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In memory of all those who lost their lives or were deeply impacted by the devastating disaster that shook us all on December 26, 2004.


The lives that were lost are irreplaceable; their memories and stories endure, like the ever-moving tide. For those of us who survived, each day is a step forward in carrying the weight of what was taken—a reminder of the lives cut short and the legacy we carry in their honor.


This is my truth, seen through the eyes of a 17-year-old caught in the chaos. It is a journey through fear, grief, and the echoes of that day that have reverberated through the years. What I share here are the memories etched in my heart—the images, emotions, and thoughts that have stayed with me, sometimes unwillingly, over time. Everyone who was there has their own truth. This is mine.


Out of respect for the individuals who stood by me or were present during those harrowing days, I have chosen to alter names and certain personal details. Memories, as they often do, have blurred and shifted over the years, and some parts of this story are told to give clarity where words might otherwise falter.


Let this serve as a collective remembrance—a tribute to the strength we found in one another, even in moments of unimaginable darkness. May the memories of those we lost inspire us with courage and love to continue moving forward.


Jenny Nirs









ONE


My hands trembled as I stared at the blinking Messenger call. I had been anticipating this moment ever since Chamali’s unexpected friend request appeared on my Facebook days ago. Our brief, cautious exchanges had danced around the edges of familiarity, but each notification made time feel as though it had paused—like a thin crack forming in the silence and forgetfulness where I had long hidden my memories of Sri Lanka. Memories I wasn’t sure I was ready to face.


My heart thudded heavily, each beat carrying a rush of conflicting emotions. Should I answer? How does one speak to someone they haven’t spoken to in nearly twenty years? A friendship that had once meant the world now felt like a fragile thread tying me to a past I had deliberately buried.


After returning to Sweden, I had resisted every urge to search for Chamali. Reconnecting with her felt like reopening wounds I had spent years stitching closed. The memories of Sri Lanka were buried deep, sealed away in the unlit corners of my mind—safeguarded, yet ever-present.


Now, staring at the blinking screen, there was no escape. The call was a mirror, reflecting everything I had worked to suppress: the faces of those who hadn’t survived, the terrifying chaos, and the quiet solace I had found in the company of Chamali and her family.


A tear slipped down my cheek before I could stop it. I wiped it away quickly, my fingers hovering over the screen, hesitating. Then, with a sigh that felt like a release, I pressed the button to answer.


December 13, 2004


Skärhamn, Sweden


It was early on Lucia morning, and the sky above the small coastal town of Skärhamn hung heavy and dark, as though the night was reluctant to surrender to the day. The cold stung my cheeks, and the wind tore through the empty streets, a harsh reminder of the Swedish winter we would soon leave behind. I shivered, tugging my sweater tighter around me. Despite layering two thick sweaters, the icy grip of winter still seeped through. My linen pants, meant for the tropical heat awaiting us, were no match for the biting cold, even with tights underneath.


We were traveling light—almost too light, given that we were about to journey across half the globe and be gone for more than a month. Four backpacks stood in a neat row against the wall by the bus stop. They seemed almost comically small, and I felt a twinge of both anticipation and uncertainty. The adventure ahead loomed large, surreal even. Here we were, standing in the quiet heart of familiar Skärhamn, the streets cloaked in night’s shadow, yet within hours we would swap snow and frost for sand and sun. That warmth felt impossibly far away.


The square was still, wrapped in silence. The faint sound of waves brushing against the nearby shore reached my ears, and the dim glow of streetlights cast long, pale streaks on the ground. No cars rumbled by, no other footsteps echoed around us. It was just us—my family and I—poised to leave behind the darkness and chill for something entirely unknown.


“Let’s hope we actually make it there with so little luggage,” Dad muttered, stuffing his hands deeper into his jacket pockets. He eyed his lightly packed backpack and shook his head with a faint look of doubt.


“It’ll be fine,” Mom replied with a reassuring smile. “We’ll pick up what we need once we’re there.”


My brother, Olof, shuffled impatiently, his boots scuffing the frost-bitten ground. His cheeks glowed red from the cold, though his restless energy betrayed his excitement. I followed his gaze to his pocket, where his new iPod was tucked securely. We had both received iPods as early Christmas presents, and they were already loaded with music for the long flight ahead. The sleek, futuristic devices felt like a piece of magic—something to carry us through the hours and make the journey even more thrilling.


"When will the bus arrive?" Olof asked impatiently, his breath visible in the chilly morning air.


"It’s on its way," Mom replied with a thoughtful sigh, her gaze fixed down the dark road. And there, between the houses, we finally saw the faint glow of headlights cutting through the hazy morning mist.


The bus pulled up, its doors creaking open with a mechanical hiss. We loaded our backpacks into the luggage compartment, their dull thuds breaking the stillness, and climbed aboard. The worn seats embraced us with a kind of weary comfort, and soon the windows fogged up with our collective breath. I rested my head against the cold glass, watching the darkness outside gradually soften into the faint blue of dawn, though it was the kind of dawn that felt barely distinguishable from night.


The hum of the bus engine filled the silence as we rolled through the sleeping countryside. The low rumble, steady and rhythmic, seemed to lull everyone into their own thoughts. For me, it felt like the journey had already begun. Even though we were still on Swedish soil, I could feel the pull of the distant warmth waiting on the other side of the world.


When we arrived at Nils Ericson Terminal, the normally bustling hub lay eerily still. In the early morning hours, only a handful of travelers moved about, their rolling suitcases clicking softly against the tiled floors. Christmas decorations hung neatly across the space—red ribbons and sparkling lights glinting against the steel and glass—but instead of feeling festive, the scene reminded me of an empty stage awaiting its players.


We moved quietly through the hall, our steps echoing in the vast emptiness. Olof, always restless, fiddled with his iPod, his fingers brushing against it through his pocket, while Mom and Dad trailed behind, walking calmly with their backpacks slung over their shoulders.


As we passed under the high ceiling, something familiar caught my eye. Hanging among the holiday decorations were large photos of this year’s Lucia candidates, their serene faces gazing down at the terminal below. My steps faltered when I recognized one of them. There, smiling softly from the center of the display, was Emelie, a girl I’d known in middle school. Draped in the traditional white Lucia gown with a crown of lit candles on her head, she seemed frozen in time, a stark contrast to the rushing reality of our morning.


"Isn’t that Emelie?" Mom asked, following my gaze.


I nodded, a small smile tugging at my lips. "Yeah, that’s her. How cool," I murmured, still surprised to see her up there, her image so polished and poised.


"She’s beautiful," Mom said, her voice warm with admiration. "Is she this year’s Lucia?"


"I guess so," I replied with a shrug, though I wasn’t entirely sure. The thought stirred a bittersweet mix of jealousy and admiration. I envied her grace, her voice—something I lacked entirely. I followed my family through the terminal, stealing one last glance at her picture as we moved on, leaving Lucia crowns and snow behind for an adventure I couldn’t yet fully grasp.


We moved on toward the next bus, the biting cold outside giving way to the cozy warmth inside as we headed to Landvetter Airport. The tension began to ease, and the anticipation of what lay ahead grew stronger.


At the airport, we prepared for the first leg of our journey. After passing through security, we boarded our first flight—a small propeller plane bound for Prague. I had imagined one of those grand jets parked on the tarmac, with wide aisles and rows of seats stretching endlessly. Instead, we were met by a plane that looked almost like a toy, its twin propellers humming loudly as we climbed aboard.


The seats were cramped, and the low ceiling made it feel as though the walls were closing in. I felt a flicker of nervousness as I settled into my seat, but it was quickly replaced by a tingle of excitement. Despite its size, this plane was the start of something much bigger—an adventure that had only just begun.


More passengers filed in, and the space felt even tighter. A basketball team filled several rows, their towering frames looking almost comical in the tiny seats. Across the aisle from me, one of the players struggled to fold his legs into the limited space, his knees nearly brushing his chest.


"This plane wasn’t built for us," he muttered to his teammate, who nodded as he too tried to maneuver into a semblance of comfort.


I couldn’t help but stifle a giggle, quickly covering my mouth to hide my amusement. Beside me, Olof leaned over and whispered, "Sometimes it’s nice to be short." His deadpan delivery sent me into a fit of muffled laughter, and we exchanged amused glances as the plane began to taxi down the runway. Despite the discomfort, there was something endearing about the situation—it felt like an integral part of the journey.


When we landed in Prague, my dreams of tropical warmth were immediately dashed. A fierce wind swept across the tarmac, biting into my skin as thick snowflakes swirled through the air. It was colder here than it had been in Sweden, and I shivered as I pulled my sweater tighter around me.


"This wasn’t exactly the plan," Mom said with a wry smile, the irony of our situation not lost on her.


"Good thing we’ll soon be in Sri Lanka," Olof added, his voice tinged with hope. The warmth of his optimism did little to cut through the icy air, but it lifted my spirits nonetheless.


We hurried into the airport to escape the snowstorm, though the sense of limbo lingered—a frustrating pause on the way to something far more exciting. "Soon," I muttered, more to myself than anyone else.


Our overnight stay in Prague was anything but glamorous. Dad had booked a modest hotel near the airport—functional but far from cozy. The dimly lit corridors and worn furnishings gave the place a tired, lifeless feel. Snow continued to pelt the windows as we unpacked in our room, which was furnished with two hard beds, a creaky sofa bed, and a desk. The air felt damp and chilly, making it impossible to shake off the winter storm raging outside.


Wrapped in my thick sweater, I lay on the bed and stared at the foggy window, trying to summon visions of sunlit beaches and tropical breezes. It felt like an impossible dream in that moment.


"So, how’s our tropical adventure shaping up so far?" Dad joked as he huddled under a blanket, his frozen hands tucked against his chest.


"Not quite as we imagined, but soon enough we’ll be there," Mom replied in her usual reassuring tone.


"What do you say we grab something to eat?" she asked a little while later.


"No way!" I replied with a groan. The thought of braving the cold again made me want to burrow deeper under the covers.


"I saw a McDonald’s just down the road," Mom coaxed. "We need to eat something."


Reluctantly, I agreed, and we bundled up once more to face the storm. As we trudged through the snow, I clung to the glimmer of hope that had carried us this far—a promise of the sun and warmth that lay just out of reach.


Back at the hotel later that night, I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the moment we’d finally step onto a sandy beach. I could almost feel the sun’s warmth on my skin, hear the gentle lap of waves against the shore, and smell the salty ocean air. It was a distant dream, but it was one that carried me forward.









TWO


The screen flickered to life, and suddenly, there she was—a woman both familiar and yet so distant. Nearly twenty years had passed since we last heard each other’s voices. Twenty years of silence and buried memories. For a moment, we sat quietly, gazing at one another through the cold lens of the screen. Time had softened the specifics, replacing them with hazy recollections, but there was still a flicker of heartfelt recognition.


Chamali looked older now. Her face, once youthful and radiant, had taken on sharper lines. Her cheeks were slightly sunken, and fine wrinkles marked her forehead—the undeniable traces of years gone by and, perhaps, the weight of all she had endured. But it wasn’t only time that had left its mark; something deeper had shifted. Her dark, nearly black eyes still held their striking intensity, but they carried a gravity I couldn’t quite define—an unmistakable depth that had grown over time. Her gaze was steady, confident, as if every gesture and movement was deliberate, each action a measured choice.


Her hair, once cascading over her shoulders in soft waves, was now tightly gathered into a bun at the nape of her neck. A streak of silver threaded through her jet-black hair, a vivid reminder of the years that had passed. Yet, it lent her an air of quiet dignity. Her strong, dark eyebrows framed her expression, a compelling mix of resolve and warmth.


She wore a crisp white shirt, perfectly tailored to her slender frame, its simplicity accentuating her composed and professional demeanor. Her posture was impeccable, almost commanding, projecting a calm confidence I hadn’t expected.


But it was her smile that held me captive. Despite the passage of time, despite the changes etched by life and hardship, her smile was unchanged. Warm and radiant, it lit up her entire face, reaching her eyes and softening the angles of her features. It was a smile that seemed to bridge the years, pulling me back across two decades in an instant.


December 15, 2004


Bandaranaike International Airport, Sri Lanka


The sun blazed like a golden disc high in the sky as the plane touched down at Bandaranaike International Airport. Intense, warm light streamed through the windows, casting shadows across passengers' faces and filling the cabin with a vibrant energy. Anticipation bubbled in my chest as the plane began to slow.


"We’re here!" Olof exclaimed, his grin wide as he pressed his nose to the window. His excitement was contagious, but I nudged him lightly. "Move over. I want to see too."


Mom’s voice, ever the peacemaker, quickly followed. "Be nice to your little brother. Remember, this trip is about enjoying ourselves—no arguments, just sun, warmth, and swimming."


"And learning how to surf!" Dad, chimed in enthusiastically. Olof and I exchanged amused glances, laughing at Dad’s eagerness to try a hobby he had yet to attempt.


"Safari!" Olof shouted, his voice brimming with excitement.


"And sampling the famous teas," Mom added, her interest in discovering new flavors always a priority.


"You can sip your tea while I snorkel," I replied with a grin, my eyes wandering over the tropical landscape beyond the window. Everything seemed alive here, pulsating with vibrant colors, rich scents, and radiant heat—a stark contrast to the wintery calm we had left behind in Skärhamn.


As we stepped off the plane onto the jet bridge, a wall of humid heat greeted us. It clung to my skin, thick and almost stifling, until we entered the cool haven of the arrivals hall. Bandaranaike International Airport was a gateway to a completely different world, its tropical air and the welcoming atmosphere of Sri Lanka immediately embracing us.


Christmas decorations were strung up everywhere—plastic garlands and multicolored baubles hung in stark contrast to the lush greenery and swaying palm trees visible through the windows. It felt surreal, almost comedic, to see such festive cheer against a tropical backdrop.


The airport buzzed with activity, a kaleidoscope of people from around the globe. Signs in Sinhala and English directed us through passport control and into the bustling baggage claim area. Vendors sold vibrant flower garlands and colorful sarongs along the hallways, their smiles and wares adding to the sensory overload. This was Sri Lanka—vivid, alive, and unlike anything I’d ever experienced.


Airports have a distinct energy, a mix of excitement and tension as people either rush toward new destinations or arrive at long-awaited ones. Among the sea of travelers, I couldn’t spot another Swede. It gave me a small thrill, as if we were explorers stepping into uncharted territory, our language a secret code in this unfamiliar place.


Mom, Karin, squinted at the signs, muttering translations under her breath. I couldn’t help but laugh softly. Thankfully, the English translations were easy enough to follow.


At the baggage carousel, the wait began. "It’d be just our luck if the luggage didn’t show up," Dad grumbled, his tone teasing but with an edge of worry.


"Maybe it’s still stuck in the snowstorm in Prague," Olof joked, nudging me in the side. The thought of the freezing snowstorm we had left behind sent a shiver down my spine, but the oppressive heat of Sri Lanka quickly reminded me we were far from that icy world now.


Finally, the carousel jerked to life, and backpacks began to appear. "There they are!" Mom called out, hurrying forward. One by one, we retrieved our modest luggage—four backpacks filled with only the essentials for a month-long adventure.


We exited the airport, and the transition from the cool, air-conditioned terminal to the outdoor heat was like stepping into a sauna. The humidity was intense, wrapping around me like a heavy blanket, and each breath felt thick and warm. I glanced at Mom, who handed me a bottle of water she had wisely purchased inside. Gratefully, I took a few deep gulps, the icy liquid soothing my parched throat.


Outside the doors, rows of yellow taxis stretched as far as the eye could see, their drivers shouting and waving energetically to attract the attention of arriving tourists. A thrill of excitement coursed through me as I took in the scene, the lively energy of a place that felt so completely different from anything I had known.


We piled into a taxi bound for Colombo, the bustling capital of Sri Lanka. Dad claimed the front seat and immediately struck up a conversation with the driver, a wiry man named Kumar. With animated gestures and a wide smile, Kumar eagerly answered Dad’s barrage of questions about local attractions and the best surfing spots, all while maneuvering skillfully through the city’s chaotic traffic.


The streets were alive with movement. Cars and buses jostled for space in a symphony of honking horns, while mopeds and tuk-tuks darted through the gaps, weaving in patterns that seemed random yet strangely synchronized.


Every so often, Dad would glance at the map spread across his lap, his brow furrowed. "I think he’s taking us on the scenic route to make a bit of extra cash," he muttered over his shoulder, his suspicion clear.


"And how would you know that?" Olof shot back with a smirk. "You’ve never even been here before!"


"Exactly," Dad replied, clearly irritated, eliciting a quiet chuckle from Mom.


"Look at all the spices!" Mom exclaimed, her eyes lighting up as she pointed to the vibrant market stalls that lined the roadside. Piles of colorful spices spilled over the edges of their containers, creating a striking contrast to the bustling chaos around them.


Colombo welcomed us in a whirlwind of colors, sounds, and scents. The streets buzzed with life, a never-ending flow of activity. Vendors stood proudly behind makeshift stalls brimming with fragrant spices, glistening fruits, and intricately crafted jewelry, their voices raised in calls to passing locals and tourists. The city felt like it moved to its own rhythm—a chaotic symphony of life in perfect disarray.


As the taxi navigated the narrow streets, Kumar pointed out landmarks and historic sites, his voice filled with pride as he introduced us to his city. My eyes darted from one sight to the next: fruit and spice markets overflowing with color, flashing neon signs advertising shops in languages I couldn’t read, goats and cows wandering leisurely through the throng, and an endless stream of people, each with their own purpose. The sheer energy of it all was intoxicating, overwhelming in the best way.


There were no crosswalks in sight, and it seemed as if traffic rules were more of a suggestion than a standard. Yet Kumar drove with effortless confidence, navigating the chaos with a calm that suggested he knew these streets like the back of his hand. I leaned back in my seat, trying to take it all in, knowing that this moment—this first, vibrant glimpse of Sri Lanka—would stay etched in my memory for a lifetime.









THREE


I stared at the screen as memories washed over me, like a wave retreating only to surge back with relentless force. The tightness in my chest was the same as it had been that day when everything began. It felt as if the entire world had frozen in an uncanny stillness. I remembered that moment vividly—the silence before the storm, a foreboding calm that left me paralyzed with dread. Then, in an instant, everything shattered.


Chamali’s smile on the screen blurred as the memory overtook me—I saw myself on the roof of a bus, screaming for help, struggling to breathe as torrents of water swept away everything and everyone. The sound of those screams echoed in my mind—screams from people losing their homes, their loved ones, their lives. It was a sound that had etched itself into my soul, one I could never unhear.


I shook my head as if to shake off the weight of the past that clung to me like wet sand. I was home now, safe in the familiar walls of my house, yet the flood of emotions felt just as potent as it had back then. The panic, the sorrow, the guilt—they surged through me, raw and unrelenting. I had survived, but countless others had not.


In the distance, the laughter of my children rang out, light and joyful, filling the room with a warmth that contrasted sharply with the storm raging inside me. Their giggles were a lifeline, pulling me back to the present, but I knew there were things I could never share with them—memories too heavy, too dark to burden them with. And now, as Chamali sat smiling at me through the screen, the weight of it all came crashing down again, catching me off guard.


The guilt resurfaced, as it always did. Why had I been spared? Why had I come home, built a life, had children, while others lost everything? There were no answers, no logic to cling to—just an aching, unshakable injustice. I drew a shaky breath, desperate to steady myself. I wanted to live in the now, to be strong for my family, but that day had left an indelible mark, a scar that would never truly fade.


Another deep breath. I forced myself back into the present, back to Chamali’s gaze on the screen. Her smile was steady, grounding. We had both survived, somehow, and despite the years of silence and the miles that had separated us, we had found our way back to each other.


December 15, 2004


Colombo, Sri Lanka


The taxi stopped in front of a grand hotel by the sea, and we stepped out, slightly unsteady after the long journey. The ocean breeze greeted us immediately, carrying a warm, humid embrace that wrapped around me like a tropical blanket.


"It barely cost anything," Dad said with a satisfied smile, shutting the taxi door after paying the driver. His expression quickly shifted as he turned to take in the impressive hotel. "But this place will cost a fortune," he muttered, eyeing the building warily.


The hotel was magnificent—a gleaming white colonial-style structure with towering pillars and arched windows. The entrance was framed by lush palm trees, their fronds swaying gently in the breeze. A row of lanterns lined the pathway to the grand double doors, giving the place an air of old-world charm, as if every corner held a story waiting to be told.


"I don’t get why we needed a place like this," Dad grumbled, but his words went unnoticed as Mom strode confidently toward the entrance.


"It’s nice to have everything sorted for our first night," Mom replied with a contented smile. Two young men in crisp uniforms appeared as if on cue, swiftly taking our backpacks with effortless grace, adding to the seamlessness of the experience.
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