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Praise for The Swimmer


‘Roma Tearne is one of those writers who manage to


interweave the political and personal to tremendous effect …


Extraordinary. Love and loss are explored through the


voices of three very different women – a lover, a mother


and a daughter. Tearne draws her women with an


artist’s precision’ Independent


‘A tender, unconventional love story … Tearne’s descriptions


of the wide Suffolk sky are breath-taking; she has a wonderful


ability to create atmosphere’ The Times


‘This tender story of love and loss is deftly infused with the


sights and sounds of a hot Suffolk summer’ Daily Mail


‘The lyricism that saturated Tearne’s previous novels is in


evidence throughout. Yet despite the mellifluous quality of the


writing, there is no sense that grief has been prettified, and


Tearne does not shrink from portraying the ways in which


mourning distorts her characters’ Times Literary Supplement




Praise for Roma Tearne


‘Prose so lush it appeals to every sense, the pages are suffused


with the scents and tastes, ring with the sounds of Sri Lanka


and south London … Roma Tearne is an exquisite writer and


captivating storyteller, such that the reader is endlessly torn


between the desire to linger and the urge to turn the page


to see where she will take us next’ Aminatta Forna


‘The most moving novels of war speak of the battles


fought within individual human hearts; causes and


geographies are their backdrop. A timely lament for the


dead and displaced of the Sri Lankan civil war, Roma Tearne’s


third novel, Brixton Beach, follows four generations of


a family doomed to be estranged not only from


their land, but also from love’ Chris Cleave


‘Rich and satisfying, and written with a painter’s instinct


for the beautiful’ The Times


‘An ambitious, lyrical novel, distinguished by its refusal


to offer false consolation’ Times Literary Supplement


‘[A] richly characterised, elegantly modulated and


deeply moving novel’ Daily Mail


‘Heart-rending … Readers of this powerful novel cannot


fail to be moved’ Christopher Ondaatje, Spectator

‘Lyrically captures a country drenched in both incomparable


beauty and the stink of hatred’ Guardian


‘Tearne brings her skills as a painter to her writing, creating


some extraordinarily lovely portraits of Sri Lankan land and


seascapes, a stunning backdrop to the changing horrors of the


country’s twenty-year civil war’ Sunday Telegraph



Also by this author


Mosquito


Bone China


Brixton Beach


The Swimmer


The Road to Urbino




Copyright


Published by Hachette Digital


ISBN: 978-1-40551-830-7


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2012 Roma Tearne


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.hachette.co.uk




Airborne


After you leave me it rains. The rain tears the leaves off the trees as though it were hungry. I watch as the wind devours them. The light, too, has become grey and crepuscular. Staring out of the window in a trance my whole body is aware of your absence sitting beside me on the empty seat, very quietly, very well behaved. Now you are gone I feel I should address you differently. ‘Your Absence,’ I want to cry, ‘would you like something to eat?’ Because of course, now we will be able to afford food.


When it stops raining, when we are back on the dual carriageway, moving away from Colombo, the thunderstorm stops as suddenly as it started and the sky becomes its eternal blue self. Clive concentrates hard on the job in hand. The drive back will be long; we will have to travel through the night. And even then, even if we are not stopped, by roadblocks, or identity checks, or a sudden violent ambush, it will be midday tomorrow before we reach our village. Being fully aware of the many roadside stops ahead, we hid the money given to me at the airport under the floor of the car.


A plane moves slowly in the sky and I think, how can you be on that plane? Or if not that one, then some other, nearby.


‘No,’ Clive says, ‘she will be out of Sri Lankan airspace by now.’


Already? How does he know, he’s never been on an aeroplane.


‘Don’t start that again,’ Clive says to me, in Tamil. I can tell by the tilt of his head he is angry, or if not angry, then sad, or if not that then guilty. ‘Number one, you should not have had a child out of marriage. Number two, there is at least some money to feed the rest of us now. Number three…’


I cover my ears. There is blood on my tongue from where I have bitten it.


‘Stop looking at that plane. It isn’t the same as the one she’s on. This one is going further south.’


‘No, it’s not! There’s nothing further south. Only Antarctica.’


‘Don’t be stupid!’


Our ongoing mutual dislike takes up another few minutes of the journey. It reminds me of the old Jaffna days, when as children Ma would tell us that a good fight always cleared the air.


‘You are so close,’ Ma used to say. ‘That’s why you fight. Siblings who are close have to let off steam now and then.’


She wanted to believe this was the case. At the time we had been living in the camp for so long, refugees in our own country, that any little loyalty was to be nurtured. Well, maybe it was true once but it certainly isn’t the case any more. 


‘Check the money is safe.’


‘You check it.’ I don’t care if all the money is lost. I don’t want to eat any of the food bought with it.


‘That’s fine. But there are others who need things. Not just food – medicine, text books, a pair of shoes.’


It’s the mentioning of the pair of shoes that does it. Pink leather straps. Made in Sweden. 


‘Stop wiping your face on your clothes. Here, have this handkerchief, for God’s sake.’


But now I’ve started, I can’t stop. Crying isn’t the word to describe the sound that is being released from me. The trouble is, the sound has been caged for too long, compressed, folded like a piece of origami. Controlled. The trouble is, hearing itself gives the sound added power to scale even greater heights. Clive swerves and nearly goes off the road. A lorry blasts its horn and a pair of headlights beams a warning. 


‘Shut the fuck up!’ Clive screams. ‘We’ll have the police on to us. We’ll both be shot.’


I stuff his handkerchief into my mouth and breathe as deeply as I can. The sound becomes a whimper. Having been heard, it will try to escape again. And again. And again. I can see Clive frowning furiously. He has no idea I have a she-devil dancing inside me.


By now we are skirting the outskirts of Colombo. How has it taken us this long to get here while the plane she is on has already left Sri Lankan airspace? I am going to keep very calm, I think. I shall imagine what it is like for her, high above the ground. The last moments were like this: two small feet going up the gangway with difficulty. An arm raised high in the air holding a rail. A dark bobbing head that tries to turn to look at me but can’t quite manage it. The she-devil inside me fights for release. I too hold on tightly. Beside me, past the railway line, beyond the sand dunes and the coconut trees, is the sea. Because the sun is now lower in the sky there are no harsh shadows on the beach and the sand looks soft. Like a child’s leather shoe. The sea too is serene. A lullaby of sounds issues from its depths, tugging at my hair, insistent.


‘She’ll be fine,’ the woman, Cecilia, had said. ‘From now on, her life will be one of privilege, love, creature comforts, a good education.’ She had looked at me pityingly. You are no one, the look said. You can’t even take care of yourself. Don’t be selfish, the look told me, you have nothing to offer this child except a land mine or two, a possible rape, an early deformed pregnancy, a certain death.


I had glared back at her. Yes, I have, I had retorted. I have my love for her. We had gone on this way for days, looking and talking and looking. And each time the she-devil grew like a foetus inside my womb. 


I turned to my mother for support but she avoided my eye. ‘I have to put a poultice on your father’s arm,’ she told me. ‘His wound might become infected.’


‘The soldier at the check-point touched me up,’ my aunt said. ‘Every day I live in fear that one of us will be raped.’ She too would not look at me.


My sister was grinding chillies. ‘Try to look a little more cheerful,’ she said. ‘At least one of us will have a future. Try not to be so selfish, for God’s sake. Look at Binni. What kind of life will he have with an amputated leg? At least this way there would be one less to worry about.’


‘Well,’ Clive told me, when I went silently to his part of the house, ‘it’s one way of looking at it.’


So I took this one-way approach and tried to work with it for the few remaining days. Really it was a foregone conclusion.


‘As soon as she’s on the plane,’ Cecilia told me, ‘the stewards will find her seat for her. She will have her own carer.’ She tried to force me to look at her by pausing, but I had learnt her trick and wouldn’t raise my head. ‘She will be helped into it and strapped in.’


‘Strapped in?’


‘Of course. What d’you expect? It’s for her own safety.’


‘Safety?’


‘Oh don’t be silly. It’s just the formality of air travel. Everyone has to do it.’


‘Don’t worry, planes are perfectly safe,’ Clive said.


‘It’s okay, Clive,’ Cecilia said, giving him a look. ‘It’s understandable she’s nervous. Let me talk you through it, Priya.’ She was speaking calmly. There was logic in her voice.


What was I supposed to do? Believe in it?


Now that the army had declared the war was over, now that some of us were released from the camp, we could walk on the stretch of beach that was considered safe. I held the child’s hand. Cecilia followed behind nervously. If I hadn’t been so sick at heart I might have found this funny. Don’t be frightened, I thought. Land mines are part of life. Like planes in the sky.


‘Look,’ I said, holding that small hand tightly in mine, ignoring the blonde giantess who strode behind us, ‘look at the sea!’ Will she remember it in the long, cold years to come? When she becomes a woman? When her hair, so short and curly now, winnows in the wind?


‘Of course she will,’ Cecilia said.


And now those years have begun. Somewhere high up in the sky, among the clouds.


‘Will she be able to see out of the window?’ I ask Clive.


He does not answer; perhaps he cannot hear me because the sea breeze whips my words away.


‘Close the window a little,’ he says, but his voice is no longer harsh.


A small boy in a sarong runs across the sand. He flies a kite up towards the vapour trail in the sky. I wish I were that kite so that I might see the wing lights of the aeroplane.


‘I told you, Priya, her plane has left our airspace.’


‘It is not her plane. It is not our airspace. Why do you say these things, Clive? Have you forgotten we are nobodies?’ 


Clive looks at my feet. ‘You can have a pair of shoes now, Priya,’ he says, and then he pulls a sour face.


Yes, Clive, even you are ashamed of what all of you have made me do. For bribe money, for safety, for a better chance of life.
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