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We live, not as we wish to, but as we can

MENANDER

(GREEK DRAMATIST, 342–291 BC)

One had a lovely face,

And two or three had charm,

But charm and face were in vain

Because the mountain grass

Cannot but keep the form

Where the mountain hare has lain.

W. B. YEATS
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Learning to paint a fresco


Last night I dreamt I was in Talaimannar again. With the ancient lighthouse casting yellow stripes across the water and the rock rising steeply against the sky. The sea was calm and Adam’s Bridge was clearly visible in the dusk. In my dream Good triumphed over the demon Ravana and I saw once again the rutted lane that led, through a thicket of trees, to the old beloved place. Through the unlatched gate I went, followed by I know not whose footsteps, with the scent of lotus flowers all around me. Towards the lighted house I walked with steady gaze and saw again the rattan roof on which the rain had tattooed out a sweet, sad song of childhood memory. When I woke my face was wet.


‘I want to find my daughter,’ I cry.


In spite of all my efforts, my voice comes out in a whine. It is morning. Grey and dull. And we are sitting in a windowless room where neglect and cigarette smoke and lavatories stifle the air. Someone has repainted the walls. Beneath the mango green there are hints of a Venetian red. Away from nature, green holds no attractions. On one wall I notice a mark, dark and strangely shaped. I stare at it. Normally I would wait behind bullet-proof glass for my visitor. But you are no normal visitor. Glancing sideways at you, I see a thin, tall woman in a trouser suit. Someone I would never have noticed in a crowd. I expect you could say the same thing of me. We have shaken hands briefly, a formality that does nothing to reassure me. My hands tremble. As I watch, you pick a small thread from the sleeve of your jacket. It is red like your bag. Red like the colour in the painting.


You are silent after my outburst; hands resting on the table, hardly moving. A door bangs and then another door bangs in some other part of the building. They bang as though there is a sea breeze somewhere. I hear faint footsteps fading into nothing. I must focus.


‘Don’t you see? I am her father,’ I say. ‘Please. You must help me.’


There is no hiding my desperation. After everything that has been said about me for months, the shocking nature of my crime, my supposedly inscrutable air, all that bravado begins to crumble. I search your face for a hint of pity. Please, I think, please. And then I am talking, talking. As if speech alone can save me.


‘My name is Lynton Rasanagium,’ I tell you. ‘Don’t bother with the Lynton. People call me Ras. I am fifty years old.’


Far away in some corner of my mind I hear the sea. Soft as a sung lullaby.


‘I am here because of a series of unfortunate events for which I am only partly to blame.’


No, wait, that’s not right.


‘I am to blame for what I did, but understand this: every act has a past. Events don’t materialise from nowhere.’


Maybe I will have to die before this becomes an acknowledged fact. Why are you shaking your head?


‘Let me finish.’


You stare unblinkingly, without the slightest movement in the muscles on your face. I have to control myself as best I can in order to stop the feeling of dizziness that has been dogging me for weeks. This takes effort and I’m weak through lack of sleep.


‘Call me Elizabeth,’ you say, in a clipped voice, cutting me short.


The edges of your mouth tighten.


‘And let me give you these to sign, first.’


You hand me two pieces of paper and point to the crosses on them. I sign.


‘Now,’ you say. ‘We don’t have an awful lot of time. There are just four weeks before your hearing and this charge of theft is of a serious nature. So we need to concentrate quite hard.’


Once a thief always a thief, I think. Where have I heard that before? The papers are calling me a terrorist. I shake my head. Terrorism is another matter. I know the law has provided me with your service, but actually, the only thing I’m interested in is seeing my beloved daughter again.


‘Can you get her to visit me?’


‘I will try,’ you say. ‘But your case is a serious one, so let’s not waste time.’


I am silenced, momentarily.


‘All I need is for you to deliver this letter,’ I say, pushing it towards you. ‘And maybe you could send her an e-mail as well?’ Please.


‘The truth is,’ I continue, following my own train of thought, ‘most people who commit crimes aren’t bad in any clear way.’


After I was denied bail things changed and the media, who had hardly noticed me before, began their campaign of hate.


‘One small mistake leads to a bigger mess. And then, before you know how it happened, you find yourself in big trouble.’ You frown.


‘What you did was hardly a small mistake. It wasn’t shoplifting,’ you say sarcastically, your mouth tight.


‘But can’t you understand how it could happen?’ I persist. You say nothing. Then suddenly you make a small movement of impatience and instantly I am frightened again.


‘Wait, wait; don’t go. I’m sorry. I don’t want to waste your time, I promise. I need your help. Just listen for a minute, please.’


See how quickly I start pleading, how easily I am derailed. You hesitate.


‘Mr Rasanagium,’ you say with some difficulty. ‘Ras, I have some questions that need urgent answers. It is important you answer them as best you can. I understand your concerns about your daughter and I will pass your letter to her. I will also e-mail her. I will do all these things for you, but you must see, I’m not here to discuss your daughter.’


I am stunned.


‘I need to know the reasons, in your own words, as to why you stole the painting,’ you continue. ‘Take your time. Begin with your childhood, if you like. It’s always good to have a context. But we have to focus on my questions.’


You mean something else, of course. People seldom say what they mean.


‘I am a stubborn person,’ I say, slowly, refusing to be bullied, wanting to go back to the beginning in my own way. ‘Both superstitious and occasionally religious.’


You shift your feet.


‘Some might say I am unforgiving,’ I add. ‘That I bear grudges. Certainly, it is true, I cannot forget past injustice.’


You are looking at your hands. Then you raise your head and there is a sudden flash of colour. Your eyes are extraordinary. They look as if they have been ground from the pigment lazuli. I was told that in this joyless place you are one of the few people on my side.


‘When I was a child I lived with my mother and my brother Sam. My uncles lived in a large house nearby with my grandparents. I had four cousins. Three of them were boys.’


Instantly you start writing furiously, head bent. I gaze at you and remember our house. There was no glass in the windows. Only bars. This being the tropics, the air needed to circulate freely. Sometimes small birds would lose their way and fly in before disappearing swiftly out again with a soft confused flutter. Why do you sit so unnaturally still, Elizabeth?


‘My father had died. The circumstances of his death were never talked about. I remember him only vaguely and any questions I asked were always met with silence. So that was the first puzzle in my life.’


‘Yes,’ you say, without looking up, indifferently. ‘Go on.’


‘Listen, people have heard all the stories about the Sri Lankan Jaffna Tamils. They are bored by them. So all I’m going to say is this: Sri Lanka is in a mess, but if you book the right package tour and are interested in cricket the place is fine for a holiday. Just don’t delve too deeply.’


‘I know something about Sri Lanka,’ you tell me.


Ah, yes! My ex-wife Helen would have mentioned it. Distracted, I begin to imagine Helen’s quiet, reasonable voice, painting me in the light that best suited her.


‘Ras and his brother escaped long before the bloodbath,’ she would have said. ‘They were the lucky ones. Really, Ras had nothing to complain about.’


If only it were that simple.


‘Eventually,’ I say, struggling to stay calm, ‘after my grandparents and the girl cousin died of dysentery in the government camps, the rest of us, my brother and my male cousins, escaped, one by one, bearing the label, Lucky Ones.’


You stop writing. Your expression is unreadable. I try to breathe more slowly, speak carefully, keeping all hysteria out of my voice. Despair creeps over me.


‘I was the only one to marry an English girl, the only one to have a child.’


Far away in some distant corner of my mind I hear jazz being played jauntily on the piano. Lola, I think. My Lo La, do you ever think of me, now? I used to sing your name to make you fall asleep.


‘When she was born,’ I say, ‘in those first five years of her life I used to tell her a story every night without fail. I called them my thousand and one tales from the Indian Ocean. It drove Helen crazy!’


Perhaps this was the beginning of our inevitable roll towards divorce. I stop speaking. The truth is, I have never seen a mixed marriage that works. But that’s another story.


‘To begin with, Helen and I loved Lola in equal parts, like besotted fools. Lola was utterly beautiful.’


I look at you but you say nothing. Again I notice your blue eyes. Like sharpened steel.


‘But after some time, a year or two, Helen started to get jealous of my slave-like adoration of the child. She began to scold my Lola for almost nothing. This angered me. I had not yet started the affair that would cause me to leave Helen, but I’m sure her treatment of Lola didn’t help our relationship.’


You look at your watch. It is time for you to leave.


Before your second visit I make a drawing of a black beetle. Across its back I draw a deep red line. Then I draw a knife. But someone steals the drawing.


‘Why a painting?’ you ask, as soon as you open your notebook. ‘What on earth made you think you could get away with stealing it?’


I am struck by the abruptness of your voice. Actually, I want to ask you a question, too. Since your visit I’ve been feeling very suspicious of you.


‘Did you really send her the e-mail you promised? And give her my letter?’


‘I did,’ you say. ‘And her words were, “Tell him to go to hell.”’


I slump in my chair. That’s her, all right. We … her mother and I, brought her up to be forthright.


‘Why a painting?’ you repeat, the edge returning to your voice.


And you tap your pen on the table.


‘Before my family was killed I wanted to be a painter,’ I say, ignoring you.


Everyone was busy involved in the war. Either they were for it and wanted to fight, or they were against it and wanted to heal the sick. I was too young to have an opinion and in any case I had my eyes focused elsewhere.


‘Where others saw blood and injustice, I saw things that were broken.’


‘How do you mean?’


I hesitate, wanting to describe the feelings that used to envelop me whenever I watched the sunlight pouring onto the bullet holes in the walls.


‘I used to notice light,’ I say, finally. ‘On the ground, slipping into cracks, spilling over destroyed buildings.’


There is a silence. You don’t understand, of course. Eventually I say, ‘I used to think a wall could look beautiful even with chipped and peeling paint, with holes in it.’


I smile, forgetting who you are and you look solemnly back at me. The mark on the wall glows, unexpectedly.


‘There are holes in the brickwork of the Ducal Palace,’ you volunteer suddenly, and I agree, surprised.


You are referring to the place from where I stole the painting. Neither of us can think of anything more to say after that. ‘So, why did you steal it?’ you ask, relentlessly.


I swallow. To make you understand, I have to go back to the beginning. To the day I stole some paints from my classroom. On that morning there had been no school and I sneaked into the bombed-out church nearby and painted a picture of a flock of red birds. I have always loved the colour red. I think perhaps because the earth in Jaffna is red.


When the teacher found out he came to find me.


‘Why have you done this?’ he asked. ‘Why have you stolen from what little we have?’


I was silent, the truth being I didn’t know why.


‘Tell me,’ the teacher said, shaking my arm, hard.


He was a man with a reputation for a temper.


‘I don’t know, sir. I just thought that if everyone died in the war people would still come and look at the painting.’


I said the first thing that came into my head. Really, I was more worried about saving my skin. But the teacher was looking at me in a very strange way. Suddenly he turned his back and stared out towards the sea.


‘Sir, you’re hurting my arm.’


‘All right,’ he agreed, letting go of me. ‘But next time, don’t just take the paints. Ask me, first. Don’t be a thief.’


‘Yes, sir,’ I said, relieved. ‘Can I go now?’


‘In a minute,’ he said. ‘First let’s take a look at your handiwork!’


We walked towards the rubble. The statue of Our Lady had no head or arms and some of her body had been destroyed, too. But you could still see who she was by her clothes. We stood looking at my painting.


‘Not so bad,’ the teacher said, eventually, adding softly, ‘you have used the colours of Fra Angelico.’


I had no idea who Fra Angelico was. Overhead the sun had moved sharply through the leaves of a tamarind tree and a bird stirred in it. I grinned, for the danger seemed to have passed. The teacher pretended to hit me across the head.


‘Don’t do this again,’ he said. ‘Remember: once a thief, always a thief.’


But the heat had gone out of his voice.


‘Now we’re going to find your grandparents,’ he said. ‘Let’s see what they will say when they hear about the things you’ve been getting up to! And I can see I’m going to have to give you a much needed lesson on how to paint on walls. It’s called the art of fresco painting!’


I do another drawing today. It is of a hand. Like the hand of the angel in Fra Angelico’s Annunciation. I wait all day, but towards the end of the morning when there is no sign of you I think, oh well, you’ve lost interest. Then, finally, you arrive. I notice you are breathless. And you give me a small, tight smile.


‘Right,’ you say. ‘Where were we?’


‘Long afterwards,’ I tell you, ‘after we lost everything, we fled, my brother Sam and I, like Jews from a camp, or bees from smoke.’


Running for our lives, grateful for that unmarked door out of Paradise. There was nothing – nothing, you understand – we believed we would miss. I look around this room we sit in and shake my head. Relativity is like the sun; sometimes it illuminates one place, sometimes another.


‘You have to experience real horror to understand the manner of our leaving,’ I say.


‘I’d like to go to the East,’ you say, and something in me snaps. ‘There is no magic in a country that has been at war for as long as mine has,’ I tell you.


My voice is harsh.


‘Even the women are robbed of their mystery and shrivel in the blistering aftermath of conflict.’


I have silenced you.


‘I dreamt of a flock of green, raucous birds, last night,’ I continue. ‘They were pecking the black seeds from rotting fruit. I dreamt of black magic and bright colours, and death. Before I woke.’


‘I can’t stay long today,’ you tell me briskly. ‘Obviously you’ve always loved looking at paintings. Is this why you wanted a job at the National Gallery?’


A love of painting has been my curse, I think.


‘That was chance.’


‘Tell me about this … chance.’


Do you really enjoy doing this all day, Elizabeth? What is it like to observe a man in a cage? Self-pity descends like a shroud over me as I speak. I must resist.


‘I was just an attendant, you know,’ I say. ‘A floor-walker, a nobody who made sure the public behaved. I wasn’t expected to care about the paintings. That was my luck, a bonus.’


‘And you were there for almost twelve years.’


I nod. You start gathering up your things. Elizabeth, I want to say, life isn’t easy to pin down. You pause. There is some uncertainty in your face.


‘Well, we seem to have strayed away from the point, again,’ you say, finally. ‘I’m sorry, I’m going to have to go. But tomorrow we must get back to your childhood in Jaffna. And I want to hear about your mother.’


You have no idea how those words wrench at my skin, how they rip away at the wound. Raw flesh exposed as though it were yesterday. I open my mouth to speak, but you hold up your hand.


‘Tomorrow,’ you say.


And then you leave, before I can ask again about Lola.
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A blinding light

You are late. I have been waiting. To wait is the fate of the accused, I suppose. So I can’t complain. This morning you wear a dress instead of your usual severe trouser suit. I see it move under your dark coat when you shift in your chair. A soft blue, like your eyes today. I am struck by the loveliness of the colour. Your eyes are your best feature, I want to say. Naturally, I don’t. Maybe I’m saving the compliment for a more needy moment. An awkward silence comes to sit between us. The mark on the wall seems to have changed colour. It has become a darker green, like the underside of a leaf, washed by an invisible rain. For a moment I am distracted, but then I return to my chief concern. Still no word from Lola. I am compelled to ask the question once more. Where is she? Why doesn’t she reply to your message? Is she upset? Just a little, even? Tell me.

‘No,’ you say, shaking your head. ‘Sorry.’

Brutality. You deal in it; perhaps even enjoy it. One needs a thick skin in these circumstances.

‘Wasn’t she even slightly curious?’

‘No,’ you say, again.

Your voice sounds kind enough, but I know how quickly patience runs out.

‘Let’s focus on your childhood, again,’ you say. ‘Let’s start with your mother.’

But focusing has never been easy, I think. And most of my childhood passed in a dream. I move my eyes away from the corner of the room where a small pile of dust seems to have gathered since I was last here. Then I look you full in the face. I want you to understand the effort this takes. Ah! Lola, I think. Lo La. Wasn’t it only yesterday that she was four years old? I used to carry her in my arms, wrapped in a towel after her bath, giggling and wriggling, a slippery mermaid returning to her green bedroom. I remember she chose green.

‘Is this the colour of the mango tree in your Jaffna garden, Daddy?’ she asked, and although I could no longer remember that particular tree, I nodded.

‘Yes, darling,’ I said.

In spite of her mother’s wishes, we painted it the tender green she wanted.

‘She’ll hate it in a few days,’ Helen warned, but it was worth the risk. Lola. Lola, flesh of my flesh.

‘The need to dream saved me from what was going on,’ I say, eventually, staring at the wall.

We sit for what seems like ages, encased in an unbroken silence, and I tell you, ‘Ma used to laugh and say, “Look, he’s dreaming, again!”’

You look steadily at me. And take a deep breath as if you too feel the lack of oxygen in here.

‘I have a clear memory of my mother.’

With no warning, I am back in Jaffna, age five, sitting on the step while she prepares our food. Three red chillies strung against an uncut lime dangle from the door handle; she had hung them there to ward off evil.

‘Ma,’ I say, ‘you look pretty.’

It has been raining on and off all day, but now it has stopped. There are puddles of plummeting sunlight on the ground.

I suppose the humidity must have shot up, because she has opened the back door to let some air in.

I have come in from the back yard, where I was playing with Sam.

‘Go and wash your hands,’ she says, giving me a funny look.

When I come back, I see she is crying, but I have got used to her crying like this, suddenly, and for no reason. It no longer alarms me.

‘What’s for dinner?’ I ask.

All over the world, children ask the same, simple question. The poignancy of it does not strike you until the day the question stops. For by then, either the giver of food has vanished, or the child no longer exists.

‘Sit down and you’ll see,’ Ma says.

I stop talking, gripped in a vice of memories; cramped by them.

‘Go on,’ you say, your voice nudging me. ‘I’m listening.’

Trying not to be angered by your flat English voice, avoiding your eyes, I tell you. Ma was a small woman. The saris she wore were bright once but too much washing and hanging out in the scorching sun had made them fade.

‘The East can make everything fade,’ I say.

You make no comment, simply move your foot, restlessly. We return to our earlier silence. Then I force the years apart, once more.

‘Every morning Ma washed the sari from the day before and hung it on the line.’

The sun shot an arrow of light through the damp, threadbare fabric, falling in a rainbow on the ground. I liked to stand in that pool of colour and watch my hands and legs change as though I was a chameleon. It would be many years before I heard the word chiaroscuro.

We ate the same food every day. Rice with stones in it, if we were lucky, and some dhal and chillies. Ma warned us to eat slowly and carefully so as not to break our teeth.

‘There are no dentists I can take you to,’ she told us.

By five I knew already we did not belong to God’s chosen people. Dentists were for the children God wanted to keep smiling.

There is one night that stands out clearer than all the rest. A night full of stars and a heart full of childhood happiness. ‘What happened?’ you ask, and I laugh.

‘Nothing. Nothingness happened!’ I say.

Ma stroked my hair as I ate. She kissed the top of my head. She did the same to my brother even though he shrugged her off, irritated.

I knew he wasn’t really angry but showing her that he cared was too difficult for him.

‘I was made in a different way to Sam,’ I tell you, quietly. Touch was what I craved, so when she kissed me I grinned and swung my legs.

‘My love for Ma was simpler and I didn’t mind who saw it.’

I pause, unable to go on. Pictures from that night travel towards me from a million miles, like stardust from some other universe. Ma washing plates, wiping her hands on a spotless cloth. Taking us by the hand and walking along the lighted lane, hoping against hope that Father might return.

‘When I met Helen,’ I tell you, ‘I foolishly thought that at last I could give up the ghost of Ma.’

Covering my feelings from myself for so long had become a burden and Helen, I hoped, would release me from this burden. That was another of my big mistakes.

‘On that night, I sat at the yellow Formica table in my short-sleeved shirt, eating from my favourite plate. All I felt was an intense, unaccountable happiness.’

I know now it was simply the contentment of a healthy child. Ma was with us and I was eating. There was no more to it than that. The light bulb made the blue of the walls as brilliant as a kingfisher’s wing. A black spider crawled like a shadow up to the rafters. We helped ourselves to more food. No one could cook like Ma. Somehow she managed to make the dhal taste different each day. Before he disappeared, our father grew onions and there were still some plants left in the ground that came up each year. Ma would dig them up and fry them until they were brown and crisp and almost burnt. Then she would sprinkle a little oil and salt over them. She would slice a few chillies and, now and then, there might be dried Maldive fish, or some coconut. She was planning to make our onion plants last a long time. She didn’t say how long a ‘long time’ was.

Ma liked watching us eat. She used to say it made all her hard work worthwhile. Looking back, I see that cooking for us and cleaning the house were the only creative things left to her. Everything else had been taken away. Father, the large garden we used to have, the piano. We were nobody now. Ma’s brothers and our grandparents wanted us to move in with them, but Ma refused every time. She wanted to stay where we were in case Father came home. I remember there were lots of arguments on the subject.

‘I want the boys to have as normal a time as they can,’ she told our uncles, who told her she was crazy.

Normal didn’t exist, they said. What on earth did she mean? Sometimes Sam would laugh too, as if he was on the side of the uncles. Then Ma would look as if she were going to cry and I would feel a piece of my heart tearing. I would stand as close to her as I could in order to offer her what comfort I could.

‘I am cursed with a photographic memory,’ I tell you, now. ‘On the night I told Ma how pretty she looked, she had been arguing with her brothers again. Our grandfather was worrying about the three of us and had sent them to plead with Ma to bring us to Chichin Road. But Ma remained adamant. She would wait for our father to return.’

That day there had been no school, so I was at home. I heard every word of the conversation.

‘Chitra, you are being unbelievably selfish,’ Uncle Harold said. ‘Can’t you see how vulnerable the boys are here? They could be snatched at any moment,’ Uncle Rubin said.

There was a pain in my chest.

‘He’s not coming back, Chitra. Why can’t you accept it?’

Ma shook her head. Her face had become closed. Immediately I went and stood beside her. Showing solidarity. Shut up, I wanted to shout. And then Uncle Percy, seeing my face, said quietly, ‘Let her be. Leave them alone. Who knows when the vans might come for any of us? Who knows if it is safer in our house? These might be their last days all together. So leave them, leave them.’

After they had gone, their cups of tea undrunk, Ma turned to me and smiled a wobbly smile. She had won another small victory. Her freedom remained hers for a few more days.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and dig up an onion.’

I understood she wanted to make our evening meal a special one. To make up for all the upset.

In the yard I drew a line in the earth with a stick while she fetched water from the well.

‘What are you doing?’ Sam asked, coming out.

He had been re-reading the comics our father had given him on his last birthday. Sam read fast and well in three languages. He was clever and hated not being able to go to school. Bored and unhappy, he used to fight with me simply for something to do. Whenever this happened, Ma would take him aside and talk to him. She never raised her voice like the other women in our street. She used to say there were enough angry Tamils in the world. She wouldn’t join them. But when she was out of sight, Sam could do what he wanted.

‘Why are you making a mess with the dust?’ he asked, trying to take the stick from me.

All the time our uncles had been in the house Sam had stayed out of the way. I sensed he was angry about something, but I knew it was no use asking him.

‘It’s a drawing,’ I said. ‘I’m going to draw the chittadowa.’ ‘What for? What’s the use of drawing it on the earth? The rain will wash it away.’

I looked at him, puzzled, not knowing how to tell him it didn’t matter. That simply drawing the bird was enough and the memory of what I was doing was all I would ever have anyway. But I hardly had the thoughts, let alone the words. Sam was laughing at me.

‘Idiot Ras! Idiot Ras!’

And he smudged the line. I watched his bare foot. My bird had been broken before I could finish it. Ma, coming back with the water, saw our faces and knew something wasn’t right.

‘What are you doing, Sam?’ she asked in English.

She always spoke in English when she was angry.

‘Why do you look upset, Ras?’

We were both silent. I did not want to betray my brother. Ma looked from one to the other and sighed.

‘Sam, son, leave him alone. Go and water the vegetables for me, will you?’

She gave him the bucket and smiled down at me. She was wearing her pale green sari. Her other one had been drying in the sun all day and she would iron it later. She was wearing the earrings that Father had given her at her last birthday when she had turned twenty-three. I thought she looked beautiful, just like Our Lady. Sometimes when she made us say the rosary at night or if we were able to go to church, I would close my eyes and dream that Ma was God and could make everything better again. ‘Were you doing a drawing, Ras?’ she asked.

I nodded and she nodded back. Satisfied.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Then finish it.’

I watched her back as she went into the kitchen. She walked as gracefully as the young girls in our school. The thought flashed across my mind that Father would have loved to see her as she was just now. Then I bent my head and drew the chittadowa. Quickly, before Sam returned to torment me.

‘I have no idea when this happened,’ I tell you, Elizabeth. ‘What time of year, how long it was since our father was taken away in the night. All I know is that later that evening it rained and Ma rushed out to bring the washing in, calling both my brother and me to help. I remember burying my face in the dry clothes and smelling the scent of bone-dry sunlight caught in its web of cotton. I remember the hiss of Ma’s iron as she folded and smoothened the cloth. I remember her hands moving swiftly and the light catching the sovereign gold of the wedding ring she still wore. I remember the chittadowa singing. If each of us is defined by a single moment in our lives, then this was that moment for me.’

‘Ras,’ I imagine her saying now, kindly, firmly, ‘did you do something bad? Oh, Ras, tell me, quickly.’

And I would tell her, twisting my fingers together, so that she would bend down and untangle them and hold them in hers. And the touch of her hand would calm me and make me brave once more.

I stop speaking, overwhelmed by a rush of memory. You are staring at me, Elizabeth. I stare back at you. You look away. What game are we playing, I wonder. I continue.

‘Ras,’ Ma used to say. ‘You don’t have to do everything your brother tells you to. He can be wrong, you know.’

She would turn her dark eyes on me and force me to look at her. And I would hear her bangles jangle and move as if they were dancing in the air around her head. And then she would say what she always said, even on the anniversary of Father’s disappearance with her face swollen with crying:

‘Ras, Ras, you mustn’t join in with the others. You must be different. There is too much anger amongst the Tamils. The world has forgotten us because of our anger.’

And she would cry a little, but she would hug me, too. Ma, I think, on this ruined day, so many, many years later. So many, many thousand miles in another direction, in a place where I no longer have the ability to know if it might be raining or not … Ma, I am thinking of you.

The bell rings. The hour is over. I climb up through the crater you made me conjure up, leaving the smouldering past. Now that I have started, I want to continue.

‘Write it down,’ you say, nodding.

I suppose you mean to be encouraging, but desolation lies across me like a knife.

‘I can’t come tomorrow. But write it down and you can give it to me at our next meeting,’ you say again.

I stare at you, unable to think who the devil you are. A woman with scraps of a Titian sky in her eyes. I watch as you walk away, back to whatever your life is. We are nothing to each other, Elizabeth, I think. But I will write it down.

F for foxgloves, G for geraniums, H for hollyhocks, I write. That was how I learnt the English alphabet at school. Luckily there were pictures of these flowers, or else I wouldn’t have known what they looked like. There are no foxgloves or geraniums or hollyhocks in Jaffna. I said the words over and over again out loud, and then fixed them in my mind with other words that made more sense. F for Frangipani, G for Gecko and H for Hoppers …

I hand my homework to you at our next meeting. Then, even before you can ask, I continue where I left off.

‘Because the school was often closed, Ma decided to teach me to read, herself.’ She would stand beside me, pointing out the words with a thin ecekl stick, the pleats of her sari moving gently as she talked to me.

‘Write it for me, Ras,’ she used to say. ‘Join the dots. No, not like that. Yes, that’s better. Good boy!’

Her words are fixed for ever. Love, once given, I suppose, can never be erased.

‘Come, darling, let’s do it again. Until you are perfect.’

I stop speaking and there it is once more. The faded sari billowing out on the washing line in a glimmering arc and the gust of cool air passing over my face.

‘Then, when I stopped the daily practice of thinking about her, when years had passed, when other horrors had overlaid that of her death, I came to believe that forgetting was easiest,’ I say.

Only now do I know there is no such thing as forgetting. One simply has a lull; a small void, before the past rises like waves from the ocean bed.

After the night which I describe, there was a pause. I have no way of saying how many days or weeks passed. It was the monsoon season once more. That much I remember. The smell of a patch of red earth soaked with dusty rain was a joy to everyone. Because of the shelling, the school was again closed and Sam was bored.

‘How am I going to learn anything?’ he complained.

I didn’t care. I loved hanging around Ma.

‘My shadow!’ she smiled at me.

The house was always spotless, I remember.

‘We must keep it tidy,’ she told us.

The implication, never spoken but always present, was that Father might return at any moment.

‘Uncle Percy thinks she’s mad,’ Sam scoffed, when we were alone at night in our shared room. ‘He’s never coming back.’

I refused to rise to the bait. Secretly I prayed he would return.

‘People who get taken in the white van never return,’ Sam told me.

‘What if they come for us?’

It was a question I thought about on and off. The terror and the morbid fascination lived with me constantly.

‘They won’t get me,’ Sam said, grinding his teeth. ‘I’ll bite them.’

‘I’ll bite them too,’ I said.

There was a pause. I heard Sam turning over in his bed. The light in the hall had been switched off. Ma was going to bed, her footsteps, the soft swish of her sari, that small boy’s symbol of safety, drew nearer. As she approached our room she paused and listened. Then she came in quietly and leaned over each of us in turn. And kissed us.

‘Go to sleep,’ she murmured. ‘Stop talking and sleep, my little birds.’

Although we pretended sleep, there was no fooling her. She laughed softly and pulled shut the curtain that acted as our door, and went out. Sam waited until she was out of earshot.

‘You won’t be able to bite,’ he whispered. ‘You’ve still only got baby teeth.’

But then when I said nothing, he added uneasily, ‘I suppose I’ll have to bite for you.’

You are smiling, Elizabeth, but your presence is irrelevant, for now my memories are unstoppable.

Listen. It was an ordinary night of tropical splendour with starlight falling on the edge of the sea. Night clip-clopping through our shanty town with her awful magic in tow, intent on leaving some in sleep and taking others to places of no return. Silent, black-bandaged night, with its army boots treading carelessly across our lives, kicking a random dog that barked at the seaweed tossed on the beach. When my wind-ruffled eyelids fluttered into wakefulness and I called out, Ma appeared instantly by my side.

After such a night as this we awoke as noisy as birds. It was not for us to know we had finished our last refreshing sleep. That day, like all the others, cracked open under a sky so blue that, at the army checkpoint, an off-duty boy soldier flew a kite and was court-martialled for disobedience. Excited, we noticed everything with only half an eye, for on this particular morning we were at last able to go to school.

‘Good! Good!’ Sam said, satisfied.

‘Eat your curd, Ras,’ Ma said. ‘And then I’ll comb your hair.’ ‘Hurry up,’ Sam ordered, frowning. ‘I want to be early.’

Ma kissed us good-bye. We each had a tin box with our lunch in it. Green, red and scratched gold.

‘Look after your brother,’ Ma told Sam.

Then she went in.

That morning was a basketful of noises. Motorbikes and cycle bells jingled against each other. We passed the railway station. Skeletal plants grew in the cracks on the platform, grateful for the chance of a neglected life. There had been no trains since the army bombed the railway line two years previously. We passed the marketplace, where the shops were opening up their shutters. An army man was checking IDs. Another soldier pointed his gun at the people being checked. Sam walked determinedly past, looking neither right nor left.

‘Come on,’ he said quietly. ‘Keep up.’

‘I can’t,’ I said.

He glared at me.

‘Yes, you can. Hurry.’

There was suppressed panic in his voice. It slid off his face in drops. We were in this together. I walked a little faster although I didn’t want to do everything he told me. He was so nearly the boss and the trick was judging which of his orders were important and which were not.

‘Ras,’ Sam warned.

He sounded a bit like Ma, and this alarmed me. We hurried on, our satchels heavy against our shoulders.

School was not as we had left it. After the shelling, part of the roof had caved in.

‘Never mind, children,’ the teacher said, as we stared openmouthed at the rafters. ‘Let’s get on with our studies. That is the thing that matters.’

The morning wore itself like a beautiful piece of cloth and, before we knew it, it was lunchtime. I sat under the shade of a murunga tree and ate the patties Ma had made the night before. They were delicious. If only she had given me one more, I wished. Tonight I would remember to tell her that, because I was bigger now, I needed more to eat. I drank some water from my bottle and then decided to go in search of Sam. After lunch the whole school was to have PE drill and then the day would be over. I had traded one of my tin trucks for a tank with another boy and I wanted to show it to Sam. I could see him sitting with a group of older boys. They were playing marbles.

‘Sam,’ I called, ‘look. See what I’ve got.’

I had got the tank knowing he would want it, hoping he would give me one of his comics in exchange. But I knew I must not seem too eager.

‘Sam,’ I called again, hurrying across the compound.

I saw one of the other boys nudge him and say something. Sam looked up and in that fraction of an instant, a blinding light streaked across the sky. I saw my brother’s mouth move as if in song, but I never heard what he said. The noise of the plane, flying so low, the afternoon sun cutting through the shade, drowned all else. Everyone was screaming and running in all directions.

‘Sam,’ I screamed. ‘Sam, Sam, Sam …’

I went on screaming for a very long time and then when all noise had stopped and Sam had found me, things went into such slow motion that I had to struggle to adjust. Sam had turned blue, his mouth was grotesque and his eyes were full of light. When I could understand him at last I learnt that the bomb the army had dropped had fallen on our house. Killing Ma.

What was left there, inside our home, was so horrible that the people who came to clear up, the ambulance men, the neighbours, were sick at the sight and wanted to get rid of the thing as quickly as possible. Someone, our grandfather, perhaps, went to identify Ma. But they couldn’t do that, either. There wasn’t anything left to fit together into any kind of face. Shadows swarmed through the wreckage, bringing its own peculiar, vibrating darkness. For Ma had been chosen, picked out by her Karma, to pay the price for the existence of the Tamil Tigers.
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A young boy with an old man’s eyes

‘Where have you been, Elizabeth? It’s been nearly a week.’

Every day at visiting time, no matter what, I can’t help waiting for my name to be called, to be taken from my cell and led downstairs. One constant visitor is all I need. It means that someone outside cares about me. And this gets me through the night and into the next day.

You tell me you’ve had a cold, but I think this was just an excuse for staying away. You look flustered. Have you been walking very fast? I ask because your hair quivers, as though it is a kind of liquid. I wait while you settle yourself, your red bag placed hastily on the table. Files, reading glasses, pen. I watch as you take out a small handkerchief and blow your nose. Your fingers are slender like a young girl’s. Then I search your face for news of Lola.

‘Has she contacted you yet?’ I ask.

‘No.’

‘Will you e-mail her, again?’

‘No. Let her take her time.

Pestering is pointless.’

Pestering my own daughter? Is that what it has come to?

‘Don’t be touchy,’ you say. ‘What I meant was, let her think about the e-mail I sent. Let her think about your letter, too. Let her come because she wants to, not because she’s forced. There’s a lot of stuff about you in the papers at the moment. Give her time.’

Stuff? I don’t care about the newspapers. There is more than one way of reporting the truth. Lo-la, Lo-la, I want to cry, like a man playing a musical scale. Lola, my child. Have you forgotten your father?

‘Continue,’ you say.

I look at you with a flash of loathing. The blue eyes are no compensation this morning. You take out your notebook, obsessed with recording my every word. What good will it do? Our interrogation room is quiet today and the small pile of dirt in the corner has been swept away. But there are traces of cigarettes, little flicks of ash, on this table. The cleaning has been done with an inefficient hand and I notice the walls are not really mango green after all. How could I have got that so wrong?

‘What happened next?’ you ask, softly.

‘I see this story is to your liking,’ I say.

A misery memoir that can be read like A Book at Bedtime, in a cultured voice. Something you can tell your friends about afterwards. I imagine you filing your report, adding statistical details, dates, times. Isn’t that right? The walls are in fact grey.

‘No,’ you say, very quietly, so quietly that I am forced to lean forward in order to catch your words.

And it is at that moment, caught off guard, that I find myself disturbed by the scent of your perfume. It’s been a long time since I thought about such things. What’s that you say? Let me answer your question in another way.

‘Of course it was terrible. I was only five. Losing your mother is one of life’s inevitable sorrows, but if she is old and ill, if she is suffering, if she has had some happiness … well then, you accept this as her fate. You know that all she has given you will guide you through the rest of your days. And somehow, because of this, you can go on to create the life she wanted you to have. But my mother did not have such luxury.’

I am looking at my hands as I speak. I feel the heat of a long-forgotten anguish burn my palms and, all of a sudden, I sense rather than see your sympathy. This, coupled with your scent, confuses me. Someone is rearranging the furniture in my head. The mark on the wall has shrunk. It has taken the shape of an insect in flight.

‘Ma walked with the step of a young girl,’ I tell you, slowly. ‘There was so much life in her still, so much longing. How could one single bomb, randomly dropped, have wiped out so much, so instantly?’

The voices of the dead are like a wing beat in my head. The sky had been waiting, unbeknown to any of us, I think, ready for her star.

‘It was like killing sunlight,’ I say, shaking my head, engulfed by unutterable sadness.

Vivid and embalmed, it reaches me, still, across the years.

In answer to your question, do I remember how I felt, let me tell you: no.

I cannot remember crying.

‘Someone told me I wet the bed for years after.’

But even that I do not recall.

‘Helen once said, soon after we met, she felt as though I was constantly looking at the world the wrong way round. As if I saw it only in reflection.’

And although she kept saying it was impossible for her to get close to me, I never understood, never questioned her. I was too busy listening to the dead whispering to me.

‘To have lived is never enough for the dead,’ I tell you. They need to talk about their lives. It is the eternal duty of the living to listen.

But Helen kept asking me, What happened next?

‘Tell me, tell me,’ Helen used to ask.

Then she would accuse me of hiding things from her. ‘For years, I confess this was exactly what I did.’

The truth was, the pain was such that I needed to put it high up on a shelf. In a place out of reach.

You digest all of this in silence while I sit and stare at the wall, waiting. In the days when I looked at paintings all the time, I used to want to study the colour grey. It helped me make sense of things I would otherwise not understand. Now I no longer have any interest in any of this.

Sam and I drifted apart. The best way of dealing with our smashed lives was to fill them with pretence and we could only do this if we cast ourselves adrift from each other. School continued spasmodically but, apart from the pictures I still drew, I stopped being interested in my studies.

‘We lived with our grandparents for a few more years before we were rounded up during another lengthy killing spree. I was ten by this time. Then, some time later, after the grandparents died, we were moved somewhere else.’

‘Where did you go? How long for?’

I am silent for so long that you look up from your notebook.

‘A camp?’

I nod.

‘What was it like there?’ you ask.

Still I am silent and you repeat the question.

‘People in camps become totally depraved,’ I say, finally.

‘Meaning?’

‘A man there told me that I was a young boy with an old man’s eyes.’

‘What did he mean by that?’

I sigh. You know, I think, wearily. You look at your notes and try a different approach.

‘Tell me about your journey to Britain,’ you ask. ‘How did you get here?’

I shift in my seat. I don’t have to tell you everything.

‘Somebody found the money,’ I say, not looking at you. ‘After we were allowed out of the last camp.’

‘Who?’

I shrug.

‘Just someone.’

‘Are you going to tell me who?’

‘The father of a girl I knew.’

You give me a hard look. The blue of your eyes are chips of ice, but thankfully you leave it at that.

‘We came to Britain on a flight via Malaysia,’ I volunteer.

‘Do you remember leaving?’

‘Yes.’

‘What was that like?’

Again I shrug. Why do you need to ask these useless questions? I am aware of my breathing. The air seems even staler today.

‘How did you feel?’

‘A speck of dust blown by the wind across land and seas can’t tell you how it feels.’

One should not have to consider every breath in this way, I think. Breathing should be a human right. How did I feel? Is this what women ask in order to make sense of their environment?

‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘I felt nothing.’

Loneliness is the immigrant’s sleeping partner, I tell you, without bitterness. It arrives softly, like a lover appearing through evening shadow. Once again I am struggling with this stale air in my lungs. Closing the gate on our life, Sam and I walked away from all we knew. I was nineteen.

‘It was fairly simple,’ I tell you. ‘I don’t think we exchanged more than half a dozen sentences during the whole journey.’

‘Why was that, d’you think?’

Questions, questions. I cannot bear this room a moment longer.

‘Look,’ I cry, ‘find me Lola. Bring her to me. If I can see her, just once … I know everything will be all right.’
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