and she felt warmth creeping into her cheeks.

‘So what about you, dancer girl? Are you here by yourself, nursing a broken heart?’

‘Perhaps I am just looking for someone who could break it,’ she said, returning his gaze. ‘Not someone who would—just someone who could.’

‘Or perhaps someone whose heart you could break,’ he said.

Later, they would laugh about how cheesy they had been, slightly drunk on both alcohol and the immediate and intense pleasure they’d found in each other’s company.

He looked at her as though she was the only woman in the room, as though every word she said was important, and when he ran his thumb over her knuckles, her skin sang despite the wedding ring that still gleamed on his left hand.
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The next day Samar arrived at the dance studio, the familiar scent of rosin and polished wood drifting around her, the quiet hum of other dancers warming up, the shuffle of slippers across the floor. Something felt different, a buzz of expectant curiosity in the air.

‘The new choreographer is here,’ murmured Ruby as she slipped into place next to Samar, sliding on her dancing flats.

The door to the practice hall opened, and a tall figure stepped through, clipboard in hand, moving with a deliberate grace.

‘Good afternoon,’ he called, his voice carrying easily over the shuffle of feet. ‘I’m Pierce, and I’ll be taking you through rehearsals for the next performance.’

He turned, scanning the room with that same precise intensity she remembered, and their eyes met, recognition and delight sparking briefly in his eyes.

Then he was moving across the floor, gesturing to a group of dancers.

‘Let’s start with some warm-ups,’ he said. ‘I want to see how you move, individually and together, before we begin choreography.’

Samar followed the others, keeping her eyes on him as she stretched, the familiar burn of muscles waking under her skin. As the music began, low and pulsing through the wooden floorboards, she moved, letting her body remember what it had always known, all the while conscious of Pierce’s careful, assessing gaze.
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Over the following weeks, Pierce became a steady presence in her life, both in and out of the studio, their connection flowing easily, the spark that had first drawn them together requiring no effort to sustain.

He had the faint traces of an accent—Irish, she learned, having immigrated here as a young child, as she had. He was the only person she knew besides her family who pronounced the ‘r’ in her name, and she would grow to love the sound of it on his tongue, the way he lingered on that last syllable.

Samar could not bring herself to care that he was twelve years older and had just separated from his wife of ten years. When she visited his two-bedroom townhouse and saw the photographs of a little girl, it seemed to her a faraway fragment of his life, impossible to equate with the man she was getting to know.

He sometimes drove her home from late rehearsals if Ruby was not there, taking the long way so they could extend their conversations. When she told him the story of why she no longer drove, of the crash that had killed Abdu and left her alive, the kindness in his face had made tears rise to her eyes, although she had not cried over her—Nadia’s—father for a very long time.

In the studio, he pushed her harder than the others, noting both her lack of professional training and what he said was her incredible potential, and despite the sometimes gruelling rehearsals, Samar loved the gentle touches with which he guided her, the way she had his complete attention in those moments.

Once, as he was training her and Ruby for a duet, he kept asking Samar to do a turn again and again, insisting she was just half a beat behind for perfection.

‘I can’t,’ gasped Samar finally, panting and pressing her hands to her knees. ‘That’s it, I’m done.’

‘We’re almost there,’ coaxed Pierce, taking her arm, when Ruby interrupted, tugging at her own damp shirt.

‘She said she can’t, Pierce, did you hear? Leave her be; you know it was pretty good as it was.’

Pierce’s jaw tightened, but he let go of Samar’s arm and curtly said that in that case they could call it a night.

The next morning, he turned up at their doorstep with flowers and an apology, telling Samar she was the most beautiful natural dancer he’d ever seen and that he was sorry he sometimes got carried away during training.

‘Bit intense, isn’t he?’ remarked Ruby after he left. ‘I can see he’s really into you—but something about him bothers me. It’s a little too soon since he left his wife, don’t you think?’

‘Timing can’t always be perfect,’ said Samar, yawning, still sluggish from sleep and love. ‘It’ll be right.’

‘I hope so—you deserve to be happy, you know,’ said Ruby, surprising Samar with a kiss on her head before heading to her room.

Perhaps she did, thought Samar, as she poured herself another cup of coffee. Perhaps one day everything would fall into place, and despite herself she thought again of Huda, waiting up for her night after night even when she didn’t know where Samar was, and the ache of remembering was greater than any brief joy she’d had in Pierce’s presence.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2008–2009

All her life, Janu had been subjected to the strange turns of her mind, knowledge of things she sometimes didn’t want to have, images that she sometimes didn’t want to see. Without thinking about it, she had learned somehow to lean into the visions or feelings that were helpful, to navigate the edges of some of the darker thoughts. What if it was actually possible for her to tame it to her will rather than be buffeted by its capriciousness, as Leah had said?

As she was closing the shop one day that week, she went to the bookshelf and took out two books she had bought recently on awakening your psychic abilities and following your spirit guides. She read them in the mornings as she was eating her buttered toast with sugar, and in the evenings, curled on her chair, knees tucked under the soft green blanket she had bought from the markets.

She underlined passages that resonated with her and skimmed through bits that didn’t make sense. Some of it seemed so simple that she was amazed she hadn’t thought of it before. She realised that she was sensitive to energy fields, around objects and people. She imagined their thoughts, memories and desires seeping out of their hearts and into hers, leaving smudges of themselves on the things they touched that she could then sense and read.

Perhaps some part of her was connected to that world without time, where past, present and future existed simultaneously, where people lived, died and were reborn all at once.

She began meditating when she woke up in the mornings, sitting on her porch and closing her eyes, feeling the rising sun begin to touch her skin, the smell of the ocean that was as familiar to her as her own breath. One Saturday, she forgot to set her timer, and realised on rising that hours had passed. She could not say where her mind had been, only having a vague sense of having returned from some distant place.

The world and its creations became her allies and her guides and she learned from the ancient wisdom of those who had owned the land for centuries. In her brass incense holder she burned fragments of eucalyptus leaves and bark, the fragrant pale blue smoke that lightened the air in her home rising and forming shapes in which she sometimes saw amorphous visions of things to come.

She gathered the banksia flowers that grew in her garden and along the path to the beach, soaking them in water to make a cool, sweet drink which brightened her thoughts so she could see each one as clearly as wisps of clouds in the bright sky of her mind. Others she learned to dry and preserve, deep reds, yellows and muted mauves that she put in glass bottles on her table, in her room, in shelves and corners of the shop.

One evening, strolling along the beach at sunset, she almost tripped on a magnificent conch shell, picking it up and running her fingers along its sharp ridges and glossy porcelain spine. It seemed to hum in her palms, its peachy whorls glowing in the evening light, and she knew it had been waiting for her to take it home, with its scent of salt and the eternal ocean that whispered from its crevice, an echo of her past and a vision of her own future.

That night, she dreamed the same dream she’d been having since she moved into her cottage—of a man she didn’t know, standing on the beach and calling out her name, only this time she could see the softness in his eyes and the curve of his lips as he smiled, and could feel the echoing smile in her heart. The air was so alive with the warmth of his voice that she woke, wanting to answer his call, rising and going to the window to see if he was there. There was only the night, shimmering softly with starlight, and the whisper of the waves, and yet Janu felt a quiet promise touch her that her yearning would not go unmet.
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On some days, she would pick out people to see into and was surprised by the clarity with which the visions came to her now that she had chosen to call them in. The young mother who brushed past her in the grocery store, the elderly man who came into the shop to buy a book on birds, a little girl on the beach who asked Janu if she had seen any coral pink seashells as she was collecting them to make a bracelet.

She saw that the young mother was exhausted, that she would soon leave her partner despite still loving him, that she would be alone then for a long time with just her child, but that she would be happier than she was now.

She saw that the old man carried in him a grief for a mother who had long passed, but who had never told him that she loved him, who disapproved of the way he lived his life. Although he did not regret his choices, he was unable to reconcile them with his mother’s anger, and so he suffered every day, knowing he had disappointed her.

And the child … the little girl in her yellow sundress, brown hair tangled and dusted with sand, love surrounding her like a golden halo so that when Janu reached down to touch her rosy cheek she felt it flow back into her skin and her heart like a ribbon of soft light.

‘I can help you find some shells,’ she said, smiling at the girl’s upturned face and turning to wave at the parents nearby, busy with their son, a toddler just as loved. As she sifted sand through her fingers and picked out the most perfect shells for the little girl, glimmers of her life unfolded in vivid scenes—a football game where she was captain, a high school formal in a sparkling silver dress with a boy who would later break her heart. In a hospital, wearing a doctor’s coat, her rosy cheeks slimmer in adulthood, brown hair now tied up in a bun as she reached out to touch someone who was ill. And always that love, surrounding her like a shield, a gift that she would pass on in her own way so that patients got better just because they believed in her.

‘You’re going to have such a beautiful life,’ Janu whispered as she tipped a handful of shells into the child’s palm.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ laughed the girl, at the shells if not at Janu’s words, scampering back to her parents.

And Janu found that she carried them all—the young mother’s broken heart, the old man’s grief, the child’s joy. She wanted to tell the young woman that on the other side of her difficult decision lay a peaceful heart and quiet joy. She wished the old man could know that his mother had forgiven him, that her last breaths were filled with regret for not loving him better when she was alive. That the parents who worried so much if they were doing a good job could know that their daughter was blossoming into one of earth’s more blessed children.

She ached to release these words, and so she whispered them into her palms and held them out to the wind, hoping they would somehow reach the hearts of those she had seen.

She understood what Leah had meant by her gift, and as she decided to let it move beyond herself, to offer it to those who might be touched by it, she hoped that she could learn to be both its instrument and its master.
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Those who came to see Janu were mostly women, arriving in the long, slow days as summer faded into an unfolding new year, heavy with heat and quiet resolutions.

They began trickling in, as word of Janu’s gift spread, with their broken hearts and shattered dreams, their fears and their nightmares. For it was never the happiest who wanted to know the secrets the future held, but the hurting, the afraid, the lost.

She let their memories and desires throb through her, taking shape in her mind like paintings coming to life. She told them the things that she knew to be true and believed to be helpful—that the person they loved also loved them, the hidden ache from the past that wouldn’t let them move on, the gifts that they didn’t know they had. Where she saw darkness, she also saw light, and she tried to balance these, to always give hope, even if it was just to help them see the beauty that was always within them or that the realities that they were living in would soon change.

That thing that you want so much, she told them, you will find that you soon don’t want at all, or it will be replaced by another thing.

That thing that you believe will make you happy, she told them, is not the path to your true joy—that will come from another direction when you are not looking for it, when you are resting in your garden on a Sunday afternoon, or in the middle of the supermarket looking for cereal on a weekday evening.

Sometimes there was pain that she felt she couldn’t ease, like the woman whose young son was an addict who roamed the streets.

Will he recover, asked the heartbroken mother, will he return? And despite the woman’s desperation, Janu could only see that he would not.

‘Not for a while yet,’ she finally said, taking the woman’s hands in her own. She told her in the meantime, she must take care of herself, that she must rest, sleep, and keep only love in her heart for her son and believe that love would reach him and keep him safe.

Sometimes it felt as though it was not she but something else that spoke through her, and even when her answers were nothing more than insights into their lives, the women seemed to leave lighter than when they arrived, their breath flowing easier as though just being with Janu had eased some weight. And Janu herself found that she felt not only more peaceful but also stronger; with every knowing that she shared she became wiser, and with every loss and longing that passed through her, her capacity for holding and releasing those feelings grew.
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When Janu turned sixteen, the man who called himself her father took the day off from work to celebrate. He took her shopping for new clothes, and Janu found that she enjoyed trying on the pretty flowered dresses, skirts that swung at her calves, silk blouses that caressed her skin.

He would not let her get a haircut, but instead took her to a nail parlour and sat outside while she had her nails painted in a pale shimmery blue with silver stars.

‘Your dad is so sweet,’ said the woman at the counter of the clothing store.

‘Having a daddy-daughter day?’ asked the nail technician as she put the finishing touches on Janu’s nails.

Janu smiled and nodded at them all, and later, when they had lunch together at a Chinese restaurant, she found it easy to pretend that they were after all just a father and daughter having a special day out, and in the years to come she would remember this as one of the happiest days of her life—a day when a part of her seemed to watch this other Janu, a Janu who had an ordinary life, who was loved in a way that seemed almost normal.

The man told her that evening that he had decided she should have a birthday party. It seemed to Janu that she had never seen him so excited as he planned the menu, the cake he would order from the fancy bakery in the city, the decorations he would put up. He told her she could invite anyone she liked, all her friends from school.

It was then that Janu remembered that she had no friends, nor did she have an ordinary life.

One of her gifts seemed to be to make herself invisible so that no one seemed to notice whether she was there or not, even her teachers looking up in mild surprise when she approached them with a question. She sat at the back of the class and ate lunch alone in the shade of a jacaranda tree in the schoolyard while her classmates gathered on benches and in the halls, girls who carried on conversations even when they were in the bathrooms, shouting and laughing between the stalls.

She watched them without ever considering approaching them, without ever feeling like she could be one of them. Sometimes she saw the girls who were ‘best friends’ sitting together and sharing the deepest secrets of their hearts. She saw the trust that shimmered between them, a safe haven that they had created for each other. She saw the ones that would last, that would withstand the tests of boys, of distance, of time, and the ones that were too flimsy to hold.

It made her think of her sisters.

It made her ache for the lost years between them and of the havens they might have created for each other had they been near. And yet she knew so well that the day would come when they could, so she was patient.

She knew that sixteen-year-old girls did not have birthday parties in their homes, with cake and treats. She knew that they went to the movies together, had sleepovers, went shopping or bowling, sharing ice cream and frozen custard.

Out of sympathy for the man who called himself her father, she handed out invitations to three girls in her history class, and even one of the boys in her French class. They all looked at her as though trying to remember who she was and she knew they would forget her as soon as they slipped the invitations into their school bags, finding it weeks if not months later and wondering where it had come from. Except perhaps the boy, who would notice her slender arms and wide mouth, who would meet her gaze and dream that night about her hazel eyes, but who still would not remember the day of the party.

When the day arrived, the man who called himself her father put up a Happy Birthday sign and tied balloons on their post box as though she was turning six, not sixteen.

He left to pick up the cake he’d ordered and returned with the cake box in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other. He even called out to Mrs Naylor, who was pruning her hedges, saying, ‘Today is my daughter’s birthday! Sixteen! We’ll give you cake!’

His English, unlike Janu’s, was heavily accented and Janu saw that Mrs Naylor could just barely make out what he was saying. She smiled and nodded, turning her head to search for Janu, who was watching, half hidden behind the wisteria. When she didn’t see her, Mrs Naylor returned to her pruning, and later the man would forget that he had promised her cake at all.

They sat in the living room that afternoon, waiting for the guests who never came. Occasionally, the man would ask her a question—how many friends had she invited? Had they said they would come? Perhaps he should have also invited their parents?

Janu answered quietly that she had asked a few, that they’d been unsure, that they were often busy with other activities during weekends, that they may have forgotten.

At six, two hours after the time on the invitation, the man made two mugs of tea and cut two slices of cake for himself and Janu. Then he went upstairs and returned with something wrapped in faded blue tissue that he held out towards her.

She unwrapped the tissue and caught her breath at the gold that glinted in the evening sunlight.

‘It was your mother’s,’ said the man. ‘I kept it safe until you were old enough to have it.’

Janu held it close to her heart, remembering, remembering.

The glint at her mother’s neck as she bent down to kiss Janu’s forehead. The shiny tangle in the baby’s curls as her mother lifted her onto her shoulder.

Something that belonged to her mother, who was claimed by the ocean so many years ago, now curled in her fist.

She thanked him and went to her room while he cleared away the rest of the food.

The day was over, and the spell broke. She would never again pretend that she was just another sixteen-year-old with a father who loved her as any other.

But that night, after he left her room, shutting the door quietly behind him, she held what belonged to her mother, twirling it between her fingers, and for the first time in many years, her pillow was dry as she fell asleep.
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HUDA

2009

It was a cool autumn day in Melbourne when Huda learned that the war in Sri Lanka, after twenty-six long years, had ended. She watched on TV as crowds paraded through the streets of Colombo, waving flags, dancing to the beat of drums. Firecrackers exploded, bright sparks in the grey air. People leaned out of windows offering plates of milk rice, Sri Lanka’s celebratory dish, to passing strangers.

Far away from the city, which had mostly been protected from the terrors of war, Jaffna lay desolate, a land stripped of her dignity. The soil where Huda had once walked and dreamed was drenched in blood, strewn with bodies, both soldiers and ordinary men and women whose only crime was to have continued to live in the place they wanted to call home.

A dead man’s head flashed onto the screen, the leader of the militant group, killed, they said, hunted down from his hiding place.

It was at this point that Huda turned off the TV and rose, taking her jacket and going outside, walking briskly until she reached the small park at the corner of the street. She sat down on the empty steel bench and took deep breaths of the clean, crisp air, tinged with the scent of rain-soaked earth and peeling bark. Leaves swirled around her, red-gold, brown and faded green.

A robin hopped onto the pebbled surface at her feet, its chest deep red like the bloodied skin of fallen heroes.

They called it a victory, and yet Huda’s heart felt hollow.

She wondered what Abdu would have said if he was here. How he would have felt to see the downfall of their home, from which they had been banished—now lost to them as well as those who had forced them to flee.

Vadakku engalin thaayagamum kooda, her father used to say. The north is our homeland too.

Would anyone return to claim their lost lands, their possessions? Would anything be salvaged from the ashes she had just seen?

Or would it be too late, as it was for her, for Abdu, for their children?

Tears rose and fell, cooling her warm skin as she wept for the country she had left behind.

SAMAR

Samar was at Pierce’s house when she heard the news on the radio. She went to his study and switched on the computer, looking for Sri Lankan updates on the internet. When Pierce wandered in, she was staring at a photo of the ruins of a temple, the ground littered with the crushed statues of gods and bodies of men.

He came to stand beside her and put his hand on her shoulder.

‘I heard,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s finally over. How do you feel?’

How did she feel?

How could she feel anything for a home she’d never known? Her memories of Sri Lanka were borrowed from Huda and Abdu, the possibilities of an alternate life that she did not care much for, the ghost and not the substance of nostalgia.

She wondered how anyone could celebrate this moment, this day, when such a heavy price had been paid.

Eighty to a hundred thousand deaths over the years, some news reports claimed. Thousands homeless and maimed, living with scars on their hearts and their bodies.

Once, Abdu had told her the Sri Lankan legend of the demon queen Kuveni, how when her lover, the prince Vijaya, had spurned her and married a royal princess instead, Kuveni had cast a spell from her broken heart, cursing the land he ruled so that it would always be blighted.

And Samar felt now this curse to be true, even as she looked at the victory banners flying over a bloodstained terrain.

She looked up at Pierce, at his kind eyes, felt the warmth of his palm on her skin. Outside, a magpie warbled from the hedge and a cool gust blew in through the window, lifting the tendrils of hair on her cheek.

A camellia broke away from its stem and tumbled to the ground, landing on the grass like a bright red splash of blood.

‘I’m glad I’m here, with you,’ she said, burying her face in his chest. ‘That everyone I love is here, and safe.’

MARYAM

Maryam was walking on the Harbour Bridge when she heard someone talking about the end of the Sri Lankan war. She turned towards the sound of the conversation, fragments wafting towards her on the ocean breeze.

Thousands dead … the leader’s head paraded through the streets … people celebrating … the war is over but will anyone forget?

She took her phone out of her pocket to call Joshua, to ask him if he knew. The call rang out, going to voicemail, and she called her mother, who also didn’t answer.

The people who had been talking had walked on. She could see the three of them in the distance, heads still close together. She wondered if they knew anyone in Sri Lanka, if someone they loved was lost, or if it was merely news to them—as it felt like it was to her.

She had never been to Sri Lanka, never visited those golden beaches or vibrant cities that her parents talked about. The only relative she knew was her grandmother, who had stayed with them for months at a time, but she too had died last year, and although her mother had cried for days, no one had spoken of returning home to grieve.

A toddler jumped out of his pram and ran past her, laughing, his mother following, calling his name, love and impatience in her voice.

Maryam’s heart clenched with longing.

A war had been won, people had suffered and died, history was being written.

And yet all Maryam could think about was the child that she desperately wanted to have.

Victory: the overcoming of an enemy or an antagonist.

But what if the antagonist was someone you loved?

She walked towards the railings and placed her hands on the cool metal lattice, vibrating with the pulse of the city. The deep blue water was calm, sparkling in the afternoon sunshine. A boat sailed slowly past, its sails blood-red like an open wound in the sea.

JANU

Janu had parked her truck in the driveway after her day at the shop and was walking up to the house when a coldness swept through her body. The sunlight seemed to recede, the bright autumn sky fading, the wind dying, birds and trees falling silent.

She stopped and fell to her knees on the pebbled path, trembling, her eyes clouded by shadows, her ears filled with screams.

A dark-skinned demon queen, swathed in golden robes, eyes black and glittering, as she raised her spear and pierced her palm, droplets of blood as scarlet as her lips. Her voice, both harsh and beautiful, rising in the gloom as she cursed her prince.

Your line and legacy will die with you; strangers will inherit your titles, your land will be claimed by none. I will take these from you, as you took much from me.

Fighters in tiger skin moving through a bleak landscape, streets riddled with potholes, buildings that lay in ruins, walls pockmarked by bullet holes, windows in abandoned homes staring like eyeless sockets.

A child who lay dying in his mother’s arms, a husband who wept over his wife’s body.

Men who crawled out of hiding, holding up white flags, shot dead before they could take more than three steps.

A leader who roared his rage for all the world to hear before he succumbed, his head flying free of his body, his soul dark and incensed as it dissipated.

An ending borne out of years of suffering, a beginning that was drenched in pain.

When the shadows began to clear, Janu staggered to her feet and walked up to the porch, sinking onto the top step. Her breath returned in sips of the cool eucalyptus and salt scented air.

Time concertinaed and she found herself gliding through its waves.

At twilight the moon rose, full and stained crimson as though it was drunk on the blood of the fallen.

If her father had not been brave enough to break his own heart by letting them go, if her mother had not been brave enough to get on a boat with her three daughters, Janu too might have been lying in the devastation that she’d seen, either dead or broken with no past and no future.

When three yellow butterflies alighted on her knee, Janu held still and thought of her sisters. If they were all together, if they learned to love each other and kept each other safe, would the debt of their parents’ sacrifice finally be paid?
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2009

The retirement village where Maryam worked was slowly coming to life as she arrived, walking up the cobbled pathway to the small office where she signed in for her shifts. She could smell coffee and toast, hear the lawnmower starting up in the communal yard. Today she would spend the morning with Rajah, one of her favourite clients, and the afternoon with Mr and Mrs Kaminski, taking them grocery shopping and probably cooking dinner with Mrs Kaminski who loved making pierogi but no longer had the dexterity to roll the dough and neatly seal the edges of the filled dumplings.

By the time she had signed in and made her way to Rajah’s unit, the argument from that morning had almost receded to the back of her mind, Joshua’s cruel words that he wouldn’t dream of having a child with her as long as she still behaved like one almost like a distant nightmare. Almost. What, she had asked in despair, did he mean? But there was no answer, only that slight raised eyebrow, that mocking smile that said really, if she didn’t know, he was not going to be the one to tell her.

It was not the first time he had turned down the idea of a baby, and it was always her fault—she was too weak to get pregnant, she wasn’t mature enough, she was too young, she could barely remember the things he asked her to. Once, he reminded her how Fahim’s baby girl had started crying when Maryam picked her up and hadn’t stopped until Fahim took her back. See, even the baby knows you aren’t ready for it, he had said, laughing, teasing, so Maryam could not argue, could not say that was ridiculous and the baby was just tired or hungry. If she had, it would again be her fault for not having a sense of humour, for always taking things so seriously.

And yet, when he curved his body around hers and gently kissed her temple, when he told her he knew her best, to trust him, that life would happen as it should, the sharp edges of her pain folded, and she felt it must be true that she did not know herself as well as he did.

Illusory: a false impression based on deceptive resemblance or faulty observation.

Sometimes, though, she did wonder if it was Joshua’s perspective that was illusory or hers. Had she not wanted all her life to be a mother, had she not learned from her own mother how to be one? Anisa had been only eighteen when she’d had Naveed. Surely Maryam at twenty could still be a good one?

Perhaps it was the way Joshua had been brought up, Maryam thought. She’d only met his father and stepmother once, at an awkward lunch in Sydney. Joshua had not wanted them at the nikah, he’d said they were ‘very white, wouldn’t understand any of it’, and Maryam had agreed, feeling sorry for Joshua who didn’t seem to have any other family to care for him.

Well, she was his family now.

She wouldn’t ask him again about a baby, she thought as she raised her hand to knock on Rajah’s door. She should have known that the time was not yet right. Joshua wanted her to focus on him, on them, on the lives they were still building together, and he was right. She ignored the light throbbing on her wrist where he had held her that morning, his fingers twisting ever so slightly until she winced in pain.

It had not hurt, it did not hurt, it was nothing.

It was only foolishness that made tears spring to her eyes again when Rajah opened the door and smiled widely as he always did to see her. She blinked furiously and smiled in return, walking into the small, slightly cluttered home that always felt so familiar with its Sri Lankan objects—the pictures of Sigiriya and Galle on the wall, the elephants on the cushion covers, the incense sticks beside the small bronze Ganesh statue on the shelf. The smell of burned resin and rosewater still lingered in the air.

‘Can I get you some tea, Magal?’ asked Rajah, as he always did, calling her daughter in Tamil the way Anisa and Masood did.

‘Yes please, Rajah, I wouldn’t mind some today,’ said Maryam, moving about the small space that Rajah already kept meticulously clean. All she had to do was wipe the ash from this morning’s incense when Rajah must have done his prayers, open the blinds and windows in the living room to let in the sunlight and fresh air, and fold the knitted throw on the sofa.

Rajah, like herself, was a Sri Lankan immigrant, only he had arrived through the skilled migrant program and so escaped the hardships of a boat voyage, of being held in detention and suspicion, the long wait before being granted the right to seek a new life in Australia. Still, she knew very little of his life before he had arrived in the retirement centre last year, only that he had no family or even friends that she could see, that he had worked as a horticulturist at Taronga Zoo for many years, that he was a devout Hindu, that he did not eat meat and fasted every Monday.

Her main duties with Rajah were to provide companionship, to be a safeguard against loneliness, to make sure he was taking his medication, that he sometimes left the house. And so she only saw him once a week, since loneliness did not qualify as great a danger as arthritis or heart failure, talking with him about everything from the weather to the plants he grew in his tiny yard in front of the unit to their favourite Sri Lankan dishes and how Muslim cuisine differed from Tamil despite having the same roots.

Sometimes Maryam would convince him to go for a walk or try one of the centre’s groups or events, once a book club in the communal hall and another time a morning tea for someone’s birthday. But she found that Rajah hardly spoke when he was in a group, that he seemed to fold into himself and lose his voice, that he would only nod or shake his head when spoken to, even when the question demanded an answer such as what his name was or where he was from. Rather than continue to force him to undergo such discomfort, Maryam settled for walks around the compound and sometimes to the nearby park, sitting on a bench and watching the swans glide past on the lake.

Although he hardly spoke of himself, Rajah took a great interest in hearing about Maryam’s life, her childhood, her family, how she thought she would be a jewellery designer like her father but then discovered she had no real knack for it, nor could she paint like her mother. How she then tried different jobs from working as a checkout girl at Coles to selling shoes in the city and even at a call centre for a few months where she found the indignity of being on the receiving end of complaints too much to bear.

When a friend had suggested aged care support, she had been hesitant at first, but then she thought of her grandmother who sometimes visited from Sri Lanka, how she loved to oil Maryam’s hair and braid it into several plaits, how she cooked the best dhal Maryam had ever tasted, how she sometimes fell asleep in the middle of the day with her mouth hanging slightly open. How everyone worried about her when she was too old to travel, but Papa’s sisters took care of her in her home in Batticaloa on the east coast of Sri Lanka. That maybe she could look after someone’s grandparent if they were far from home, that she, who had been so cared for by the family who took her for their own, could perhaps spend her days caring for others in need.

That morning she asked Rajah if he would like to drive to the beach and have a picnic on the sand. They packed crackers and fruit, Rajah insisting on bringing a flask of tea, which he brewed on the stove, adding bits of ginger, cardamom and cinnamon, pouring in milk and sugar.

Sipping that hot tea on the beach, sun and wind on her skin, Rajah smiling contentedly beside her, Maryam’s hurt seemed to shrink, her yearning for a child of her own no longer as all-consuming as it had felt that morning.
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‘Maryam, I’ve something to show you.’ Joshua swung into the apartment, grinning, and Maryam put down the book she’d been reading by the window, looking up now and then at the soft spring afternoon, at the pale green buds of the trees flickering like unfulfilled promises.

It had been almost a week since their last argument, days in which their conversation had cooled, and Joshua had seemed deliberately distant, even as she had yearned to put things right. She had no idea where he’d gone when he left home without a word to her that Saturday morning, and now she struggled to reconcile that absence with the exuberant man who stood before her.

‘Come on, come on,’ he said, hopping from one foot to the other like an excited child.

‘Alright, alright,’ she laughed finally, getting to her feet and picking up her hijab from where it lay on a chair.

‘Oh, must you? Oh well, alright, hurry up then.’

Maryam frowned slightly as she pinned the shawl in place and hurried after him—it wasn’t often Joshua expressed impatience at her hijab. But it wasn’t often they went anywhere together these days, was it?

She was happy to see him excited and smiling at her, and she felt her own mood lift in response. Perhaps this would be a good day—a good week. Perhaps, if she was very careful, if she noted the things that kept him happy today, she would learn how to make them all good days.

In the lift, he pressed the button to the basement instead of the ground floor, and Maryam thought he’d made a mistake, but when she reached out her hand, he lightly slapped it away. He didn’t seem to notice her frightened jump backwards, and she tried to steady her breath.

He’s not angry, he’s happy, she told herself.

In the basement car park, he walked through the lines of cars until he reached the spot that was reserved for their apartment.

Maryam gasped when she saw the sleek silver BMW in its spot, even tied with a bright blue ribbon.

Joshua knew how much she wanted her own car, how much she loved to drive. Before they married he’d told her he was waiting for the perfect vehicle for them, and until then they’d make do with the tram—but once he got the car of his dreams, they’d be whizzing through the city, heading on road trips to the Blue Mountains and the coast, venturing further to Victoria and Queensland when they could.

Maryam could see herself now, visiting her parents, how delighted they’d be to see her finally driving! Going for drives on winding mountain roads, across bridges …

‘Isn’t it stunning?’ he asked, looking at it fondly. ‘Just came out this month, and I got finance approved yesterday. Shall we go for a spin?’

‘Yes, please!’ Maryam scrambled into the passenger seat as Joshua undid the ribbon and slid in, asking her how she liked the sleek leather seats, showing her the navigation display, the high-tech sound system.

After a short drive around the suburbs, Joshua headed back to the apartment building, saying no when Maryam asked if they could go out for dinner, that he didn’t want to park the car in the street and tempt vagrants to key it or dent it.

‘Well, I can’t wait to drive it,’ Maryam said as they pulled in.

Joshua parked and turned off the engine before turning to look at her.

‘Oh, sweetheart, you aren’t going to drive. Do you think I’d spend all this money for you to wreck this car? Maybe get a little run-around for yourself when you’ve saved enough, hey?’

Maryam looked back at him and then looked away, swallowing the sudden anger that rose to her throat.

As they walked away from the car, she felt, just for a moment, like keying it herself.
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Their first Valentine’s Day together was after they were married, and Maryam wanted to do something extraordinary. She still couldn’t believe her luck in marrying a man like Joshua—in the beginning it had felt like just being around him made her seem a little more sophisticated, worldly.

Joshua was the only man she’d ever slept with, and she felt like she discovered her body for the first time with him. She had been dressing modestly since she was ten, like the other Muslim girls, long sleeves that covered her arms, skirts and jeans, and she had always thought it would be strange, maybe a little frightening, to let a man see and touch her naked body. And yet her shyness receded the moment Joshua began to touch her, her skin coming alive so there was no more thought, only feeling and sensation, no sense of time or space, only moments of intensity, one after the other.

It was as though sex transformed her into someone she hadn’t known she could be, freeing something inside her that she hadn’t known existed. When Joshua looked at her with desire, when she learned how she could also make him tremble with pleasure, she felt powerful for the first time in her life, and it quelled the misgivings she was already beginning to feel in their day-to-day interactions.

To celebrate her newfound sensuality, Maryam decided she would do a boudoir photoshoot and surprise Joshua on Valentine’s Day with the photos. She’d picked up a flyer at the salon when she had her last haircut and kept it tucked away in her purse, taking it out every now and then to stare at the dark, sensual images and wonder if she could ever look like that.

Boudoir: a beautifully decorated room used in the past by a woman for sleeping, dressing, relaxing, and entertaining.

Maryam daydreamed about what her own boudoir would look like if she had one, with walls draped with mauve and baby blue silk, a plush rose chaise longue near an antique vanity with a gilded mirror that reflected the soft lighting in the room. She imagined a small table and chairs where she would entertain friends, a four-poster bed where she would sleep and make love with Joshua.

When she arrived at the photographer’s apartment for the shoot, she was at first a little disappointed by how commonplace it seemed—the woman took her through the kitchen, scattered with children’s plates and cups, past the living room where two cats lay on the rug, to the studio at the back of the house.

Muted sunlight filtered through the blinds, falling on a bed with plain white sheets, a full length gold mirror, a red sofa scattered with cushions. The photographer, Hannah, was in tracksuit pants, her brown hair tied up in a loose bun, and she turned to smile at Maryam, who was wondering how those beautiful photos she’d seen could have come from this ordinary-looking person, this quirky but unimpressive room.

‘Now let’s see what you’ve got,’ Hannah said, reaching out her hand for Maryam’s bag, in which she’d brought some of the lingerie that she’d wanted to be photographed in, plain silk bras and knickers, satin hosiery that she’d never worn before.

The afternoon passed in a blur of gentle moments as Maryam posed for the photos, Hannah showing her how to cross her ankles, arch her chest, raise her calves, telling her how beautiful she was, how sexy, her kind voice making Maryam feel relaxed and safe as she did this thing that she had never imagined she would do, exposing her body to a stranger, letting someone freeze it in time.

Later on, when she received the photos, Maryam felt as though they were not of her, but of some secret, unbound self. Her face was dreamy and unguarded, light falling on the curves of her body she hadn’t known existed.

She put them back in the envelope and tied it with a red ribbon, wondering what Joshua would say, if he would recognise the woman in the photos at all.

‘So what will we do tomorrow?’ she asked him the night before Valentine’s Day, imagining he was taking her out but hadn’t said anything because he wanted to surprise her. Wasn’t that what Australian men did for their wives and lovers? She had never had a boyfriend but she’d seen her friends getting excited for Valentine’s Day, heard stories of how they’d been surprised with deliveries of flowers and chocolates, whisked away to fancy restaurants.

‘Tomorrow?’ he asked, frowning, and she wondered in sudden alarm if maybe she should have been the one to make plans—they had never spoken of these things, but she knew that Joshua liked to be in control and had assumed he would have thought of what to do.

‘Yes—well it’s the fourteenth,’ she said.

He stared at her for a moment before chuckling.

‘You don’t mean Valentine’s Day? Maryam, that’s for kids and fools who get sucked in by the advertising. Oh, I dunno, we can go out for dinner or something if you want, but it’ll be all booked out and ridiculously expensive. We might as well go out another day and enjoy it properly.’

He went back to watching his TV show, his arm still around Maryam, his thumb caressing her neck.

He didn’t seem to notice that she was quiet, that she moved ever so slightly away from him.

The next day, after Joshua left for work, she untied the ribbon and spread the photos on the bed, looking at herself—her beautiful, free, secret self that she now realised she wanted to protect.

For no eyes but my own, she thought as she put them back in the envelope.

That night, Joshua called to say he would be late again, and Maryam ate dinner by herself on the sofa, watching reruns of Friends and wondering what life might have been like if she had been born in another place, another time, if the woman who was her mother had not died on the boat, if her family had not adopted her, if they had never left Sri Lanka at all.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2009

Janu sat cross-legged on the floor, peeling back the softened lid of the old cardboard box she had found in the house where she had lived with the man.

For a moment, she was back there, sweeping beneath his bed, a room she had never entered until after he died. The light fell unevenly on the floorboards as the broom hit something solid, and she kneeled down to look, pulling out the now faded blue and gold bag with which her mother had climbed onto the boat all those years ago.

The hush of the house had pressed in around her as she leaned against the wall, her heart thudding in the silence as dust motes drifted like tiny spirits in the sunbeams. Inside the bag, the weight of a past, folded into paper and fabric—a box of documents that told Janu who she was and whom she had once belonged to. The names of those who had taken her sisters. A dress for a two-year-old. A baby’s blanket, still smelling faintly of something like rose petals.

In that moment, her sisters felt so close, and yet Janu had felt overwhelmed by the enormity of the task ahead—to find the two women she had sworn to love and protect, to undo years of absence and grief. To perhaps upend lives that had not been as difficult, as painful, as hers.

Now, the morning light filtering through the curtains slipped between cloud and sun, uncertain like her thoughts. It was a public holiday, and Serendib was closed, no tourists trailing in with their damp sandals and salty skin, no women pretending to buy souvenirs in return for a glimpse into their hearts. Janu did not like holidays; she preferred the routine of ordinary days, the hours defined by all the tasks she had to do. And yet, perhaps she had needed this empty morning, a reason to pull out this box, to sit down with its secrets, and try and decide what to do with them.

Outside the ocean murmured, a cicada whined and fell silent. She traced her fingers over the three birth certificates, the yellowed pages, the fading blue Tamil script. In the envelopes were letters—two from Huda, the woman who had raised Samar.

In the first letter, Huda asked after Janu and said Samar was going well, settled into their family as though she had always belonged there. Was Janu happy, Huda asked, did the man think that they should meet sometime in the future so the sisters could see each other? She had also written to Maryam’s ‘parents’ she said, who had settled near the city of Sydney; a kind lady at the Centre for Refugees had shared both their addresses. Here they were, in case the man was interested?

Janu ran her fingers over the words, the addresses in English, their slanted strokes tentative against the confident sweep of the Tamil script curving across the page. Were these the places where her sisters still lived? If she wrote to them there, would the letters find their way? As she wondered, the words on the page seemed to rise beneath her touch, pressing back against her fingertips as if to reassure her that yes, they would.

In the second letter, almost a year later, Huda said she had written before but wasn’t sure if the letter had reached either family as she hadn’t heard back. Huda’s husband Abdu thought it might be best to leave the girls to each family and not complicate things for them—did the man agree? She wondered if Janu, being the oldest, would remember and miss her sisters unlike the other two?

The letter trailed off as though Huda had not known what else to say. Janu gathered that the man hadn’t written back and Huda had given up her efforts, probably feeling better for having tried.

From clues in the letters, and online searches, Janu knew that Samar was living with a friend now in Melbourne, studying for an arts degree. She also knew that she was a dancer and found a video of her performing at a street dance, which she watched over and over again, her heart swelling with pride. Samar danced as though her limbs were made of air, telling stories with her body to the music. If she, Janu, were to know Samar, she would go to every performance, she would tell her how wonderful she was, how she had taken her life and her gifts and made something beautiful of it.

Of Maryam she knew less, mostly gleaned from her Facebook profile on which she made infrequent public posts. One of these was from her wedding, in which Maryam’s face was turned towards a man with light blond hair and a small smile on his face. Maryam was wearing a traditional deep burgundy dress and shawl embroidered in gold, and he was also in a mauve sherwani, slightly incongruous against his fair-skinned looks. Janu stared at them both, at the sweetness of the expression on Maryam’s face, the slight contempt in his. Something dark flitted through her, and she knew that Maryam was not safe, but that she was also in love, and so she could not see the pain she was hurtling towards.

‘Leave,’ whispered Janu as she looked at the photograph.

For so long she had told herself it was too much, unsure how to bridge the time and distance between them. She had feared that reaching for her sisters might shatter the lives they had built without her, that perhaps she was not worthy of them any longer.

But now, as their faces seemed to gaze back at her from the past as well as the future, she knew the truth. She would find them. She would no longer let absence speak louder than love, nor grief remain in place of the bond they were meant to share.
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That afternoon, Janu wrote letters to her sisters while a storm brewed over the ocean, blankets of dark clouds with shimmering threads of lightning drawing closer to the rising waves beneath. The red-eyed figbirds that sang outside her window fell silent, the gulls that circled the horizon landing and disappearing beneath rocky shelters. Even the trees seemed to grow still, branches trembling, leaves whispering, in anticipation of the lashing winds to come.

Janu wrote first to Maryam, then to Samar, her yearning for them pouring through her fingertips onto the page, and something inside her shifted and swelled along with the storm. After she had finished sealing the envelopes, she looked outside the window again to see that the world was dark, silent and waiting.

Janu stepped outside the door and walked down the path to the beach, first pebbles then silky white sand caressing her bare feet. There was no one in sight and yet the air was alive, heavy with tension as though it carried the thoughts and sensations of a thousand years, about to be released in a single breath.

She wanted to feel it, to be it, to dance with it.

In a swift movement, Janu took off her t-shirt, her track pants and her underwear and tossed them behind her before running into the ocean, which engulfed her with a cold, salty embrace. Janu gasped, then laughed, raising her arms to the dark sky.

‘Rain!’ she cried, and astonishingly the drops began to fall, pouring on her bare-skinned head and face so she felt she was being kissed by water from above and beneath, her tears indistinguishable from the rain and the sea.

She dove and swam as the storm swept over her, rage and pain swirling through her and washing away.

The ache of a father, left behind.

The heartbreak of a mother, dead before her time.

The sorrow of no home.

The violating of her body, her mind, by someone she sometimes loved.

The man who called himself her father dying in her arms, when she could have let him live.

Loss and longing for her sisters.

She’d been hurt, hurt and hurt again, but she was still here, and the world was still beautiful, and there was so much of life still waiting to happen.

When the storm finally quietened and the waves grew calmer, she floated for a while. A gull appeared in the sky, and then another with a loud cry, circling low.

Janu swam to shore, still tingling, her heart throbbing with what felt like new life. A ray of sunlight broke through the clouds and lit her body so that tiny rainbows danced on her bare skin as she walked towards the rocks where she’d left her clothes.

It was then that she saw the stranger standing with her clothes in his arms. He held them out to her, both an offering and a promise of safety, and even from a distance she could see that his eyes were the colour of a rock pool on a sunny day. She walked towards him, unafraid, her head held high, and she felt a smile tug at her lips.

I know you, she thought, studying the tangled brown curls that fell to his shoulders, the heavy lashes and sharp angles of his face.

‘I saw you go into the water, and I didn’t want them to get washed away,’ he said, his eyes on hers as she took the clothes from him and slipped the t-shirt back over her head.

His voice was full of awe as he added, ‘And you—you are just phenomenal.’
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So this was what it was like to have someone materialise from your dreams, the man whose face she had already seen, whose voice brought her comfort even when she did not know to whom it belonged.

It had been a dream that had made her heart sing.

And now here he was.

Not yet, she thought as she nodded a thank you to him and began to walk back up the path. There will be time, whispered the trees as she walked towards her home.

When she turned around at the top of the hill, he was gone.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2009

Samar left Pierce’s house just as his wife Meg arrived, turning into the driveway in her little black car. Meg smiled vaguely as Samar walked past, her short blue skirt flapping, heels clicking sharply on the paving. Samar smiled back and waved without breaking her stride as she walked towards the bus stop further up the street. She caught a glimpse of their daughter Suzy in the back seat and suddenly her throat felt tight.

What had she been thinking to come here? The foolish, imagined hopes of an hour ago—the look on Pierce’s face when he opened the door and saw her, how he would sweep her into his arms and say it had been such a mistake to let her go, how he would kiss her and say sorry for all the pain he had caused. This, she thought, was all that she wanted—just an acknowledgement of the hurt that throbbed through her chest and arms, in every moment since she had last seen him.

Instead, Pierce had not been home, and now if Meg told him she had seen a young, dark-skinned woman leaving their house, he would guess that it was her.

Would he know that she had wandered around the garden, peered in through the window at the kitchen where he had made her mugs of her favourite Nespresso coffee with the shimmery pale pink pods and then leaned over and licked the cream off her lips as she sipped it? That she had touched and breathed in the smell of his shirts, now dry on the line, that she fingered the woman’s blue silk blouse and black tights, the string of little t-shirts and shorts. Would he see her shoeprints by the swing chair, where they had cuddled together and spoken about what they wanted to do with their lives, watching the fairy wrens and lorikeets on the hedge?

Or perhaps Meg would say nothing, already forgetting as she opened her front door and walked into the home that she shared with her husband. Perhaps they had picked up their lives seamlessly after the long months of separation; perhaps Pierce, despite everything he’d told her about his marriage, was now happy.

She reached the bus stop and paused to catch her breath, leaning against the smooth white trunk of the gum tree, a patchwork of sunlight and shadow at her feet. The afternoon was warm and humid, a trickle of sweat running down her back.

Samar sighed, pressing her bare shoulder against the tree. The teenager sitting on the blue bench looked up briefly, then returned to playing a game on his phone. Overhead, a trio of cockatoos screeched in tandem before taking flight, creamy wings flapping against the bright summer sky. In the distance, she saw the yellow gleam of the bus and straightened, angrily wiping away the tear that had spilled onto her cheek.
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When Pierce had told her, after they’d been seeing each other for almost a year, that his wife and daughter were arriving in Melbourne, that Meg wanted to try again, to go to counselling together, to give their marriage just one more chance, Samar had watched his familiar lips moving, his voice saying the words, without really understanding their intent.

Did it mean that she, Samar, would no longer be his girlfriend? Were they breaking up?

If so, it was unlike any other breakup that she had experienced, where there was always a definite reason for unhappiness, for incompatibility. To end things now, because somewhere another woman had decided that she still loved Pierce, because the years of his life before he’d met her had caught up with him, even though it was she who was now in his life, seemed unjust and improbable.

And yet it seemed that was how it would be, that the pull of that past, of that marriage he had walked away from, of that child he was desperate to see again, was far greater than the brief sweetness of the moments he had shared with Samar.

Another love that hovered just out of her reach, like the loves she had yearned for all of her life.
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The large yellow envelope was propped on the hall table where Ruby left her keys, its sharp corners resting against the mirror. Samar’s name and address were written in neat, pointed handwriting on the label, a tiny, dark blot at the end as though the writer had pressed the pen very firmly onto the thick paper. A Return to Sender note on the top had been crossed out, and the edges of the envelope were bent and faded as though it had travelled further than intended before finding her.

Samar picked it up, taking it into the living room where Ruby was reading, feet tucked under the sky-blue handloom blanket Samar had brought with her when she moved in. The tiny rhine-stone petals in Ruby’s nose ring glinted as she moved her head, smoothing back her fine blonde hair. Ruby was as light as Samar was dark, which Samar thought made them a striking pair when they performed together, their lithe bodies moving gracefully in a constellation of night and day.

She looked up as Samar settled into the green armchair opposite.

‘Oh, that came this morning by registered post. I signed for it. Were you expecting anything?’

‘No,’ said Samar, looking at the envelope, the return address a remote coastal town in New South Wales. Something about the sender’s name was familiar, the envelope feeling heavy in her hand despite its slightness.

Suddenly, she could smell salt, see the sharp blue of the open ocean, feel the warmth of a woman’s embrace. The sweet, high voice of a little girl calling her name.

And Samar calling back, trying to say the girl’s name, only it came out ‘Anu’.

An old, familiar ache bloomed and faded. Memories rose and vanished before they took form.

‘No,’ she said again as she held the envelope in both hands, trying to make sense of the sudden, sharp hope that was engulfing her.

She felt Ruby’s gaze follow her as she dropped the envelope on the coffee table and went to the kitchen, opening the pantry and pulling out pots and pans to start dinner. Something light, she thought, boiling spaghetti, toasting pine nuts, frying sage in butter and olive oil.

Something to soften the heat of the day, the burn in her heart, the confusing pull of half-remembered moments from long ago.
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They took their dinner and a bottle of wine onto the patio that looked out onto a nature reserve, with myrtle trees and tall ferns that bent in the wind, the sun hanging low over the distant hills. Moths clung to the low-hanging lamp that Ruby turned on, small wings dark against the warm glow.

Inside the house, the envelope seemed to gleam in the semi-darkness. Samar turned away from the window, twirling a forkful of spaghetti.

‘I went to Pierce’s house today,’ she said, before putting it in her mouth, the fresh parmesan melting on her tongue.

‘You what?’ Ruby dropped her fork with a clatter. ‘Please tell me he wasn’t there—oh god, he was, wasn’t he? And his wife? What happened, you stupid, stupid girl?’

‘I know, I know,’ Samar groaned. ‘But he wasn’t there, you’ll be pleased to know. The house was empty. I just mooched about like a heartbroken lunatic and then came home. Didn’t even leave a note—I didn’t! I swear.’

‘Did you call him? Text?’

‘Did not.’

Samar didn’t want to confess that Pierce had blocked her number a month ago after she had made a string of midnight calls and left drunken voice messages to say how much she missed him. He’d called back when she was in a class and left her a message to say he was blocking her number, that he was sorry, that he had too much to lose, that he hoped she was okay. His voice was strained and shaky, at once familiar and unfamiliar, never saying the things she most wanted to hear. She had called back immediately in disbelief—but it was true, he had blocked her. Over and over, she had listened to the recording that the number was unavailable, texted messages into the void.

‘Babe, listen to me,’ said Ruby, reaching across to take Samar’s hand. ‘You’ll be fine. You know this. I know this. Just don’t make this even harder for future Samar by behaving like an idiot until you get there?’

Samar laughed, she couldn’t help it. And Ruby was right, she did know she would be fine. She just needed some time to climb out of the hole that she seemed to have dug for herself.

And she had Ruby after all, beautiful, funny Ruby, who could turn even the worst day into a story worth telling, who never let Samar forget who she was.

‘Let’s dance tonight, just you and me,’ Ruby was saying as she sipped her wine. ‘We’ll put on a record and dance like no one’s watching for a change.’

But that was how they always danced, like no one was watching, blind to the hundreds of eyes behind the glow of the stage lights.
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In her room, Samar sat on her bed and opened the envelope, slipping a dusky pink fingernail under the flap and tearing the seal. She drew out a sheaf of papers and a dried flower fell onto her lap, cream and orange bristles nestling on dark green leaves. The soft, earthy scent seemed to rise and spread, tinged with something sweet and unfamiliar, once again drawing Samar into a place filled with yearning for something she could not quite remember.

Some of the pages were a formal document in a script she recognised as Tamil, the mother tongue of her parents, which she could only barely understand and speak herself but could not read.

And then there was the letter, two handwritten pages in the same neat handwriting. Samar scanned the pages, single words and fragments of sentences leaping out at her with dizzying significance. My dear sister, she read. Our mother, our father.

Years have passed … do you remember this? … find you … our other sister … house by the beach … long to see you.

Sister, thought Samar, closing her eyes and letting the word simmer in her thoughts. Sister, sister, sister. But it was Nadia that she saw, Nadia stepping into her room with an armful of freshly dried and folded clothes, Nadia waiting for her after school, Nadia painting henna patterns on her palms, Nadia pretending to her parents that she didn’t know where Samar was even when she knew she was at dance lessons or at a movie with a boy. Nadia’s face, twisted with grief and anger, saying that Samar had killed their—Nadia’s—father. Nadia, with whom she hadn’t spoken in over a year.

And here was this woman, somewhere in a house by a beach, saying sister.

It was a piece of a puzzle that Samar had longed to find, ever since she had learned that the family she grew up in was not the family she had been born into, drawn to the fleeting whispers of memories that slipped through her mind. Yet now that she had been given a key, she found herself strangely reluctant to open that door, to discover that other part of her story, that world that had been hidden from her, the people she might find there.

Who was she then, if not Samar, daughter of her parents, sister of Nadia? Did she really want to find out?

She read the letter again, slowly.

When the man who raised me died, I found our mother’s bag in his room with some things that belonged to us. There were our original birth certificates, and I have enclosed a copy of yours. Even so, it has taken me all this time to find you, even longer to find the courage to write. I found, during one of my online searches, the profile of the man who raised you. Did he treat you well? Were you loved? Are you happy?

Perhaps you are so happy that this letter comes as an unwelcome surprise … and yet I must know, my dear, I must see you again if only once, for you are the sister of my blood that I swore to my father to love and protect all my life. If perhaps you are not happy, if you have been searching for something else in life, then come to me also, as it may be that we can find it together.

Samar paused, taken aback again by the tender intimacy of the letter, how the woman seemed to know something of Samar’s heart, which was always hovering somewhere between a feeling of love and neglect.

Here is a banksia flower from my small garden. I like to dry them and put them in vases and bowls in my home, along with some of the other flowers I grow. I prefer them to fresh flowers that fade and grow old within days and then one must toss them away. If I can instead capture some of their beauty and scent while they are alive in this way I feel I have given them a little longer to exist in this world with dignity. Does that sound very strange? Are there strange things about you that you would care to share with me?

Janu, she had signed her name, and Samar thought again of the girl on the boat whose name Samar had screamed when she walked away with a strange man whose face Samar could not remember.

Janu, Janu, Janu. Sister, sister, sister.
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2009

Hurt: a verb, to cause pain or injury, to cause anguish.

Hurt: a noun, emotional pain or distress.

Hurt: an adjective, distressed by someone’s behaviour.

In other languages, she had read, there were different words to describe these variations of hurt, but in English, which Maryam had grown up speaking, a single word carried the weight of so many different shades.

Sometimes, Maryam imagined her own depictions of the word.

Hurt: when the person you love becomes a stranger.

Hurt: when your safe space is suddenly a dangerous one.

Hurt: when everything you thought you knew about someone is no longer true.

Sometimes Maryam saw the word in her mind, glowing red like a burning ember, or a cool silver like a sharp-edged knife.

When Joshua had shoved her the other day so she fell onto the floor and hit her shoulder on the coffee table, she was hurt, a hot pain shooting through her arm, her back, her hip as it struck the carpet.

He hurt her.

When he left for a work event, wearing a blue polo shirt that she’d bought him, telling her that no, she couldn’t come, she wouldn’t have anything to talk about with anyone, she would be bored, many of the other partners were also lawyers, doctors or other professionals and he wouldn’t want her to feel embarrassed—she was hurt.

He hurt her.

And sometimes all these shades blended into the other so Maryam felt like she was hurt itself, her body and mind throbbing with pain.
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Maryam had slipped into a daydream as she walked towards Rajah’s unit.

The sun warmed her face, and a breeze lifted the edge of her hijab. A shadow passed above her and, looking up, Maryam saw a large black bird circling low in the sky. A startled rabbit darted across the lawn, and she heard the tinkle of Rajah’s windchimes.

As she walked up the path, a man stepped out of Rajah’s house and nodded politely at Maryam. When his eyes met hers, Maryam felt a spark of recognition that landed nowhere.

He looked to be about Rajah’s age, with a shock of white hair, weathered dark skin, a droop to his mouth that vanished when he smiled.

‘You must be Maryam,’ he said, speaking with the careful accented English of Sri Lankan immigrants. ‘Rajah has just been telling us about you. We were visiting, and my daughter is with him inside—I just need to head to the shops to get something and then I’ll be back to pick her up.’

‘How lovely for Rajah,’ said Maryam, puzzled. Rajah had never had any visitors before that she knew of. ‘And do I know you from somewhere?’

‘I don’t think so. I just moved here from Townsville,’ he said, shaking his head. His mouth returned to its sad droop. ‘Maryam is such a beautiful name.’ He paused as though to say something else, then lifted his hand in a wave and walked away.

Maryam stared after him, this tall, slightly stooped figure, and almost laughed at her inexplicable urge to run after him, and ask—what?

The moment passed and she knocked lightly before going into Rajah’s house.

She found him bustling about the small kitchen, pulling spice jars out of cupboards, chopping tomatoes and onions on the narrow counter. A young girl sat on the bar stool, swaying her feet and munching on Indian snack mix from a bowl. She wore jeans and a bright orange kurti, loose curls falling to her shoulders.

‘Hello,’ she mumbled through a mouthful of snack mix when Rajah introduced Maryam, then glancing at her hijab, added, ‘Assalamu alaikum. I’m Amal.’

‘Wa alaikum salaam, Amal,’ said Maryam, smiling at the girl and turning to a beaming Rajah, who explained that Amal’s father was a very old friend who had immigrated to Australia with Rajah many years ago. They had both lived in Townsville for a while, and then Rajah had moved to Sydney when he got the job at the zoo.

‘I haven’t seen my friend in about fifteen years. I am so happy to see him and Amal. Now they will visit me every week, yes? And, Maryam, you will help me make some vadey and sambar chutney?’

‘Of course,’ said Maryam, reaching for his medicine boxes and making sure he’d taken his morning meds before joining him in the kitchen.

A song from an old Tamil movie was playing on the radio, which Rajah had tuned in to a Sri Lankan station, and Amal hummed along, pausing to ask Maryam questions about herself—did she like living in Sydney? Was the Opera House as fancy as people said it was? What about the bridge? Did Maryam go to school here?

Maryam tried to keep up with the girl’s stream of chatter, thinking idly at the same time of the daughter she might have one day who might have honey-smooth skin and dark unruly curls like Amal, or Joshua’s blue eyes and thick blonde lashes.

When Amal leaned forward for more snack mix, the sunlight fell on something glinting on her shirt. Maryam, who had grown up learning about gemstones from her father, recognised the deep gleam of a tiny pink sapphire set in the heart of a golden rose.

‘Can I see?’ she asked, reaching for the pendant that hung on a thin gold chain and admiring the intricate petals, layer upon layer opening outwards. The padparadscha in the centre glinted like a flame.

It seemed to jostle some old memory deep inside her mind, and Maryam waited to see what it might be, but nothing surfaced.

‘My father used to be a jeweller. He would like this,’ she told Amal and Rajah, swallowing the unease that now arose when she spoke of her parents.

‘My dad gave it to me,’ said Amal. ‘I think it belonged to someone else, but it’s mine now.’

‘Lucky you,’ said Maryam, letting the pendant fall back.

When she left that afternoon, the black bird was still circling the sky, swooping lower and lower until Maryam thought she could see its eyes, bright and clear, looking at her before rising into the air again.

Nostalgia. The word dropped from the bird’s feathers and settled around Maryam, a cloak of strange yearning she couldn’t define.

As she got on the train home, she found herself hoping she would see them again, the charming young girl with the striking pendant, and her father with the sad mouth and eyes she felt she must have known in another place and time.
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The yellow envelope had been slipped under their door. It was addressed to her parents’ home, so Naveed must have dropped it off on his way to work this morning, Maryam thought as she picked it up and tossed it onto the coffee table along with other mail, bills and ads.

She saw that Joshua had cleaned the kitchen and left a note for her on the fridge:

Love you babe. Late tonight, don’t wait up. Dinner in cooker.

The apartment smelled like rosemary and thyme, like warmth, like comfort. Joshua must have made a beef stew or chicken soup in the slow cooker, although how he’d had the time before work she couldn’t imagine. He was always so efficient that way, doing things in minutes that she imagined would take hours, whereas she was often slow and clumsy, pausing in the middle of tasks to daydream, a habit he seemed to find both endearing and irritating depending on his mood.

She was not particularly good at anything, she thought with a sigh, no special talent or skill, a mediocre wife.

Maryam served herself a bowl of the stew and went to sit on the sofa, turning on the TV.
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It was only later, as she yawned and stood up, that her eye fell on the yellow envelope again, and she picked it up, taking it into the kitchen with her. She opened it there, cutting the edge with the scissors from the cutlery drawer, and read the letter leaning against the counter.

Upheaval: a great change, especially causing or involving much difficulty, activity, or trouble.

It seemed as though many hours had passed when she put the pages back into the envelope with trembling fingers—the hand-written letter, the document in the familiar Tamil script.

Anisa and Masood had told her the story of adopting her as their own on the boat—but they said that both her parents had died; they had not said that her father was never on the boat, that there were two sisters who had been with her, and now the absence of the whole story loomed like a gaping hole in her life.

Why had they not told her?

Why had they all not kept in touch with each other?

How often Maryam had longed to have a sister, someone to share secrets with, fight with over clothes and shoes, to share her parents’ attention as girls.

And now it turned out she had not one but two older sisters that she had never heard of until that moment, sisters whose names leapt out at her from the pages of the strange letter, full of love and nostalgia, from a woman she had never known.

Her fingers trembled as she slipped the envelope into the bottom of her lingerie drawer where Josh never looked, the sharp yellow edges still visible between the black and white knickers that he liked her to wear.

She lay on her bed, waiting for sleep and watching the reflection of passing headlights on the ceiling.

Sister: a girl or woman who has the same parents as another person. Sister.

Sister. Sister.
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‘We loved you so much,’ Anisa said quietly. ‘We didn’t want to make it difficult for you. We didn’t want you to grow up feeling like anything was missing.’

‘You wanted me to think you were all I had,’ said Maryam. ‘When somewhere there were people who might have been looking for me.’

They were sitting in Maryam’s old room in her parents’ house, with its pastel blue walls and white curtains, the little shelf still stacked with her old books, the bed on which she sat still covered with her favourite old diamond-patterned quilt.

Maryam had taken the ferry across to Parramatta that afternoon to visit, to share with them the letter she’d received from a woman who claimed to be her sister. There was a part of her that had hoped there would be a simple explanation—that it wasn’t true, that the Maryam in the birth certificate was not her, that there had been another family on that boat with three little girls. After all, didn’t many people die on such treacherous journeys?

But when Anisa had gasped and put her hand to her chest, when she had said, through tears, engala manichikonga magal—forgive us, daughter, we did our best—Maryam knew her life had been carried by a lie.

‘We were all you had,’ Anisa was saying. ‘The other two girls—your sisters—were taken by other people who would have looked after them and loved them like we did you. It would have made things difficult for all of you—all of us—if we had told you the truth.’

Maryam could see that Anisa believed what she was saying, that she thought they had acted out of love.

Delusion: a false belief or judgement about an external reality, held despite incontrovertible evidence to the contrary.

Was it Maryam who was deluded, to think that this family had been selfish to keep the truth from her?

Or was it Anisa and Masood who were deluded, to believe that to raise her with a lie was the most loving thing to do?

But wasn’t it Maryam who had been deluded enough to marry Joshua, to believe he was a kind and caring man, to continue sometimes to believe it still?

She tried to draw her thoughts back, away from the word delusion circling like a dark wasp around her.

‘How do you know,’ she asked Anisa, ‘that my sisters were happy and well looked after?’

After a long moment, Anisa rose from the table and went to her bedroom, returning with some letters, faded ink on blue-ruled paper. Huda, who had taken her sister Samar, had written, it seemed, to let them know how Samar was going and to ask after Maryam.

‘I didn’t write back,’ Anisa said. ‘Like I said, I thought it for the best—but you can see they loved Samar. I’m sure the man who took your other sister loved her too, I’m sure he found a wife and had more children and she was part of a happy family. Just like you were, Maryam.’

Maryam knew from Janu’s letter that the ‘man who called himself her father’ was dead and Janu was living alone in a small town on the New South Wales coast. There was no mention of anyone else and something tragic whispered between the sentences that Janu had written about her life, shadows of words that Maryam couldn’t quite see.

‘She wants me to go and visit her, to stay for a few weeks,’ Maryam told Anisa. ‘She says she has asked Samar to come too, that we can all get to know each other.’

Anisa bowed her head, and Maryam could see the tears falling onto the quilt.

‘Then you must go,’ she said, without looking up. ‘We lost you anyway when you married that man. You were not our Maryam anymore. Do you know this is the first time you’ve come to see me in three months? You never even answer my calls now, and there was a time we spoke every day, Maryam. You could never even go to sleep without saying goodnight to me and Papa. Do you know how sad he’s been? You were the treasure of our hearts.’

You. You. You.

The word leapt from Anisa’s lips and landed firmly on Maryam’s chest.

It was true that Maryam had been loved.

It was true that in choosing Joshua, she had unknowingly distanced herself from the people who had given her a home and were the only family she had ever known.

And yet they had lied to her, made her believe she was alone in the world, when she was not.

Who would she be if she had been one sister of three and not an only daughter?

Would she have been stronger, wiser, had the strength of sisters to lean on?

Would she still have loved words? Would she know how to plaster holes in walls, fix leaking taps, change a tyre—the many things her brothers had taught her?

Would she, when Joshua said, ‘Oh, honey, you broke the coffee machine,’ have pointed out that it was him constantly overfilling the water that had caused it to break, or just shrugged, as she had that morning, and said sorry?

Was there some part of her that still could be that other Maryam?

She swung her legs onto the floor and moved closer to Anisa, putting her arms around her.

‘I know you loved me, Mama,’ she said, ‘but I wonder now if there were others who did too, and who have been looking for me all my life.’
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2009

Samar spotted the familiar black car idling near the curb outside the dance centre and suddenly veered towards it as she realised what she wanted to do. The season’s final rehearsals had ended the day before, leaving the building oddly quiet, posters peeled from noticeboards, rooms locked. She had just dropped in to pick up some of her things left in the locker, not expecting to see Pierce who had moved on after being offered a job as creative director with another company.

She leaned against his car, waiting, thinking of how annoyed Ruby would be if she could see her now.

Just one time, Rubes, and I’m done, I promise, she whispered to herself as she watched people walking or jogging across the oval, cars backing slowly out of the car park before driving away.

She thought about being in love and if you only knew you had been in love by the extent of the heartbreak you felt when it ended. Schoolgirl crushes and the odd date that was good enough to keep seeing someone for a few months hadn’t given her the intense pleasure or the anguish that her relationship with Pierce had. He’d seen her as she had wanted to be seen all her life, given her a space in which she could be both free and loved.

If there was no Pierce, did the Samar that existed in his presence disappear?

Did his leaving her confirm what she had feared since she was twelve years old—that she was only a convenient love, a secondary choice?

In the aftermath of their breakup, she had both pushed him away and pursued him with a desperation of which she was now ashamed, sometimes insisting that she was fine without him and then texting him question after question about what their time together had meant.

She needed to let him go, and to do that she needed to shape her own ending, one that she could remember and live with.

Taking a deep breath, she tilted her head towards the bright summer sky. The large black bird flying in slow circles around the sun evoked a memory, faint as a shadow that flitted across her mind. Before she could grasp it, she heard footsteps and looked up to see Pierce approaching. She would know the shape of him anywhere, the way he walked with long, loping strides, his arms swinging in a way that made him appear aimless, as though he had no idea where he was going.

As he drew nearer, she saw his face pucker with curiosity, then recognition, then alarm that pierced her chest with a sharp sting. At one time, she had lived for the moment when his eyes would light up with joy at the sight of her.

‘I come in peace,’ she called out to him, trying to smile. ‘I just wanted to see you for a few minutes before the summer break.’

‘Samar, look,’ he began, stopping a few feet away before lapsing into silence, averting his gaze and swallowing whatever he had been about to say.

‘You know how they talk about closure not being a real thing, and how you can only find it within yourself?’ said Samar, her words tumbling out in a rush. ‘I’ve never really been able to believe that. If you don’t get answers from the person who hurt you, then where are you going to find them? If you don’t let them know how they made you feel, where is all that pain going to go?’

He looked at her then, and she met his gaze fiercely, wanting him to know that she both loved him and was ready to let him go.

‘Anyway, I just wanted to come and say goodbye, I guess. And to tell you that you were special. You made me feel seen at a time I was really aching for it, even if it made it hurt more when you left. So I’ll let you go now and I won’t bother you again, I swear. Goodnight, Pierce.’

She stood a bit straighter, switching her backpack from one shoulder to the other, and turned when she felt his hand on her arm.

She shook it off lightly as she heard him say her name again. She turned to look at him for what she thought would be the last time.

‘You always did say exactly what was on your mind.’ His face broke into a small smile, and she saw that his eyes were filled with regret. ‘I won’t say sorry because I know apologies won’t fix this. But you gave me something I needed too, Samar. I miss it. You’re extraordinary. You deserve more than what I could give.’

She smiled, something in her chest easing. She felt, for a moment, the way she did at the end of a dance, her body and mind slowing from movement to stillness, exhaustion and exhilaration as she felt completely and utterly at home within herself.

‘I know,’ she said, as she walked away. This time, she didn’t look back.
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That afternoon, Samar baked a dark chocolate and strawberry tart and thought about love. She kneaded the dough with her fingers to memories of Abdu and Huda, chopped the chocolate to regrets. She watched it melt into the cream, stirring the darkness into light, and thought about how sometimes there was no distinguishing love from pain. A slice of chilli for unexpected heat. Red strawberries for brightness and hope.

Now that uni was done, the months and years seemed to stretch before her, blank with possibility. She had no idea what she was going to do, where she would work, if she would continue to dance, but all that seemed irrelevant in the face of her coming journey to visit her sister.

I’ve asked Maryam to come too, Janu had written in her letter, and I am dreaming of having you both in my home, to see you and know you after all these years.

She had given her address and the number of a shop in town, but Samar couldn’t imagine picking up the phone and speaking to a woman who was still a stranger, despite the intimacy of the word ‘sister’. Instead, she had bought a postcard with a picture of St Kilda beach, writing only See you soon. Looking forward to it, Samar and staring at the bland words before deciding they were enough.

She put the tart on the counter to cool and sighed, thinking of the last time she had cooked for Pierce, the night he had told her Meg and Suzy were joining him. She’d made a moussaka, which in the end neither of them had eaten, and which she knew she would now never make again, imagining sorrow seeping through the layers of eggplant and beef.

‘And you didn’t think to tell me this before?’ she had asked, the first of many questions. ‘When you were discussing this with your—not your ex now, but your wife—you didn’t think to tell me about it?’

‘I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to upset you with something that possibly wouldn’t happen,’ he’d said miserably. ‘It’s only this week that we’ve been talking—and it’s a marriage, you know? We’d given it so much already and Meg thinks it might be different here in a new place. And I’d be a father to Suzy again, not some holiday parent. Oh, Samar—don’t go, it’s breaking my heart too.’

And like a fool she hadn’t gone, not that night or the nights that followed. It was only when he had told her, pale and resolute, that they were arriving the following day that she had packed her few things into a shopping bag and called a taxi, although he’d offered to drive her.

She missed him still, and yet the ache seemed duller now, soothed by their last exchange, and perhaps also by the hope of soon seeing Huda and Nadia, by memories that reminded her that in many ways she had been loved.

When Abdu had left a rolled prayer mat and Quran in her room long after she had stopped praying, when he had bought her long-sleeved clothes and hijabs every year for Eid long after she had stopped caring about covering herself up, was that from love rather than disdain?

Once, during a week when they were not talking to each other, Abdu had found her curled up on the sofa with period cramps. He had quietly brought her a hot water bottle, blanket and Nurofen and then gone out and returned with a Whittaker’s Peanut Slab, her favourite chocolate, which he left on the coffee table. And yet only earlier that week he had told Nadia she still had to do her chores although she’d complained of a headache, and Nadia had sulkily packed the dishwasher in silence where Samar would have argued and protested.

What was the balance of his love then, and which of them had shone more brightly in his heart? Or had they both shone the same, only that he showed it differently, that he wanted the same things for both of them when they were each so different too?

When Pierce had weighed the possibility of a new life with her against an old life that was familiar, why had she fallen short?

Could she ever stop measuring her worth by the yardsticks of those she loved?

‘You know, I don’t think Pierce will ever forget me,’ she said to Ruby, who had just walked into the kitchen and was now peering at the tart.

‘Of course he won’t, you marvellous woman, queen of our kitchen.’ Ruby reached out to wipe a smear of chocolate off Samar’s cheek and licked it off her finger. ‘Whereas you will definitely forget him. Want to go for a hike while that cools? We could just drive up to the valley?’

It was one of their favourite things to do, riding up to the Dandenong Ranges on Ruby’s Harley and walking through the lush green forests, talking and laughing, falling into affable silence as they paused to admire the richness of the land around them.

They decided to go to Griffith Falls, feet falling softly on the undulating path, golden late afternoon sunlight filtering through the giant gum trees and ferns. The air was filled with birdsong and rustling leaves, the gentle gurgle of streams, and Samar breathed deeply, imagining the light and warmth filling her and softening the sharp edges of her thoughts and memories until there was only love left.

For a woman who had birthed her and loved her enough to carry her across an ocean, a father left behind. The family who had chosen to give her a home, her sisters lost and found.

Pierce, who had lit up her life, even for a short time.

For Ruby.

Earlier that day Ruby had helped Samar go through her room to find anything that would remind her of Pierce. There wasn’t much—a small painting of a flower market in Dublin, a pair of earrings that he’d bought her at the Kensington Markets, tickets from the only concert they went to together. A handful of photos from a weekend in the Blue Mountains. A flyer for a trip to Thailand that they would now never go on.

Samar sat on her bed, feeling bereft as Ruby put everything into a canvas bag and looked at her.

‘We don’t have to get rid of them, you know,’ Ruby had said thoughtfully. ‘I can just keep them in my room, and you can let me know in a few months what you want to do. You might want to keep the painting and the earrings—they might feel like your own after a while or just remind you of someone you loved.’

Samar had agreed and Ruby had taken them to her own room, which was always a bit messier than Samar’s, clothes strewn on the floor, a packet of chips on the bedside drawers, tubes of lipstick and mascara scattered on the dresser. In the corner was a giant stuffed moose that Ruby’s parents had brought her from their last holiday to Canada, shipping it all the way from Toronto so that it arrived months after they were back home in their sprawling house in Glen Iris.

Sometimes Samar wondered if it was Ruby’s affluent upbringing, her rich and carefree parents who had doted on their only child, that made her as confident as she was. Ruby seemed to go through life with both ease and enthusiasm, having relationships with both men and women that she seemed to begin and end with complete certainty.

‘Wasn’t she upset? How did you know it wasn’t right?’ Samar had asked when Ruby had told her that she’d ended things with her last girlfriend, whom she’d been seeing for almost a year.

‘She was upset, yes,’ Ruby had said, ‘but we’d been talking about it for a little while, and there were things she wanted that I didn’t—children, for instance. And she was struggling with both wanting to be with me and her desire to be a mother, and I wanted to set her free. She’ll find someone else to love who can give her all of it—we’ll both find someone else to love.’

Samar wished she could have such assurance, that she could also free herself enough from the desire to be loved. That she could feel whole without it.

When Ruby had tossed the bag into her cupboard, Samar had sat down suddenly on the floor and cried, and Ruby had come and sat with her, letting her sob into her lap until her tears were spent.
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The roar of the waterfall grew louder as they neared, and Samar felt it vibrating through her as she stood silent, looking at the streams that cascaded over rocks to tumble into the glassy pool beneath.

The world seemed full of music, birdsong and the wind in the trees, the rhythm of the water, the rustle of grass—and Samar felt her body moving slightly to it, the unrefined natural music of the universe.

‘Let’s sit for a few minutes,’ said Ruby, lowering herself onto a flat rock, and Samar sank down beside her.

‘Ruby,’ she said, taking her hand, ‘I think you might be my favourite person in the world to hang out with.’

Ruby laughed. ‘What, until you find another loser to date?’ But she didn’t let go of Samar’s hand.

Ruby’s hair gleamed like caramel and gold and she smelled like the strawberries Samar had scattered on her tart. A bead of sweat trickled down her neck, and without thinking, Samar leaned over and put her tongue to it, tasting the saltiness and bringing her lips up to the soft spot behind Ruby’s ear.

‘Sorry,’ she said, as she drew her head back, suddenly nervous. But Ruby turned to her with a small, curious smile and gave her hand a squeeze. They sat there for a while longer in silence, droplets of spray from the waterfall occasionally falling on their sun-warmed skin. When they heard footsteps behind them, a faintly woven spell was broken and they both got to their feet for the return walk.

That evening, they ate slices of the chocolate tart, and Samar thought of how the sweetness of the chocolate and strawberries, laced with the surprising warmth of chilli, would always remind her of love.

Love forgotten and remembered, possessed and lost, love that had always been there, unnoticed.


26

JANU

Starlight Bay, 2009

Janu was about to close up for the afternoon when the doorbell tinkled again.

There had been three women that afternoon, each of them pretending they wanted to buy something, but what they really wanted was for Janu to unlock a door to the future.

‘Will I find love?’ the youngest of them had asked, a girl with fine black hair that fell on her forehead, almost covering her dark eyes.

There was always at least one person who asked the same question each week.

I don’t need to see the future to tell you that you will, Janu had thought, and that you will be loved, but you will also lose love as we all do.

‘I want to give up my job as a lab assistant, which I hate, and become a support worker for people with disabilities,’ the second woman had said. ‘I want to use my life to do something worthwhile. But I’m worried that I won’t be any good at it, and that I’m giving up a stable career.’

And Janu had seen the kindness that gleamed in her eyes, the strength that shone from her limbs and the good sense that curved her lips and known that here was a person who had finally found her calling, despite the doubts the world had taught her to have.

The last woman had brought with her so much grief that tears welled up in Janu’s eyes—to help those who came to see her she needed to leave her heart and mind wide open, and she had still not learned how to fully shield herself from the thoughts and feelings that rose and shimmered in the air around them.

The woman had sat there for a few moments without speaking, and then whispered, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t,’ as she rose and left, leaving traces of her sadness everywhere she touched, fragments of memories of someone loved and lost.

Love was a wonderful and terrible thing, thought Janu, watching her go, lighting up your life one moment and plunging you into darkness the next. She hoped the woman would return, and that she would be able to ease some of her pain, to give her some hope where she believed there was none.

Now, she looked up to see a familiar face with brown curls and rock pool eyes.

‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I hope I’m not too late to look around a bit? Also—I hear you’re a bit of a legend in this town, that you can see the past and future and you help people make sense of them?’

They stared at each other in silence as the antique clock on the wall ticked softly and the smoke from the sandalwood incense on the shelf outside spiralled between the amber beads and around the stranger’s head. He was dressed casually in a loose white t-shirt and denim shorts, a wooden bracelet around his wrist.

‘I’m Arundel,’ he said finally. ‘Funny name, I know, but I can’t bear to shorten it somehow. People try to call me Arun or Dale, but I always say “it’s Arundel, please”. I’ll tell you the story behind it sometime—I hope.’

‘I think it’s a beautiful name, Arundel,’ said Janu, feeling each syllable rolling off her tongue like a song. ‘I’m Jahanara, though everyone calls me Janu. I haven’t been called by my real name in years.’

It was the first time she had said that name here in Australia.

She thought now of her mother calling her in from the garden, ‘Jahanara’, her father calling out as he came home from work, ‘Where’s my Jahanara?’ and the name held for her a layer of love that Janu did not.

‘What does it mean?’

‘Queen of the world, to live and blossom,’ said Janu, clasping her hands, wondering if perhaps now, after all these years, she could maybe own the name she’d been given at birth.

‘It suits you, Jahanara. Is it just me, or do you feel like we know each other from somewhere?’

‘It’s not just you,’ said Janu softly. ‘To me, you look like a memory.’

‘That’s a beautiful way of putting it—oh, I’m glad you haven’t laughed at me! You know I never really believed in past lives and all that. My dad—he’s Hindu—always goes on about it, thinks he and my mum knew each other in another life. But after seeing you the other day, I—I don’t know? It just felt like seeing someone I had known for a very long time, which I’ve never really felt before. I’m sorry if it all sounds a bit out there.’

His face was slightly flushed as he talked, and Janu saw the faint light around his skin—warmth, kindness, a tinge of yearning, and she realised she wanted to know more, to slip through the veil of the present moment and see who he had been, who he was becoming. To know who had loved him and why.

She walked around the counter and beckoned him to follow, going up the staircase to the narrow loft where she took those who wanted a private moment with her, to whisper a secret desire or ask a question they were afraid to hear the answer to.

Janu sat on one of the chairs she’d placed beneath the skylight and invited Arundel to take the other. He moved slowly, as though he was in a dream, and Janu thought in that moment he would do anything she asked of him.

There was a sudden gust of wind on the street, raindrops pattering on the glass above them. The little room seemed to grow warmer as the world outside turned cool and dim, soft light from the Turkish lamp falling in diamond patterns of red and gold on the walls.

She reached out her hands and cupped them lightly around his, which were clasped on the small table in front of him. The air between their skin shimmered and thrummed, weaving between and around Janu’s fingers, and she knew that he felt it too as he grew very still.

‘Maybe we did know each other, in another life, another place,’ said Janu, hearing her own voice sound dreamily from a distance, the way it did when she felt like she was both here and somewhere else at the same time, parts of her floating free in time and space.

‘Maybe we were friends or lovers, even family. Maybe we have been looking for each other for centuries.

‘And now we are here together in the same reality, strangers yet not strangers.

‘In this life … you work with children? You understand them, and because of that they love you. I see your kindness, your joy when you are with them, and I see how you make them feel.

‘Your father wanted you to do something different, he was so proud of you as his only son, but you chose this because you knew it was what you wanted to do. You think he is disappointed in you, that he wishes you had chosen the life he wanted for you, but he does not—those are old thoughts, from his own childhood, that he has now overcome. He sees you for who you are, but he cannot tell you, the words rise to his tongue and stay there. He loves you deeply but he cannot tell you that either, but if you listen carefully, you will hear it in his hellos and his goodbyes, in the way he asks how are you and have you had dinner.

‘Your mother’s love is uncomplicated and true; it is the sun that follows you when you are away from her, the shield that guards you from harm.

‘Your days have been light, except for those years of darkness when you lost … when you lost the one who was dearest to you, who carved that vessel in your heart where you hold all your love and grief, the reason why you want to work with children. You see something of her in them always.

‘You have taken your sadness and turned it into beauty, and the years ahead will be gentle because of what you have made of yourself. You will have love, you will have joy, and even when there is sorrow, you will bear it with grace because of the strength grief has built in you.’

The light in the room danced, growing bright. A breeze blew through the curtain, beads clicking softly against each other. Outside, the rain softened to a drizzle.

When the space around Janu grew clearer, she saw that there were tears in Arundel’s eyes. She could feel the warmth of his hands between hers, and she touched them gently with her fingertips before drawing them away.

‘When I was ten, my little sister died,’ he began. ‘She was only six, and the cutest little thing. Her hair was golden like my mother’s, and we had the same eyes. Sometimes at night if she had nightmares she’d come and wake me up—not my parents—and I’d go back to her room and hold her hand until she fell asleep. And then there was this one night she wasn’t well, it was just a fever really. We went to the kitchen and got a drink of water and went back upstairs and I told her one of her favourite stories about a child who was lost in the forest until she fell asleep. And I fell asleep there next to her too—and in the morning, she didn’t wake up.’

Now, Janu was there, in a room many years ago, where a brother and sister slept, facing each other, small fingers intertwined. She saw their breath, sweet with love, in the space between them, and she saw the slowing and stilling of one, until only the brother’s breath remained. A small golden light that unfurled from the sister’s body and nestled near the brother’s heart.

A light that Janu could see even now, pulsing through his every word.

‘It hurt—so much,’ Arundel was saying. ‘I remember the paramedics speaking to my parents, I remember the sound of my mother falling to the ground. I remember not believing what they were saying. What did dead mean? She still looked fine, like she could open her eyes any minute. How could someone be there one moment and gone the next?

‘But the strange thing was also that I could feel her there with me. I still can. And yes—you’re right, it’s why I chose to be a paediatric nurse.

‘Sometimes, when I’m in the hospital, trying to soothe a frightened child or make another one feel better, I feel like it’s her, not me. And maybe it’s some kind of denial, but I don’t think I fully lost her?’

‘You haven’t,’ said Janu quietly. ‘She gave you a part of herself that’s here, even now. I don’t know how to explain it either—but maybe that’s what great love is. Maybe that’s what innocent love is. Because that’s what you had for each other, and it’s shaped your path in life.’

Arundel nodded and sighed, and Janu felt the air around them thicken even more, warm and heavy with old sadness.

A little ladybird, black with yellow spots, crawled out from under the table and onto Arundel’s thumb. He caught Janu’s eye and they both laughed as it traversed his knuckles and came across to her side, crawling onto the green sleeve of her blouse and then suddenly flying away, out the window.

Something eased as it left, sorrow carried on its wings.

Arundel looked at her.

‘When I saw you that day,’ he said, ‘I thought for a moment that you were some goddess risen from the sea. I thought I’d never see you again. And then I was in the café the other day, having breakfast, and there were these two people talking about the town psychic, and somehow I wondered if it was you. So here I am.

‘And,’ he added, his face breaking into a grin, ‘I wondered if maybe even a goddess can be asked out to dinner?’
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That night, Janu lay on her mattress on the floor and thought about Arundel, but her thinking of him felt old and not new.

He had walked her home after she closed the shop, taking the winding paths through the forest to the beach as she loved to do on balmy summer evenings. After the intensity of their meeting, they had both withdrawn slightly, talking instead of more ordinary things—how Arundel came to Starlight Bay every summer to rest, taking a few weeks off from his job to surf, ride his bicycle through the mountains, read on the beach in the warm sunshine.

Janu, who had never walked anywhere with anyone except the man who called himself her father, had enjoyed it more than she thought she would—the gentle and comforting presence of the man beside her, the words that flowed easily between them, the occasional warmth of his skin when his arm bumped against hers.

As the sun sank lower in the sky, something on the path caught its rays and glinted. Bending down, she picked up a small piece of glass, its once sharp edges worn smooth by years of tumbling in the ocean.

‘Look,’ she said, holding it up to the light, a frosted gem of pale green, tiny air bubbles trapped inside, faint ridges on its surface.

When he had exclaimed, like a child, over its beauty, she had slipped it into his palm, a gift. They talked about other things they’d found on their solitary walks—seashells and banksia pods, feathers and leaves, jewellery fallen from the arms of careless and happy tourists.

When they reached the small house on the hill, he’d asked her again if she would join him for dinner on Friday evening, and they’d agreed to meet at a restaurant in a neighbouring town.

She’d watched him walk away, the tune he was whistling carrying back to her on the breeze.

Unlike other times she’d gone deep into someone’s heart and memory or fallen into long conversations with strangers looking for answers, she felt not depleted but full, as though for every bit of herself that she’d given away, he’d given her something in return.
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Once, when Janu was just turning thirteen, she had watched one of the Bollywood movies that the man who called himself her father liked to watch on the weekends, sitting next to him on the sofa, a plate of samosas and tomato sauce between them.

It was a love story, a charged dance of emotions between a young man and woman, the chase and the conquest, obstacles overcome.

‘Did you ever love anyone like that?’ Janu had asked him, taking a samosa and dipping it into the sauce. The meat, potato and peas filled her mouth with warmth. He made them so rich and flavourful unlike the ones from the shop.

He hadn’t looked at her, watching the couple dance on screen to yet another catchy song, peeking at each other from behind trees, running into each other’s arms in a grassy field.

‘No,’ he’d said after a while, when she’d finished eating her samosa. ‘That kind of thing only happens in films. In real life, people just hurt each other and there are no happy endings.’

Janu sucked the last bit of sauce off her fingers and felt sadness and anger simmer from his skin to hers.

‘Will I never love anyone like that either then?’ she’d asked.

She was no stranger to love stories—she had read the teenage romances her classmates passed around, listened to love songs that played all evening on the little black radio in her room. They seemed to her like voices from the other side of a wall, echoes of an experience she could never have.

And yet she wanted to hear what he thought, and she held her breath. It felt as though if he said yes, that such love might still be within her reach, there was then hope, and in that hope, a promise that the way they lived with each other now would change.

And if he said no—if he said no. Did he mean to have her forever, in this way?

So when he didn’t answer, when he picked up the remote and turned off the TV, when he left the living room and went upstairs, Janu had felt something shrivel inside, a brief spark that had burned and died.

She hadn’t thought again of love for many years, not the kind of love of stories and dreams.

Not until she had stood at the window of this room and heard someone call her name, not until she had swum in the ocean and felt old pain and terror wash away, then walked into the sunlight and seen the man standing before her.

She knew enough now to trust herself and the visions that whispered to her, and she knew that Arundel was special, that he had a role to play in her life, and as she slipped into sleep, she felt her heart opening to possibility.
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SAMAR

Samar rang the doorbell of the house she’d grown up in and stepped back, waiting, her heart pounding. She breathed deeply, the warm summer air tinged with the lavender that grew in neat borders along the path, and she thought of Huda, tending the garden every morning after Fajr prayers.

In her hands she held a box of sweet coconut pancakes, both Samar’s and Nadia’s favourite Sri Lankan treat. That morning, Samar had blended the batter, beating the coconut milk, flour and eggs together while heating fresh grated coconut with treacle on the stove. Turmeric for warmth, cardamom to soothe. Sweetness that dissolved on your tongue, melting away bitter words.

When they were little, Huda would make these pancakes on weekends, filling the kitchen with warm, spicy smells. Samar would scoop the sweet coconut filling onto the pancake, and Nadia would roll them up, folding the edges to seal the syrupy mixture. Later, they would eat them with hot cups of tea, the treacle dripping down their chins.

Samar had taken a chance that Nadia, who now lived with her husband Tariq, would be visiting Huda that Friday afternoon and was relieved to see her small car parked outside the gate.

Samar hardly knew her brother-in-law, to whom Nadia’s marriage had been arranged only months before Abdu’s death. She found herself hoping that he was kind, that he was everything Nadia had dreamed of when she was young.

The last time they had seen each other, Nadia had said she wished Samar had never come into their lives.

You’ll never have to see me again, don’t worry, Samar had said as she waited for Ruby to pick her up.

Stay, Huda had begged.

Go, Nadia had said. It will be better for all of us.

When Samar left, all three of them had been crying, and now the memory of those tears stung at Samar’s eyes.

She reached up and rang the doorbell again, this time hearing footsteps approach on the other side.

When Nadia opened the door, for a moment Samar couldn’t breathe. Then she put the box down on the step and stretched out her arms.

Surprise flickered across Nadia’s face, her lips falling open as she stepped forward into Samar’s embrace. Samar gasped as she felt the roundness of Nadia’s body press into hers.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she asked, pulling her closer.

‘I was going to, I promise,’ Nadia said.

She drew back and smiled, and Samar knew then that she had never really been afraid that Nadia would be anything other than happy to see her.

‘Oh, Samar. I’m so glad you’re here.’
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The ceiling fan whirred quietly in the living room as Nadia moved about the kitchen making tea, crushing ginger and cardamom with the same mortar and pestle that Huda had used for years.

Home, Samar thought, looking around at the calligraphy of surahs on the wall, the fragrance of sandalwood incense, the prayer rug rolled up in the corner, the assortment of handloom cushions on the sofa.

There were scattered reminders that Huda now lived here alone—only two pairs of shoes on the shoe rack in the hallway, just one jacket hanging off the coat hanger.

Along with the comfort of being here again, Samar felt the old ache rising, of grief for what could have been with Abdu, a sadness for someone she didn’t know but somehow still existed in the rooms of her heart.

As Nadia handed her the mug of steaming tea, she felt not just the forgiveness that simmered between them, but the dim hope awakening within her—if she could rebuild things with Nadia and Huda, what else might be possible? Was there a version of life where she could have them all, the family she knew, and the sisters she had lost?

She sipped her tea and told Nadia why she had come, about the letter that had arrived last week, the sister who was looking for her.

‘I remember her, you know,’ said Nadia quietly. ‘She’s probably around my age, but she wouldn’t ever join me when I played with you on the boat, just watched us. One time, you fell over before I could catch you and started crying—she just walked over and gave you her biscuit. Didn’t say a word. Can I see her letter?’

Samar looked out the window as Nadia scanned the pages, reaching for a memory that wouldn’t come.

‘Do you think I should go and see her?’ she asked, turning to Nadia.

‘Of course,’ said Nadia, looking up and leaning towards Samar and putting her hand on her arm. Her eyes were bright with tears. ‘Of course. She writes so tenderly and truly; how she must have missed you! I’m so sorry, Samar. I’m so sorry—for everything.’

‘You never called,’ said Samar, trying to keep the sadness out of her voice, but it filtered through anyway, a hitch in her throat.

‘I was grieving and hurt. I took it out on you and said things that never should have been said. I was always jealous of you, you know—and I think everything just came crashing down in that moment.’

‘Jealous?’ exclaimed Samar. ‘Of me?’

Nadia smiled a little, reaching for a tissue.

‘Of course I was. You were the “child who came to them”. I think they always tried harder with you. And then you’d try and throw it all away by being different or doing the things they didn’t want you to do—and even then everything you did was so exciting and glamorous—dancing for god’s sake! I still don’t think it’s right, but it doesn’t mean I don’t admire you for doing it, for being good at it.’

‘But—you were theirs! They loved you most!’

‘I don’t think that’s quite true, Samar,’ said Nadia gently, placing her hand on her rounded stomach. ‘I think maybe you remember things differently than I do.’

‘Maybe,’ said Samar slowly, fleeting memories slipping through her thoughts.

How did you know if memories were real, those fragments of people and places, remembered sensations and emotions? She would have been too young to remember that journey on the boat. So were those images of endless sea and sky, a woman’s loving eyes, an older child’s warm embrace, the sweet sound of singing drawn from her imagination, from listening to her mother’s stories?

So many of her happiest childhood memories were of her father, who, until that night in the garden, she’d believed loved her as he loved Nadia, that they were both the twin suns of his universe. Her father, teaching her to ride a bike, running along beside her and telling her she wouldn’t fall, that he was there to catch her if she did. Her father, picking her and Nadia up after school as a surprise and taking them for milkshakes at McDonald’s. Her father, bringing her the National Geographic each month and sitting with her to dream together about all the places they would travel to if they could.

Her father, who was not her father at all.

What if the way she remembered these things was not the way they had actually happened? What if Abdu only taught her to ride a bike because her mother had asked him to? What if she went for milkshakes only because he wanted to take Nadia that day and so Samar had to come along? What if he only talked to her about travelling the earth because he had no one else with whom to share those dreams?

What if the things she remembered as love were not really love?

What really happened the day Abdu died? Did she grab his arm as he was driving, make him lose focus? Did he turn towards her because he was shocked at what she had just said? They said it was the other driver’s fault, that it could not have been avoided, but who knew? If Samar had not spoken, if she had not reached out just then, would he still be alive?

Was Nadia right when she said Samar had killed their—Nadia’s—father? That Samar was a curse upon their family? Was she remembering Nadia’s anger or grief? Which was more real?

Had Pierce really whispered that he loved her that day, just before he had slipped into a brief sleep, holding her tight in his arms? Or was it just that his arms around her, his breath in her ear, felt so much like what she thought love would be?

How was it that the things we remembered changed, that two people could speak of the same situation in radically different ways? How one person could say that a woman was angry, that her tears rose in rage, that she accused a man of being unkind and unjust, that she lifted her arm as though to strike him. How another would say that the same woman was broken by grief, that she could not control her sadness, that she raised her hand to ward off pain. That she wore white, that she wore orange like a flame. That the man went to comfort her, that the man went to confront her.

That they loved each other, that they hated each other.

Each person’s memory was their own storyteller. How then to know what was true?

‘I know our parents thought they were doing the right thing, but I think they’ve been tortured by this for years—maybe now we can all finally find some peace,’ Nadia said, pulling Samar out of her thoughts.

‘Maybe,’ said Samar, swallowing the last of her tea.

As she put her mug on the table, she heard a gasp behind her and turned to see Huda at the foot of the stairs. She wore a long batik dress, a soft blue cotton shawl around her greying hair, and Samar saw that there were lines on her face that hadn’t been there when Samar had seen her over a year ago.

‘Samar,’ Huda said, her face breaking into a smile. ‘You are home.’
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HUDA

That afternoon, Huda had woken from a deep sleep to the sound of low voices drifting up the stairs. Overhead the fan rotated slowly, ineffectually, blowing a thin stream of warm air onto her body. Her mind drifted between dreams and wakefulness. She was in Jaffna, lying on her childhood bed, a patch of warm sunlight on her belly, her parents’ voices in the kitchen, her brother singing in the yard. She was on a boat, her head on Abdu’s lap, the cool ocean breeze raising goosebumps on her arms. She was in their first home in Australia, asleep on the mattress on the floor, hearing Samar’s voice high and clear.

She heard Samar again, cutting through her dream, and realised that Samar was here, in the house, downstairs, and joy thrummed through her body the way it always did when she was in Samar’s presence, a surprised delight that Samar was in her life. Even at the worst times, even when they had all been fighting, the joy was still there, vibrating like a single strong chord at the centre of her heart.

She rose from the bed and hurried downstairs to find Samar sitting opposite Nadia in the living room, both of them holding the sweet pancakes she had once taught them to make, cups of tea on the table as though it had not been so long since they had seen each other, as though this family had never been torn apart at its heart.

‘Samar,’ she said, feeling the name catch in her throat. ‘You are home.’
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She sat next to Samar while Nadia went into the kitchen to make more tea, her hand on Samar’s knee as Samar told her about the letter she had received, the sister she was going to see. She watched Samar’s mouth move, the emotions that flitted through her eyes, as she touched Samar’s cheek and hair.

Of course she remembered Janu, the small girl who had clung to her mother’s dead body on the boat, who had watched as Samar crawled onto Huda’s lap. Who had looked at her from the edge of the boat with beautiful, accusing eyes.

She remembered waking up one night in the room they shared with three other families in the refugee centre to hear a soft scuffling sound and finding the child sitting next to Samar and Nadia’s bed, her hand on Samar’s sleeping head, tears streaming down her face.

Huda had held her breath as her own tears rose and fell. Somehow, with her eyes on the little girl, Huda had fallen asleep. The next day, Janu was gone, back to the building where she lived with the steward, who was now calling himself her father. Huda never knew how she had made her way to their building in the middle of the night, past the guards, and later she would begin to think that she had just dreamed it all.

And now here was a young woman, somewhere in a house by a beach, saying she had been searching for Samar all these years.

‘Yes, yes,’ Huda murmured soothingly, as she had always done with Samar when she was overwhelmed by emotion, while her own heart beat frantically in her chest. Was she going to lose Samar again just when she had returned? Would they continue to pay the price of their sins—with Abdu’s death, with Samar’s estrangement, with loss upon loss?

What if she, Huda, had taken them all? What if they had adopted not one but three sisters for Nadia and claimed them as their own? Would Allah not have provided for them all, would their house not have been full and happy, and Samar not have strayed so far from the path that Huda and Abdu wanted her to take?

But then would Samar have been Samar, that vibrant woman who danced on stage with such abandon, who had both loved them and fought them so passionately to be who she was, who had been so brave to choose a different way of life?

She tried to pull back from her swirling thoughts and focus on what Samar was saying, what she was asking her.

Had Huda really not known what had become of her sisters?

Had Huda and Abdu really not tried to find out all these years?

What about the baby?

Why had they never really talked about this until after Abdu died?

Why did they take her? How could they love her?

At this last, Huda took Samar’s hands into her own and kissed them, her eyes brimming with tears that mirrored Samar’s own.

‘Of course we loved you,’ she whispered as Nadia returned with more cups of tea. ‘You were ours from the moment you walked over to us on the boat. It was as Allah willed.’

Samar sighed and turned away, but she left her hands in Huda’s.

Nadia came around to sit on the other side of Samar and put her hand on Samar’s knee.

Huda knew she didn’t have the answers to all of Samar’s questions, but she did know what Samar had to do.

‘You must go,’ she said to Samar. ‘Go and meet your sister, perhaps both of them, in sha Allah. Go and see your family, Samar, and then come home again to ours, where you belong.’
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2009

Secret: Not known or seen or not meant to be known or seen by others. Something regarded as the key to a desired end.

Maryam was going to see her sisters, but she did not know how to tell Joshua.

Nor did she know how to tell him that her period was now two weeks late. She had gone into the chemist to buy a pregnancy test but hadn’t yet taken it. Somehow, she felt like she needed to first talk to Joshua. If he was happy—perhaps he would be, after all, for hadn’t he also told her many times that he wanted children, only that the timing had to be right? If he was happy, then she would take the test and it wouldn’t matter if the strip showed two lines or one, because the former would be a happy surprise and the latter would just mean that now they could keep trying.

If he was not—if he was not …

Then she would tell him she was sure it was nothing, that her periods were often irregular. She would take the test and keep the results to herself, whatever they might be.

This was as far as Maryam’s thoughts went.

Joshua had been so lovely to her that morning. He’d woken her up with butterfly kisses on her face and throat, made love to her with so much tenderness, brought her coffee in bed and left two slices of toast and scrambled eggs for her breakfast with a love note.

He could be so romantic, this man who didn’t believe in Valentine’s Day, who sometimes hurt her in terrible, unfathomable ways.

The night before he had told her about how he’d been working on a child protection case, and his eyes had actually filled with tears as he’d reflected on the abuse that the young man had been through. Maryam had been both appalled by the story and entranced by the care and concern in Joshua’s voice for someone else’s child.

Could a baby be the secret to keeping Joshua at his best self? Could this perhaps be the gift, the answer to her prayers?
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Amal was helping Maryam decorate the main hall in the centre for that night’s Halloween party. Maryam had grown used to the presence of the young girl who visited Rajah with her father almost every week, and sometimes, after her shift, Maryam would offer to take Amal with her as she did her other tasks to give the two men some time to chat alone.

Rajah was becoming less mobile as his arthritis flared up and less inclined to go out. Maryam was glad for his visitors, whose presence always made him smile a little more brightly.

‘Thank you, magal,’ said Amal’s father, who called her daughter as Rajah did, in the way of that generation of Sri Lankans. ‘My wife is busy at work though I’m retired, and I do not like leaving Amal at home alone.’

Maryam, who had also never been left alone until she had found her first job and her parents had realised they couldn’t follow her everywhere, understood. She’d never been allowed to go to sleepovers, was always dropped off and picked up from parties that she went to only after her parents had vetted the friend’s family. It helped that most of her friends were also the children of immigrant Muslim families, following similar rules, but sometimes one of them would rebel and go on a date or out clubbing with the other girls. Maryam had never been one of those girls—she’d felt safe and comfortable within those boundaries, until, of course, she’d met Joshua.

Sometimes she wondered if letting her parents arrange a match for her in the community, the way they had planned to, would have worked out better, if she would have been more suited to be a Muslim man’s wife.

‘But what would be the fun in that?’ asked Amal when Maryam voiced that thought as they hung black and orange streamers from the wall.

Maryam grinned. She enjoyed chatting with Amal, who reminded her of herself when she was younger, with her grumbling about her parents’ strict discipline and how she would rather watch the same Tamil movie that her parents liked for the tenth time than hear their lecture about how they were not the same as other Australians.

‘Well don’t be in a hurry to get married is all I’m saying. I love my husband, but …’ She trailed off, realising she probably shouldn’t be getting into such a conversation with a thirteen-year-old.

‘What about a boyfriend?’ said Amal, taking one of the large fake pumpkins out of the box and looking at it. ‘Why are they having a Halloween party here? Isn’t Halloween more a kids’ thing?’

‘It’s just something fun for the residents to do—a lot of them don’t have much of a social life anymore, you know,’ said Maryam, who also sometimes privately questioned the kind of activities that the social club organised for people who were mostly in their eighties. ‘Folks will get dressed up, have some music, maybe watch a horror movie together after dinner. They’ll have fun. And no—no boyfriends until you’re eighteen and can get engaged. It’s not worth the grief your parents will give you, I swear.’

‘You’re as bad as my parents! You’re right though. Nuha has a boyfriend and she comes to school and cries every day because now her parents won’t even let her use the phone. I mean—I think I’d like to have a boyfriend one day, but I have to meet one that’s worth the trouble! Will Uncle Rajah go to this Halloween night, do you think?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Maryam, smiling. ‘He doesn’t usually like this kind of thing, he’s a bit shy. I do sometimes get him to go along to book club though. Here, can you put these cups on all the tables?’

‘Uncle Rajah was hurt in the war, you know. He used to be a fighter, but he didn’t want to be. All he wanted to do was use his brain and work in a decent job, like my dad.’

Maryam paused, holding one of the jack-o-lanterns in her hands. Rajah had never mentioned anything about his life in Sri Lanka, and sometimes she’d wondered if he’d been in the war. Amal was chattering on, talking about how Rajah and her father had managed to escape the war together and lived in Colombo for a while before they’d made their way to Australia.

‘They’re both always kinda sad though,’ she said, scattering gold stars on the black tablecloths and standing back to look at her handiwork. ‘I think they’re always thinking about the things they lost. Rajah was married and his wife died. I think he’s never gotten over it. It’s a bit romantic really.’

Maryam was going to respond when Elise, the nurse, walked in, exclaiming over how pretty the room was looking.

Later, when she dropped Amal back at Rajah’s unit, Amal surprised her with a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

‘I really like you, Maryam,’ she said. ‘You’re so easy to talk to.’

‘So are you, sweet girl!’ said Maryam, hugging her back. Amal felt warm in her arms, a coconut and caramel fragrance in her hair, and Maryam suddenly thought of the sisters she had never met, how it might feel to see them and hold them in this way.

Her heart felt as though it was expanding within her, with love, with hope, with possibility.

Amal’s father stepped outside just then and smiled when he saw them.

‘Have you both had a nice afternoon?’ he asked. ‘Rajah’s just gone to lie down for a bit, I think his back was starting to play up, but he’ll be okay.’

‘We have,’ said Amal, telling him about the ‘silly’ Halloween decorations, and how all the ‘oldies’ were having a party tonight, and like Maryam, he told her that old people deserved their fun too, and it wasn’t as silly an idea as she might think.

‘Can we give you a lift home, magal?’ he asked Maryam when she said she’d better get going, and when Maryam refused, saying it would be out of their way, he said, ‘Well, you must come and visit us at home one day. Maybe you can bring Rajah, and I know my wife would love to meet you,’ and Amal agreed cheerfully, saying she could show Maryam her room and her costume jewellery collection.

At the end of the lane Maryam turned around to see them both still standing on the lawn, watching her leave, Amal’s father’s arm around Amal’s shoulders, and as they raised their hands to wave, something tugged again at the edges of Maryam’s memory, a whisper that was gone before she could hear it.

As she took the bus home that night, she realised she didn’t know Amal’s father’s name, that she only called him uncle as she did with other older Sri Lankans, and she thought it might be nice to visit their home and maybe even introduce them to her parents who were so involved in the Sri Lankan Muslim community in Sydney.

And as she thought of Amal, she dreamed again of a baby girl, a daughter with a smile like the sun and a laugh like birdsong in spring.
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‘What are we having?’ asked Maryam, coming out of the bedroom to the warm smells of Joshua cooking in the kitchen. Outside the window, evening light was creeping over the city, the water under the distant Harbour Bridge deepening into indigo and navy, the curves of the Opera House creamy against a twilight sky.

They’d been lucky to get this apartment in Potts Point for their first home, a small two-bedroom in a quiet tree-lined street with huge windows and odd little corners. Maryam had loved it from the moment Joshua had shown it to her, imagining the paintings she would hang on the wall, the small library she would create in the second bedroom, how she and Joshua would pick out furniture and knickknacks together.

Of course, now the second bedroom had Joshua’s treadmill and desk, there were no paintings anywhere because Joshua said why would you have a painting when you have such views, and no knickknacks because he hated clutter.

Damien Rice, one of Josh’s favourite artists, was playing on the stereo, and Joshua was humming as he slid a tray into the oven and took a bottle of wine out of the fridge, pouring some for himself and sparkling water for Maryam.

‘We are having lobster tonight,’ he said, leaning over to kiss her across the counter. His breath smelled fruity from the beer he’d been having. Once, tempted by the sweet smell, Maryam had asked for a sip and then grimaced at the bitterness of the drink, making Joshua laugh.

‘Lobster on a Tuesday night, well that’s fancy,’ Maryam said, sitting on the bar stool. Her hair was still slightly wet from the shower and cool against her bare neck, and she wore one of Joshua’s old t-shirts, the soft, fraying cotton caressing her skin. She slipped her hand beneath it and touched the softness of her stomach, as light as a secret.

Still no period.

Tonight.

She would tell Joshua tonight when he was in such a good mood.

‘Well, it’s not often I get to have dinner at home with my wife—that’s reason enough to be fancy, I reckon,’ he said, beginning to chop some fresh fish, tomato and avocado for ceviche.

She sipped the water and listened to Joshua talk about Damien Rice and ‘The Blower’s Daughter’, and how the lyrics seemed simple but were actually a complex exploration of love and desire. He’d shared these thoughts before, but she loved hearing them again, watching the way the light reflected on his hair and thick lashes, his long, beautiful fingers as they assembled ingredients.

She had never been interested in music until she met him, and now she wondered how she could not have been with her love for words, for songs were words come to life, carrying their layers of meaning in a voice, a note, a pitch.

How music could be magical in how it made you feel rather than think.

Her thoughts leapt again to a dream where a little girl was here in the apartment with them. She would sit next to Maryam and cup her chin in her hands, and Joshua would be teaching her also about the beauty of music and the complexity of lyrics. Maybe their daughter would like to sing, maybe she would take dance lessons.

Maybe by then she would know her sisters, and they would also be here and be aunties.

Dream after dream after dream spooled into the warm evening as she looked at Joshua moving about the kitchen.

‘Josh,’ she asked after a while, ‘why do you think you married me?’

He turned from the stove, where a sauce simmered, and smiled at her, eyebrows raised.

‘When I could have had any girl for the asking, you mean?’ he said, and although he winked, there it was again, that sting, that slippery surface where Maryam was suddenly uncertain of her footing.

‘Because I am the woman of your dreams, the one you couldn’t afford to lose, the love of your life?’ she countered sharply, surprising herself, and she saw that he was surprised too, his brow beginning to wrinkle in a frown.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever had lobster before,’ she said before he could respond. Why had she asked that question? What had she thought he would say?

It wasn’t that Joshua couldn’t be loving or romantic. Hadn’t he once told her, holding her face in both his hands, kissing her on her forehead, that she was his happy place, that the thought of her made his heart sing?

Those tender moments came unexpectedly, and perhaps that was as it should be. It was not for Maryam to choose, she thought, aware at the same time of the yearning to be able to sometimes choose, to be able to ask sometimes for the kind of love or reassurance that she needed at a particular moment and feel like she could have it.

Fairytale: idealised or romantic, often to an unrealistic extent.

It was as if the fairytale she had believed her love story with Joshua to be crumbled a little bit every day, as though she was holding on to the walls of the castle she had once built in her mind.

‘You have to stop believing in fairytales, magal,’ Anisa had said to her once, exasperated, when she had asked if she could grow her hair as long as Rapunzel’s. Her parents had never read the fairytales that she found in the books from the library, did not know about Prince Charmings or happily-ever-afters. They believed in logic, in a practical way of living, in arranged marriages that later bloomed into love, in raising children to have good morals and sensible ways.

And yet hadn’t they stolen a daughter for themselves, pretended she was theirs alone?

Perhaps everyone needed a fairytale to believe in at some point in their lives.

She didn’t want to ruin the mood that night; she wanted to keep Joshua as he had been a minute ago, smiling, warm, talking about the things he loved.

She wanted to offer him the idea of their baby as a gift, to see him unwrap it and see that here was something that would bring them joy.

And then she would tell him about her sisters and that she was going to see Janu next week, one link of happiness leading to another.

To her relief, his brow cleared as the oven timer went off, and he turned to open it, distracted by the steam and heat, reaching for his oven mitts.

‘Lived in Sydney all your life and never had lobster!’ he exclaimed. ‘Well high time we remedied that then. Wait until you taste this.’

They sat at the table and ate the ceviche and then the lobster with the garlic lemon butter sauce that Maryam thought was one of the most delicious things she had ever tasted, its richness coating her tongue and warming her cheeks. Joshua cracked the shell for her and spooned out the tender meat, laughing and licking the juice that ran down her chin.

She told him about Amal, and how she felt like she was becoming friends with the girl because she had so much in common with her from that age, how Rajah was blooming in their presence and now had something to look forward to each week.

Joshua listened, asking about what Amal liked to do, how Rajah’s health was, about other people in the village that she’d mentioned before.

‘Have a sip of wine, won’t you,’ he said, offering her his glass, and Maryam, thinking that here was the perfect moment, said, ‘I can’t, but not for the reason you think. Josh—I think I might be pregnant.’

The word slipped out of her mouth and hung in the air between them, heavy and potent.

Pregnant: having a baby or babies developing inside the womb.

Pregnant: filled with meaning or importance that has not yet been expressed or understood.

Maryam saw Josh’s face, already flushed from beer and wine, change in an instant.

His smile vanished, his lips straightened and his eyes narrowed, his fingers tightening around his glass, and in that moment, with the word ballooning between them, she saw that she had made a mistake.

Run, whispered her mind as she sat frozen to her chair, the taste of lobster and lemon bright in her mouth. Damien Rice was crooning in the background. Somewhere, a horn beeped loudly into the night.

‘You can’t be,’ he said, swallowing, once, twice, and she stared at his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. ‘I check your pills every night to make sure you’re taking them.’

‘You what?’ whispered Maryam, her voice as quiet as his.

‘You’ve been crazy about having a baby for a little while now, so I couldn’t take a chance. Have you not taken them at the same time every day like you’re supposed to, is that it?’

‘You checked my pills every night? What else have you been checking, Josh? And what if I am crazy about having a baby? Is that not something you wanted too, to be a father?’

‘Yes but not right now, you stupid cow. And you—you can barely string two sentences together in front of people let alone have a baby—my baby. It’s not the right time. I have other things to think about right now. How dare you get pregnant without letting me know.’

‘Don’t,’ gasped Maryam, seeing the words flying out from between his lips like tiny swords. She tried to put up a shield, but her heart was already bleeding. ‘I didn’t—I’ve been taking the pills regularly, but you know it can still happen.’

He swallowed the rest of his wine and flung the glass at her. It struck her cheekbone and clattered onto the floor, splintering into shards.

‘I think you made it happen,’ he said. ‘I think you betrayed me, and you always knew I wouldn’t stand for that.’

Who are you, thought Maryam as he walked towards her and pulled her up by her hair, dragging her towards their room.

‘I thought you wanted a baby too,’ she said, feeling weightless, feeling as though her body was not her own, but he told her to shut up, to stop talking, when would she learn to stop talking when she should.

Where is the man I love?

She remained limp as he flung her onto the bed and pulled off her clothes.

No. No. No.

This had never happened before.

Sex was love.

Sex was where Maryam felt beautiful and seen.

Sex was what Josh did to her when he was kind, when he wanted to make her feel good.

And yet here he was, heaving inside her, dry and painful, his whole weight on Maryam so she could hardly breathe.

‘Maybe that’ll sort it out and bring on your period,’ he said afterwards. ‘Fucking hell—I’ll deal with this in the morning.’
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Later that night, Joshua slept sprawled across the bed, snoring slightly.

Maryam lay on the floor, aching.

Hurt, she thought. Hurt.

After some minutes—or hours—had passed, she rose gingerly to her feet and walked softly out to the hall, past the dining table with pieces of lobster still glistening on the plates and the crushed wine glass on the floor. She took her purse from where she’d left it on the sofa and Joshua’s car keys from the glass dish on the console.

When she left, the door whispered shut behind her.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2009

One Friday evening, Janu stood in front of the mirror and ran her fingers over her smooth scalp that she had just shaved again that morning. She had decided she wouldn’t wrap her head in a scarf tonight. She wanted to feel the way she had the first time she met Arundel, light and free.

It had been a few weeks now since she had written to her sisters, and although she’d had no reply, she expected to see them any day—she felt it as surely as her knowledge of Arundel, their presence, initially uncertain, growing clearer and stronger in her mind.

She just needed to be patient.

That night, she wore a light bronze-coloured chiffon dress that she’d bought from the op shop next door to Serendib, which left her shoulders bare and ended just above her knees, and bright earrings threaded with gold dangled at her ears.

When she mentioned to Leah that she was going to dinner with a friend, a man she’d just met, Leah had run across to the chemist and returned with a small bag of makeup—eyeliner and mascara, a few tubes of lipstick.

‘I’ve never seen you wear makeup, and it’s not that you need it,’ Leah had said, giving it to her, ‘just that it’s part of the fun when you’re going on a date, and you deserve to have some fun!’

A date. Fun. Makeup.

Janu had let the words float and bloom into images in her mind—a Janu whose head was thrown back in laughter, a Janu whose face was bright with pleasure, a Janu who sought no one’s desire but her own.

Now she picked up the eyeliner and drew two bold wings across her eyelids, chose the darkest of the lipsticks, a rich burgundy, and painted her full lips. Her reflection looked back at her like a sketch that had been filled with colour, like some latent energy come to life.

She thought she liked it.

When she walked into the restaurant, a few heads turned, a waiter stumbled and spilled some of the soup he was carrying, someone’s fork fell to the floor with a clatter. The hum of conversation lulled and then rose again as she looked around and saw Arundel, sitting at a table by one of the large windows overlooking the harbour.

He caught her eye and rose to his feet, holding out his hand with a smile.

‘Hello,’ he said, as she slid her palm into his, and she saw that he was a little shy and nervous, that the last time he had been on a date was almost a year ago, and the woman, slender and green-eyed, had loved him, although he had not been able to love her in the same way.

‘You are so beautiful,’ he said, and she knew it, but his words seemed to make it even truer, and she loved that he said you are and not you look.

They sat at the table, under rope-wrapped chandeliers, and got to know each other a little more as the sun sank into the blue waters of the harbour, and tranquil waves lapped at the boats near the shore.

Janu discovered that Arundel loved oysters, sucking them one after the other from their shells, while she herself preferred the smoked salmon and vibrant orange salmon roe, tiny pearls that popped on her tongue with a salty-sweet burst.

She learned that his name was a compromise between his parents—Arun from his Hindu father, and Dale from his English mother, that one was a god’s name, meaning the colour of dawn, and the other meant man of the valley, and how his mother had spun a fairytale for him about a boy who lived in a valley and rose at dawn to greet the sun, and how he sometimes told this story to children to distract them while a needle drew blood from their veins, or he cleaned and dressed a wound, and sent them home to find out what their names meant so they too could write a story in which they were the heroes.

His sister’s name was something both his parents agreed on, Devi, goddess, and in her six short years she had ruled over their hearts.

‘I want to have a daughter one day and call her Devi,’ he said, and Janu had seen the little girl in his future, running to him with bare feet as he called out her name.

The waiter recommended they try the chef’s special, grilled lobster with garlic herb butter, which Janu thought she would love, yet when she took the first bite she found it tasted bitter, like pain, like grief. Somewhere in time, someone cried out, and Janu almost sprang to her feet, except she didn’t know where to go or why.

‘Are you alright?’ asked Arundel, and Janu brought herself back to that moment, shutting the door of her mind so that it was Arundel’s face she saw in the golden evening light that filtered through the windows, the plates of seafood glistening on the table, the sound of glasses clinking and soft laughter.

She said only that she wasn’t very hungry and might just go straight to dessert, and when she tasted the fresh lemon sorbet, the strange sourness of the lobster melted away.

Later, they walked out onto the open-air patio lined with twinkling fairy lights, and Janu told him about the journey on the boat, a mother who died, a father left behind. She was raised by the steward, she said, and she stopped there, and Arundel, who she could see was watching the feelings that fluttered in her eyes as she spoke, put his hand on hers and didn’t ask for more.

‘That was such a lovely night,’ he said as they walked to their cars, and Janu paused and turned to look at him. He wasn’t much taller than her, she thought, reaching out and touching the brown curls that fell to his shoulders.

When his breath caught, she tilted her head up and kissed him, her first real kiss, taken and given freely. Time slowed as she felt the warmth of his lips on hers, pressing closer until she couldn’t tell where her body ended and his began.

‘Goodnight,’ she whispered, but it seemed that he had lost his words, and she smiled as she swung up onto the seat of her truck, watching him slowly walk to his car in her rearview mirror.

The kiss burned still on her lips, the night of conversation and laughter in her heart, and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling of unease as she drove home, that somewhere someone needed her, and she didn’t know how to find them.
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The next day Janu was in the shop, rearranging the small jars of potpourri on the shelf, when the phone rang. Usually it was Leah calling, or a supplier, but when Janu picked up, a rush of emotion came over the line, someone crying, unable to speak.

‘Maryam, is that you?’ Janu asked, suddenly knowing what her mind had been struggling to grasp since last night.

‘Yes,’ said the voice on the other end, almost a whisper. ‘Janu?’

‘Yes, it’s me,’ said Janu. ‘Are you okay? Where are you?’

‘I’m … not okay. I was on my way to you, but I’ve run out of petrol, and Joshua has blocked my card.’

‘Tell me where you are,’ said Janu, ‘and I’ll come get you.’

She wrote down the address of a petrol station in a town a couple of hours away and told Maryam to park the car somewhere it wasn’t easily visible from the road in case Joshua was looking for her.

‘I’ll be there as soon as I can. Is there a café nearby? I drive a white truck, and I’m wearing a green scarf on my head with yellow flowers. I’ll find you.’

Janu hung up and turned to the woman who had walked in and was looking at the books.

‘I’m so sorry, but we’re just closing,’ she said. ‘There’s been a family emergency.’

The woman looked startled, but shrugged and left, the bell tinkling as the door shut.

A few minutes later Janu was on the road, driving towards the highway, and despite the worry, despite the urgency, she felt joy rising up and thrumming down to her fingertips as she tapped them on the wheel.

Family emergency, she thought. Family.

What a beautiful word.


31

MARYAM

Escape: an act of breaking free from confinement or control.

She drove through the deserted streets, slicing through the darkness in Joshua’s silver BMW, his prized possession, which he never let her drive. The hum of the city was fading, replaced by the comforting purr of the car, the quietening of her heartbeat.

She wondered what Joshua would do when he woke and found her gone. She imagined him looking for his keys, blaming her, going downstairs to the car park, imagined his disbelief and rage.

Good, she thought, pressing her foot down on the accelerator so she was now speeding, onwards, away from the man who had hurt her.

The darkness grew thicker as she entered the national park, winding her way through a tunnel of shadows, trees stretching their branches in a canopy overhead. Sometimes her lights reflected off a pair of alert eyes, dark shapes darting across the road. She felt the rise and fall of her chest, the pain undulating through her body, the sharp spasm of her stomach.

‘Stay,’ she whispered.

On the Sea Cliff Bridge the darkness lightened and stretched into vastness, the ocean an abyss below, waves crashing into the rocks. A yellow moon hung low beneath a cloud and streaks of silver dawn began to crack open the sky.

A world opening to her, surreal and unfamiliar.

Maryam could not remember a time she had really been on her own. She had gone from living with her family to living with Joshua, had never travelled without someone, had only driven her father’s and brothers’ cars a few times with them by her side.

And now here she was, suddenly free.

Freedom: The power to do what you want to do. Liberation, deliverance.

She sought out the words, tasted them, swallowed them, felt them swell and grow inside her.
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On their honeymoon, she and Joshua had gone to the Whitsundays. It was the first time in her life that she felt like a true adult. She was in a hotel room—with a man! It didn’t matter that this man was now her husband; it still felt surreal. She had jumped onto the kingsized bed and felt the satiny smooth sheets on her bare skin, run to the window and asked Joshua, who was laughing at her excitement, if he’d ever seen anything as beautiful as those ocean views. Even as she’d hung up their clothes in the wardrobe, she’d had a sense of pride at now being not just little Maryam, pet of the family, but Joshua’s wife, putting their toothbrushes next to each other neatly on the shiny-tiled bathroom sink.

The next morning, Joshua had been sick with what seemed to be a stomach bug or a reaction to the rich wedding food, and he’d told her, pale-faced, that they would have to cancel the day’s plans. ‘Just go downstairs and tell them we won’t be going jet-skiing,’ he said, groaning as he clutched his stomach. ‘And bring me a lemonade?’

Maryam nodded, kissing his cheek before she went down to reception, where they told her they unfortunately couldn’t refund the jet-skiing payment at such short notice.

Suddenly, Maryam had decided that she would go by herself. Joshua would probably spend the day in bed, and it made no sense to waste the money they’d paid for the experience. She asked the young boy at reception to please send a lemonade up to their room, with a message for her husband—and she took a moment to linger over the word husband—that she’d gone out and would be back in a few hours.

At the beach, the row of yellow jet skis waited for the visitors, couples young and old, parents with distracted children. The sun sparkled off the clear turquoise waters, emerald islands scattered across the horizon. As Maryam swung onto the jet ski, the warm ocean breeze kissed her skin and she felt the blood rushing in her ears as she revved the engine along with the others and took off, cutting through the water, a fine mist rising into the air around her.

As she bounced along the waves and gathered speed, Maryam felt as though she was the wind, as though she was the ocean, light and free and untethered to any kind of reality. Hours passed like minutes as she zipped between islands, exploring beaches with powdery white sand and coral reefs teeming with life.

It was only back on shore that she thought of Joshua again and hurried back to the hotel, hoping he was feeling better, eager to tell him about the incredible experience.

When she returned, Joshua was fast asleep, his head tucked under a pillow, and he didn’t stir as Maryam slipped quietly into the room.

Later, when he woke up and asked, with some annoyance, where Maryam had been, she found herself saying that she’d just gone for a walk on the beach. She’d told herself she didn’t want him to feel disappointed about missing out.

She would think of it sometimes, in the year to come, when she hid other things from him—a trip to see her family, the fact that it was she and not a handyman who fixed the broken dishwasher, the time she left work early and went to watch a movie with her friend Saima. None of these things seemed worthy of hiding, and yet, on the day, Maryam would find herself lying or avoiding the truth because she knew Joshua would not like it, and she believed she was protecting both him and herself from the consequences of his reactions.

And she also thought, often, of how she’d felt when she was on that jet ski, as though she belonged to no one but herself, as though her life was hers to claim.

The way she felt now as she raced through the night in a car that was not her own.
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At four in the morning she pulled up at a small café that was just opening, a long-haired young man taking her coffee order with a yawn.

In the bathroom, she pulled out the pregnancy test from her purse, and then saw, when she sat down, that it was too late.

The red-brown smear that left her body was saturated with disappointment.

Was it Joshua’s anger that had forced her out, her dream baby, with her curls and bright eyes? Because she had been there, Maryam was certain.

When she sat down at a table by the window, the boy brought her coffee and a box of tissues, wordlessly placing them in front of her, and his kindness made her tears flow faster.

As the sun rose from beyond the hills and coloured the world with light, she looked at the crumbled remains of her life. Her family was not what she thought it was, Joshua had long since not been the husband she had imagined him to be.

On the other side were two sisters, two strangers, with whom she shared a history she had no knowledge of.

An amorphous future self floated before her, shapeless and free, tinged with loss.
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By the time the low fuel light came on, Maryam knew she was lost. She’d tried to follow the highway as best she could to the South Coast, to where she thought Starlight Bay was, one of the many small coastal towns, but at some point she must have taken a wrong turn and ended up in a place further north. She drove into the fuel station, thinking she would ask for directions, but when she went to pay for the petrol, the card reader beeped loudly in protest. On the third try, she realised what must have happened—and despite what she knew now of Joshua, she felt ridiculously hurt.

Would he really want her to be alone and penniless? Did he think she would call him for help?

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said to the girl at the counter, ‘I don’t know why it’s being rejected. Is there any way I could come back later with some cash?’

The girl looked up from her magazine and out at the expensive silver car, gleaming in the early morning sun. She looked back at Maryam, and Maryam was aware of the strands of unbrushed hair escaping from her hijab, the deepening bruise on her cheek where the glass had struck, her eyes swollen from tears and lack of sleep.

‘You got someone you can call, darl?’ she asked. ‘I can’t really let you drive off without paying, you know.’

‘Of course,’ said Maryam, and where would she have gone for money anyway?

She could have called Anisa, or Masood, or her brothers, and they would have come for her at once. They would have taken her home and looked after her, and she would never have had to see Joshua again.

But that would have meant turning back, to a version of herself she no longer wanted to be, to a life she no longer wanted to live.

Under the watchful eye of the girl at the counter, Maryam went to the car and took out her notebook where she’d written, along with her doodles of different words and their definitions, the phone number of a shop in Starlight Bay.

The click after the two rings, the gentle hello, the sudden intake of breath.

‘Maryam, is that you?’ asked the woman on the other end, and warmth seemed to rush through the line and pour into Maryam’s heart.

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘Janu?’
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Maryam was almost dozing off on the small plastic chair that the girl had brought out for her when Janu arrived.

She started at the sound of a car door shutting, of quick footsteps, and got to her feet to see a woman approaching, head wrapped in a brilliant flowered green scarf, a white shirt loosely tied at her waist, long legs in denim shorts.

Maryam stared, trying to recognise something of herself in this stunning woman as she strode towards the shop, opened the door and came directly to Maryam, pulling her into an embrace.

She stiffened at first, but Janu held her firmly, and Maryam found herself melting into the softness, into the sweet smell of sandalwood and skin, into the voice that whispered into her ear that she was safe.

Once, when Maryam was five years old, she had wandered away from her family at a barbecue in the park. She had been looking for the kangaroos that she’d heard could often be seen hovering in groups at the edges of the wide open space. After a while she’d suddenly realised that she was alone, that the ground beneath her small feet stretched endlessly in all directions, and the sky was very vast around her. She’d heard a stirring beside her and turned to see three large kangaroos, loping in the grass, pausing to raise their heads and stare back.

Before her moment of wonder could morph into fear, she had heard someone calling her name, and Anisa had come running up to her, scooping her into her arms and showering her with kisses.

‘I thought we had lost you,’ Anisa had gasped, and Maryam had felt protected and loved in the big world that had just opened up before her—the way she felt now, in Janu’s arms.
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Janu paid for the fuel and asked Maryam to take her to the car.

‘We’ll drive this one back, and I’ll come back later for the truck,’ Janu said, and when Maryam asked if they shouldn’t just leave the car where it was, Janu’s hazel eyes flashed.

‘He’ll come looking for you, and the car, wherever it is,’ Janu said. ‘And we’ll be ready for him when he does.’

In a few minutes they were back on the road, Maryam eating the sandwich and drinking the coffee that Janu had brought her, feeling as though in a night and a day she had gone from being one woman to another—a Maryam who had left her husband, her home, her job, who drove for hours by herself to find someone important.

A Maryam who had a big sister.

Whose life belonged to no one but herself.
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HUDA

Melbourne, 2009

Huda woke early, as she had all her life, doing her ablutions and hurrying to the prayer mat to pray the Fajr prayer and thank Allah for the gift of her children, for bringing Samar home, for the little one that Nadia would soon have. As she went downstairs, the darkness outside was just splintering with the early lemon summer sunlight, and the rosellas were alighting on the birdbath.

She had both her daughters under her roof again.

Huda went to the door of Samar’s room and paused outside to see if she could hear the sound of her breathing, as she had all those years ago when Samar was a toddler. There was a faint rustle and then silence, and Huda smiled to herself—Samar had never been easy to wake up for Fajr, and that hadn’t changed.

She had arrived the night before to stay with her for a few days before she left on the journey to meet her sister, Janu, and Nadia was also spending the night. The girls had sat together in the living room, looking at old photographs that Nadia had recently collected in albums, and reminisced about their childhoods while Huda listened, marvelling at their shared memories and how one sometimes saw things differently to the other. They talked about Abdu, and the pain that had once divided them seemed softer now, the remembrance of his kind and beloved ways tempering the grief and regret.

‘I shouldn’t have gone out with him that day when we were both so angry,’ Samar had said, looking at a photo of herself and Nadia with Abdu on Eid the year before he died, all dressed up in traditional clothes and standing in the pergola.

‘I told him that he wasn’t my father and could stop pretending that he cared about me, and he turned to me to say something when the other car hit us. I still think about it. I still think about whether he would have lived if I hadn’t said anything. I hate that those were the last words I said to him. I hate that I didn’t have a chance to say sorry or thank you to him for giving me a home.’

Huda’s chest had ached and she had risen to go to Samar and comfort her, to say that she didn’t ever need to say thank you, that Samar had been their gift. That even if Abdu had died, Huda was still glad that Samar had lived, and Abdu would be too.

But Nadia had put her arms around Samar and told her Abdu would know that she didn’t mean it, that everyone had said the accident was the other driver’s fault and would have happened anyway. Huda had remained silent, grateful that the sisters were making their peace.

Huda began making tea, putting the tea leaves, chopped ginger and milk into the pot. Nadia came over and put her arm around Huda’s waist, leaning her head on her shoulder, and Huda felt both the warmth of Nadia and the softness of the child that was to come, and her heart filled with gladness again.

‘Are you happy now, Mama?’ asked Nadia, taking the tea from Huda.

‘Yes,’ said Huda, as they sat with their mugs in their hands. ‘With you both here now, how couldn’t I be?’
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When Nadia married, she and Tariq had asked Huda to come and live with them, to sell or rent this home in which Huda and Abdu had lived most of their lives in Australia. At first Huda had agreed; after all, she had never lived alone in her life, going straight from her parents’ home to Abdu’s. What would she do by herself, with no one to care for, no one to talk with during the long, lonely days?

And then Nadia had left, and Huda had woken up one morning to the sounds of an empty home, the sigh of the floorboards settling, the drip from the leaky tap in the kitchen, the scurrying in the roof that could be the neighbourhood possum. She had gone downstairs and made herself tea, sitting in Abdu’s favourite chair and remembering, remembering.

Abdu’s pride when they had bought this house, their own home in the new country, walking through the rooms with Huda and deciding which one would be theirs, Samar’s and Nadia’s. The furniture they had bought together over the years, this comfortable ‘old lady chair’ as the girls called it, the heavy mahogany coffee table that reminded them of the one they’d had in Sri Lanka, the bed with the rattan headboard in which they’d slept next to each other for almost twenty years.

The doorway from which he’d smiled at her for the very last time.

The years of love and grief, laughter and quarrels, children who grew into beautiful young women.

What would it be like to live now in the silent aftermath of that life? To fill her hours with nothing but her own desires, to come and go as she pleased, to do things perhaps that she had never been able to before, like take French lessons at the institute in the city, which Abdu would never have seen the point of.

And so Huda had decided she wouldn’t sell the house after all, that she would face the fear of the lonely nights and days for the joy she thought might exist in a life of her own.
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They had been the lucky ones.

In a country that had begun to introduce harsher policies towards refugees in recent years, they had arrived at a time when there had still been some compassion, some understanding of the horrors they had left behind, and they had been allowed to stay, eventually to work, to build a new life.

Once, someone at the childcare centre where she worked had said to her that she’d seen some of the atrocities that were happening in Sri Lanka, that Huda must be so grateful to have left.

Huda had nodded and smiled, not knowing how to refute the woman’s well-meant words. ‘Grateful’ was not a word she would have used. Relieved to be able to live in safety, yes. Glad that she and Abdu had jobs, that Nadia and Samar could go to school unaware that in their country of birth, bombs were falling, people were starving, children were hidden at home so they wouldn’t be recruited into the militant cause.

But her yearning for home never went away, her regret for a life she could have had in the village where she had grown up, sometimes an alternate reality that haunted her like a ghost.

For years she wrote letter after letter, to her father and brothers, to Abdu’s family, to friends and distant relatives, to the post office in Puttalam where she’d heard most people had been resettled, to anyone that she could think of, but the letters seemed to go into a void, and after a while she had stopped, though her nightmares never did.

Ten years after they’d arrived, they’d finally saved enough to visit Sri Lanka during one of the brief ceasefires, travelling in a van straight from the airport to a hotel they’d booked in Puttalam with a tired Nadia and Samar in tow. The children stared out the windows at the tall coconut trees and huts that lined the coastline, the tuk-tuks, buses, cars and motorbikes that jostled through the streets, the sky that was blurred by dust and smoke.

Abdu and Huda tried to tell them about the towns that they passed through, the old churches and temples that rose amidst the jumble of shops and houses, the carts selling piles of rambutan and mangosteen, but the only time Nadia and Samar were roused out of their stupor was when the van stopped for an elephant and mahout to cross the road. Samar laughed, raising her palms to her cheeks the way she did when she was excited, and Nadia squealed and clutched Abdu’s sleeve until the elephant had passed.

At the hotel, while Abdu had taken the children to their rooms, Huda had gone down to the beach. She sank to her knees there and wept, taking fistfuls of the familiar white sand, breathing in the ocean air, praying that somewhere in this town their families were alive and safe. She wanted to run through the town, knock on doors, search the streets until she found them.

The next day Abdu had gone to the mosque and asked the imam if he might know anyone from their families, and a young man who overheard came over to say that he thought he knew some of the people they were looking for. He had taken Abdu to a small home in the outskirts where both Abdu’s sisters lived, the older now married with two young sons.

Abdu, and later Huda, had embraced them with joy and tears.

And yet there was so much grief—both Abdu’s parents had died a few years ago. Their health had never recovered from the ordeal of leaving home, the long walk to Vavuniya, the months of living in tents. Losing Abdu, Huda and Nadia had broken both their hearts and their bodies.

Huda’s father and brothers had been kidnapped by the militant group along with several other businessmen for both their wealth and property, and were believed to have been killed. Many others were either dead or missing.

They were unable to find a husband for Abdu’s younger sister because of the unsightly gashes on her ears where her earrings had been ripped off, but she was glad, she said, to be living with his other sister, helping to care for her nephews.

Sorrow upon sorrow upon sorrow.

Abdu had lowered his head into his hands and not lifted it for several minutes while Huda had swallowed her wails of anguish, aware of Nadia and Samar sitting uncomfortably beside her, sweating in the unaccustomed heat and humidity.

To them, these people were strangers, and this country, with its sweltering air, pungent smells and busy, crowded streets, was both odd and disturbing. Samar had a heat rash spreading across her cheeks, Nadia had screamed when a stray dog had run at them on the street. This was not their home and, Huda had realised with an aching heart, no longer was it hers.

Abdu’s sisters had accepted that Samar was their daughter without question, assuming she had been born to them in Australia.

Back at the hotel, after the girls were asleep, Huda had asked Abdu, ‘Should we not ask—should we not see if anyone has been looking for Samar or the other girls?’

‘We have already lost so much,’ Abdu had said, looking out the window at the inky ocean, the low clouds and stars dotting the horizon. ‘And we know almost nothing about her family. Samar is ours, Huda. Leave it be.’

And she had said no more, returning to the prayer mat to pray for the souls of her father and brothers, her in-laws, and for a life that could never again be hers.
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On the day that Samar left for Starlight Bay, her friend Ruby came with them to drop her at the train station. They waited on the platform, Huda sitting with Nadia on one of the benches while Ruby and Samar stood with Samar’s suitcase and talked in low voices. Huda was listing her worries in her mind one by one and countering them with rational thoughts as she had learned to do over the last few years.

The journey was long and Samar was alone—Samar was brave and capable of looking after herself.

Samar had not communicated with her sister, as far as Huda knew, apart from a postcard. This woman had reached out to Samar with love and was likely expecting her any day.

Perhaps meeting her ‘real’ family would cancel out the fragile bonds that she, Nadia and Samar had woven between them again, perhaps Samar would resent them for denying her the knowledge of her sisters for so long, perhaps they would lose Samar again, perhaps, perhaps, perhaps …

Huda tried to do some zikr to calm her mind, murmuring Subhanallah, Alhamdulillah, Allahu Akbar under her breath and counting the words on her fingers. She felt Nadia glance at her out of the corner of her eye and then look up again at Samar and Ruby.

Samar was leaning against a pillar and Ruby was playing with a tendril of Samar’s hair, drawing it between her fingers with a look of such tenderness that Huda caught her breath.

The train appeared in the distance, chugging towards them, and Samar drew away from Ruby and came to Huda, arms outstretched.

‘Mama,’ she said, hugging her tightly, ‘I’ll call when I get there, okay? I’ll be fine, it’s an adventure.’

She hugged Nadia, promising to be back before the baby was due, and finally Ruby, and it seemed to Huda that she lingered there the longest, and when Ruby turned away her eyes were bright with tears.

They all stood together as the train pulled away into the softly falling rain.

Love was love, thought Huda. And all she had ever wanted for her children was love.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2009

Janu could hardly believe it.

After all these years, dream after dream, hours of yearning, one of her sisters was finally with her, in her home, and it felt like a missing piece of her heart clicking into place.

The baby whom she had nestled between her outstretched legs and rocked to sleep while their mother made dinner in the kitchen, singing to herself. The baby who had kept them all awake for several nights, crying for no reason her parents could find. Janu remembered her first smile, how their father had called out to their mother to come and see, and when Janu also came running, Maryam had smiled again, gurgling, and Janu had wanted to pick her up and squeeze her with love, but her father was already doing that.

The baby who had been nestled in their mother’s arms when their mother had died.

Janu wanted to know everything—what had she been like in school? What was her favourite food? When she woke up in the morning, what did she think of? Did she love her family? They loved her, Janu knew.

Why had she married the man who was now her husband?

She wanted to sit with Maryam and let her spill her life into the space between them, but for now she knew that Maryam needed rest, healing, quiet.

She took her to the second bedroom, where she had put two mattresses on either side of the room, one for Maryam and one for Samar, whenever she came. She had bought maroon and gold sheets for Samar’s bedding, and cool lavender and green for Maryam’s, as well as pillows and blankets. In one corner she had set up a small wardrobe and shelf for their things.

It was the larger of the two rooms in the little house, and like Janu’s, the windows opened out onto the gently sloping hill, the trees that shaded the path down to the beach.

She didn’t know how long her sisters would stay, but she wanted them to feel it was their home, somewhere they could come to whenever they needed.

‘Thank you,’ said Maryam, sliding between the lavender sheets and turning her face to the wall. In a few moments, she was asleep, the quick rise and fall of her chest slowing to a steadier rhythm.

Janu stepped softly into the room and closed the curtains, sinking to her knees and gently kissing her sister’s head before leaving, quietly shutting the door behind her.
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That week, Janu’s quiet life began to fill with sound and colour, Maryam’s presence edging every thought. She woke up to the sound of her doing her ablutions at dawn, performing Fajr prayers in her room on one of Janu’s old scarves spread out on the floor. Janu would rise and do her own meditations before going to the kitchen to make tea and toast with butter and a sprinkle of sugar for them both.

Maryam talked very little, moving slowly through the small house as though her limbs were weighed down with pain. Janu, who had no reason so far to have a telephone of her own, drove her to the shop one evening so that she could make some calls—to the retirement village where she worked, to a man called Rajah whom she said was her favourite resident, to her family.

Janu, who was waiting outside so Maryam would have privacy, looked up when she stepped out and saw that she was trembling.

‘Joshua has been calling everywhere. He’s said terrible things to my parents, that I—that I must have run off with another man, that I stole his car, that they would have to pay him back for everything he ever spent on me.’

‘And your—parents—how did they react?’ Janu asked as Maryam wrapped her arms around herself, rocking back and forth on her heels.

‘They were so happy to hear from me, and to know that I’m safe. To know that I’m with you. They … they remember you, you know. From the boat.’

She took a deep breath and went on, ‘Now that they know where I am they’ll be able to handle him, even if he shows up there. I mean—I could even go to them, but I just—I want to stay away from everyone for a bit. Can I stay for a while? I’ve no money, since Joshua’s locked my card and all my money went into his account—but I’d find a way to repay you …’

She trailed off as Janu went up to her and put her hands on her arms.

‘Stay,’ she said softly. ‘For as long as you need. I know it’s hard to remember, but we’re sisters. I know I feel like a stranger to you, but I hope you’ll give me a chance to be the sister I couldn’t be for all your life. Let me look after you.’

Maryam sighed and nodded.

They spent the rest of the morning buying some things for Maryam. A few clothes—Maryam was more petite than Janu, taking after their mother, thought Janu to herself—a towel, a hairbrush. There were no hijabs to be found in this town where Janu thought she might be the only dark-skinned resident, but she gave Maryam a handful of soft shawls from the shop which she could use.

‘Do you have a Quran?’ asked Maryam, her eyes scanning Janu’s house as though searching for something she thought should be there.

‘I don’t,’ said Janu. ‘I know you’ve grown up Muslim, like our parents, but I was not raised by someone who was. We can find one for you though. I know there’s a mosque in the city.’

‘What do you believe in then?’

Nothing and everything, thought Janu, wondering how to explain to her sister, brought up within the firm beliefs and boundaries of Islam, the mysterious energy that she felt pulsing within her, the doors that sometimes allowed her glimpses through time.

‘I don’t have beliefs,’ she said finally, smiling at Maryam. ‘Only ideas and questions. But maybe you can tell me more about your own sometime.’

Maryam tilted her head and smiled slightly back.

‘Maybe,’ she said, walking over to Janu’s bookshelf and picking up her barely touched copy of the Oxford Dictionary.

Later, Janu found her curled on the beanbag in the corner, reading it as though it was a fascinating novel.

‘I like words and their meanings,’ said Maryam, looking up at her almost apologetically. ‘I find dictionaries comforting—like they hold explanations for the world, you know?’

Janu did not know, but she was charmed by this small insight into Maryam’s mind.

Sometimes at night, Janu would wake to the sound of sobbing, the old, familiar sense of grief leaking through the walls. She would lie there quietly until the crying ceased, and although she knew that Maryam needed to be alone, she ached to go and hold her and let her know that this sadness would pass.

Time, Janu reminded herself. She had waited so long for her sisters to return to her life, and now she needed time to build trust and love between them all.
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One evening Arundel came walking up the path, and Janu, seeing him from the window, went outside.

‘Hey, you,’ she said, smiling to see his tousled hair, his now sunburned face and arms.

‘Hey, yourself,’ he said, stopping in the yard and glancing at the silver BMW, now parked next to her truck, which she’d gone back to retrieve the next day, taking the train in the morning while Maryam slept.

‘You’re a hard woman to catch—the lady at the shop said you’d taken a few days off. You really need a phone, you know, for safety if nothing else.’

‘How did people keep safe before phones then?’ asked Janu, laughing as she walked down the steps to meet him. ‘Come, let’s go for a walk.’

They headed back down the path together to the beach.

The sun hung low in the sky, touching everything with gold. A few tourists were catching the last of the day’s warmth, lying on blankets in the sun, swimming into the waves.

‘You’ve got visitors?’ asked Arundel, and Janu nodded.

‘My youngest sister,’ she said, unable to keep the pride out of her voice. ‘I’m expecting my other sister to join us soon too.’

‘How amazing! You never said you had sisters. Do you see them often? You still haven’t really told me much about yourself, you know.’

‘I know. And I’m seeing them after … well, after more than twenty years.’

Arundel stopped in his tracks and turned to look at her, raising his eyebrows.

‘Okay then. You’ve got a story there, Miss Janu. And I’d love to hear it.’

And so she told him about the three motherless children left to the mercy of the poor judgement of desperate refugees, of the search for her sisters and her father. Again, she left out the details of the man who called himself her father, skimming over the years she had lived with him, saying only that when he had died she’d chosen to sell the house and move here.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Arundel, taking her hand. ‘I’m so sorry you had to go through so much loss.’

‘I am too. I would have chosen a different life if I could—but life doesn’t give you much choice when you’re a child, does it?’

By the time they turned back, the sky had turned velvety blue, the first stars beginning to blink among the clouds.

The lights in Janu’s house were on, and she could hear the radio playing a station she didn’t recognise.

‘I’m only here for another month or so,’ Arundel was saying, ‘and I’d love to see you as much as I can. If you’d like.’

‘I would like,’ said Janu, turning to him, and this time it was he who leaned forward and kissed her, his hands on her waist, his lips lingering on her cheek and her neck as she slipped her fingers through his hair.
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‘I remember the day you were born,’ Janu said to Maryam.

They were sitting at Janu’s table, eating dinner together for the first time. Janu had fried salmon and made a salad, spreading butter on warmed-up bread rolls, and Maryam, who had only eaten in her room so far, had come out to help, chopping carrots and peppers for the salad.

The tiredness had lifted from her face, the bruise fading from her cheek. Her eyes, as Janu spoke, sparked with curiosity.

‘One day when I woke up, my parents were gone and our grandmother—our wapama—was in our house, making breakfast for Samar and me. She told me they had gone to the hospital to bring home a new baby, and I was so excited. Samar was only … two maybe? So she didn’t understand, but she was enjoying the attention from her wapama.

‘Umma and Wapa came home the next day with you. I remember sitting down next to Umma and looking at you, so tiny, with black hair plastered on your face and pink cheeks. I touched your cheek and asked what your name was, but they didn’t know yet.

‘I’d just started school, and our teacher was called Maryam, and I had the biggest crush on her, so I asked if we could call you Maryam. They said yes!’ Janu laughed. ‘I hope you like your name.’

‘I do love my name actually,’ said Maryam, biting into a roll. ‘I’m glad my parents kept it. They told me I was named after Prophet Eesa’s mother, and I grew up with the story of Maryam and how she was strong and beautiful, and chosen to be the mother of a prophet—but somehow I like this story even better.’

‘Your parents loved you very much,’ said Janu, seeing the shadow that passed over Maryam’s face. ‘They should have told you the truth about your family, but even in that they were only trying to shield you from pain and worry. Maybe they thought you would leave and come in search of us, and it would be a futile journey. So they told you only the part of the story that they thought you needed to know.’

‘Does that excuse it though? To lie to protect someone? Or were they just protecting themselves?’

Janu reached out to squeeze Maryam’s hand.

‘People are complicated, kutti. They can be many things at once. We need to sift through what we see to find what we need sometimes.’

Maryam smiled.

‘My brothers used to call me that—kutti, little girl. I miss them. And yes, people are complicated. Joshua was complicated.’

She looked down and moved a piece of fish around her plate.

‘He would cook for me, these really beautiful, exotic meals. He’d buy gifts all the time. One time, when I had the flu, he stayed home from work so he could look after me, make soup and toast. And then I would say something random, and he would hit me. I started to be really careful, to try and work out what things would turn him into someone who would hurt me, and what would keep him being lovely to me, but I couldn’t. It would feel like things were going so smoothly and then I would make a mistake and I’d be on the floor or against the wall or …’

Her voice trailed off and a tear dropped onto the plate in front of her.

Janu felt again that blaze of anger she had felt when she’d seen Maryam for the first time, wounded and small, curled up into herself with pain. The anger she felt when she thought of the man who called himself her father coming into her room at night.

‘It was not you making a mistake, kutti,’ she said. ‘You should never, never have to be with someone who makes you question yourself like that, when you are the one who’s being hurt. He was a cruel, cruel man, and there’s no excuse for what he’s done to you.

‘And,’ she added when Maryam looked up from her plate, ‘I don’t know how yet, but we’re going to make him pay for it.’
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Janu’s days settled into a new routine. In the mornings she would wake and make tea and toast for herself and Maryam and then leave to work in the shop. With the busier summer season, she’d hired another young girl to help, but it was still Janu who managed most of the inventory and kept in touch with suppliers, adding to the small collection of books and knickknacks, jars of jams and honey.

During her lunch break, Arundel would usually drop by and they would have lunch together at the café nearby or walk to the park to eat the sandwiches Arundel brought with him, talking about everything from their lives to the books they’d read and their dreams of the future.

Arundel wanted to travel to India, to see more of where his father had grown up, to experience the magic of the Taj Mahal and eat his favourite pav bhajis on the streets of Mumbai.

Janu wanted to return to Sri Lanka, to try and find her father, although she knew her hopes were slim. It was something she’d tried over and over to see when she cast her net to the future, yet nothing appeared, only fragments of people and voices she did not recognise, and from this she wondered if her father had, as she feared, died in the war.

In the afternoons, Maryam would walk to town and do any errands that they needed—buying groceries, picking up Janu’s mail from the post office, going to the hardware store to look for useful items that she thought Janu would need. Janu had found her on her knees the other day, with a hammer and nails, fixing a loose floorboard.

‘I’m quite handy, you know,’ Maryam had said in response to Janu’s look of surprise. ‘There’s a few things that need fixing around here. I’ll see what I can do.’

In the evenings they took turns to make dinner, although neither of them could cook very well, frying burgers in the pan, or boiling a pot of instant noodles to have with a rotisserie chicken. Janu had bought a small television and DVD player, and now, instead of reading or dreaming by the window, she sat with Maryam on the couch and watched shows that Maryam wanted to watch, sitcoms or dramas that Janu might otherwise have never seen but now enjoyed, more so because of the sister who sat next to her, laughing or commenting on the story.

‘When do you think Samar will get here?’ asked Maryam one evening as she washed the dishes. ‘I feel like I can’t wait to see her now. What do you think she’ll be like?’

‘Soon,’ said Janu, smiling to see Maryam looking bright and hopeful. ‘I think her letter must have been delayed because I got the wrong address at first. I have a feeling she’s not going to call or anything though; she’ll show up on her own terms. She did send a postcard, but it didn’t say anything about when she’d be here. What she’ll be like? Hmm, sweet like you, and brave, I imagine, also like you. Smart. Beautiful. Fierce.’

Maryam paused, holding a plate in one hand and a dishcloth in the other.

‘You sound as though you know her,’ she said. ‘And do you really think I’m brave? I’ve been so frightened and tired these last few days. I don’t even know if I did the right thing, running away like I did. Maybe Joshua would have been different in the morning.’

‘Of course you are brave, kutti. You took your life in your hands and saved yourself. You came looking for me, taking a risk that I would help you even though you didn’t know me. And maybe he would have been different, but you knew it would happen again, and you knew when to say enough.

‘And maybe a part of me does. Maybe a part of me has always been with the two of you, and I’m going to do everything I can not to lose you again.’
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2009

One evening Arundel came knocking at Janu’s door after sunset.

‘I want to show you something,’ he said when Janu opened the door. ‘Might take a little while. You free for a walk? I have snacks.’ He held up a picnic basket in one hand. ‘Please?’

‘Alright,’ said Janu, laughing. ‘Give me a minute to get a jacket.’

‘Hey, Maryam.’ She heard him talking to her sister, whom he’d now met briefly a few times. She paused with her hand on her jacket as an image slipped through her mind of herself, Arundel, Maryam and Samar sitting together in a garden she did not recognise, unfamiliar people and children among them. Their faces were older, and when Arundel turned his head, she saw that he had a beard. The moment passed, and Janu breathed slowly, in and out, bringing herself back to the present, to her room in her house, the ocean whispering outside, Arundel and Maryam talking in the hall.

Some things, even when she saw them, seemed almost too wonderful to be true.
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They held hands as they walked, shadows deepening across the quiet beach, hips bumping gently against each other.

We have known each other from lives past, and we will know each other again, thought Janu, lulled into dreaminess by Arundel’s presence, the velvety twilight that shimmered around her, the friendly stars.

As darkness fell, they reached a secluded cove cradled by tall cliffs. The sand was fine and cool beneath Janu’s bare feet, stretching out in a gentle crescent between the dark, weathered rocks. The cliffs took the brunt of the wind, so what slipped through was a gentle salty breeze tinged with the fragrance of wildflowers.

‘Is this the surprise then?’ asked Janu, looking around as Arundel spread a blanket on a small patch of grass and began to unpack the picnic basket.

‘Partly, but not quite,’ he said, taking out baguettes, a wheel of brie, a jar of chutney, some figs and a bottle of wine and placing them on a flat rock. ‘I’m hoping that nature cooperates with me tonight to completely sweep you off your feet—but if she doesn’t, then this will have to do.’

He placed a small lantern on the sand and turned it on, stepping back and looking at the spread, frowning slightly.

‘I didn’t do too badly, did I? Except—oh no!’ He bent down and rummaged through the bag again before turning to her ruefully.

‘No plates. Or cutlery. Or glasses.’

Janu laughed.

‘We’ll eat with our fingers and drink out of the bottle then, won’t we?’

The bread, torn into pieces and rolled around chunks of brie, or dipped into chutney, was delicious, and the wine was sweet and warm as it slid down her throat. Between bites they kissed, tasting the flavours off each other’s tongues, and Janu found herself wondering, not for the first time, what it would feel like to do more.

Time slowed and the world held its breath. An owl called somewhere in the forest, a low and haunting sound.

‘Look,’ Arundel said suddenly, with a laugh that was part amazement, part delight. ‘I think it’s starting.’

He pulled her back into his arms so that her back was against his chest, his cheek on the curve of her neck, and pointed at the horizon.

At first, Janu couldn’t see anything except the deep indigo of the sky and sea. As her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, she saw there were faint, ghostly glows, wisps of smoke that might have been clouds or clusters of stars.

‘Keep looking,’ whispered Arundel in her ear, and she saw the wisps begin to intensify and deepen, taking form and colour, now pale green ribbons that danced across the sky, traces of pink and purple that reached out towards the horizon. The colours pulsed and shifted, fading and surging again in arcs and spirals until their brilliance was almost unbearable, reflecting off the water until it seemed that it was only the two of them being held in a cocoon of magical light.

And something in Janu rose and danced in response, the barrier between realms growing so thin that she felt her spirit slip through, moving between the whorls of brightness, glimpses of a heaven she had never believed in.

‘There,’ said Arundel, as the swirls began to fade and dim, minutes or hours later, and she felt herself returning, slowly falling back into her body, into this moment, with Arundel’s arms around her, the sea breeze cool on her skin. His breath was warm against her cheek, his heart thudding against hers.

‘That was the surprise. I know you’re a little bit magic yourself, but I thought even you’d be impressed. It’s why this place is called Starlight Bay, because every few years the aurora comes here to dance. What did you think, my Jahanara?’

He said each syllable of her name slowly, tenderly, a lover’s voice in her ear.

And somehow, a whisper of a long ago Janu in another man’s voice crept in, a thread of poison in the sweetness of that moment, and Janu trembled.

She turned so she was facing Arundel, still enveloped in his arms.

‘You sure know how to plan your surprises,’ she said, trying to smile, but her voice broke as she looked into his eyes. He tilted his head and flexed his arms slightly so she felt herself drawn even closer.

‘Tell me,’ he said gently. ‘Tell me what you are thinking.’

The past pressed hard against her, a shadow that threatened to obliterate the lightness of the evening, and she leaned into Arundel, breathed in his familiar scent, to ground herself in this moment, in who she had now become.

What were the words with which to describe the hurts of a life beyond her control?

‘I killed the man who raised me,’ she began, and he didn’t flinch, just continued to look at her with that clear, steady gaze.

‘It was an accident, but it also wasn’t. We were having dinner, eating rice and fish curry, and he started—he started choking. He couldn’t breathe or talk, just that awful sound. He reached for his water but—but—I don’t know what came over me, I pushed the glass so it fell over. He was gagging and pointing and looking at me—and I went to him, I took him in my arms when he fell to the floor—but I didn’t do anything. I just looked at him, and he looked at me, choking and crying until the light died out of his eyes.’

Janu told him how she’d cleared her own plate from the table and then called triple zero, saying she’d just come into the house to find her father unconscious on the floor. When the ambulance came, she was sitting beside him, dry-eyed, and they thought she was in shock, covering her with a blanket and soothing her with kind words as they told her what she already knew, that her father was dead, a large fishbone stuck in his throat.

And then she told Arundel of the years she’d spent growing up in that small house, cut away from the rest of the world. Not dead in the sea like her mother, as the man reminded her. Not dead in the war like her father probably was. Safe. Healthy. Loved.

So don’t tell anyone, the man had said as he touched her, asked her to touch him. Or they might take you away from me. And you would lose everyone again. You don’t want that, do you?

‘The worst thing,’ said Janu, ‘was that sometimes I liked it. It made me feel special. And I hated myself for liking it. Other times I wanted so much for him to leave me alone, and I hated that there was nothing I could do.

‘When he started choking, it was like I saw how I could be free. I always knew I would be free one day, and in that moment I saw how it would happen.’

She saw the tear slide out of Arundel’s eye and leaned forward and kissed it off his cheek.

‘Have I changed how you feel about me?’

‘Yes,’ he said, putting his hands on her shoulders. ‘Yes. I knew I admired you already, the ease with which you move through the world, the kind of life you seem to have built for yourself, but now knowing this—Janu, you are so brave. So strong. You took your life and your freedom in both hands. You went through something no child should ever have to face—and you didn’t let it crush you.’

He lifted his palm to her cheek, and she nestled against it, briefly closing her eyes.

‘Sometimes children come to the hospital with aches that can’t be explained. Sometimes we find what we don’t want to—that someone in their life has been hurting them, someone they should have been able to trust. Sometimes we can help, and sometimes the same person comes and takes the child back home, and there’s nothing we can do, and sometimes that feels unbearable.

‘If you liked it sometimes,’ he said quietly, ‘it was because it was all you knew. You deserved warmth and safety and an adult who looked after you, and instead you had someone who tricked and used you and pretended that was love.’

‘Yes,’ she said, remembering the things she wished she could forget. ‘And I want to be free of it. I am free of it—but now, in a moment like this, when I want to be just a woman falling for a man, when I want to be touched in all the right ways—how do I turn away from the things that happened before?’

‘Like this,’ he said, pulling her towards him, and kissing her forehead, her nose, her chin, her lips. He turned her gently and lay her down on the blanket, still kissing her.

‘Look at me,’ he said, and she raised her eyes to his face, lit by the ethereal afterglow of the aurora. ‘Tell me what you want me to do. Tell me where to touch you. Tonight, your body is yours, and my body is yours too.’

And so she told him, giving him the map of her body to read, to feel, to taste, until she cried out in pleasure and no longer had the words to tell him what to do, her mind washed clear of thought, of memory, of pain.
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They fell asleep curled up under Arundel’s big jacket, still shivering when they woke to a chilly dawn.

‘I’d better get home,’ yawned Janu, nuzzling into Arundel’s chest. ‘Maryam might be worried.’

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to keep you all night,’ Arundel said, but he was smiling, and as Janu smiled back, she felt the way she had last night in the midst of the aurora, light and free.

They gathered their things and walked back as the sun rose, birds chattering and calling in the trees, kookaburras laughing, gulls circling the rocks as waves crashed on the shore.

As they walked up the path to her house, she noticed that there was someone there, and that this young woman standing on the steps was not Maryam.

She paused, and then began to run, her heart thudding with joy.

‘Samar,’ she cried. ‘Samar, Samar, you came!’
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SAMAR

Samar gazed out the window as the buildings of Melbourne’s innercity suburbs gave way to wide open spaces and glimpses of the silver waters of the Maribyrnong River, hovering between the life she’d left behind and the future she was going towards.

She thought of that other journey, so many years ago, across the ocean, between countries, between families, between a life she had forgotten and a life she had not chosen.

Was that where her endless yearning came from—to be loved, to be seen, to be known?

If she had never been separated from her sisters, would she be more whole instead of the fragmented Samar she sometimes felt that she was?

The night before she left, she had made Nadia coconut rotis, with dhal and lunu miris.

‘For your sweet and sour cravings,’ she told her, kneading the dough with grated coconut and flour, chopping the onions with red chilli, salt and lime, boiling the orange lentils with garlic and turmeric on the stove. ‘And I’ll come back and cook for you when the baby comes. I’ve heard they make all kinds of things for new mothers in Sri Lanka—jackfruit curry and milk rice and porridges and honey rings—isn’t that right, Mama?’ she’d asked Huda, who was baking the rotis on the stove.

‘That’s right,’ said Huda, flipping the roti on the tawa and turning to smile at them. ‘Your grandma made me all those things and more when Nadia was born …’ Her voice had trailed off and she turned away, perhaps knowing that Samar was wondering about her mother, and what she had liked to eat when she was pregnant with her.

Later that night, Nadia had come into her room while she was packing her things for the journey. She held out something, and Samar saw it was a small ragdoll made of nut-brown fabric with bright black button eyes and strands of black wool hair.

‘Do you remember it?’ asked Nadia, as Samar took the doll from her, touching its now faded orange and blue handloom dress.

Samar raised it to her nose and closed her eyes.

Baby powder and sugary biscuits, dried sweat on clothes and salty air.

‘Mine!’ called a child’s voice in her memory, and a woman laughed.

‘Sleep, little baby,’ said the same child, tucking the doll under a sheet, and Samar saw that the child was her, and that she had once loved the little doll that she now held.

‘A little,’ she said, putting it down on her bed.

‘It was yours,’ said Nadia, sitting down, one hand on her stomach as it so often was now. ‘You had it with you on the boat. But you shared it with me, and we both played with it, and when we shared a bed, she slept between us. When we moved and had our own rooms, you said you didn’t want her anymore, that you were too grown up now for “dolly”. I kept her though. I thought you might want her back one day, if you … if you ever found out where you came from.’

Samar sat down next to her and nodded, looking at the doll between them.

‘Do you ever think about what your life would have been like,’ she asked, ‘if they hadn’t taken me?’

Nadia smiled wistfully.

‘I used to think about it all the time. I thought Dada would have cared more about the things I liked. I thought Mama wouldn’t be so distracted all the time. I thought we’d have more money, we’d go on more holidays.

‘And then you’d make them so upset, doing all the things you did, and I’d be so angry with you. Didn’t you know how good you had it?’

She looked down at Samar’s hand now clenched tightly around the doll.

‘But I also knew how much I wanted a sister. I wanted someone to share a doll with. I wanted someone to wear matching clothes with on Eid. I wanted someone to be annoyed with about how Mama always forgot book week and Dada insisted on coming everywhere with us. I wanted someone to be an ally to, even when I didn’t like it, to pretend I didn’t know where you were when I knew you were out dancing or with a boy.

‘I loved you and sometimes I was angry with you and sometimes I wished you weren’t here. But after you left, I felt like a part of me was lost, and it seemed even worse than losing Dada sometimes. And I wondered if maybe most siblings felt this way about each other, love and jealousy and friendship all one big confusing muddle. And now I know I want someone to cook me roti and lunu miris when I’m pregnant, someone my child can call sachi, someone who’ll teach my baby to dance.’

She put her hand on Samar’s, clasping her fingers.

‘Will you forgive me, Samar? Will you forgive all of us?’

Samar reached forward and leaned her forehead against Nadia’s, and their tears fell onto the ragdoll, leaving small, dark stains on its little face.
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Samar stood on the steps of the little house on the hill, looking down at the ocean.

She’d spent the last night in a motel at the edge of the small town, tossing and turning in a creaky bed despite being tired from the journey. At dawn, she decided she wasn’t going to get any more sleep and got dressed, dragging her suitcase down the one flight of stairs and asking the sleepy receptionist for directions to the address she’d been given.

She’d been grateful for her strong calves as she lugged her suitcase through the forest trail, walking up the steep path to the house with its blue timber walls and white roof, like something out of a book.

There was a sleek silver BMW parked in the yard, dust on its windows and grass curling up its wheels, looking strangely out of place in that rustic scene.

Who would choose to live here, and why, she wondered, pausing at the steps and hesitating over what to do next.

Samar was a city girl and thought she always would be. She loved waking up to the sounds of traffic on the street, children laughing as they walked to school, dogs barking at each other across fences. She loved the sight of buildings reaching up to the sky, bridges that arched over rivers, the smells of dust and smoke and coffee, the people she bumped against as she hurried across the road like everyone else so you were never quite alone.

She already missed Ruby, she realised, looking down at a small sparrow that hopped up to her feet and cocked its head up at her. Ruby would have turned a stay in this sleepy little town into a lively holiday, swimming during the day, riding her Harley through the winding roads, playing loud music and dancing on the beach.

Ruby, who had taken Samar’s face in her hands the other day and kissed her, slowly, gently, and as Samar caught her breath afterwards, she felt she was not the same woman she had been just a moment ago. She had never even thought of kissing a woman before, and could not tell when the mood between herself and Ruby had shifted. But with Ruby’s lips on hers, satiny soft in a way she’d never known, their hands in each other’s hair, she also felt that it was the most natural thing in the world.

‘I don’t want to mess with our friendship,’ Samar had told Ruby at the train station.

‘You’re not messing with it, babe,’ Ruby had said, laughing in that Ruby-bright way she had. ‘We’ll always be friends, don’t you know that? Love can be easy sometimes, you know. It isn’t always heartbreak and tears, my darling, sometimes it’s just loving someone differently, and if that doesn’t work out you just go back to a way that you’re used to.’

And that was Ruby all over, light with the things that Samar was used to carrying so heavily.

The sparrow flew off and landed on the branch of a tangerine tree, heavy with small, tawny fruit. Tangerines meant good luck and lasting relationships, Samar thought. She would pick some of the fruit and make juice, maybe even a cake.

Next to the steps, a few roses bloomed, buds that were shell-pink like the early morning sky.

She turned to look again at the house. Should she knock? The sunlight was turning from orange to lemony bright, a bird calling out in a sweet, low note.

As she raised her hand, she heard someone calling behind her and turned to see a woman flying up the path, her face lit up as though the sun itself was shining from inside her.

‘Samar,’ cried the stranger, and even in that surreal moment, she noticed that the woman ended her name with the ‘r’ in the way only her family—and Pierce—did.

‘Samar, Samar! You came!’
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Later that morning, Samar sat rocking in the chair by the window, a hot cup of coffee in her hands, looking at her sisters as they moved about the small cottage, making toast, getting ready for the day.

Janu, who had flung herself at Samar that morning and then gone back to kiss the good-looking man who had been with her, promising him she would see him soon.

Samar herself had arrived home in the early hours many times, dishevelled and glowing like Janu had been, but always with guilt edging her satisfaction, whereas Janu walked as though she owned the world and everything in it.

Maryam, who had come out of her room as Janu and Samar walked in, rubbing sleep from her eyes and asking Janu where she had been, stopping short when she saw Samar.

A quick hug, brief and light, unlike Janu, who had held Samar so tightly, and so long, that Samar had felt strangely caught between discomfort and tears.

A smaller, more delicate face, skin that was lighter than hers or Janu’s, because she could already see that she and Janu were alike, in the hazel of their eyes and the way that they moved. Janu could also have been a dancer, Samar mused, looking at the way she walked, the smoothness with which she moved.

Maryam, on the other hand, folding into herself when she thought no one was watching, twitching when Janu carelessly tossed a spoon into the sink. Eyes that were dark and cautious, even with Janu, and Samar saw that Janu’s voice softened when she spoke to Maryam, like she was a hurt child, how she caressed Maryam’s arm or head every time she passed.

Or perhaps that was just how one treated a baby sister.

‘You must stay,’ Janu had said, taking her to the room that Maryam had come out of and showing her the mattresses on the floor, the small wardrobe. ‘Stay and we’ll get to know each other. Maryam has only been here a couple of weeks, and we have so much—years!—to catch up on.’

And Samar had agreed. After all, wasn’t it what she’d come for? To meet her sisters and draw together the threads that had been severed all those years ago, to find out what the untold part of her own story was?

And yet, she thought, what if it was too late? How did you learn to love the sisters you never knew you had?
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Later that morning, Samar stood in front of the shop and looked up at the sign, the curving crimson lettering gleaming in the sun.

‘What does it mean?’ asked Samar. ‘Serendib?’

‘It’s what the Arab traders called Sri Lanka when they discovered it in medieval times,’ said Maryam, who was standing beside her. ‘Did you know it’s where the word “serendipity” comes from?’ she continued as she held the door open for Samar to step in. ‘Serendib was an island of unexpected treasures, gemstones, spices and beauty everywhere. And that’s how serendipity came to be defined—life’s unexpected turns, the good luck you aren’t looking for, happy endings that find you anyway.’

Samar stood at the doorway for a moment, looking at the shelves of bright knickknacks, the cosy chairs and cushions in the corner where the bookshelves were, the woven rugs on the floor. She breathed in the scent of sandalwood that mingled with the salttinged ocean air. An unexpected sense of contentment washed over her as she stepped in, as though she had just bitten into a slice of her favourite chocolate cake or drifted to sleep in the arms of someone she loved.

Janu looked up from where she was rearranging a few scarves on their hangers.

‘Did you know what it meant when you named the shop?’ asked Samar, walking over to sit next to Maryam on one of the chairs.

‘It had that name already, on the old sign,’ said Janu. ‘I knew it was an old name for Sri Lanka, but not about the word serendipity until Maryam told me.’

Maryam smiled a little dreamily, her eyes wandering around the shop.

‘But it’s here—everywhere—can you see it? In that patch of sunlight that always falls right there where you’ve put the scarves, Janu, and in the sandalwood smoke where you’ve lit that candle. Even here, in the books, and the corners of these chairs.’

Off with the fairies, thought Samar, looking at her in slight alarm, but Janu smiled brightly and said, ‘I can’t see it, Maryam, but I know you can. And I can feel it. It’s what drew me here, to this town, to this shop, to where I knew I would finally get to find both of you. It is serendipity, isn’t it? To be here now together, after being apart for so many years.’

‘It is,’ said Maryam, and to Samar’s surprise, she reached over and took her hand, squeezing it gently.

Outside, a gust of wind lifted a cloud of leaves into the air, swirling in the sunshine. A small yellow butterfly glided down onto the pale purple petals of the agapanthus that grew by the windows, and then another and another, glowing like gilded dreams.

The walls of the shop seemed to sigh with relief and settle around them.

Maybe it was just that she was tired, thought Samar, as tears filled her eyes and slipped down her cheeks, Maryam still holding her hand, and Janu coming over to put her arm around her, the three of them nestled close together for the first time since they were on the boat two decades ago.

And yet Samar could not relax into the embrace, the strangeness of the moment unsettling her as she gently shrugged off her sisters’ arms.
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Samar was cooking biryani, filling the small cottage with the warm aromas of beef and spices.

‘Let’s make something special for dinner,’ she’d announced when they returned home that afternoon, ‘to celebrate us being together.’

Both Janu and Maryam had looked at her a little warily. ‘Like what?’ asked Janu. ‘I was going to make some pasta.’

It turned out that Janu’s pasta was going to be boiled spaghetti with sauce from a jar, and Maryam was no better, offering to toast some frozen garlic bread.

Shaking her head at them she went through Janu’s fridge and pantry, finding some steak, yoghurt, rice and enough spices that she could make the meal of Sri Lankan Muslim celebrations.

Maybe if she cooked, her feelings would begin to settle.

She dropped the spices into the oil—cumin for healing and the freeing of suppressed emotions, nutmeg for soothing, turmeric for balance and restoration.

‘Let’s make a raita,’ she said to Maryam, showing her how to finely chop the onion and cucumber, mix them with yoghurt and salt and pepper.

‘To cool the tongue and the spirit,’ she said as she ladled the raita onto their plates along with steaming portions of rice and meat.

‘I’ve never eaten this,’ said Janu, sitting down and inhaling deeply. ‘It smells like—like—’

‘Comfort,’ said Maryam, putting a spoonful into her mouth.

They ate in silence for a little while, Samar looking at her sisters with satisfaction, the smile on Janu’s lips as she ate, the way Maryam’s shoulders relaxed just a little bit more.

‘We used to make this all the time at home,’ said Maryam, helping herself to more, ‘but this tastes—I don’t know, there’s something different about it, Samar, and you didn’t even have everything you needed. I’m full and I almost can’t stop eating.’

‘It’s because Samar made it,’ said Janu before Samar could reply. She was looking at Samar with a curious expression in her eyes. ‘You create feelings with food. Everything you cook has some of you in it—your hopes, your desires, your wishes for those you love. And then we eat it, and those feelings grow in us.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Samar, her voice a little sharper than she’d intended. She’d watched Janu in the shop that day, the two women who came to her with whispered questions, how Janu had taken one of them upstairs to the loft, and when they returned after half an hour how the woman’s feet touched the earth more lightly, so unlike the heavy tread she had walked in with.

‘I see things sometimes,’ Janu had said in response to Samar’s questions. ‘It’s not always the future—sometimes it’s the past, sometimes it’s just feelings. It’s difficult to explain, but since coming here I’ve tried to use it to help people a bit.’

‘Like a psychic, you mean?’ asked Samar, who had always scoffed at such things and was now beginning to think there was something strange about both her newfound sisters.

Janu had shrugged.

‘Maybe, if you want to call it that,’ she said. ‘It’s just something I’ve had ever since I can remember.’

And now here was Janu interpreting her love for cooking in some strange way, like Maryam saying she could ‘see’ words. It made Samar uncomfortable, and, for some reason, suddenly home-sick for Nadia and Huda, their solidness and familiarity. For Abdu, with his rules about life, which could make you feel safe, even when you wanted to break them.

‘Is it nonsense though?’ said Janu, in the same quiet tone. ‘Think about all the times you cooked for people you love, how they felt when they took the first bite, how you felt when you watched them eat, as you watched us now.’

Samar stood up and started clearing away her plate, feeling Maryam’s gaze on her. ‘I think I’m going to go to bed soon,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long day.’

‘So it has,’ said Janu, standing and stretching her arms over her head. ‘Let’s all get some rest. We have all the coming days together to talk and catch up.’

The air was still warm and fragrant with spices and through the window Samar could see the molten gold and amber of the sun setting over the trees. Was it only this morning that she’d stood at this doorstep, wondering what her sisters were like?

Janu, with her shorn head and mysterious ways, how she looked away when she spoke of the man who raised her, how she never called him her father. Maryam, her hair now free and flowing down her back since she’d taken off her hijab, looking somehow even younger, saying she had left her husband because he hit her, walking away before Samar could ask anything more. The rage those words had awakened still simmered in Samar’s chest—would she feel that way if any other woman had told her that? Or was it the ties of blood that made the anger more potent at this unknown man who had hurt Maryam?

She took a deep breath, trying to gather her spinning thoughts, as she looked at Janu again.

‘We do need time,’ she said, her voice breaking a little. ‘I do at least. There’s so much I want to know, to understand about us. I don’t even know what my questions are yet, for god’s sake. So take it easy with the “I already know everything about you” crap, okay? You really don’t.’

‘That’s not what Janu meant,’ Maryam began to say before Janu cut her off.

‘No, Samar’s right. How can I know everything about you two? I don’t. My gift only shows me so much. She’s right, we need time—I need time—to earn your trust.’

Janu gathered the rest of the plates and bowls, walking to the kitchen, and Samar, still feeling uncomfortable, followed her. She couldn’t quite grasp the flicker of sudden rage that flared in her, couldn’t say whether it was directed at Janu or herself or why, couldn’t distinguish it from the deep grief of all the untouched years between them.
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JANU

Janu was walking along the mostly empty beach, looking for Samar.

It had rained earlier that day, and the sky was still heavy with clouds, the air fresh and damp, rainwater pooling in the crevices between the rocks and sand.

Samar had left the cottage that afternoon when Janu had tried asking her about Abdu and Huda, wanting to know what they had been like. Instead of answering her, Samar had turned away and walked to the door, mumbling something about needing fresh air. That had been a couple of hours ago, and now it was past dinner-time, the long summer day fading slowly into evening.

Janu stood still and scanned the horizon, trying to swallow her irritation. In the few days since Samar had arrived, she had remained distant, refusing to share any details about her past, and although Janu was trying to be patient, as she had been with Maryam, something about Samar’s deliberate coolness was difficult to swallow.

Was she not happy to be here? Had she not known about her sisters when she was growing up, and if she had, why wasn’t she relieved to find them?

Last night Samar had made them a chicken pot pie that looked and smelled delicious, but when Janu bit into it, she found her tongue bitter with resentment, and looking across at Maryam, she saw that her expression too had soured.

‘I’m going to look for her,’ she’d told Maryam after pacing restlessly for a while. ‘I don’t know what’s going on with her, but she needs to tell us.’

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ asked Maryam, folding the prayer mat she’d been using.

Janu shook her head. She needed to try and talk with Samar alone.

If she could find her.

Had she left, gone back to the home she knew? Janu’s heart clenched at the thought—but no, she’d left all her things, and surely she wouldn’t just leave without giving Janu a chance.

As she drew closer to the russet rocks that separated one side of the beach from the other, she saw a shadow flicker on the other side, and clambering over the top, her boots sliding on the slippery rain-wet surface, she saw her dancing.

Samar twirled and leapt, arms slicing the air, battling the wind, moving to a rhythm only she could hear, her hair a cloud around her. Her bare feet would sink into the sand, only to push off again as though in defiance. Her hands reached out in yearning and then clasped back around herself.

What was this story she was trying to tell? Janu was mesmerised, hardly breathing as she watched.

The waves rose and fell, the wind whispered and then roared. The clouds moved to give way to glimmers of sunshine and then drew close again in darkness.

Samar stilled and then turned, looking directly at Janu as though she’d been expecting her. Her hair was windblown and tangled around her face, and Janu could not tell if it was sweat or tears that shone on her cheeks.

‘Why didn’t you try and stop them?’ she shouted, but the wind had risen again and Janu wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly.

‘What?’ she asked, scrambling down the rocks so she could get closer to Samar.

‘Why didn’t you try and stop them from taking us? You were a child, sure, but you had a voice. You could have said no. You could have told someone after we got here. This is Australia, they would have done something. Maybe they would have found our father and we could have gone back to him. Did you ever think of that?’

Janu stopped short, staring.

‘I was seven. What did you think I could do?’

‘What about after that? What about when you were ten, fifteen? You knew. You knew about us, and you kept quiet for almost twenty years! Who does that?’

Janu felt as though she was burning, heat and pain and memory rising through her like flames.

The wind had begun to howl, like an ache, and the edges of the clouds glowed crimson.

Samar was still speaking, words flowing from her lips like a torrent.

‘I suffered so much, all these years, not knowing who I was, not knowing who I belonged to. I hurt myself, and I hurt the people who cared for me, who gave me a home. For what, Janu? For what, when you were just here, a few hours away, holding all our secrets when you could have set us free. When you—’

‘Stop!’ shouted Janu, trembling now. ‘Stop, please. You think it was me keeping the secret? What about Abdu and Huda, those people you say looked after you like their own? What about Maryam’s family, who raised her like a princess, and never told her she had two sisters? Why must I take the blame?’

‘Because you were our sister,’ said Samar, taking a step towards Janu. ‘Because you should have cared more.’

‘You think I didn’t care? Oh my god, Samar.’ The laughter that rose in Janu’s throat caught on a sob.

‘You think you were hurting? You, with a family who cared for you, kept you safe, sent you to school? Do you know what it was like for me, living with that man? Who came into my bedroom every night and touched me in ways that I didn’t want him to? Who frightened me into saying nothing, doing nothing, because he was all I had in the world? Who offered me safety with a blanket of thorns? And you say I didn’t care? When every day of my life—every moment—all I could think about was when I could be free to find you?’

The burning rose to her throat, hot tears beginning to spill down her cheeks so she could hardly see Samar, who had drawn closer.

She felt a small hand clasp her arm, and, turning, saw that it was Maryam, and that she too was crying.

‘I wish we had been there for you,’ Maryam said softly. ‘I’m sorry, Janu. I’m sorry.’

‘I’m sorry too,’ said Samar’s voice as Janu felt an arm snake around her waist. ‘I wasn’t—that wasn’t—I was being unreasonable, Janu, I’m sorry. I guess I’m angry at everyone who let this happen to us. And I miss my dad—I miss Abdu, and I’m angry at him for dying without ever letting me understand. And I miss you, Janu, and Maryam. I miss the days and years we should have had together.’

‘I know,’ whispered Janu, ‘I know. And I’m sorry I took so long to find you—I really am.’

Janu sank into the arms of her sisters and let herself cry, let the burning rise and pour out of her and into the cool, fresh air. It had begun to rain again, soft droplets falling on their skin, cooling their pain.

‘We’re safe now—we’re safe,’ Maryam was saying. ‘All of us—we’ve suffered, haven’t we, in some way? But we can look after each other now.’

And Samar, in a small voice, said, ‘I’m sorry I was a bitch just then, Janu.’

Janu laughed through her tears and turned to walk back up the path to the house, holding both their hands.

‘You were,’ she said, ‘but that’s what sisters are to each other sometimes, right? Now come home and make us a nice dinner to say you’re sorry.’

They walked home in the soft drizzle and lavender twilight, the wind softened now to a gentle breeze that wrapped around them. At the doorstep, the rosebuds from that morning had bloomed into full blossoms, warm flamingo petals brushed with rain.

Looking up just before she stepped in, Janu thought she saw the edge of a black wing disappearing over the trees.
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SAMAR

Samar was making bibikkan, the traditional coconut cake Sri Lankans often made at Christmas, for the special event they were going to have at Serendib.

She roasted cardamom and fennel seeds, adding grated jaggery and ginger to the pan. She thought of Janu’s love for her sisters which had lasted through the years, of safety and what it meant to each of them—Janu, who had finally fled her false refuge; Samar, who had struggled to make her heart feel safe among those she loved; Maryam, whose fairytale castle had crumbled around her.

The other night the three of them had sat at the dining table and tried to come up with a plan to find their father.

They had nothing to go on except the name on their original birth certificates that Janu had found, and Janu had already called or written to every Muhammed Hameed she could find in Australia, in case their father had managed to follow them.

Both Samar and Maryam had been fascinated to hear this part of their story, that their mother had not wanted to leave, that their father had promised to come after them.

Samar could not decide which would be worse—waiting for months to hear from them and then coming here and being unable to find them, or being stranded in Sri Lanka and having to live the rest of his years not knowing where they were. Would it have been better if he had died in the carnage that followed, never knowing what had become of them?

‘The other option of course is to look in Sri Lanka—but this would almost be impossible,’ said Janu. ‘The village we lived in was pretty much decimated in the war, and even if he survived and moved, he could be anywhere.’

‘It’s still worth a try though,’ Samar said, telling them about the trip they had made when she was younger, the family that had moved to Puttalam.

And Janu agreed that they would talk to both Samar’s and Maryam’s families, who could put them in touch with people they knew, and perhaps they could travel to Sri Lanka.

‘Even if we don’t find him,’ Janu had said wistfully, ‘I’d like to go see the place where I spent my first years, where the three of us were together as children.’

Now, Samar stirred the thick syrup on the stove, thinking about that time that only Janu remembered, in another house near another beach, where the three of them had begun their lives together, where love had been perhaps a beautiful and uncomplicated thing.

She added semolina and cashews, melon preserve and rose essence, raisins soaked in the juice from the tangerines she’d picked from the tree outside, and the syrup grew dark and sweet with her wishes for her sisters’ happiness and her own.

After their confrontation on the beach, the sharp edges of Samar’s resentment and suspicion had softened. She still felt angry about everything that had happened to them, but she realised now that she had spent her whole life trying to find someone to blame—Abdu, Huda, and finally Janu, who had broken down with grief in her arms.

Maybe it was everyone’s fault, and also no one’s fault.

Maybe Samar herself was to blame, for spending all those years fighting Abdu rather than trying to find out more herself.

She put the syrup on the counter to cool and looked at Maryam, who was making small keyrings with coloured stones—amethysts, opals and moonstones—to give out as souvenirs. She was writing tiny cards which she attached to the keyrings, words that signified what each stone would bring its owner—calm, refuge, love.

Magic.

As much as Samar resisted the thought, as much as she still shrugged off Janu’s knowing or Maryam’s strange way with words, it was difficult to resist sometimes, in this little cottage with the three of them together.

Today, she had decided to give in to it, to pour herself into the dish she was making.

Maryam caught her eye and smiled.

‘Ready to taste yet?’

‘Not yet,’ said Samar, ‘but it’ll be ready when Janu gets home, and we can start getting everything sorted for tomorrow.’

Samar had found Janu at her computer the other night, frowning at some spreadsheets.

‘The shop isn’t doing as well as I hoped,’ Janu said in response to Samar’s questions. ‘I get it, I’m no businesswoman, and this town isn’t as busy as the big ones nearby, but I can’t keep running it at a loss.’

‘Well maybe you don’t have to,’ said Samar, sitting on Janu’s bed and stretching her legs. ‘Let’s try and figure this out.’

Samar had travelled to so many other little seaside towns with Abdu, Huda and Nadia and seen other shops like Janu’s—she didn’t think Janu lacked for anything in terms of décor or products. If anything, she had given the little shop a charm and ambience that Samar had hardly seen anywhere else.

‘You just need more people to know about it,’ she told Janu. ‘You need to give people from the big towns a reason to come here just to visit Serendib.’

‘We could put up some ads,’ suggested Maryam, who had just come in. ‘We could get some flyers done, post on Facebook—Oh! We could have a Christmas event?’

‘That’s perfect,’ said Samar, clasping her hands together. ‘We’ll call it A Serendib Christmas and make it a Sri Lankan-Christmas themed event.’

And so they’d set to work. Samar designed flyers that had a mix of holly leaves, gold stars and lotus flowers, printing them out at the post office, while Maryam drove around in the silver car to nearby towns to put them up on noticeboards and hand them out.

Spiced tea, handmade joy, island warmth—this festive season, come home to Serendib, the flyers read, with a short description of the shop and its wares.

‘Tell your friends,’ Janu told the women who visited her shop. ‘There’ll be treats and souvenirs.’

Even Arundel, who seemed to be Janu’s new boyfriend, got involved, setting up a Facebook page for Serendib and posting pictures of the shop—and often Janu—every day. He wasn’t going home for Christmas this year, he told them, as his parents were away visiting his grandparents in England, and he would rather be here with Janu.

Neither Huda nor Anisa and Masood were expecting Samar or Maryam to come home for the holidays, although Samar knew she would miss Ruby, who had invited Samar to her family’s rambling mansion in Victoria last Christmas, where they’d spent long afternoons reading by the pool, helped decorate the high-ceilinged rooms with tinsel and fairy lights, and baked gingerbread while Ruby’s younger cousins ran riot through the hallways.

She checked the timer on the oven and went into Janu’s room, where Arundel was sitting at the computer.

‘Not bad, mate,’ Samar said, peering over his shoulder as he made a collage of pictures for a special post.

‘Thanks,’ he said, grinning at her before turning back to the screen.

He opened a picture of Janu that he’d taken when she wasn’t looking, standing outside the shop, her hand on the door, her face tilted upwards with an expression that looked like longing but also suppressed joy, light dancing in her eyes, laughter hovering around her mouth.

Samar thought she heard his breath catch.

‘Isn’t she something,’ said Samar, smiling, but Arundel didn’t seem to hear her as he stared at the photograph.

Samar wondered if Janu knew that Arundel—funny name, that—was falling in love with her.
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JANU

On the day of the event, Janu stirred in the early dawn, in those slow, drowsy moments between sleep and wakefulness where thoughts, memories and dreams blurred into each other.

Samar toddling over to another family on the boat, falling asleep in the arms of a woman who was not their mother. Samar dancing in the rain, screaming at Janu that she hadn’t done enough. Samar putting a sweet, honeyed piece of bibikkan on Janu’s tongue that tasted like love, like forgiveness.

Maryam, a bruise like a dark flower blooming on her cheek. Saying the word happy and watching it float between them like a petal with a promise. A man, pacing an apartment just a few hours away, wanting to hurt her again—No, murmured Janu, trying to rise out of the dream, no, you will not.

Arundel, kissing away her secret pain, her skin rising to meet his touch. Waiting for her at the end of a road—where?

She began running towards him, startling awake as her feet moved in her dreams.

Rolling onto her side, she looked at the clock—just past five. In the other room, she could hear Maryam stirring, quiet footsteps sounding down the hall as she went to do her morning prayers without waking Samar—although Samar slept soundly even when Janu was up and clattering about the kitchen making tea.

Just last night Samar had surprised her by asking her to tell her what she could see of Samar’s life.

‘I’ve never believed in any kind of fortune telling or the airy-fairy stuff,’ Samar had said in that frank way of hers. ‘Scoffed at my friends who used to visit psychics. Who knew I had a sister with some kind of mystic mojo! Go on then—tell me something you see for me.’

They’d been sitting outside on the veranda as twilight fell, the hot summer breeze cooling, the first stars beginning to blink in the sky between the branches of the trees.

And Janu had looked into Samar’s eyes, so like her own, and told her about the man Samar still loved, the father who had died before he could tell her how much he loved her, the mother who had raised her out of selfishness, but whose love for her was utterly selfless, the sister who had tried and failed to push Samar away, whose child would grow to love Samar and whom Samar would love like her own.

‘And a woman—a mermaid? Who is a friend, and yet more than a friend, who will love you and in that love you will find both joy and healing.’

‘What kind of mermaid?’ asked Samar, half laughing, and Janu could only say that the mermaid was half in, half out of the water, that her hair flowed free, that she was both strong and beautiful.

Love, love, love. Janu heard herself say the words over and over again, and knew that it was the essence of Samar’s life, the search and the finding, the joy and the loss. She knew, although she didn’t tell Samar this, that Samar would love many people in her life, and each time would be as intense as the last, because that was how Samar loved, with all of herself.

‘Just remember that love is only a mirror in which you see yourself, darling,’ Janu had told her. ‘It’s you who brings the magic to it, not the other person.’

And she saw the surprise and wonder that flittered across Samar’s face, although she said nothing but a thoughtful thank you.

Maryam had been inside praying Maghrib. Janu loved seeing Maryam roll out her prayer mat and bend her forehead to the ground, it brought back memories of her parents doing the same thing, her voice, softly reciting the Quran Janu had found for her from the mosque in the next town, so like her mother’s, whom Maryam hadn’t known. Janu would now never be able to return to the religion of her family, but she loved seeing the parts of it that existed in Maryam, and even Samar, who said ‘Bismillah’ before she ate anything and hummed surahs beneath her breath as often as she sang along to songs on the radio.

It was a tight fit sometimes, with the three of them clattering around Janu’s small house, but Janu was loving every moment of it, the sounds of Samar and Maryam laughing as they talked, the three mugs of tea that she now made every morning, the impatience as she waited for one of them to finish in the shower so she could get ready for the day.

She had not minded her loneliness all these years, had felt no guilt at being unsociable, and yet the sudden surfeit of love and companionship in her life made her now wonder what it would be like to go back to the silence of her own company.

Sometimes you didn’t know what you wanted until you had it, and from then on you were cursed because you feared losing it.

Because there was Arundel too, who had given her a space to feel uninhibited joy and pleasure, to learn what she, Janu, wanted for herself, to claim her body finally as her own, and for this she had begun to love him. And his holidays were soon coming to an end, when he would have to return to his work on the other side of the country.

Janu sighed as she hoisted herself up and went to the small bronze statue of Saraswati, still smiling peacefully on her desk, and whispered her deepest hopes for that day, for her sisters, and for herself in the days to come.
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The little shop was full, its corners lit up with chatter and laughter as people wandered in and out of the cosy spaces, admiring the wares, picking things to buy. The shop seemed to brighten and expand to accommodate its visitors, the air sparkling with pleasure that Janu could feel tingling along her skin.

When Samar had told Huda about the shop over the phone, Huda had sent them a box of things she asked Samar to give Janu—a batik tablecloth splattered in cobalt and pearl dye, a set of coconut coir mats and a framed photo of the Nallur temple in Jaffna that Abdu had taken many years ago.

A shop called Serendib needs a touch of the island, Huda had written in a note that she sent in the box. For Janu, with my blessing.

Janu had looked at the note for a few moments, the same handwriting from the letter Huda had sent the man all those years ago, before putting it back in the box.

Now, the batik tablecloth hung across the wall by the bookshelf, the coir mats placed by the shelves, the photo hanging behind the counter where she stood.

Maryam had bought a can of paint, borrowed Arundel’s ladder, and added the word Serendib in Sinhala and Tamil script to the sign in front. Janu had gathered star jasmine flowers from the garden and strung them up along with fairy lights across the windows, so that their sweet fragrance mingled with the salty air as customers arrived. Samar had made small packets of Sri Lankan sweets—milk toffees, kokis and jaggery-coconut balls—to sell on the day.

Serendib had truly come into its own.

Janu handed over the scarves she’d been wrapping for a customer and turned to look for her sisters. Samar was standing by the door with her trays of bibikkan and flasks of tea that she’d brewed that morning, boiling fresh tea leaves with milk and spices. She handed out the golden slices to each person as they entered, and Janu could see the sudden joy that flickered across their faces as they took a bite, the contentment as they sipped the hot tea.

Maryam stood further in, mingling with the customers, answering their questions, helping them pick out a gift for a loved one.

‘Tell me what you love about her,’ she heard Maryam say to a young man who was looking for a birthday present for his girlfriend, and she could see Maryam listening carefully to the words, watching to see where they went, suggesting a carved jewellery box that would suit a dreamer, a poet, a lover.

In the corner with the bookshelves, Arundel was deep in conversation with an old couple about books on Australian history, comparing the various editions.

Watching them all, Janu’s heart felt swollen with love, and joy.

‘Excuse me,’ said a voice, and turning, Janu saw a woman with a camera slung around her neck, windswept brown hair tucked behind her ears. She was studying Janu carefully, her gaze wandering to the photograph of the temple and then back to Janu.

‘Are you the owner?’ she asked, breaking into a smile and holding out her hand. ‘I’m a journalist with The Coastal Times. Would you be up for a quick interview? We’d love to run a feature on Sunday.’

‘Sure,’ said Janu, ‘but let me get my sisters too.’

They stood outside together in the sunshine, sipping tea and sharing stories with the journalist, Eleanor, about the name Serendib, the beautiful island where they were born, and how Janu’s intention was to make the shop a place that reflected Serendib and serendipity.

Afterwards, Eleanor snapped some pictures of them with the shop in the background, with its proud signage, flowers blooming against the walls, windows reflecting the bright blue sky.
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Two days later Arundel arrived with a paper tucked under his arm, spreading it out to show them the article splashed across the features section: The Sisters of Serendib.

They gathered around on the porch to read it, Maryam peeking between Samar’s and Janu’s shoulders.

Nestled along the scenic streets of a quiet coastal town, Serendib is not your typical seaside souvenir shop. With its sun-bleached wooden facade and charming décor, it features not just quirky nautical objects but also mementos from the shop’s island namesake, Sri Lanka.

The article went on to tell the story of Serendib and quoted Janu saying she wanted to create a space where people could find something meaningful and unique, where they could leave with a touch of ‘serendipity’.

It seemed that Eleanor had heard rumours of Janu’s gift, writing,

Whispers among visitors speak of a certain magic in the shop, not least because of its owner who is believed to be able to glimpse into the veiled threads of past and future, or peer into the quiet corners of the mind.

‘Perfect,’ crowed Samar, as Janu lifted her hands to her flushing cheeks. ‘Now they’ll come flocking in.’

‘But—’

‘I know, I know, you don’t want it to become a thing—but it is a thing, Janu, and it was going to happen anyway. It’ll just be a part of you, and a part of the magic of the shop, as the journo says.’

‘Samar’s right,’ said Arundel, his arms curling around Janu’s waist, dropping a quick kiss on her ear. ‘Be proud, sweetheart, own the world you’ve built for yourself.’

And leaning back against him, her sisters beside her, Janu felt the truth of his words, that this was a life she had created, one she’d built despite the pain of the years behind her. Here, finally in this little town by the sea, she’d been able to become the woman she had always wanted to be.
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MARYAM

Heal: To make well again. To overcome an undesirable condition. To patch up or correct a breach or division.

She looked at the words in the dictionary, drawing her finger through the definitions. Some days, Maryam felt like she was healing.

The bruise on her cheek had long since disappeared, her skin clear and smooth, even a little darker now after the days spent on the sunny beach. Her body no longer ached when she moved. Some days, as she climbed the ladder Arundel had brought around so she could clean the leaves out of the gutter, scrubbed Janu’s small bathroom so it sparkled, hung their clothes outside, breathing in the fresh flower smell of detergent and sunshine, filled the copper birdbath by the window and watched the little brown sparrows and brilliant parrots take turns to peck and splash, she even felt a quiet gladness well up in her chest.

The silver BMW, gathering dust in the yard, seemed like a beacon of her freedom, not a remnant of her past.

And then some days she remembered.

What it had been like to be trapped under Joshua’s weight, to try to move and find herself not in control of her body.

The moment he had gone from lover to stranger.

Her dream baby, leaving her heart and her body.

She hadn’t known that she was having nightmares until one night she’d woken to find herself sobbing in Samar’s arms while she hushed and soothed her like she was a child.

‘It’s okay. You’re safe. It’s okay,’ Samar was saying, and after a while, Maryam had lain back down and stared at the wall until she heard Samar’s quiet breathing from the other side of the room.

The next day, neither of them had said anything, but that evening, Samar had heated milk on the stove, adding cinnamon and honey, and brought over a mug for Maryam.

‘For sweeter dreams,’ she’d said, and Maryam had taken it from her and sipped it, and somehow it tasted better than just milk and cinnamon and honey, it had tasted like kindness and warmth.

She knew she had to go back one day—probably sooner than later—and face Joshua, return his car, ask him for a divorce. She knew her parents would want her to come home, and yet she didn’t want to go back to them either, she was not ready to slot herself back into the daughter she had once been and thought she might never be again.

Janu had told her she could stay as long as she needed, and Samar had said she could come and stay in Melbourne with her too.

Samar had wanted the three of them to go to Sydney and confront Joshua, to demand both an apology and a divorce—but Maryam was not ready for that.

For now, she wondered, putting the dictionary back on the shelf and getting to her feet, could it be okay to just stay here—to continue to heal?

Because it was not just her but the breach or division between them all that was healing, Maryam could see.

Samar, who had been so aloof when she’d first arrived, a coolness to her that made Maryam slightly nervous, was now walking with Janu to the shop every morning, chattering as they headed off down the path, asking Maryam questions about her life in Sydney, showing them both the right way to cut an onion and how to add salt and olive oil to the water when boiling pasta.

Sometimes Arundel joined them, bringing wine or dessert, sharing stories that made them all laugh. He reminded her of her brothers and Maryam found herself looking forward to the evenings that he came around, even though it meant she had to wear her hijab and say no thank you to the wine.

The way he looked at Janu reminded her of how Joshua had looked at her when they had first met, and she wondered again what had changed, or what she had not seen, and if it was her fault that what she thought was love had turned into so much pain.
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One night Arundel brought along a box of Scrabble, and Maryam leapt at the chance to play her favourite game, outscoring the others twice, and feeling smug when they protested at some of her stranger words and checked the dictionary, only to find that they did exist.

‘Dhyana, a type of Hindu meditation,’ Samar had read, looking up from the dictionary. ‘Damn, Maryam, do you know all the words there are?’

Not all, Maryam had thought, secretly proud at being better than her two older sisters at something, but maybe that’s what came of living a life where you were always surrounded by words.

She raised her arms and stretched, yawning. In the corner of the room, next to the bookshelf, Samar had begun painting a golden vine to cover a crack in the wall, adding tiny leaves and small red flowers. It reminded Maryam of one of Rajah’s Sri Lankan cushion patterns, and she felt a pang as she thought of him, hoping whoever had taken over her shifts was kind and didn’t fuss over him too much, as he hated that.

She had tried calling a few times, hoping she would be able to catch Amal, but Rajah, who never got any phone calls, never answered. She missed the young girl too, and wished she could explain to her that she hadn’t meant to disappear, that she would still come back and visit as she had promised.
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It was quiet, so quiet that day, and she loved it.

That weekend they’d all had a picnic on the beach with sandwiches and the leftover treats from the Christmas event, drinking cold ginger spiced cider that Samar had made. Maryam had laughed so much as she splashed in the ocean with her sisters that she’d almost forgotten to miss Joshua for a whole afternoon.

Now, Janu was working in the shop and Samar had taken a book and Janu’s little radio and headed down to the beach. Maryam thought she might have a nap and then walk down to town to see if Janu needed anything.

When there was a knock at the door, she thought it was Samar returning for something.

When she opened the door and saw Joshua standing there, his golden hair shining in the sunlight like a halo, it was joy that she felt at the sight of his once beloved face, joy that swiftly turned into terror as he stepped in, grabbing her by the throat.

‘Bitch,’ he snarled, and raised his other hand to her mouth, but not before she screamed, once, twice, ‘Janu! Janu!’
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SAMAR

Samar lay on the beach towel, eyes closed, the sun warm on her bare stomach. The radio next to her was playing the crooning tunes of her childhood. Maybe she actually could live like this, she thought lazily, sand and sunshine and sea. Long walks along forest trails that smelled like eucalyptus and wildflowers. Cooking for her sisters in the evenings, sleeping on a mattress in the corner of a tiny room and waking to birdsong, Janu making tea in the kitchen, Maryam praying on her side of the room.

Maybe Janu actually had it right, selling her house in the suburbs and moving here.

But even as she imagined it, Samar felt the call of the city in her bones, the urge to join the girls in their street dances on the weekends, to go to a concert or the theatre.

Maybe she and Maryam could spend their summers here, she thought, and Janu could visit them in the city where surely there was better heating during the colder months. Although Maryam still seemed at a loose end after running away from that dipshit husband of hers. What had she been thinking to marry so young anyway?

Samar had asked Maryam if she would like to go and confront Joshua together. When she had said she wasn’t ready, Samar had approached Janu.

‘Let’s go and beat him up, the bastard—we could do it between us! Let’s wreck his car and then take it back.’

But Janu had said that the time to get back at him would come.

‘And Maryam is keeping the car,’ Janu said, ‘until she works out a reasonable split from that man. It will happen.’

She also wanted to beat up the man who had raised Janu, but of course he was dead, and from the story hidden between the words that Janu said about that, Samar suspected that his death might have been helped along.

Good for Janu, she thought.

Sometimes she still felt a little intimidated by Janu, who seemed to see right through everyone she met, who had taken her life in her hands and built it into something beautiful, who had taken the secrets of Samar’s heart and unravelled them so that Samar saw clearly what she had not been able to see before.

Maryam seemed softer, and more vulnerable, until you learned how she’d taken her husband’s car in the middle of the night and fled, how she could unclog a drain or scramble up a ladder and clean the gutters on the roof, how she used unusual words like agelast or brouhaha casually in conversation or explained the various definitions of a simple word like desire so that you could almost feel it simmering beneath your skin.

They were sisters to be proud of, both of them, and Samar found herself wanting Huda and Nadia to meet them, and for her sisters to know the women who had been in her own life before she knew of the family she had lost.

When she saw the tall blond man striding towards her, she thought he must be another tourist. He came to a standstill in front of her, crossing his arms, his shadow falling across Samar’s body. She got to her feet as he spoke, not liking the way he loomed over her.

‘Sorry to disturb you,’ he said politely, smiling reassuringly. ‘I’ve heard there’s a psychic in this town—do you happen to know where she lives?’

‘She lives up on the hill—but the town is where you want to go if you want to see her. It’s the little shop called Serendib.’

Janu said men hardly ever came to see her, but perhaps this guy was troubled about something, or was actually very spiritual despite looking like a real estate agent.

‘Thanks,’ he said, walking away briskly as Samar settled herself on her towel again.

She frowned, slightly unsettled by the interaction, and when she turned, she saw that he was heading towards the hill some distance away at a run.

Why did he want to go there after she’d told him Janu was in town?

She stared for a moment as he disappeared into the trees, and then stood up and ran after him.
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JANU

Janu handed the wrapped ornaments to the two women who had come in that afternoon, having taken a detour on their way to the next town just to visit Serendib.

Ever since the successful Christmas event and the article in The Coastal Times, which had gone on to be picked up by some other local magazines, there had been a stream of people coming to visit the shop. Most of them came to buy souvenirs or presents, but some came just to see Janu, to lean forward at the counter and whisper their secrets into her ear, to ask her what she could tell them about their deepest desires.

All of them left a little happier than when they had arrived, kissed by the breeze that whispered through the shop, by the light that sprinkled on every person who stepped through the door that only Janu could see.

The women now smiled and thanked her, saying they would come back on their way home, and perhaps—perhaps they could have a longer chat with Janu then?

Of course, said Janu, smiling back.

After they left, she took a deep breath, stretched and began clearing up the bits of wrapping paper left on the counter, blowing out the rosemary and mint candles she had lit that morning. She glanced at the clock—still a couple more hours to go before closing time.

That was when she heard it, loud and frantic, as though Maryam was in the room with her.

Janu! Janu!

She dropped the book she was holding and darted outside.

Turning towards the forest, she began to run.
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The forest seemed to gather her up as she ran, branches parting, the winding path guiding her steps, the air itself urging her on, even as her heart throbbed in her throat with fear. As she raced towards the house, she saw a man through the window, saw him raise his hands and grip Maryam’s neck.

She flung herself forward, legs burning as she covered the last few steps and burst through the door—just as Samar appeared on the path from the beach, also running and breathless.

And there was a large blond man, bleeding all over her floor, clutching his arm and groaning while Maryam stroked his hair and said, ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.’

‘Maryam, oh my god, what the hell,’ gasped Samar, coming to a standstill beside Janu.

As Janu went towards them, she almost stepped on something, and looking down she saw that it was a photo of Maryam, looking stunning in white lingerie, her body curved across a red chaise, her eyes looking sultry in a way that she would not have believed Maryam could look. There were other similar photos strewn across the floor, and Janu gathered them swiftly and put them on the table.

‘I heard you calling,’ she told Maryam, who was looking up at her in despair, and the man, despite his bleeding arm, barked a laugh.

‘What, from all the way across town?’

Janu bent down to see what Maryam was trying to do. ‘Is that a—is that a screwdriver?’

‘She bloody stabbed me!’ roared the man again, who Janu now realised must be Joshua.

‘She should have stabbed you in the chest!’ roared back Samar, who was now bending down next to Janu.

‘Should we call triple zero?’ asked Maryam, looking at Janu. ‘Samar has her mobile.’

‘We are not calling triple zero,’ said Samar firmly. ‘He’s not dying, he can get to hospital himself if he wants to and tell them how he tried to strangle his wife.’

‘Well, we should probably get the screwdriver out of his arm,’ Janu said, looking at Maryam and noticing the red marks on her throat. ‘Maryam, go and sit down with Samar for a minute—Samar, can you get some ice for her neck?’

They all grew quiet at Janu’s tone, Maryam taking a deep, shaky breath, Samar rocking back on her heels, even Joshua stopping his writhing for a moment.

Maryam stood up and went to Samar, who took her in her arms and held her before leading her to the couch.

Janu bent down and grasped the screwdriver as Joshua groaned again, his handsome face turning grey.

He suddenly screamed as Janu twisted the screwdriver, pushing it in slightly deeper.

She brought her face close to his.

‘If you ever, ever, come near her again,’ she said quietly in his ear, ‘I will kill you. I will split you open from head to toe, and it won’t be just with a screwdriver.’

When she straightened, she saw that he was about to vomit with pain and fear.

‘What are you?’ he gasped, darting a terrified glance at the screwdriver in her hand. ‘Some kind of witch? I heard about you …’

‘Maybe I am,’ she said, smiling as she yanked the screwdriver out of his arm, making him scream again.

When she pressed the tea towel against the blood that was now gushing from the wound, he coughed and fainted. She looked down at him, wondering if she had killed yet another man, when there was a knock at the door, and turning, she saw Arundel.

‘Can I help?’ he asked.
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ARUNDEL

When Arundel was young, his father had told him about the Hindu concept of samsara, and how all living beings underwent a continuous cycle of birth, death and rebirth, and how this cycle was governed by karma.

‘I must have done something good in my last life to have you as my son,’ he would say, ruffling Arundel’s hair, and Arundel’s mother, an atheist and lecturer in physics, would laugh and remind him that it was also to have her as his wife.

When Devi died, his father had soothed his broken heart with this belief.

‘We’ll see her again one day,’ he told Arundel as they sat in Devi’s room, which they would leave untouched for years, the board books in the small bookcase, the dolls scattered on the bed. ‘We’ll see her in another life, and something in our hearts will recognise her and be glad.’

And Arundel, who had seen his mother sink into a deep depression, unable to rise from her bed or eat unless he or his father coaxed her into taking a few bites of food that they would take to her on a tray, had chosen to follow his father’s thoughts instead, even when he went to medical school and chose the path of science for a living.

‘How can you believe something like that when we’re learning about the building blocks of life itself?’ one of his girlfriends had asked him, laughing as they ate ice cream together in bed.

‘Because the more I learn, the more I realise how much I don’t know. Who’s to say what’s true and what isn’t? I’ll choose to believe the thing that gives me hope, because it could be as true as the thing that doesn’t.’

He thought about it when he had to tell exhausted parents that they were trying everything, but their child was not getting better. He thought about it when a child left the hospital, healed from illness. He thought about karma and all the little things they did every day that added up to a life well lived—the doctor who brought coffee for all the nurses every morning, the cleaner who smiled and said a cheery hello whenever Arundel passed, the parent who brought a huge chocolate cake for all the staff who had looked after his son.

And he thought about it when he fell in love with Janu, not once, not twice, but several times in the weeks that he knew her.
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The day he first met Janu had already been magical. He’d been surfing, feeling light and weightless as he glided over the ocean’s surface, that perfect mix of speed and balance and flow where the rest of the world disappeared and it was just him and the rise and fall of the waves beneath him, the cool water on his skin, the salty spray in his hair.

When the storm rolled in, he decided to wait it out, taking his surfboard and sheltering under a rock overhang as the clouds swept over the sea.

When he saw Janu running towards the sea, clothes flying behind her, his first thought was for her safety and concern that she was mentally unwell. He called out to her, but his words were swallowed by the wind, and by the time he’d scrambled up to go after her, she was already in the water.

He saw her raise her arms, heard her cry rain and saw the sky respond as drops swept over the sea.

He walked to where her clothes had fallen on the sand and took them back to the cove. Keep her safe, he silently said to the storm, and it was one of those moments when he felt like something answered, and as the rain fell and the ocean swelled and Janu swam, he felt the afternoon’s magic throbbing in his veins and he knew that moment, that woman in the sea, was something extraordinary.

And when he saw her walk out of the ocean, the sunlight wrapping her in golden light, he went towards her, and he fell in love.
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It happened many times in the weeks that he spent with Janu, and each time Arundel was conscious of it as though a burst of warm light flooded through his heart.

When he sat across from her in the shop and she wove a story of his past and future that felt so true, so filled with hope.

When she reached up and kissed him for the first time.

When she nestled in his arms with the sky on fire and lay on a blanket in the starlight and told him how to touch her.

When he saw how she loved her sisters, and how having them with her was something she had been waiting for all her life.

When he walked into her house that afternoon and saw her on the floor with a bleeding man, and she looked up at him with those fierce, beautiful eyes and said, ‘He’s not dead, is he?’
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Joshua was not dead, but he was quite badly hurt.

Arundel realised that by pulling the screwdriver out, Janu had potentially made the bleeding worse, although he said nothing, taking the first-aid box Samar handed him and quickly bandaging up the wound as Joshua’s eyes began to slowly flutter open.

Janu quickly filled him in on what had happened, and he heard the rage in her voice, and Samar’s as she chipped in from where she was sitting on the couch, and how they’d arrived just after Maryam had driven the screwdriver into Joshua’s arm, even while she was being choked by him.

Maryam said nothing, and going over to her, Arundel saw that she was still shaking. He asked her gently if he could check her neck and when she nodded, he examined her as he would one of his young patients, asking her where she was hurt, and if she had a headache.

He looked up at Janu and Samar who were watching him anxiously.

‘She’s alright, just bruised and in shock. Janu, could you make her some tea, sweetheart? Actually, make some for all of you, lots of sugar. That guy though.’ He turned to look at Joshua, who had somehow managed to sit up and was now heaving as though he was going to vomit. ‘He needs a hospital. I’ll take him. Do you want me to tell them what happened? We’ll probably have to call the police.’

‘No police!’ gasped Joshua from the floor. ‘My career …’

Arundel looked at the women, at Maryam, waiting to hear what she had to say.

She drew her legs up to her chin and wrapped her arms around her knees before standing up and going over to Joshua.

‘I want a divorce,’ she said to him, and her voice was sweet and clear as it rang through Janu’s cottage. ‘And I never want to see you again. I want you to return anything you owe me—the money you’ve locked in our accounts, anything that’s mine in the house.’

‘My car,’ began Joshua, and Janu cut in.

‘Maryam will keep the car. As an apology from you. And any other exchange, to finalise the divorce, will take place with me.’

‘Or me,’ added Samar, coming to stand beside Maryam.

‘I’d agree to what they’re saying, mate,’ said Arundel, walking over to the blustering Joshua and helping him to his feet. ‘Let’s get to the hospital—we can say you had an accident and fell on a spike or something.’
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Later that night, Arundel left the hospital and drove back to Janu’s house in her truck, which she’d asked him to take that afternoon.

Joshua was waiting for a taxi to take him back to Sydney—luckily it had turned out that the screwdriver had gone through a vein and not an artery, so the blood loss had not been as bad as Arundel had feared, and the overworked emergency staff had not asked too many questions as they treated Joshua, giving him a tetanus injection and asking him to take it easy over the next few days.

Arundel had been amazed at how Joshua seemed to shift from a crazed, angry, wounded man to someone rational and charming, even asking Arundel questions about himself.

‘It’s really not fair of them to take the car, you know,’ he’d said, as though they were discussing the weather. ‘It cost me a fair bit, and it’s not like Maryam will make use of it. Reckon you could speak to them for me? You seem like a reasonable guy.’

He’d twinkled at Arundel, a ‘man-to-man’ grin.

‘I’d forget about that car if I were you,’ said Arundel mildly, and Joshua’s grin faded.

‘Do as they said,’ he suggested. ‘Sign the divorce papers, give Maryam anything she’s due, cut your ties.’

Don’t mess with those sisters, he thought. They’ve survived things you know nothing about, and will crush you before they let you hurt one of them.

It was almost time for him to leave Starlight Bay, he thought as he drove through the night.

And he realised he didn’t want to go.

He had a job to get back to, parents who loved him, now their only child, his friends and colleagues.

But he didn’t want to leave Janu.
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JANU

Janu watched Arundel and Joshua drive away, and then went to sit on the couch with Maryam.

Samar was making the tea that Arundel had suggested, and she could see her brewing it on the stove with bits of cardamom and star anise. Maryam once again had her knees tucked under her chin and her arms around her legs, holding herself tightly as though she was afraid of spilling over.

‘When I saw him at first, I was so happy,’ she whispered. ‘I missed him, you know? I missed all the good things. I missed sleeping next to him at night and waking up to find his arms around me. It wasn’t always terrible.’

‘Nothing ever is only one thing or the other,’ said Janu, taking a blanket from the basket next to the couch and putting it around Maryam’s shoulders, though the day was still warm. ‘You loved him. Of course you missed him.’

‘And then he grabbed me by the throat,’ Maryam said, tears beginning to fall, ‘and called me a slut, and—and worse. He’d seen the article—I’m so sorry, I was a fool to be in that photo. And he found these photos …’

‘You mean these?’ Janu went to the table and picked up the stack of photos, bringing them over to Maryam. ‘They’re stunning, by the way.’

‘Yes, those—and he said—oh he said I must have taken them for a lover—and—I took them for him, you know? And then I decided I wanted to keep them for myself. I liked how I looked, and it was like a secret part of me that I didn’t want to share with anyone.

‘But he was so angry. Angry about this, and angry that I’d left him, and angry about his car, and about you, and I thought—I thought he was going to kill me. And the screwdriver was just there, from when I fixed the cupboard the other day.’

Her words and tears fell rapidly into the space between them.

Samar came over with two mugs of hot tea, and Janu took hers gratefully.

The sweet fragrance of the spices, milk, and sugary tea smelt like comfort, like love.

Like everything Samar made, it held the essence of what they all needed in that moment.

‘Maryam, he deserved it. He was a di …’

Samar trailed off as Janu shot her a warning glance. She could see that despite everything, Maryam was still trying to understand how the man she loved could hurt her in so many ways, and as much as Janu and Samar wanted to hate him and point out how he had walked in and attacked his wife whom he was supposed to have been worried about and missed, Maryam needed time to separate these things in her mind.

Maryam sipped her tea and suddenly smiled through her tears.

‘I’m glad I’m here, you know—with you two. You’re amazing. You, Samar, for shouting at Joshua while cleaning up his blood. You, Janu, for hearing me a mile away—because I know you did—and coming here so quickly and getting the whole situation under control.’

‘She got it under control alright,’ said Samar, suddenly choking on her tea. ‘Oh my god, did you see his face? When Janu said he had to give Maryam the car?’

‘He loved that car,’ said Maryam, with a giggle, covering her mouth with her hand.

And just like that, they were all laughing, clutching their stomachs, snorting with uncontrolled mirth.
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When Arundel pulled up in the truck, Janu was waiting for him on the steps.

Both Samar and Maryam had gone to sleep, exhausted from the day, and when Janu had looked in on them, she’d seen that Samar had dragged her mattress close to Maryam’s and had her hand on hers as they slept, curved towards each other.

‘Hey,’ she said, rising and walking into his arms. They stood there for a while, holding each other.

‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘for helping today.’

‘Ah, I didn’t do anything really, did I?’ he said, hugging her. ‘Just bandaged up that jerk and took him to hospital—you girls managed everything. How is she?’

‘Maryam’s alright, she’s got some healing to do, but she’s on her way, I think. We need to figure out logistics for her future, but she’s got time.’

‘You love having them here, don’t you?’ smiled Arundel as they walked back to the porch and sat down together.

‘I do,’ sighed Janu, ‘and I don’t want them to leave, but I know they must.’

‘But now you’re a family, and you’ll figure out how to see each other, like all families do,’ said Arundel, looking at her and fingering the soft curls at the edges of her ears. ‘You’ve started to grow your hair,’ he said quietly.

‘I have.’ Janu raised her hand to her head self-consciously and dropped it. ‘I don’t know how to explain this—but it feels like mine again. My hair, for no one else but me. I might always keep it short though.’

‘Hair or no hair, you’re gorgeous, my girl. Inside and out. And I love you.’ He said it easily, lightly, as though he said it all the time, and Janu wondered that they had not said it to each other before.

‘And I love you,’ said Janu, turning her face to kiss him.

‘I don’t want to leave either, Janu,’ said Arundel after a while.

‘I know,’ she said softly.

‘I know we haven’t known each other that long, but do you think—do you think you’d come with me? I have a small house near town, and …’

Janu was shaking her head.

‘I’ve spent too long waiting to build a life for myself, Arundel,’ she said. ‘And I’ve just found my sisters. As much as I want to be with you, I can’t give that up—I don’t want to give that up.’

‘Maybe I could find work in Sydney,’ he said, but she shook her head again.

‘What then?’ he asked. ‘Tell me what you see for us.’

Janu smiled.

‘I don’t have all the answers, you know. I can’t see everything I want to, especially when it comes to myself. But I do know that for now you must go back, and I must stay here where I belong. And I do know—I really believe—things will work out. We’ll be together. But we need to let things unfold. We need to be patient. Is that enough?’

‘If you say so,’ he said, but she saw that he looked sad, his beautiful mouth wilting.

‘Come,’ she said, taking his hand and getting to her feet. ‘Stay with me tonight. Everyone I love under one roof—there’s something beautiful I never thought would be mine.’

And he followed her inside, where they fell asleep together in Janu’s room, the ocean breeze whispering at the window, their skin lit by the moonlight that filtered through the curtains.
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Janu woke before everyone else, a strange grief weighing heavily on her chest despite the warmth of Arundel’s arm on her waist, the soft stirring of her sisters in the next room.

She gently lifted Arundel’s arm and stood up, walking outside into the cool darkness, trying to understand why her eyes kept filling with tears and her heart ached.

The buds on the rosebush nodded in a sudden gust, pink splashes in the dark, memories of a long-ago night when roses had nodded goodbye to a family as they left their home forever.

Overhead a bird circled in the cloudless sky, black wings flapping, and as it drew nearer, Janu saw that it was a cormorant.
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MARYAM

Starlight Bay, 2009–2010

Divorce: the dissolution of a marriage.

Divorce: separate or dissociate (something) from something else, typically with an undesirable effect.

How was Maryam going to dissociate from Joshua, the only man she had ever loved? How was she going to hold the memories of the same man who said he loved her, promised her his life, invaded her body and held her by the throat and threatened to kill her?

Would the undesirable effects be a lifetime of running away from this hurt? Or would it be the fear that flooded her body every time someone knocked on the door, the ratcheting of her heartbeat whenever she saw a blond head on the street?

Her sisters made sure she was never alone. During the day, Janu asked her to come to the shop to help. It was so much busier now, and Janu needed someone to be at the counter while she spoke with the women who came to see her in the loft. Janu even insisted on paying Maryam for the little she did there, sorting shelves and manning the counter.

At night, when she woke in a cold sweat, she saw Samar sleeping next to her, her arm flung across to Maryam’s bed.

Even Arundel came by almost every day, with a book or a handful of flowers that he gave Maryam, sprays of purple lavender or bright daisies that Janu later dried and promised to make a potpourri with.

‘My sister would have been around your age now,’ he said to Maryam once. ‘I imagine she would have been like you—sweet and kind and brave.’

‘I don’t know if I’m those things—but thank you,’ Maryam had said, trying to smile.

Joshua had brought with him those secret photographs of herself, and when he’d accused her of infidelity and disgrace, she had thought his cruel words had stolen the magic that had been captured that afternoon in the quiet sunlit room when she’d allowed the most unfettered parts of her to be captured on film.

And yet her sisters had sat with her the day after Joshua had arrived and looked at the photographs with her, telling her how beautiful she was, how sexy, how mysterious, and what kind of a fool would treat her so poorly, let alone let her go?

Samar had got some drawing pins and put the photos up on the wall of their room.

‘Look at you, kutti,’ Samar, who had started using the same endearment, said. ‘I want you to look at yourself and be proud and unashamed. Can you do that?’

Maryam had touched one of the photos where she wore nothing but a white sheet draped over her body, her eyes closed, one arm flung carelessly over her head.

‘Sleeping beauty, waiting for no one’s kiss,’ laughed Samar, which had made Maryam smile.

‘Maybe,’ she’d said softly. ‘Maybe I could.’
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One afternoon, Maryam watched a young girl come downstairs from the loft after speaking with Janu. The girl’s eyes sparkled with a hopefulness that hadn’t been there when she’d arrived.

After the girl left, Maryam went into the little room where Janu sat on her cosy red velvet chair, playing with the threads of an amber scarf on her lap. Janu hardly wore scarves around her head now as she had when Maryam met her, and she’d begun to grow out her hair, which curled now in soft waves at her neck, but she still wrapped them loosely around her throat, or tied them around her waist, bright splashes of colour on her lanky body.

She looked up in mild surprise as Maryam entered.

‘Everything alright?’ she asked, and Maryam nodded, sitting on the chair opposite her.

‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘like you tell the others. If life is going to work out. If there’s something I need to do.’

‘I thought you didn’t believe in what I do—you or Samar,’ said Janu curiously.

‘I don’t know anymore. I was raised to believe that only God knows the things that are unseen. And I guess I still believe that—but I also think there’s more things in this world now than just those I can understand.

‘I think about how you heard me call for you the other day. I think about how you told Arundel to take a different route when he went to the city last week, and we later found out there was an accident on his usual one. How Samar asked you if you’d seen her bracelet and you said it was caught in her blue blouse in the cupboard, and there was no way you could have known that.

‘So, I think there are things about you that I can’t understand—and I don’t know if you can help me, but I want you to try and I want to try and believe you.’

‘Oh, kutti, of course I’ll try.’ Janu smiled and took Maryam’s hands, kissing them. ‘Do you want to know what I’ve felt of you already?’

Maryam nodded, a lump in her throat. Janu was always so affectionate, as though they had lived all their lives together as sisters. It was different from how her parents had loved her, different from her brothers. It had taken Maryam a while to get used to it, this loving familiarity, but now she felt herself drawn towards it, like the warmth of a patch of sunshine on a winter’s day.

Janu was holding her fingers lightly in hers, and her eyes seemed to have darkened, a dreamy, thoughtful expression on her face. She was both here and not here, the Janu she’d begun to know, and a Janu she hadn’t seen before. Even her voice, when she spoke, was different, like music that was playing to a different pitch.

‘The man you loved was real. He was what you believed him to be, but he was also something else, something you couldn’t see for a long time. That’s not your fault—you fell in love with who you saw, and in a kinder world that is all he would be.’

‘I thought I was deluded,’ whispered Maryam, ‘I thought I had dreamed one man who loved me while the true one did not.’

‘Oh, he loved you,’ said Janu without hesitation. ‘In the only way he knew how to love someone, but it was a poor kind of love, one not worthy of you. You weren’t deluded, you saw what was true, and then you saw what wasn’t, and you broke free of the things that hurt you.’

Janu paused, her fingers tightening over Maryam’s. Maryam could hear the soft sound of their breath, feel Janu’s pulse beneath her thumb, smell the sweet fragrance of Janu’s sandalwood lotion. A car passed on the street outside, then another.

‘Your baby will come back,’ Janu said, and Maryam started in surprise.

She had never spoken of her dream baby to anyone, nor of the secret pain she held close to her heart.

‘She left because the time wasn’t right for you, or her, but you are her chosen mother, and she will return to you. You will be in the arms of another lover when she returns, and he will be someone who sees you as you are, and loves you as you deserve, and even then you will not need his love to know your worth or to have pride in yourself and your life. By then you will claim what is yours with joy.

‘You will heal the breach with your parents, and you will all return to love. You will forgive them for not telling you the whole truth, and they will learn to accept you as not just their daughter, but someone who once belonged to another family, someone who has sisters of her own.

‘You will have work that brings you great satisfaction, you will have friends, your family will keep growing. You have your whole life ahead of you still, Maryam. I can see it shining brightly like a path strewn with stars.’

Maryam drew her hand away to wipe the tears from her eyes.

‘I hope what you say is true,’ she whispered, and Janu smiled so brightly, the air in the room seemed to glow with the light of it.

‘Darling, the best thing? You can make sure it is true.’
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On New Year’s Eve, a few days before Arundel had to leave Starlight Bay, they decided to have dinner at the seafood restaurant where Janu and Arundel had their first date.

‘Don’t you want to spend the evening by yourselves?’ asked Samar curiously as she put on a pair of dangling jade green earrings. Janu shrugged, checking her lipstick in the mirror and handing the tube to Samar, both their lips a deep red, while Maryam looked for her strawberry pink balm.

‘I wanted us to have this night together. There’s as much happiness for me in spending time with all of you as there is when it’s just the two of us. Like you are all my family. It’s different, but it’s wonderful.’

‘Won’t you miss him?’ asked Maryam, going to stand next to Janu.

‘Of course I will. But we’ll stay in touch. I’ve promised to get a phone—I’m going to need one to keep tabs on you two anyway! And we’ll see each other again.’

‘We will,’ said a voice from the door, and they turned to see Arundel smiling at them, three perfect rosebuds in his hand.

‘Janu, I’m sorry, I stole these from your bush—but I couldn’t think of anything more perfect for you and your sisters tonight.’

They took the rosebuds from him, Samar even throwing her arms around him in a hug and saying even she would miss him and that he must come to Melbourne sometime.

‘This reminds me of something,’ said Janu, going into her room and returning in a moment with a gold chain glistening at her neck.

Maryam, looking at her, felt the world suddenly spin.

‘This was our mother’s,’ Janu was saying, touching the small pendant that hung like a beacon in the hollow of her throat. ‘The man who—who called himself my father—gave it to me years ago. Thank god he didn’t sell it …’

‘Janu,’ said Maryam quietly. ‘Janu.’ She walked over to her and looked at the pendant, the tiny pink sapphire glowing at its heart.

‘I think I may know where to find our father.’
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The room erupted, Janu and Samar demanding to know what she meant, Arundel asking them to slow down and listen to her, Maryam trying to tell them about Rajah’s friend, the man with the sad eyes and his daughter Amal who wore an identical pendant to the one Janu had on her neck.

Was it possible that he was their father, that he had married again? That they had another sister?

‘Maybe it was a common design at the time?’ suggested Samar, but Maryam shook her head.

‘I don’t think so. The design is very intricate, and the stone at the heart is a padparadscha, a rare pink sapphire. I know because my father, Masood, used to be a jeweller in Sri Lanka and he taught me all about these special gems.’

‘I don’t think our parents were wealthy,’ said Janu doubtfully.

‘I don’t think gold was hugely expensive at the time; it was common for women to own plenty, and for girls to be gifted gold jewellery at their birth or special occasions. The padparadscha I’m less sure about—maybe they had one as a family heirloom and split it up? The stone is very tiny.’

‘At best it’s a clue,’ said Samar. ‘We could find them and ask where they got the pendant from.’

The three of them looked at each other, almost afraid to see the hope mirrored in each other’s eyes.

‘He planted a rosebush in our garden,’ said Janu slowly. ‘I remember our mother asking me to pick her just one rose at a time, to be careful not to touch the thorns. It’s why I planted the rosebush here, in memory of that one.’

‘I think the only way to solve this is to meet this man,’ said Arundel. ‘Maryam, could you call Rajah tomorrow?’

Maryam nodded and looked down at the bud in her hand, small and pink and perfect, like a dream before it was spoiled by reality.
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JANU

Janu stood with her arms around Arundel, her head tucked beneath his chin. Her small garden was lit by the gentle light of dawn, the scent of roses and jasmine sweet in the cool, salty air.

Despite her cheery outward conviction that all would be well, now that the time had come, she didn’t want him to go.

The words grew in her mouth and crashed against her lips— Don’t go. Stay. I’ll come with you.

And somehow she knew better than to say them.

Despite the commotion caused by Maryam’s revelation on New Year’s Eve, they’d managed to go out and have a wonderful evening. They ordered plates of seafood and roast vegetables (not the lobster, Janu and Maryam said in unison, exchanging small, surprised smiles), champagne for them and lemon lime bitters for Maryam.

‘To family,’ said Janu, raising her glass, and the others had cheered.

They had spent every moment of the next three days together, falling asleep and waking up in each other’s arms, taking long walks, snuggling on the beach at sunset as they talked and dreamed of the life they could have together.

And now he was leaving, on an early morning flight back to Perth.

‘I’ll miss you,’ Janu said, kissing his chin.

‘Every day,’ he responded. ‘You look after those sisters of yours, and keep me posted, okay? I’ll call you. And we’ll see each other soon, I promise.’

‘I’ve still not got a phone though,’ Janu said.

‘I wouldn’t worry about that,’ he murmured, and kissed her before she could ask him what he meant.

Later, when Janu went into her room, she saw the box on her bed, wrapped in dark blue, her favourite colour.

She laughed when she opened it to find the brand-new mobile phone inside.
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‘No,’ Samar said as Janu pointed to the driver’s seat of the truck.

‘We talked about this, Samar,’ said Janu patiently. ‘I’ll be right here next to you. Just drive for ten minutes—five if you like.’

Samar shook her head, but with less vehemence, and Janu was determined to wait for as long as it took for Samar to take the keys.

They were going to Sydney, to find the man who might be their father.

Maryam had not been able to get through to Rajah on the phone after all, even though she’d left messages with reception.

‘I need to try and see him too,’ Maryam had said, twisting her hands together with worry. ‘Shall I go? I remember the suburb where Amal said she and her parents live. I can try and look for them.’

‘We’ll all go,’ decided Janu. ‘In case it is him—we all need to be there. Samar can drive.’

‘What? No!’ Samar had looked startled at this sudden verdict.

Samar had told them about Abdu, and how he’d died, and how, although she had her licence and often used to drive before, she had decided never to get behind the wheel again, haunted by the memory of Abdu’s shattered body, his face as it turned to her in the seconds before.

And Janu, knowing what fear like that could feel like, and that the only way to dismantle it was bit by bit with love, had promised herself she would help Samar before the years froze her fear into fact.

‘It’s been so long,’ said Samar.

‘Do you know I hadn’t driven since I got married?’ said Maryam, getting into the back seat. ‘And then I just took the beemer and made a run for it in the middle of the night—honestly, I can’t imagine how I did it now.’

‘Because extraordinary circumstances create extraordinary courage,’ said Janu. ‘And this is an extraordinary circumstance too, Samar.’

‘Alright, alright, quit your nagging, both of you,’ said Samar, taking the keys from Janu. ‘Ten minutes, to the fuel station, alright? Then you drive.’

She waited until Janu tossed her bag in the back and climbed in, then started the engine.

Janu studied Samar’s face, her mouth set, her hands clenched on the wheel.

‘He loved you, you know,’ Janu said quietly. ‘He was glad it was him who died and not you. He wanted to tell you that as his soul passed. I can see his love, clinging to you like bits of silver glitter.’

Samar looked at her and raised her eyebrows, but she didn’t say anything, and Janu knew that some part of her wanted to believe her.

She took off down the road, slowly picking up speed, her breath growing steadier.

They pulled up at the fuel station and Maryam hopped out to get the petrol.

When Janu asked Samar to switch seats, Samar said no, maybe just a little bit longer, and Janu smiled.

Bit by bit, she thought. With love.
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‘Is that her?’ asked Janu, as a young girl came down the library steps, tossing her thick braids across her shoulder.

It was their third day of searching, but despite the dead ends so far, Janu had known the moment they’d find her was not far away.

They had gone to the retirement village first, to see Rajah, but the whole facility was under lockdown due to a recent rotavirus outbreak, and they wouldn’t let them in. They’d tried the school, even though it was the holidays, hoping to find someone in the office, but the gates were locked and the schoolyard deserted, and they even tried knocking on a few houses on the street where Maryam thought she lived, only to be met by silence or puzzled strangers who could offer no help.

They’d finally come to the library because Maryam had remembered Amal saying it was one of her favourite places to go in the school holidays, that she had her favourite secret corner behind a column where she could curl up on a cushion with a book. They’d been here for a couple of hours now, and were almost ready to give up and find a motel to stay in for the night, when Janu spotted her.

When she turned her face towards them, Janu saw that the girl’s eyes were hazel.

‘That’s her,’ said Maryam, getting out of the car.

Janu and Samar watched as Maryam went towards Amal, and Amal’s face brightened with surprise. And Janu now knew for certain that she was looking at not just one sister, but two.
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MARYAM

Sydney, 2010

‘Maryam! Is that you?’

Amal’s face broke into a smile as Maryam walked towards her, and then she looked confused. ‘Why are you here? How did you find out?’

‘Find out what?’ Maryam said, stopping in her tracks.

The hot afternoon sun beat down on them, and Maryam felt a wave of heat rush up from the stone pavement, making her feel slightly dizzy. Amal reached up to tug at one of her braids and Maryam saw that her clear eyes, so like Janu’s and Samar’s, were swollen from crying.

‘You didn’t know?’ Amal asked, surprised. ‘I thought Uncle Rajah must have told you. That’s why you came, isn’t it? Because of … what happened?’

Maryam frowned, the dizziness deepening. She opened her mouth, but no words came.

Amal twisted the braid tighter around her fingers. ‘Wapa … he … it was so sudden, Maryam.’ Amal’s eyes began to fill with tears as she looked up at her. ‘The funeral was last month. Uncle Rajah came, and I thought he might bring you with him but he said you had left.’

The words hung in the heat, heavy and impossible. Maryam felt her throat close, a rush of tears stinging her eyes.

‘Why are you crying?’ Amal asked softly. ‘You didn’t really know him. Are you sad for me? I’ve been so sad, you know. Umma too. Will you come with me to see her?’

‘I didn’t know him. I didn’t,’ said Maryam, trying to gather her thoughts and dashing at the sudden tears that were spilling from her eyes, putting her arm around Amal. ‘Oh, darling, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.’

The pendant against Amal’s dark skin gleamed, the stone turning fiery in the sunlight.

‘And yes, I’ll come to see your Umma. But first, there’s two people I want you to meet.’
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Amal’s mother, a thin woman in a pale blue salwar kameez, a white shawl wrapped around her head, looked surprised to see the three young women standing on her doorstep.

‘Umma, this is Maryam, Rajah’s friend. Remember I told you about her? And her sisters, Janu and Samar.’

‘Assalamu alaikum,’ said the woman, nodding and opening her door wider. ‘Please come in. I don’t know if Amal told you, but my husband died recently, so please excuse me if I have forgotten you were coming?’

Janu stepped forward and the woman looked up at her, some faint recognition dawning on her face.

‘Do I know you, dear?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Janu gently, ‘but we’d like to ask you a few things if it’s not too much trouble.’

They went into the living room, sparsely furnished with a plain grey sofa and a maple coffee table, a wooden rocking chair in the corner next to a bookshelf, a woven rug on the floor. Maryam glanced around for any photos, but there were none, only a small brass sambrani pot in which coals still glowed, a spiral of sweet smoke rising into the room, and a collection of mismatched Sri Lankan ornaments—a carved elephant, painted coconut shells.

The woman, who told them her name was Zara, went into the kitchen and returned with a plate of biscuits and glasses of watermelon juice on a tray.

‘Please,’ said Zara, sitting beside Maryam, ‘tell me, how do I know you all? Because I think I do, but for the life of me I can’t remember how.’

‘It’s a long story,’ said Janu, ‘and we’re so sorry to trouble you with this so soon after our—so soon after your husband died. But it starts with this.’

And she held out her palm, the tiny golden rose at its centre.
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‘We looked for you for so long,’ said Zara, her voice trembling. ‘Of those who had arrived by boat that year, there were no records of a woman with three daughters. He couldn’t understand what had happened, and the only explanation was that you had all died at sea.’

When Zara had met him, their father had been living in Townsville for five years. He’d arrived about a year after they’d left, not by boat, but by plane, on a temporary work visa that he’d been able to get after escaping to Puttalam and then to Colombo.

He was by then frantic with anxiety and grief, unable to find any news of his lost family. The decision to send them to safety, across the ocean on a boat, seemed in hindsight to be incredibly foolish, and yet he still couldn’t see what else he could have done. If they had stayed they might all have been killed or starved in the jungle like so many others. He’d had to make an impossible choice and now it seemed that one was no worse than the other.

‘We both worked at a small nonprofit in town,’ said Zara. ‘I thought he was a kind and honest man, and I was also grieving the loss of my parents and sister who died in the war. We thought we could help each other. We didn’t expect to have children, but then Amal came along.’

Zara looked down at her hands, and then again at each of them in turn, her eyes searching for something in their faces. A soft breeze fluttered the thin curtains at the window as she sighed deeply.

‘We never stopped trying to find you.’

She turned to Maryam. ‘He told me how he’d met another Maryam. But he never imagined it was you, because how could it be? It’s such a common name, and you belonged to a different family. Even in our wildest dreams we never could have imagined what had really happened to you girls.

‘Oh! He would have been so happy, so happy! Why did this not happen three, four weeks ago? Why did you come now?’

She covered her face with her hands, and the tears slipped through, falling onto her shawl, leaving soft, dark spots on the white fabric.

‘He wasn’t even really unwell or anything, you know.’ She looked up at them. ‘His heart just gave out one night in his sleep. I think the grief it carried was just too much for it in the end.

‘He was kind to me, your father, and Amal was his joy. I think we gave him back a little of what he’d lost, but the light in his life went out when he believed you were all lost to him forever.’

Amal came over from where she had been standing by the door, listening wide-eyed, and put her arms around her mother.

‘Does this mean you’re my sister?’ she asked, turning to Maryam, and Maryam smiled, a sob catching in her throat. Janu was crying now too. Samar had risen and was standing by the window, staring outside.

‘Yes,’ said Maryam, taking Amal’s hand. ‘Yes, it does.’
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Zara went into one of the bedrooms and returned with two small red velvet boxes.

‘These are yours,’ she said, opening them to show two more identical rose pendants, the blushing sapphires shining in their hearts.

‘The first pendant was a gift to your mother. Her name was Warda, did you know? Meaning a rose. And then he had three more made, for each of you, when you were born. He had this padparadscha that he’d found when he was younger, working in the fields, and he believed it had some deep meaning for his life, so he never sold it. He had it cut into four, for his Warda and his three rosebuds.’

‘Four now,’ said Maryam, squeezing Amal’s hand. ‘Protection, guidance and healing.’

Her thoughts went back to the afternoons of her childhood, the glistening stones in Masood’s palm as he told her what they meant, why people held on to them, even through difficult times.

‘He was right to think it was a special stone. It’s brought us all together, hasn’t it? Guided us towards each other.’

‘It has,’ said Samar, turning from the window. ‘But it was too late for him.’
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Grief: deep and poignant distress caused by or as if by bereavement.

It weighed heavy on her heart, reaching out to wrap its fingers around everyone in the room.

Was it possible to grieve someone you had never really known?

Was this grief that she felt for her father caused by bereavement?

Could it sit along the grief she felt over Joshua, as if by bereavement?

For all her life, she had believed her parents to be dead, and then in these last two months, she had held the possibility that her father was alive, a whisper of bewildering hope. She had envied Janu for having clear memories of their parents, but now it was she who had the most recent memory of their father, the man with the sad eyes and beautiful smile, Amal’s father but also hers, who had waved her goodbye without knowing she was his daughter, the Maryam he had looked for all these years.

She wanted to return to that moment, to run back along the path and hold him, to be led by that strange tug that she had felt in her heart when she’d first seen him, to tell him they were all alive and well, the three daughters he had put on a boat to safety, to a new life.

Was it grief, this aching regret that tightened her throat?

Was it grief that shone in Janu’s eyes as she spoke of the night that she had woken up and known she had lost someone, how she had stood by herself in the cold and the dark and not known what had caused the new crack in her heart?

Was it grief that made Samar’s tone turn sharp when she said, No, Maryam, don’t be silly, how could you know it was our father?

Was it grief that made her suddenly miss Joshua, the Joshua she had once known and loved, to share this moment with?

For Zara and Amal, their grief was simple and clean, a father, a husband they had loved and lost—how could they offer consolation for the might-have-beens that Maryam, Janu and Samar would have to live with?

Grief, she thought, too small a word to carry the weight of everything it could mean.
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They left with promises to return soon, to keep in touch.

They all left gifts.

Janu untied the vivid magenta silk scarf she had knotted around her wrist and gave it to Amal.

‘This colour will suit you—tie it around your hair or use it as a belt,’ she said to the young girl who looked up at Janu with something like awe on her face.

She put her hand on Amal’s cheek and kissed her forehead.

‘I don’t know why I never saw you,’ said Janu. ‘You must have been part of the love I’ve always felt for my sisters.’

One day, thought Maryam, seeing that Amal was too nervous to ask Janu what she meant, Amal would understand.

Samar bent down and unclasped a dainty anklet with silver charms that Maryam had sometimes admired as it flashed on Samar’s pretty foot.

‘You might like this,’ she said, her tone a little brisk as she dropped it into Amal’s palm.

Maryam thought she had nothing, then remembered the rolled-up notepaper she always carried in her purse.

‘It’s a list of my favourite words,’ she said, opening it and smoothing it out. ‘I look at them sometimes when I’m feeling sad.’

She saw Amal’s eyes run over the page, the words like: sunshine, flower, warm, cosy, delight, chocolate, love, tomorrow, laugh, twinkle, breeze, serendipity.

And the last one, which she’d added a few days ago, scrawled at the bottom in pencil—sister.

‘Thank you,’ said Amal, raising her eyes to look at them all.

‘Jazakallah khairan,’ said Zara. May Allah reward you.

They got back in the truck, Maryam taking her turn to drive.

‘Melbourne now, to see my folks,’ said Samar, getting in the back, ‘though we’ll probably have to stop somewhere for the night. I don’t know about you, but I’m knackered, girls.’

She yawned and stretched her legs, Janu turning on the radio as Maryam drove away, pausing to look in the rearview mirror to see Amal and Zara watching them leave, so like the last time she had seen her father, and just for a moment she thought she saw him standing there, smiling and waving, a memory that overlapped with the present to create a beautiful illusion.
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HUDA

Melbourne, 2010

Huda finished Asr prayers and rolled up the prayer mat, removing her shawl and going downstairs. The house was quiet, the old clock in the living room ticking loudly in the silence. In the corner by the sofa was a large hospital bag, packed by the ever-organised Nadia. She was working up until the last minute, and if she went into labour in the office, Huda was under instructions to bring it straight to the hospital.

Huda didn’t think that would happen though. She thought Nadia would go into labour in the early hours of the day, as she herself had, and she hoped the birth would be quick and straightforward as hers had been. She thought of Abdu’s mother, taking the place of her own that night, massaging her back and giving her hot water boiled with garlic cloves and a spoonful of honey and butter to ease the baby’s passage. She thought of Abdu, who was not allowed to come into the labour room, but whom she could sense pacing outside even as her body tightened in pain.

How delighted he would have been to welcome his first grandchild into the world. Age would have softened him, Huda was certain. He would have doted on the child, tempered the rules he had imposed on Nadia and Samar, bent to the Australian ways while teaching his own, for this child who would be the first one in their family to claim being Australian as a birthright.

Huda sat down, and then stood up again, going restlessly to the window.

Where were they?

Samar had called last night to say she was coming home. ‘I’m bringing my sisters with me,’ she’d said. ‘I want you to meet them.’

Sisters.

The word had trembled through Huda like a leaf swirling in the wind.

The woman on the boat, her three daughters huddled near. Closing her eyes one night to never wake up again. Little girls, cast adrift.

We thought we were doing the right thing, didn’t we, Abdu?

There were so many moments she’d forgotten Samar wasn’t really hers.

Once, a mother at the preschool she went to had remarked on Samar’s beautiful eyes, unusually light in her darker skin. ‘I know,’ Huda had said fondly. ‘I don’t know where she got them from.’

It was only later that she’d remembered the woman on the boat, Samar’s mother, who’d once smiled at Huda with those same beautiful eyes and asked if she could please borrow some of Huda’s coconut oil for the baby’s chapped skin.

And now Samar was coming home, with those girls, and Huda was afraid that they would hate her.

‘Well, we’d better make some room for them,’ Nadia had said when Huda told her.

‘But—will they want to stay here?’ asked Huda uncertainly. ‘We can’t really ask them to go to a hotel, can we? They’re family; of course they should stay here. I’ll come and stay with you too.’

Family.

Of course they were, thought Huda.

And now Nadia was at work, and Huda would have to welcome Samar and her sisters on her own.

Nadia would have told her not to be nervous, reminded her of how Samar loved her, and yet Huda could not help the anxious fluttering of her heart.

When the big white truck pulled up outside the house, Huda’s breath caught when she saw who was driving. The last time she’d seen Samar drive a car was the day before Abdu died, when she’d driven Huda to the supermarket. Huda had never learned to drive, was content to take the bus and let Abdu drive her at other times. When Nadia, then Samar, had got their licences, they had taken turns to drive the family Toyota. Abdu had even started talking about getting the girls their own car, but Huda had not encouraged this idea, knowing it would create even more of an imbalance, with Abdu trying to monitor their use and Nadia and Samar never feeling they equally shared the car.

And then Abdu had died, Samar had sworn she would never drive again, although she hadn’t even been driving that day, and Nadia had done an extra defensive driving course before she bought her own car.

How futile it sometimes seemed to think you could control fate.

‘Assalamu alaikum,’ she called, stepping outside, and Samar leapt from the car, coming over to her and enveloping her in her arms.

Had Samar always been so tall and strong, had Huda always felt so small and vulnerable in her arms? Wasn’t it just the other day that Samar had been the little child who fit so sweetly into her embrace?

‘Wa alaikumu salaam, Mama,’ Samar said. ‘I’m home.’
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The house sang with the presence of the three girls, the sounds of their voices rising and falling, their footsteps on the stairs, their sweet fragrances lingering in the air, the warmth of their skin and hair as they brushed past.

Janu, with her mesmerising ways, her eyes so like Samar’s and yet not like Samar’s, which made you feel like she knew everything about you already, so you found yourself telling her things you hadn’t told anyone else, like how Huda had secretly wished Samar was hers when she had first seen her and how she had then felt guilty and frightened when their mother had died but also filled with joy that Samar could now belong to them.

How once, when Samar was little, they had gone to Sydney for a holiday and driven through the suburb where she knew Janu lived with the steward, but she never told anyone, and by the time she thought maybe she should have, it was too late and they were halfway back home.

She saw Janu’s eyes darken as she said these things, and she thought again that Janu would hate her, but she could not stop herself, she wanted Janu to know, she wanted Janu to absolve her by telling her she had been happy and safe and loved, but Janu did not say these things.

‘Do you hate me?’ whispered Huda, as they sat together in the backyard, crickets chirping in the bushes, the air warm with sunshine and regrets.

Janu shook her head, but she didn’t smile, didn’t move her gaze from Huda’s face.

‘I think you could have done things differently. I think you were selfish, and you didn’t try hard enough, and I’m angry and upset with you when I think about it,’ said Janu quietly. ‘But the years have passed, the things that happened have happened, and now here we are.’

‘Here we are,’ echoed Huda humbly, understanding that acceptance was a kind of forgiveness, turning as Nadia appeared with mugs of tea and sat with them, listening as Janu and Nadia talked, Janu telling Nadia how to dry the lavender at her doorstep and make little sachets for the baby’s clothes, Nadia asking if Janu would come with her to buy some silk fabric to make them.

Then there was Maryam, with her kind voice and quiet movements, helping Huda to lay the table for dinner. Telling Huda about Anisa and Masood, about her brothers, and how she’d been brought up as the pet of the family, how she had not even known about her sisters until she had got Janu’s letter. About their father, whom Maryam had met, and how it was too late now, but how they had found their half-sister and stepmother, all these people, all these families tied to each other by the faintest strings of fate.

‘It’s serendipity finally bringing the pieces together for us,’ Maryam said as she spooned the chicken curry into a bowl. ‘Did you know the word comes from Serendib? There’s a Persian fairytale called The Three Princes of Serendib where a Sri Lankan prince keeps making these amazing discoveries because he’s curious and alert. So, in a way, serendipity isn’t just luck; it’s about making the most of things, of being ready to notice the unexpected gifts life places in our path. I think of that sometimes when I think of Janu, Samar and myself, and even little Amal, and how we’ve come together now.’

Huda struggled a little to follow this train of thought, but then she told Maryam about qadr, and how the pen was lifted and the ink was dry, and Maryam said yes, this was what Anisa and Masood had taught her as well, but sometimes she preferred to imagine the pen still writing, and that sometimes she was the one who was holding it.

And then of course there was Samar, her wild, beautiful Samar, telling Huda about the weeks she had spent in Janu’s cottage, how Maryam had stabbed her evil ex-husband in the arm with a screw-driver, how there was a beautiful man called Arundel who was in love with Janu, but he had to leave to go back to his job and family in Perth, and Janu loved him but didn’t seem to want to go with him or convince him to stay, how they had a sweet little sister and could she invite her to stay with them sometime for a holiday, and how was Huda, had she missed her, was she looking forward to being a grandma?

Samar, laughing when she felt the baby’s foot poking through Nadia’s taut belly, asking Maryam and Janu to come and see, Samar flitting about the kitchen, making a butter cake which she iced in stripes with everyone’s favourite flavour—salted caramel for herself and Nadia, coconut pecan for Huda, lemon orange for Janu and orange cardamom for Maryam, which Huda had never heard of, but the only reason she knew of the others was because of Samar, who was always making new things, cooking the way she lived life, with a sort of lack of fear but also a sort of delighted curiosity about what the next recipe, the next moment, would bring.

Serendipity.

Was this what it would have been like to have had as many children as Huda had once dreamed of?

‘We don’t want to put you out,’ Maryam had begun when Huda had asked them to stay, and Samar had jumped in.

‘Oh don’t be silly! Of course you must stay! Mustn’t they, Mama?’

Of course, Huda had agreed, and looking at Nadia with Samar and her sisters, it was as though the girls had known each other all their lives.

‘Do you know what you’re going to call her?’ Janu had asked Nadia that first night, and Nadia had looked surprised. ‘How did you know it was a girl? We hadn’t even told Samar yet.’

Janu had shrugged, and Samar and Maryam had glanced at each other as Samar hugged Nadia in excitement.

‘A niece! Oh my god, Nadia, we’re going to raise her to be a cracker!’

Sisters, thought Huda, looking at them all sitting in the living room. Maryam leaned against Janu, who was absently stroking her hair. Nadia had her head on a cushion and her feet on Samar’s lap as Samar massaged them.

Sisters. Daughters.

And she thanked Allah for bringing them together, for bringing them home, for the qadr, the serendipity, the courage of the three sisters who had defied a fate that had once divided them.
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The night that Huda’s granddaughter was born, Samar danced like a flame on water, lightness and beauty as she moved across the stage.

They had all gone to watch the performance, even Tariq, who had never been to a theatre in his life.

‘Ruby said there’s a performance this weekend. I’m just going to join them at training,’ Samar had said. She’d hesitated, then looked at Huda, Nadia, and her sisters, who would be leaving in a few days as Janu needed to get back to the shop and Maryam had decided to go with her for now.

‘Maybe you could all come?’ she’d suggested, and Huda had said yes before anyone else. ‘Yes, we’ll come.’ And the smile on Samar’s face had been all the response she’d needed.

It was a festival of dance and music, and none of them had ever been to anything like it.

Maryam had borrowed one of Nadia’s hijabs, black satin with sparkling rhinestones along its border, to wear for the evening. Janu wore a maroon dress that belonged to Samar with gold hoop earrings. If not for her short hair, she might have been mistaken for Samar from a distance, thought Huda, looking at her as she came down the stairs.

Nadia had said she’d been feeling hot and uncomfortable all day, wearing a grey t-shirt maternity dress, but her hijab was deep pink, held in place with a gold pin.

Huda herself hadn’t dressed up since Abdu’s death, even at Nadia’s wedding she’d only worn widow whites, but tonight she’d worn the salwar Abdu had given her at the last Eid they’d had together, the colour of the sky at Maghrib, a silver shawl wrapped around her hair.

At the theatre, they’d woven their way through the seats to the front row, sitting impatiently through the live band and solo performance before Samar’s group came on stage to a loud drumbeat and welcome from the audience.

There were six young women on stage, but Huda only had eyes for Samar, the way her hair swirled around her as she danced, the way her body became the music.

She remembered suddenly a time when Samar was around six years old, dancing in front of the TV to a pop song, Abdu coming in and switching channels, chiding Samar gently, Samar pouting and saying to Huda, ‘Daddy is no fun.’

How small and insignificant the moments when a rift begins.

If Abdu had known then how Samar’s love for dancing would shape her life and draw a gulf between them, if he had known how talented she was, would he still have held so firmly to his beliefs?

Next to her, Janu and Maryam whooped and clapped, and no one noticed Nadia’s discomfort until she leaned over to Huda and whispered, ‘I think my water just broke.’
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At that same time the dance ended, Samar and Ruby at each end of the stage, and Samar bent down and blew a kiss to her family. Time held its breath—Samar, radiant in her costume, lips pursed and eyes sparkling, Nadia gasping and grabbing Huda’s hand, Tariq turning towards them.

Maryam blew a kiss back at Samar, and then realising the others had gone quiet, drew back and looked at Nadia. Huda’s eyes met Janu’s, and Janu smiled and nodded, a reassurance, but for what Huda didn’t then know.

The pause ended and everything happened very quickly, Samar leaping off the stage and bending down to Nadia, taking one arm while Tariq took the other, Janu making way through the crowd, clearing a path for them.

Huda followed, heart thudding in her chest. There were only three weeks to go, but it felt like Nadia had been pregnant for so long that Huda had got used to her round belly and slow walk, so the baby’s arrival had not felt imminent.

Now Tariq was helping Nadia into his car, Samar saying she would come with them.

‘My things,’ gasped Nadia. ‘Can we go home first and get my hospital bag?’

‘We’ll get it and bring it to you,’ said Janu, her calm, low voice washing over Huda like a warm breeze. ‘Maryam and I will go now. You all go ahead to the hospital.’

‘I don’t know why I didn’t think to bring it with me—ow!’ yelled Nadia, arching her body in pain as she slid into the back seat.

‘Because you’re not bloody perfect, Nadia, and you can’t think of everything,’ said Samar from the front seat as Huda tried to hold Nadia’s writhing body, which seemed unable to contain the child it held any longer.

‘I think the baby’s coming,’ she screeched ten minutes later as Tariq drummed his fingers impatiently on the wheel at the traffic lights.

‘Can’t you—can’t you try not to?’ asked Huda helplessly as Nadia groaned.

This was not how it was supposed to be. When Nadia was born, gentle contractions had woken Huda in the middle of the night, contractions that only began to build after she had got to hospital. The birth had progressed in the way it was supposed to.

If she’d had more children, would she be more prepared in this moment to help her daughter?

‘Go faster,’ Samar shouted at Tariq, then immediately said, ‘No, don’t go faster! Drive safely!’

‘I can’t go any faster, and I am driving safely if you’ll only stop yelling for a minute!’ he shouted back.

And then Nadia was wailing, Huda was crying, and Tariq was pulling out of the highway into a quiet street to call an ambulance. Samar gently pulled the back seat down and tucked a picnic blanket under Nadia as Huda took a handkerchief out of her purse and blotted the sweat from Nadia’s face.

Samar looked up at Huda from between Nadia’s legs.

‘I think the baby really is coming,’ she said as Tariq’s anxious face appeared beside her.

‘Five minutes,’ he said. ‘They said they’d be here in five minutes. If the baby’s head is showing—Ya Allah! Is that the baby’s head?’

‘No, your wife just tucked a tennis ball in her vagina—OF COURSE IT’S THE BABY’S HEAD! What did they say to do?’

‘To support it—to support it gently—and not pull …’

Tariq’s legs gave way and he crumpled to his knees on the street.

Nadia screamed, and Huda recited the Qul surahs, blowing a soft breath onto Nadia after each ayat in the way of her ancestors, to seek protection and ease, the only thing she felt she could do for her in that moment.

She could see Samar reaching her hand between Nadia’s legs, and in the next moment she was holding something pale and covered in blood, and the sweet sound of a baby’s cry spilled into the night air just as the glowing lights of the ambulance appeared at the top of the street.

‘Your daughter, Nadia, your daughter!’ Samar was crying and laughing at the same time as Nadia took the wailing baby from her, and Huda, now trembling, bent down to kiss her daughter’s face and reach over to take her other daughter’s hand, a brand-new life between them.
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JANU

Janu placed the small brass burner on the carpet of the baby’s room and sprinkled a pinch of dark, crumbling sambrani over the glowing coals. The thick, curling smoke rose like silk, rich and warm, and all at once Janu was back in her childhood home in Sri Lanka on a Friday night, her mother carrying a sambrani pot around the house, filling the rooms with its sweet, smoky fragrance.

On the other side of the room Maryam was tightening the last screw on the crib.

‘Careful with the screwdriver,’ Janu teased, and Maryam looked up with a half-embarrassed smile, standing up and smoothing the new sheets they’d just laid which smelled faintly of lavender and sun-dried cotton.

Near the window, they’d placed the rocking chair Tariq had bought, and next to it a bookshelf which Samar had lined with little board books and stuffed toys.

Perhaps this was how they’d all begun their lives, thought Janu, in safety and warmth, surrounded by love, and she hoped that would never change for Nadia’s baby, who was born at a more blessed time.

Neither Nadia nor the baby had any ill effects from the birth happening in the back seat of the car. The paramedics had taken over the rest easily, Samar had told her, cutting the umbilical cord and guiding Nadia through the afterbirth. Someone had even thrown a blanket over Samar’s bare shoulders and given small plastic cups of water to Tariq and Huda.

‘Could we call her Warda?’ Samar had asked later, at the hospital, as Nadia nursed her baby from the comfort of a bed.

Nadia turned to look at Tariq, who was trying not to fall asleep in the armchair beside her.

‘I kind of like it. What do you think, honey?’

‘I think Samar can call the baby Rumpelstiltskin if she likes,’ yawned Tariq. ‘Given she was practically your midwife.’

‘For about the two seconds it took for this child to come out of me,’ smiled Nadia, kissing the baby’s head. She’d looked at Samar, then at Janu and Maryam who had arrived at the hospital before them with Nadia’s things.

Janu turned to look at Huda, folding a flannelette, and saw Huda give Nadia a small nod.

‘Warda then,’ said Nadia, and Janu thought of her mother, singing the three of them to sleep on the boat, kissing Janu’s forehead for the last time, her mother who would never see the future for which she had sacrificed her life.
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Outside, her truck was waiting for the return trip to Starlight Bay. She missed Serendib, which she’d asked Leah to run in her absence, missed the way the light changed as it filtered through its windows, deepening and dancing in its corners, the way the walls always seemed to welcome her with gentle creaks, how laughter echoed in its shadows.

And of course she missed Arundel, missed the way his eyes lit up at the sight of her, his sudden joyous laugh, his kisses on her neck, his warm, safe presence. And when she left, she would miss Samar, even Huda, Nadia and Tariq, all of whom she felt she had known for much longer, a family of sorts. Was this what it would be like from now on, feeling like she was always missing parts of her wherever she was?

And yet what a blessing to have so much love in her life after years of knowing only a darker, painful side of it, what a joy to be carried in the hearts of so many.

Maryam was coming back with her for now, while she worked out what to do next, and Janu was delighted that she would have her for a little longer.

‘Ready to go?’ she asked, and Maryam nodded, wiping her hands on her jeans and picking up the toolbox.

Downstairs, Samar and Huda had finished vacuuming and mopping in preparation for Nadia and the baby’s arrival that afternoon and were sitting at the kitchen counter drinking tea.

‘Don’t go,’ said Samar, standing up and flinging her arms around Janu before she could say anything. ‘Stay here a few more days—no, move to Melbourne, both of you! We have so many years to catch up on.’

Janu hugged her tightly, breathing in her sweet scent, roses and summer rain, both memory and foresight spinning through her so fast she felt slightly dizzy with it—Samar dancing in the storm, Samar making hot spiced milk and crumbly cakes, Samar bringing Ruby to stay with her at the cottage, Samar slightly older, taking Nadia’s daughter to school.

‘We’ll see each other so soon, you won’t even feel it,’ Janu said. ‘The years that are to come will make up for the years that have passed, just wait and see.’

As Samar kissed her and went to hug Maryam, Janu went towards Huda, who hadn’t moved, staring at them all with something like longing and regret, both of which Janu understood.

Janu took the hand that Huda reached out to her and pressed it gently between her own.

‘The price has been paid,’ she said quietly, and Huda nodded, her eyes filling with tears.
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SAMAR

Melbourne, 2010

Samar was back in the kitchen, in the house she shared with Ruby, making watalappam for her niece’s fortieth day ceremony that weekend.

Six weeks … six! Since that tiny little thing had come slithering into Samar’s hands.

Now, she heated the jaggery syrup on the stove, adding ground cardamom and coconut milk, beating the eggs in a large bowl until they grew light and frothy. The sweetness of jaggery for harmony and balance, the fragrant spiciness of cardamom for love and prosperity, all the things she wished for little Warda, and for herself.

She poured the mixture into small bowls to bake in the oven. Ten for the guests, one for Nadia, and one for Ruby.

Ruby, whose kisses she’d woken up to this morning, and for most mornings the last few weeks.

The first time she had lain next to Ruby, touching her feather-soft skin, Samar had gasped to see the tattoo that spread across her waist—a mermaid from behind, her russet hair floating, and her body half immersed in turquoise water.

‘The mermaid girl,’ she murmured, remembering her conversation with Janu at the cottage that night. She drew her fingers along the mermaid’s curving tail.

‘What does she mean, Ruby?’

‘Femininity,’ murmured Ruby, reaching over to stroke Samar’s hair. ‘I think she’s an untamed spirit, and I love that you can see her beauty and her freedom from behind, as she’s swimming away—or towards the unknown.’

‘Like us,’ said Samar as Ruby smiled.

What was it Janu had said, when she’d taken Samar’s hand and told her what her life would be like? Something like, ‘You have always been loved, just that you were loved imperfectly, as we all are. Your loves to come will be like that too, and they won’t fit into boxes, but they will always be beautiful and uniquely yours.’

Now, she put the first tray in the oven and wiped her hands on the tea towel, switching on the timer and turning up the volume on the radio on the counter.

She almost didn’t hear the soft knock on the door.
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‘Pierce!’

Samar stared at Pierce standing on her doorstep.

‘Hey,’ he said, then stopped, staring at Samar with those grey eyes she had once fallen in love with.

‘Is everything alright? You could have called?’

‘I—well, I’d deleted your number. I’m sorry.’

Samar didn’t say anything. A car passed by on the street, then a woman walking her dog, who was trying to leap at a magpie on the fence. The breeze grew stronger, clouds flitting over the sun so that light danced in the small front yard.

Of course he had deleted her number; it’s what a married man would do. And yet she hadn’t really thought of Pierce in weeks, not reached for her phone wanting to tell him what was going on in her life, not woken up with that aching void in her heart.

Where had all the love gone? Or was it that the love was there, just without the yearning, the hurt?

‘I just—ah—look, are you busy? Can we maybe have a coffee?’

‘Sure,’ said Samar, ‘but come in and I’ll make you one—I’ve got something in the oven that I can’t leave.’
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‘I’ve missed your cooking,’ said Pierce, sipping his coffee as he sat on a barstool, watching Samar pull out one batch of the golden-brown puddings and slide another into the oven.

‘Yes, you would,’ she said, looking up at him. ‘Sorry you can’t have any of these—they’re for a special occasion. So, why are you here, Pierce? I thought you’d deleted me from your life, not just your phone.’

‘I—well, it didn’t end up working out with Meg. We tried, but—the problems were the same, and we were going around in the same circles. She just moved out last week—she’s going to stay here though, so we can still co-parent.’

He stopped as Samar burst into laughter.

‘You must be joking! After all that drama! And please don’t tell me you’ve come here to ask if I’d go out with you again—you have, haven’t you? Oh, Pierce.’

Her tone gentled as she saw how his face fell, a blush spreading over his cheeks.

‘It’s not like that,’ he said. ‘I just—I just felt free again to come and see you, and I felt like I couldn’t wait another minute. I didn’t have to fight the urge any longer, and I just … wanted to see you. I didn’t think through what I would do or say. I guess I just wanted you back in my life. And yes, I know that’s probably unfair.’

The air was heavy with the warm cardamom fragrance of the watalappams, and Samar remembered another lazy afternoon with Pierce, making him a Dundee cake which he had mentioned eating as a young boy in his Scottish grandmother’s house. Adding currants and raisins, a dash of scotch, blanched almonds laid lightly in circles on the batter. Eating thick slices of it with cream, Pierce laughing, saying if they got married, Samar would have to make it just like this every Christmas, did she promise?

How the word ‘married’ had hovered between them like a secret. And Samar suddenly thinking that it was not what she wanted for her life, pushing the thought away as quickly as it arose, because there was no future then, only that moment, feeding each other Dundee cake and listening to Pierce’s stories of childhood Christmases.

They had never mentioned marriage again.

‘It is unfair,’ Samar agreed. She took his hands in hers and smiled into his eyes. ‘But that’s okay. We want what we want. And we loved each other, didn’t we? We still do. It doesn’t have to be what it was, but maybe it can be something else. Maybe there’s a friendship waiting for us on this side of the road.’

Later, she watched as Pierce walked back up the street to his car, a bag with a small watalappam wrapped in foil in his hand—she had managed to make an extra one for him after all. He paused to wave to Ruby, who was riding in on her Harley.

Only yesterday Samar had tried riding it for the first time, just a whirl around the block, and found it wasn’t as frightening as she had once thought it would be, that it felt more like freedom than terror, and she thought that while she looked for a small car for herself she might also look at getting a motorcycle licence.

Ruby took off her helmet, her golden hair tumbling down her shoulders.

‘Was that Pierce?’ she asked over the sound of the engine.

‘It was,’ said Samar, going over to Ruby and putting her arms around her.

‘You smell like—like sweet things,’ murmured Ruby into her neck. ‘What did Pierce want?’

‘Just to see me apparently. Hey, Rubes?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Let’s not ever fit into a box, okay?’

‘Never have, never will, babe. Did you save some of what you’re making for me?’
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MARYAM

Starlight Bay, 2010

Resurrection. Reawakening. Rejuvenation.

So many words to describe a new beginning, all with the prefix ‘re’. Meaning back, or again.

Was that what Maryam was doing—going back to start again?

She folded the last blouse and put it into the travel bag she had borrowed from Janu for her trip back to Sydney, where she was going to stay with Amal and Zara for a while.

It was Janu who had suggested that she ask them as they’d sat at her table one evening, trying to decide what Maryam should do next.

‘I think I’d like to study nursing,’ Maryam said. ‘I love what I do now, but I think I could do more, maybe work in a hospital like Arundel?’

‘You’d be good at that,’ Janu had agreed, and they looked up courses at TAFE that Maryam could do while still working part time at the aged care facility.

Maryam’s parents wanted her to come back and live with them again, but Maryam couldn’t see herself doing that.

Not back, and again, from the same place.

She wanted, in some way, to be starting over from a different space, and Janu thought she should ask Zara, whom Janu was convinced would love to have Maryam live with them, while Amal asked them whenever they called when Maryam was coming to visit.

It turned out that Janu was right, and Zara had cried over the phone and asked how soon Maryam could come, and she could hear Amal cheering in the background. They had a spare room that they would prepare for her, Zara had said.

‘I’ll miss you, you know,’ Janu had said that morning, sprinkling sugar on her toast. ‘It feels like you’ve been here forever now.’

Maryam looked around at the small room where she’d now lived for almost three months, the two mattresses where she and Samar had slept, where she’d dreamed and cried and healed. In the corner was the blue velvet prayer rug that Arundel had bought for her from the mosque in the next town, and the tasbih with the gold-painted beads that Samar had picked up at a market.

She’d leave those here for when she visited again.

Back, and again.

She didn’t want to leave Janu either, and a strange grief rose into her throat at the thought of it. She already missed Samar, woke up in the middle of the night and looked for her, thought she could hear her impatient steps running up the yard before she realised it was only the wind blowing pebbles. She missed her as though she had known her all her life, and she knew she would miss Janu the same way, because perhaps she really had known them all her life.

The knock at the door set her heart racing, and she froze for a moment before going to the window in the living room and peering out.

It was just a deliveryman in a faded brown jacket, a thick parcel tucked under his arm. Even so, Maryam grabbed the set of keys Janu had left on the sill before she opened the door, clenching them in her fist.

‘Morning,’ said the man in a slightly bored tone, looking up at her. ‘Are you Maryam Masood?’

‘I am,’ said Maryam, trying to breathe normally as he took the parcel from beneath his arm and handed it to her.

‘I have these legal separation papers to serve to you. Could you sign for them, please?’

After Maryam signed, the man tipped his cap at her and set off back down the path, whistling, as though he hadn’t a care in the world, as though he hadn’t just slashed a line through Maryam’s life, marking a time before and a time after.
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The words blurred and faded and took shape again as Maryam looked at the sheaf of papers she’d been given.

In anticipation of divorce … separation date … division of assets … irreconcilable differences …

The tone was clinical, dispassionate, exacting. He’d drafted it so thoroughly, so strategically, there could be no room for doubt.

Some money, and the car, would be hers. She knew her sisters would want to look at it all closely to make sure it was fair to her, but at that moment, Maryam could not care, could not think or feel beyond the wild beating of her heart.

She drew out another envelope from the package and opened it to see one of her photos from the boudoir shoot, limbs spread on the red velvet chaise longue, her hair tousled, eyes gazing directly at the camera. On the back, in Joshua’s small, neat script, he had written, I liked this one, but decided not to keep it.

Maryam looked again in the envelope, and through the sheaf of papers, but there was nothing else. No goodbye note, no apology, no regret. No acknowledgement of the time they had spent together.

She put the papers down on the table, the photograph on top, and raised her head to look outside the window to where the silver car was parked, glinting in the afternoon sun.

Come, it seemed to be saying to her, your new life is waiting.

Back and again, back and again.
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HUDA

Melbourne, 2010

Huda sat in the backyard with baby Warda fast asleep in her arms. Warda wore a beautiful gold lace dress that Janu had brought from Serendib and Nadia had tied a satin ribbon around the wispy curls on Warda’s small head.

She had Abdu’s eyebrows, thought Huda, as the baby suddenly smiled in her sleep, her sweet lips parting over pink gums. Straight and thick, like Abdu’s, they would give her an appearance of sternness even when she wasn’t, but that smile would probably soften that.

It was a perfect day for Warda’s naming ceremony, the softened end-of-summer sunlight falling on the neat grass in the yard, leaves fluttering gently in the breeze, butterflies hovering over the hedge. Janu, Samar and Nadia sat on a picnic blanket under a tree, their voices and laughter floating on the breeze like music. Maryam, who was now back at her old job while studying nursing, sipped pineapple juice out of a tall glass, laughing at something Zara had said. Amal was on the swing seat, her headphones on, dangling her feet, silver charms shining on her ankles.

Next to her was Rajah, who had been well enough to travel with Maryam this weekend, his eyes falling shut as Amal swung back and forth. Huda would ask Nadia to get him a cushion.

Someone sank into the rattan chair next to her, and raising her head, Huda saw that it was Anisa, the woman who had raised Maryam. Her husband Masood was over at the barbecue with Tariq, where they were talking and grilling the meat from the goat that had been slaughtered just that morning, a gift of sacrifice for the birth of Warda.

‘You must be so happy to have a granddaughter,’ said Anisa, smiling at Huda. ‘I have both a grandson and a granddaughter. I hope you’ll meet them sometime.’ She paused, looking down at Warda, and Huda recognised the look on her face, love and yearning, joy and regret.

‘It was so kind of you all to invite us here. Did you ever imagine it, when we were on that boat, that we would be here together one day like this?’

‘I don’t think any of us imagined anything then,’ said Huda, looking over to where her daughters sat—she thought of them all as her daughters now, she couldn’t help it, and it wasn’t as though her heart had split but rather that it had multiplied with love for these girls. ‘We wanted to be safe and we wanted to be free. We did what we thought we had to.’

‘I think Maryam has started to forgive us,’ said Anisa, following Huda’s gaze. ‘She comes over more often, and Zara has asked us to dinner next week. You’re right, we did what we thought we had to—and maybe it was for the best in the end. The girls are together now, and we have more of a family than we ever dreamed we would in this country.’

Huda could not answer. She thought of Abdu, dying before he could tell Samar he loved her as his own. She thought of a man whose broken heart had never healed from the loss of his wife and three children, who had died without knowing his daughters were just a phone call, a drive, away.

For some things, there could never be amends.

Warda yawned and squirmed in her arms—in a moment she would begin to cry. Huda stood up, and Nadia turned to look at them at the same time, with that mother’s instinct that would now always be a part of who she was, following her child everywhere.

Maryam was bringing a plate heaped with rice and meat for Anisa.

Samar had turned on some music and was showing Amal and Janu the steps to a dance as Zara watched, laughing.

More of a family than they had ever imagined. Not all things could turn out alright, but perhaps some things had after all.
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JANU

Starlight Bay, 2010

Janu’s favourite childhood memory was of a family trip they had once made to Colombo. She must have been six years old, and Maryam must have been a newborn. Their father had hired a van for the journey.

Janu remembered fragments of that weekend, like colourful reels from a film. Her mother’s voice singing a song that sometimes still floated through Janu’s dreams as the van bumped through the rutted roads, green paddy fields and mountains in the distance.

Colombo, the big city, with tall buildings, dust and smoke, cars and buses, trishaws and motorbikes crowding the streets, people moving faster than she’d ever seen. Large kites flying in the bright blue sky at Galle Face Green, fairy floss that tasted like sweet satin melting on her tongue, Samar running to the ice cream cart on the beach.

Holding her father’s hand and looking down at the bears in the bearpit at the zoo, watching the elephant dance as the sun went down, Samar crying that they made her scared. Maryam’s tiny face as she slept, tucked into her mother’s arms.

The five of them, standing in front of Independence Square, Janu holding her mother’s hand and smiling as someone took a photo on their father’s camera.

Janu had that photo now, on her bookshelf, her parents’ young, smiling faces from the past, Janu’s hair, long even then, blowing across her cheek, Samar looking up at their father, Maryam a small bundle between them.

Zara had posted it to her, saying she had been looking through their father’s things and found it tucked between some old documents.

When you come again, we’ll go through all his things together, Zara had written.

Zara. Amal. Anisa and Masood. Huda, Nadia and Tariq.

A family of sorts, bound to each other by time and memory, by inherited love.

[image: image]

Janu had thought she would be lonely once everyone had left, but she found that the thoughts of them so filled her heart and her home that she had no space for loneliness.

On the wall, Samar’s golden vine glowed, crimson buds blooming. On her bookshelf, Maryam’s Quran and dictionary sat next to Janu’s books on spirituality. And there were reminders of Arundel everywhere—the sweater he’d left behind which Janu sometimes wore to sleep, the blue ceramic bowl painted with a shooting star that he’d bought for her at the markets, the well-thumbed copy of David Copperfield he’d left on the coffee table.

She fell back into her old routine of early morning meditations, days in the shop trying to unravel the mysteries of people’s lives, afternoons at the beach. As autumn waned and the days grew shorter, she spent most evenings at home, making the simple meals Samar had taught her, watching the shows Maryam had introduced her to.

Almost every weekend she would either drive to Sydney, where Samar would meet her and Maryam, or one of them would visit her. She was still discovering things about her sisters, like how Maryam would instinctively reach for her hand when crossing the road, and how Samar’s socks never matched, and sometimes it felt like all the time in the world wasn’t enough for them to get to know each other.

Janu thought that perhaps soon the three of them could make a trip to Sri Lanka, to the village where they had been born, and see if there was anyone left who might have memories of their parents. If there was anything left of the little house with the blue-painted walls and the well in the yard.
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One evening she stood at the windows of Serendib, looking at the sun setting in the distance, a burning candle melting into yellow-orange flames in the sky, when she saw the black cormorant circling beneath the clouds. She smiled to see another join it, glossy feathers dark against the sky, watching them ride the wind, swooping low and flying towards her, then away, disappearing into the distance.

Touching the wall of the shop, she could almost feel its satisfaction, the promises it whispered beneath her fingertips of the good things to come.

A gentle knock on the door pulled her gaze away, and she turned to see Arundel walking towards her, the last of the sunlight catching his brown curls and the rock pool eyes that brightened with joy as they met hers.

As she went towards him, the space between them melted, his lips meeting hers, her arms curving around his waist, and she knew she was home, a home within herself that was lit with love.
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BEFORE

Jaffna, 1979–1990

The man was young, only twenty years old when he found the padparadscha. He was bathing in the river, washing his shirt and sarong on the rocks, soapy water running into the stream. It was a Sunday afternoon, and he was in that in-between place in his life, helping his uncle tend the paddy fields while he waited for his first year at university to begin.

Sunlight glinted on the gentle ripples of the river as it rushed past, and the wind blew a soothing melody through the trees. He felt the tiny pinpricks of the small fish nibbling at his ankles, and he dove into the water, swimming from one bank to the other. When he felt something lodged between his toes, he shook his foot, then when it didn’t move, he bent down and pulled out the gravelly rock, pausing when he saw the sudden gleam of the pink stone beneath the dirt.

That evening, he washed it clean and showed it to his father, who looked at it for a long time before he gave it back to him.

‘This gem could buy you a new life,’ his father said, ‘but you don’t need a new life, and I believe that the good fortune it will bring you will be worth more than all the riches of this world. There is a reason it has come to you. Keep it safe. You will know its purpose when the time is right.’

He sometimes spoke like this, his father, in ways that didn’t always make complete sense to him and his mother. He had hoped that perhaps he could sell the stone, go abroad for his studies instead of waiting a year to begin university here. Maybe get a job there, send money to his family. But when his father spoke like this, everyone listened, and that day his father’s words had decided his fate.

He would never sell his stone.

He would, as his father said, know its purpose when the time came.
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He looked at the small rose pendant in the red velvet box, the sapphire shining at its heart.

‘Thank you,’ he said to the jeweller. ‘It’s perfect.’

The jeweller smiled at him.

‘It’s the last of your precious stone, you know,’ the jeweller said. ‘What will you do when you have more daughters?’

‘No more,’ the man said, laughing. ‘I think the stone has told me how many daughters I should have.’

‘What is her name, your youngest?’ asked Masood, the jeweller, and he told him it was Maryam, that his oldest daughter Jahanara had chosen it.

‘How beautiful. If I had a daughter, I would call her Maryam too, but I have only sons and we have not been blessed with any more children.’

‘Perhaps you still will,’ said the man, and as he left the shop he had a strange sense of grief in his throat, which swiftly turned to gratitude, as though the jeweller had done him a great favour, when all he had done was cut his padparadscha over the years and set them in tiny, identical pendants for the daughters who had been born one after the other.

As he walked through the town, he thought how ordinary everything looked despite the war that simmered on in the background—the streets busy with people, bicycles, buses and cars, the low hum of voices and the crash of the distant ocean, the occasional bark of a dog or honking of a horn. If not for the men and women in striped uniforms who appeared on the odd street corner or on the back of a truck driving through, one could almost imagine that this was just a regular town on a regular day, not one that hovered on the brink of destruction or peace, depending on which way the war went.

How strange and fleeting and fragile life was.

He stopped at Hassan’s bazaar to get something for his older daughters, perhaps a book for Janu, his serious little girl who was learning to read so quickly, and a doll for Samar, who seemed to have a knack for getting into trouble, scraping her knees as she ran about the yard or pulling things off tables that were too high for her.

There was another family at the bazaar standing next to him, a little girl who must have been about Janu’s age.

‘Shall we get a doll, Nadia?’ asked the mother, pointing at the rows of white-faced dolls wrapped in cellophane with curly gold hair like the girls in the English picture books.

‘Don’t want one!’ said the little girl sulkily. ‘I want a real baby sister, not a doll.’

The man turned to smile sympathetically at the mother, but stopped when he saw her face. The little girl’s father bent down to say something to her in a low voice, and then took her hand, leading her away.

The mother stood there, still looking bereft.

‘Perhaps you will have another daughter one day, a sister for your child,’ said the man. He wasn’t sure why he was speaking so to a strange woman; it was not his way. And how was he to know whether they would have a child or not? Such things were in the hands of Allah, the pen had been lifted and the ink was dry, isn’t that what they had been taught?

She looked up at him, surprised, and the look of sadness softened.

‘Perhaps,’ she said, turning to follow her husband and daughter, and once again the man felt that surge of sorrow and gratitude, and he remembered his father saying that not all feelings came from the present moment, that sometimes they were reactions to things that had happened deep in the past, or things that were yet to happen that the heart could already see.

That night, he asked them all to wear their pendants, the gold gleaming under the lamplight, the baby catching the chain between her fingers and trying to put it in her mouth, his wife laughing as she untangled it from Samar’s dress, Janu wearing it proudly and saying wasn’t she so pretty, and could she wear it to school the next day?

To be together, to be safe, to be loved, he thought.

It was all that he wished for his family.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

On 30 October 1990, the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a Tamil militant organisation, drove trucks through the streets of Jaffna, ordering Muslim families to assemble at a local school. The Muslims were then told that they had to leave their homes and everything they owned and leave the town or face death.

At that time, Jaffna was the cultural and political heart of Sri Lanka’s Tamil population. Muslims, who made up a small minority in the north and east, had lived there for generations, many working as traders, farmers, and small business owners. The Sri Lankan civil war, which erupted in 1983, was intensifying in the north. The LTTE sought to establish a separate Tamil homeland, and in their pursuit of ethnic homogeneity at the time, they viewed the Muslim minority as outsiders and sometimes as collaborators with the state. This led to targeted violence and intimidation.

It is estimated that around 75,000 people were evicted from their homes that day. Each person was allowed only 150 rupees and only one set of clothes. Some reports say they were only given two hours to leave, others say it was two days. Perhaps both of these are true.

Wealthy Muslim businessmen were abducted and detained for ransom. Some were released over the years that followed, but several never returned and were presumed dead.

Many of those evicted walked for as long as three days, only accessing transport when reaching the border towns further south. The locals in Puttalam, a district situated near the west coast of Sri Lanka, received the Muslims who sought refuge there.

This day is where my novel begins, and I have taken the fictional liberty of imagining that some families were able to escape on a boat to Australia—a route that was sometimes taken by those who were desperate to save themselves and their children from a war that seemed like it would never end.

‘Boat arrivals’ in 1990 were not as yet subject to mandatory detention, and unlike now, there was a chance of being granted protection and entry into the community, so had these families made it safely to Australian shores, their opportunity for a new life was not as improbable as it is now.
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A NOTE ON SENSITIVE MATERIAL

This story includes references to domestic violence and childhood sexual abuse. My intention was to explore these difficult themes with care and intention, while honouring the incredible, often unseen strength of women who endure and rise from circumstances that could have broken them.

My hope is that readers will find in these pages the warmth of connection, the tenderness of healing, and the possibility of hope. The women in this novel are shaped by what they have lived through, but they are not defined by it. They reclaim themselves, their futures, and the threads of their own stories.

If these themes resonate personally, I hope you feel seen and held with compassion. If they are unfamiliar to you, I hope they open a window into the strength and complexity of those who journey through such experiences.


BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS

1.What motivated the two families and the steward to take each of the sisters? Was there any true generosity in their decisions?

2.Who was your favourite sister and why?

3.Why does Samar feel as though she is always searching for love? Does she find it in the end?

4.Both Janu and Maryam go from being victims of abuse to regaining control of their own lives. In what ways are they similar, and how are they different from each other?

5.What role does magic play in this novel, and how does it impact each of the sisters’ lives?

6.How much did you know about the history, culture and politics of Sri-Lanka in the 1990s before reading The Sisters of Serendib? How much do the settings influence the children as they grow into adulthood?

7.How does adoptive mother Huda’s experience complement the sisters’ narratives?

8.Have you read Ayesha Inoon’s debut novel, Untethered? Are there any parallels you can see, or conflicting new ideas, between these two works?

9.What other novels about women’s diaspora have you read and would recommend?


[image: Image of HQ Fiction’s social media channels]


[image: Image of HQ Fiction logo]

ISBN: 9781038939197

TITLE: THE SISTERS OF SERENDIB

Copyright © 2026 by Ayesha Inoon

First published on Gadigal Country in Australia in 2026

by HQ Fiction

an imprint of HQ Books (ABN 47 001 180 918), a subsidiary of HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty Limited (ABN 36 009 913 517)

Level 19, 201 Elizabeth St

SYDNEY NSW 2000

AUSTRALIA

HarperCollins acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of the lands upon which we live and work, and pays respect to Elders past and present.

The right of Ayesha Inoon to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright Act 1968.

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be reproduced, copied, scanned, stored in a retrieval system, recorded, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

HarperCollins also exercises its rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserves this publication from the text and data-mining exception.

HarperCollins Publishers

Macken House

39/40 Mayor Street Upper

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.harpercollins.com.au/hq

cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm1.jpg
talk about it

Let's talk about books

Join the conversation:

n @harlequinaustralia

O @hqganz
@harlequinaus

harpercollins.com.au/hq

If you love reading and want to know about
our authors and titles, then let’s talk about it.






OEBPS/images/pgi.jpg





OEBPS/images/serendib.jpg
The
Sisters

of
Serendib

AYESHA INOON





OEBPS/images/star.jpg





