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​Preface – Scarecrow
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The sea is never silent here. Even when the waves lie flat as hammered tin, there is a sound beneath the sound — a pulse, a breathing, as though the ocean itself is alive and waiting. And when I walk along the ragged shore, I feel it watching me like the crow perched on that crooked post, its head tilted, one beady eye fixed, unblinking.

Perhaps the crow knows me. Perhaps it remembers when I arrived here, a thin boy with salt in my mouth and no name in my throat, only a number pressed into my hand — 566. A number that sticks to the tongue like rust.

These huts of ours, stitched together from palm leaves and tarpaulin, do not deserve to be called homes. They are skins stretched over bones, trembling whenever the wind remembers its strength. And inside these huts we — the exiles, the boat-people, the nameless — wait as though waiting were life itself. Children grow without learning tomorrow, old men count days that no longer exist, women stare at the horizon as if it might give them back what was taken.

But the horizon gives nothing. It only stares back, as empty as the crow’s eye.

There was a time when I thanked God for letting me live. I had escaped rifles, bayonets, fire licking at the rafters of our lane-home in Lanka. I came to this shore believing I had been spared. But soon I discovered there are cruelties sharper than bullets. What is mercy worth when it reduces you to a statistic? When your only proof of life is that someone, somewhere, has written your headcount in a ledger?

I should be grateful. We eat because strangers toss grain in our direction. We clothe ourselves because kindly people send boxes of old shirts and saris. Yet every mouthful tastes of charity, every thread smells faintly of someone else’s body. I try to swallow and tell myself: At least I live. But a voice inside me asks: Is this life? Or merely the absence of death?

At night, when the camp sleeps, the boats come again — black shapes sliding through black water, carrying more faces hollowed by fear. They stumble ashore, and it is my job to count them. Perhaps that is why I never forget numbers. Perhaps that is why I cannot forget mine. Five hundred and sixty-six. A number that does not pray, does not dream, does not even die.

The wind here is salt and iron. It dries the lips and cracks the tongue. Sometimes I feel I have been standing on this beach forever, waiting for something nameless, a verdict from heaven or from history. The waves keep bringing the same question: Who are you? And I have no answer. How does one answer without a country? Without identity? Without even a name?

You want to know who speaks to you now. I hesitate — not because I have forgotten, but because what I have is not a name but an accusation. I was born in a land they once called Ravana’s Lanka, though Ravanas now come in many tongues — Sinhala and Tamil alike. I have seen them smile as they cut throats, I have heard them pray before setting huts on fire. Which of them shall I call brother? Which god shall I thank for surviving them?

Sometimes I ask myself: Was I spared by mercy or by indifference? Did God lean down and lift me, or did He simply look away at the wrong moment? If He is Father to us all, why must His children live on charity? If this is His “own country,” as they call this place, why do we live here like dogs under the table, catching crumbs?

I tell myself I will return someday. I tell myself there is still a homeland beyond the sea, waiting for me to reclaim it. But deep in my chest burns a suspicion: perhaps the homeland does not wait for anyone. Perhaps it has already forgotten me.

And yet I walk the shore, watching the crow watch me. Perhaps it waits for something too — for my answer, for my confession.

Let me begin. I think I was ten years old when it started, though memory lies as easily as the wind changes direction. Numbers I can recall. Dates I can recall. But faces — faces blur like smoke in rain. Still, I will try.

I am Refugee No. 566. A boy without a country, a man who has forgotten how to pray, and yet still listens for an answer. This is the story of how I came here, and what I lost on the way.
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​Chapter 1 – Memories 
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The coolie lines where we lived were narrow alleys of rust and damp — not homes but wooden coffins left open to the rain. When I think of them now, I do not remember walls or roofs, only the smell: boiled leaves, wet earth, and sweat that never washed away. We belonged to the tea, Even our blood smelled faintly of it.

My father rose before dawn every day, disappearing into the mist that lay heavy on the tea plantation slopes. I used to wonder if the tea bushes swallowed him whole. He came back at night carrying only his silence and the weariness of wages barely enough to keep us alive.

I had companions then — children whose laughter was as brittle as old glass: Kanaka, Chami, Rani... and Muniyandi, who called himself Little Kangani because his father was the Kangani (The overseer). He believed the entire estate belonged to him — and in a way it did. His eyes were sharp like his father’s, always measuring, always judging. He never shared his sweets. When his father brought tins of jaggery from the estate store, Muniyandi held them out just long enough for us to taste the smell, not the sugar.

I hated him for it — and yet I envied him. Even at ten years old I knew envy was a kind of worship. I would lie awake at night, planning how to shame him. My heart whispered: Wait until Pongal. Wait for the festival — then I will show him I am not small.

But even as I dreamed of revenge, another voice crept in: Is this pride? Is pride a sin when your stomach is empty? In the school church they said Christ blessed the meek, but what blessing did we ever see in the lanes? I could not understand how meekness filled a child’s belly.

Rani was the only one who could quiet my anger. Her voice was soft but steady, like water dripping on stone. When Muniyandi turned his back, she would slip me sweets from her own tin, pressing them into my palm with a glance that said: Don’t fight him — you will lose more than pride. I told myself I accepted them for friendship’s sake, but deep down I knew it was hunger, not kindness, that ruled us all.

Once, in a fit of righteous fury, I told the others to boycott his sweets. I announced it like a king delivering a decree — and they obeyed for half a day, until their bellies growled louder than their loyalty. They betrayed me without guilt. Children do not philosophize over hunger; only fools like me do.

That night, lying on the thin mat beside my sleeping father, I asked myself: Is this what sin looks like? Not murder or theft, but a sweet melting on the tongue? I did not know the answer. I only knew that my stomach ached with emptiness, and my heart ached with something worse — the knowledge that I wanted what I pretended to despise.

When I saw Rani the other morning, her ribbon bright against her dark hair, she smiled at me as if nothing had happened. But I felt ashamed to meet her eyes. She gave me a piece of jaggery and I took it, telling myself it was only to avoid offending her. Yet as the sugar melted, I felt a strange bitterness. I thought of the priest’s words about pride and meekness. I wondered: Do I hate Muniyandi because he is cruel, or because he reminds me how weak I am?

The air on the estate grew heavy that year. Men whispered in corners, women clutched their children tighter. Rumors came from the town — Sinhalese mobs, Tamil houses burning, soldiers looking the other way. My father told me to stay close to home. But I still dreamed of Pongal, of proving myself greater than Little Kangani.

Even now, I despise the boy I was. Not because he hated injustice — but because he hated it only when it bruised his pride. I can still feel his small hands clenched in rage, his heart pounding not with love for the poor, but with envy of the powerful. Is that how all evil begins — in a child’s wounded vanity?

Sometimes I wonder if God saw me then, crouching in the lines, plotting against another hungry child. If He did, He said nothing. Heaven stayed silent, the way it always does in the lanes.

The first shadow came not with soldiers but with a voice — a wooden radio crackling in the Kangani’s room. Its words were jagged, without face or mercy. Tamils and Sinhalese, mobs and machetes, smoke on the far side of the hills. We children listened without understanding, yet our games turned quiet. Even cricket under the tamarind tree felt strange — every sound, every echo, as if the ball itself feared to land.

I remember Rani’s eyes on those mornings. They no longer smiled the way they once did. Her father moved quickly, speaking to no one. One day they were there, the next day they were gone — their line-room locked, as though sealed with silence. She looked back once, hair tied with that red ribbon, and her gaze cut into me like a blade I didn’t know I carried. I still see that look when I close my eyes: not fear, not sorrow, but a question I have never answered.

The air in our settlement grew tight, like cloth pulled across the mouth. My father refused to leave. “This is the soil I was born in,” he said. “I will not run from it. If it burns, I will cover it with my own hands.” His words were heavy, proud — and I did not know if they were noble or foolish. I wanted to believe they were noble. But hunger pressed against my ribs like a knife, and I wondered in secret if pride could fill an empty stomach.

I tried to speak once, timidly: “Appa, what if they come here?”

He did not answer. He only stared at the hills, his jaw set as if carved from rock. That silence told me more than words — it told me he was afraid, though he would rather die than admit it.

Children do not always fear death; they fear hunger first. Death was a story told in whispers, a shadow at the corner of the lines. Hunger was a visitor who knocked on every door at dusk. The men stopped going to the estate; wages stopped; rice vanished from our pots. I heard my father praying at night, his voice low, urgent. But the prayer did not sound like hope. It sounded like a man arguing with God.

Soon death stopped whispering and came to live with us openly. Sarasa, the girl from the next room, was found hanging from a rafter — they said she carried a child. Could that be a reason to die? I did not ask. Questions were dangerous; they opened doors to darkness. Maniyanan, the boy who had dared to walk on fire last year and burned his feet, vanished one morning without a trace. No one spoke his name again.

The estate sahib, whom I imagined as some distant white lord, turned out to be a Tamil like us. Power wears many faces. That day I understood: tyranny is not a color, not even a language. It is hunger wearing a crown.

At night, Kanci Patti ( Kanchi Granny) — the oldest woman in our line, her back bent like a sickle — told me stories about demons who ate prideful children. I laughed to show I was not afraid, but inside I wondered if they were already eating me. For I had begun to hate not only Muniyandi, but everyone with more food than me, more power than me — even my father, whose pride kept us starving. I despised myself for that thought, yet it grew inside me like a thorn.

I prayed to Mariyamma (Hindu Goddess), promising that if Rani was safe, I would walk on glowing embers, poo methikkal, without fear. They said if you were pure, your feet would not burn. Yet Maniyanan had tried last year and his feet blistered like dried leaves. What sin could blister him? What sin burned in me? I waited for an answer. Heaven was silent, as always.

Death and hunger became furniture in our line-room — ordinary, expected, unmoving. At first I trembled when bullets cracked the air, when shells thudded close enough to shake the walls. But when fear lives long enough under your roof, it becomes part of the family. You stop noticing its smell. You even greet it politely in the mornings.

I began to wonder if God Himself lived in our lines, thin and hungry, watching His children grow wild with envy and anger. Or perhaps He had already fled, like Rani’s family, leaving only silence behind.

And through all this, my childish plan still smoldered: I would humble Muniyandi at Pongal. I would prove I was not small. Even as death came closer, I held on to that dream like a fool clutching a toy in a burning house.

When I look back now, I see that boy clearly — crouched in the corner of the lines, fists tight, stomach empty, dreaming of triumph while his world cracked apart. I cannot forgive him. I cannot forgive myself. For even as the sky darkened with smoke, I thought not of saving Rani, not of protecting my family, but only of my own pride.

Was that my first sin? Or is it simply human to think of oneself first, even as the fire closes in? I have no answer. Perhaps no man ever does.

The last days of my childhood arrived without warning, like a fever that steals over the body before one feels its heat. There was no clear line between innocence and the thing that came after, only a slow tightening of breath, a sharpening of the air, as though even the birds sensed something moving in the hills.

The estate paths emptied. Men no longer lingered with betel leaves after work. Mothers kept their children close, pulling them inside at the first crack of dusk. Even the wind seemed cautious, whispering only to itself.

One morning I woke to find my father sitting outside our room, not preparing for the fields as he always did, but staring at the hills. His hands trembled slightly though his jaw was locked. He did not look at me.

“Appa?” I whispered.

He did not answer.

I remember feeling a strange shame — not fear, not sadness, but shame. As though I had intruded on something private, a man speaking with his own soul. I turned away, wondering if pride was a weight even grown men could not carry forever.

That same evening, I passed Muniyandi near the tamarind tree. He had a fistful of sweets, tossing them into his mouth as though the world were not falling apart. I wanted to hate him. I wanted to hate him with the same pure, sharp hatred I’d nursed for years — but suddenly I could not. He was only a boy, like me, holding on to the only crown he had. His arrogance was his shelter, as my pride was mine.

I wondered if God saw the two of us then — children standing ankle-deep in fear, pretending to be kings. If He did, He said nothing.

News came that night, not as a voice on the radio but as a whisper running through the lines: houses burning near the main road, men with rifles roaming like hungry dogs. I expected my father to speak, to tell me what to do, to make me safe as fathers are meant to do. But he only said, “Stay close to the hut. Do not leave without me.”

I obeyed, but inside I raged. Why did he not take us and run? Was his love for the soil stronger than his love for me? I hated myself for thinking it, yet the thought grew louder: Pride can kill as surely as a bullet.

That night I lay awake on the mat, staring at the thin roof, listening to the restless wind. I prayed again, though I no longer knew to whom. I prayed for Rani, for her red ribbon, for a chance to see her again — and also, selfishly, for a chance to crush Muniyandi’s pride.

I did not know it yet, but childhood had already ended. Not with a lesson, not with a gentle fading, but with a crack — a sound that would split the night in two and never let me sleep peacefully again.
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​Chapter 2 – Riot 
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It began like a cough in the distance — easy to ignore, until it grew louder, rawer, impossible to pretend away. First there was talk: someone’s uncle’s cousin saw flames on the far side of the plantation, someone else heard rifles cracking on the road to town. Then the talk turned to screams carried by the wind, and one morning the lines stood half empty. Families vanished in the night, leaving cooking pots still warm, mats still unrolled.

But my father would not leave.

“This is the soil I was born in,” he said again, with that stone-heavy voice. “If they burn it, I will cover it with my own hands.”

I wanted to believe him, but hunger was stronger than belief. Pride did not fill an empty belly.

Then came the shell. It fell near the edge of the lines with a sound like a god spitting in anger. When the dust cleared, Kangani Chami — the man whose glare ruled our childhood games — lay on the ground screaming, his leg torn open, bone glinting pale through the blood.

The lines had no doctors. Men who would have helped were already gone. We were left with Chami’s voice, ragged and endless, rising every evening like a funeral bell. It shook the air, shook the walls, shook something inside me I did not recognize.
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