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Story-40

th!e I was looking at the roof of mine, it collapsed. The
shelling had started three days before. Terrible shelling! One
of the shells had fallen on my roof, which caused heavy damage.
I had sensed a terrible shake, and the entire ceiling had collapsed.
Still,l | remember when all the family members — an

old couple, husband and wife, and three children —- came inside
the uncompleted “me” and finalized the roofing. The husband
told them to have asbestos sheets for the roof. Still, the wife
protested. There is a talk that asbestos causes cancer and lung
problems, so let’s have concrete” Shee gave an alternative

suggestion as well. The husband’s father, one in the old coupfe, o -
quarried Iss the foundation strong enough to bear the weight wal l n
of the concrete?” The wife immediately replied, “Yes, Mama,

we plan to build a three-storied building and laid the foundation
on that basis.” For that, the husband’s mother, the other one
in the old couple, said, “Son, concrete is too hot, so we’ll have

- Jeevaretnam
Kennedy

clay tiles.” The son replied immediately; it's tough to remove
cobwebs and dust deposited.” For that, the old lady said, “Then
we’ll have clay tiles and have them under the ceiling.” The
youngest immediately raised his doubt; “then Amma! Are we
not going to build the second floor now? You already promised
that the ground floor would be for the elder sister, the first
floor for the younger sister, and the second floor for me. Then
why are you now talking about roofing?” He was only four.

His ten-year-old sister immediately shut his mouth and said:
“Thumby, father and mather will build the second floor for you
later. Now, this is for you and our two-year-old younger sister.”
Her worries were within herself. “Two odd years have passed,

and it is not completed,” she said. Likewise, with one thousand
odd clay tiles, I was crowned with a fine roof with under ceilings.
| was so pleased when | had the roofs for me. That roof itself
had collapsed by the shelling.

All my walls were damaged, and nearly the whole
first floor fell and collapsed. Seven shelis fell on me during the
last night’s shelling, and mostly all the walls had fallen. it was
not paining me, butl felt a kind of heaviness in my heart, After
the people left me, the three twitters, a couple of squirrels,
and four couples of pigeons had also died on the last night’s
shelling. “Who will come and take these bodies?” After five
months, my roof collapsed, and the Twitter family came to me
for shelter. | came to understand from the armed groups who
move arotund me that in the part of the village, many bodies
are lying — male, female, and chifdren — for more than forty
hours. am apprehensive: Who will take the bodies of the twitters,
squirrels, and pigeons since there is no one to take charge of
the human bodies?”

Still,1 | could remember when the husband, wife and ; E}
i J
children came to see me while | was on the verge of building s 3“" *‘i.\r ‘% \
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the first floor. The elder daughter fought because she
needed this first floor, and the son was adamant that this
first floor was for him. The parents finalized that the
ground floor was for the elder sister and the first floor
was for the younger sister. The son angrily asked, describing
his four years of experience. Then, where are you going
to keep me? Are you still going to keep me in a rented
house?’ His elder sister wanted to pull his legs and said,
“No, Thamby! Now you live with our grandparents, and
after your marriage, you go to your new wife’s home and
live there forever!” He was still angry, and the parents
settled that the second floor would be for him. Then, the
husband and wife were confused about the colour of the
paint for the first floor and decided to use light green paint.
With three rooms andtwo washrooms —a wide eight hundred
and fifty square feet floor area ~the first floor was lovely.
Once the fittings and the lights had been fixed, everyone
who visited was overwhelmed, and | was so happy to hear
them. Even that entire first floor had now collapsed.

Herel The ground floor was daemaged during the
multi-barrel shelling. Thirteen shells had fallen on me.
The people with weapons nearby said that more shelfs
had falfen on me while | was unconscious after the shelling.
The lizards, spiders, and the newly built termite were all
dead on the first shell fall. After three months, the owners
left me, and the lizards came to stay here. When the lizards
came, the already living spiders felt ashamed and feared,
They were the only species living alone without any
interruption. Now, there are some newcomers, the newly
colonized lizards, who are oversized and try to rule and
eat them. After fighting, they shrunk themselves with the
colonized majority lizard. The termites were late arrivals.
The spiders had a new headache in the form of termites,
which were considerable in the majority. These termites
had encroached on the little land the spiders lived on.

“The day when the upper concrete slab of this
floor was laid, which is still green in my mind.” Suddenly,
timber slabs, wooden posts, and nails came in a lorry.
After two days, four carpenters came with handsaws,
hammers, etc. They started poling the long wooden posts
and filling the upper floor with the long timber slabs. After
that, the older girl and the boy ran on the smooth floor;
i still felt happy when they ran on me. | was so elated by
the parents’ happiness when their children walked on the
chestshest. Then, the masons came and did something
with iron bars and winding wires, and after four days,
some machines landed.

Only then did | come to know that those machines
were concrete-making machines. Fifteen masons and five
drivers, altogether twenty people, went on that day. The

landlord, his wife, and the elder girl came to see the sight.
Since cement dust was an allergy to the second boy and
the third girl, they did not come into sight. Aha! The work
started at 6:30 in the morning and went on till 8:30. The
dhal curry that the landlady had prepared and bread was
given to alf twenty people for breakfast, and the landlord,
his wife, and the daughter also had breakfast. Then, the
work continued tifl two thirty in the afternoon, and !
completed my upper floor. After some confusion, biriyani
parcels were distributed to olf twenty people. The landlord
was angry that someone had taken his parcel too.

After the day, the concrete slabs were done, and
every evening, the landlord, landlady, and the children
came to see me and watered me for about one month.
They gossiped and feft me alone late in the evening. After
twenty-five days, the carpenters removed the wooden
planks and the poles. Though I felt the heaviness of the heavy
concrete, | gccepted it as parents take the heaviness of
their children, even though they were grown up. Oh! Even
the concrete slabs were damaged due to the multi-barreled
shelling. | felt as if my heart was broken. Since the only
existing roof was broken, where would the dogs, goats,
and even the bulls and cows that came for shelter on me?

The family members who were with me whilst |
was built had then left me. | expected they would come
today or tomorrow, clean bushes, chase the lizards, frogs,
and snakes, and live with me again. Four and a half years,
they had passed. My four-ond-a-half-year dream was also
broken when the final concrete upper slab was broken. |
believe the eldest girl would now be fifteen; the son would
be about nine, and the little girl might be six odd years
old. Oh God! ! had been expecting them as the grandparents
expect their grandchildren! Did the landlord and the fady
get their grey hairs, or were they still black and had other
children, too? When the second floor of mine collapsed,
the armed people came here in the day and night who
spoke Sinhala and Taomil and said that the owners had left
the place and might be in some other city or abroad. They
left when the war was in its peak.

“Oh! Even the ground floor is being attacked by
the shells. That was the eighth shell.” That was a great
shock, as I had been awaiting “my people.” A shell had fallen
on the last anthifl. That was also shattered. When the
shelling started, snakes and the lizards had left me, and
since the snakes had left, the frogs were moving freely,
and the termites were good food for the frogs. The frogs
would also starve since the termites had left after the
sheiling. Even they, too, would leave me. “Am | pity? Or
are the white ants and the frogs who were with me till
the last moment pity? Or are we all pity?”
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After the foundation was completed, the walls
were erected. You would see how the fandlord and his
family were happy while the walls were finished. The
oldest girl stroked on me. The small boy kept his cheeks
on the wall and enjoyed the chillness of it. The landlord
and the landlady wrote the accounts, and | enjoyed
watching them. Then, the third girl was not born. The
house consisted of two rooms, one kitchen, one bathroom,
and a large hall which covered nine hundred square feet
on the ground floor. The landlady wanted to have a swing
in the hall, She asked her husband, “Appa, we want to
have a swing in the hall. Where shall we place it? In the
middle or on the side?” He replied: “Why? | will put it outside
the house.” She refused and said: “No, Appa. | want one
in the hall and love to play on it.” The daughter said, “Appa,
Amma also wants to sleep on the swing.” Finally, they
decided to have a swing in the hall. After a lengthy discussion,
they decided to have light-red paint on the ground floor.
They, too, discussed where to place whose photos after
the completion of the house. The elder daughter suggested
they hang their family photographer and agreed to her
suggestion. The third girlwas six months ofd when they had
a housewarming ceremony. “I have so many such mermories,
and ifthey alf are damaoged by shelling, don’t my heart break?”
“Today, | have been waiting for them for the past
one and a half years only with the last existing foundation.
Even shells and bullets fall on me and make me wounded.
For the past one-and-g-half years, one —goats, bulls, cows,
even dogs — does not come near me. Do they think that
they have come to a place where people do not even touch?
Snicks and frogs that come sometimes are the only living
things that come near me. They, too, come for a while and
leave me. There is no permanent one that stays on me now.”
i can stilf remember the day the foundation was
laid. It was the day | was conceived. Two masons came
and measured with thread and dug in a place to lay the
foundation stone in the cleared land. The husband, wife,
children, and the old couple came in the morning and
made Pongal. A catholic priest came and prayed during
the auspicious time at 7.30 in the morning. Then they all
put tampons and nNavathaniyamin in the hole, and the
elder daughter laid the first foundation stone. it was already
decided that the elder daughtershouldlay the first foundation
stone since she was the one to live in the house permanently.
Then, all others laid nine foundation stones and began
the foundation construction. | was conceived like this.
Then, two masons dug the entire foundation and
completed the whole foundation within two weeks, nine
hundred square feet. Then, | was standing alone for one-
and-a-half years. | was not standing as | am now with the
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shrubs and bushes because everyone expected that | would
be completed soon. Whenever they came to see me, |
understood that they did not have sufficient money to
complete me. The elder daughter asked with exhaustion:
“When will you complete the house, Appa?” It ran like
this for about two summers and two winters, and suddenly,
building materials had been unloaded, and | was growing
sfowly. Within six months, 1 had become a complete home.
Then, the family came to dwell in me.

One day, the first firing sound was heard while
they were watching TV, Then, the firing grew into shelling
and ended in multi-barrel bombing. One of those days,
the landlady told her husband: “Appa, | think the problem
has started. They are killing innocent people too. Our
neighbouring aunt’s son and the opposite house sister’s
husband were killed. | am afraid to keep the children here.
Our daughter said that a shell had fallen near her school.
What shall we do now, Appa?” In response, her husband,
the landlord, said, “I, too, think of this darling. Shall we go
and live somewhere out for some time?” | was taken aback
when  heard this. However, they waited for another three
months. Suddenly, one day, they packed everything for three
days and sentthem in a lorry. They told the people who came
tosee them off that they would stay outside for “some days.”

When they said “some days,” I also believed that
because that was their habit. Sometimes, they locked my
doors and went out and came back after @ month or so.
Ithought that “some days” would be a week or two. “Some
days” had passed four and a half years. It was not sad
had they left abroad, as the gunmen who came here said.

Today, they may live with a fifteen-year-old
daughter, a six-and-a-half-year-old younger son, and a
five-year-old youngest daughter outside or abroad. They
may have new children, too. | do not know whether the
old couple is still living. | am waiting for them as if the
great-grandparents are waiting for their great-
grandchildren. One day, the war would end. They would
come here one day and cry when they saw me. Then, |
believe, they would re-build me. A maiden would never
become a maiden again. Still, | started as the foundation
and became a foundation again, and | would become a
home again. | would become a home again and a home
to them constantly, They all live with their grandchildren
in me. My expectations would never end in vain. | am
waiting for them. The war would end in one day.

g
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Story-41
- M. Thayalan

REHLISHTIUN

My son’s name is Dinesh, and he is 31 years
old. He is my eldest and has compfeted his
engineering studies. Dinesh is now working as an
engineer at a company.

Many of my friends have proposed potential
matches for him, but he has never responded.
These proposals have been coming in since he
was 25. My wife and | worry about him a lot
regarding his marriage.

My wife mentioned that Dinesh might be
dating an English girl from a different cultural
background. She expressed that we would be
happy if he were to marry a Tamil girl. However,
Dinesh is not interested in marrying a Tamil girl.
He has described the opinion that Tamil girls are
not open-minded,; they avoid face-to-face
conversations, always hide something, and live
with secrets. He believes they tend to cry for
everything. These behavioural differences have
caused tension in our family as we try to balance

our traditional values with the changing world.

We both, as parents, brought him up well
and taught him the essential values of life. When
he was smafl, he would come to temples reqularly
with us. We always tell him about our Tamil culture
and lifestyle.

He never spoke Tamil with us at home,
which worried us. | took him to Tamil school to
learn the language in his early days, but he didn‘t
want to. Dinesh afways felt that there was no
need to fearn Tamil because it’s a language that’s
only necessary in specific places, particularly in
his parents’ native areg. We tried to change his
views and explained the importance of the
language, but he never understood or changed
his mind. Whenever we said something, he wouldn't
accept it.

As the days pass, Dinesh is growing older.
One day, as I sat reading the newspaper, my mind
was filled with thoughts of my son. The previous
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day, my wife had mentioned his upcoming wedding in
hushed tones, leaving me with a lingering sense of
uncertainty. Despite broaching the topic with my son
several times before, | had yet to receive a clear answer
from him regarding his plans for marriage. However, when
I least expected it, he appeared before me and said, “Dad,
[ want to talk to you.”

I stopped, put aside the newspaper | was reading,
and asked him to sit in front of me,

I know today he will say something we don’t like.
So, 1 looked at him, waiting for him to tell me something.
He told me,

“Dad, 1 love Katherine, who is warking with me.”
He usually talks in English with us at home. When he
started, my wife also joined us. We weren’t shocked when
he spoke of his love because we had expected this.

Katherineis not a Hindu, and she won't be following
our Tamil culture. | responded to him and said,

“Dinesh, this will not be a good decision for our
family!”. Dinesh exclaimed,

“Dad, I don’t care what you have to say, but  love
her very much. f want to marry her!”.

His reply was insulting. He never spoke to me like
this; f was hurt and disappointed by it. | was trying my best
not to get very angry with him, but | was annoyed and
infuriated when | said to him, my voice trembling with a
mix of emotions,

“So you have decided alone, and just let us know.”

He didn’t react to my question. So, | continued in
the same mood and said to him,

“Dinesh, 1 am not against love marriage, but the
problem is Katherine.”

“Why, Dad, what is the problem in marrying her?”

“She is very nice and will look after me well.”

“ Dinesh, a wedding is not only happening between two
people; it is happening between two families,” | said

He raised his voice a bit more. After this, | decided
not to talk about anything. He spoke with me without any
hesitation. In our culture, we won't talk with elders like
the way he told us. In those days, | never dared to speak
like this with my dad unnecessarily. | never said a single
word against my father. “Dad, somebody must have given
you the wrong information about the English girls you,”

Dinesh told me. So, | replied to him and said,

“Nobody said anything to me, Dinesh. It’s just
that Katherine doesn’t know anything about cur Tamil
cufture, and so how can ! accept her as my daughter-in-law?”

‘Learning our culture is not that hard, Dad, Culture
is only part of our lifestyle. We can always teach her, and
she will learn about it quickly,’ Dinesh reassured me. His
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words resonated with me, planting a seed of hope in my heart.

After t said that, he left the place without telling
me. It seemed very rude and shocked me. | was confused
and began to think about his roots. It didn’t help that my
wife agreed with Dinesh’s argument. | was torn between
my love for my son and my foyalty to our cultural traditions,
unsure of how to navigate this new territory.

I told my wife | was going out for a while, and she
asked me to buy fish from the Tamil shop. On my way to
the shop, | thought about the arguments we’ve alf been
having at home.

What is the Tamil culture? Unfortunately, | don’t
have a solid answer for this.

Is it wearing a saree, talking in Tamil, or living as a
Hindu?l am confused by it. “Uncle...uncle!” someone called
me, and | looked back. Then, my friend’s son came towards
me with his wife, who happened to be an English girl. She
wore a saree, and that surprised me.

“Where are you going, Mahesh?” | asked

“Uncle, today is Friday. We are going to the
temple.”

Mahesh continued speaking to me and said,
“What happened, uncle?”,

“Are you struggling to accept that Mary is coming
to our Hindu temple? Nowadays, these are very normal uncles.
First, we go to Murugan temple and then to the church.”

I couldn’t answer back to him with a single word
against him. | wished them both well, and the girl suddenly
greeted me goodbye in Tamil,

“OK, uncle. See you later.” | was taken aback by
this, and it definitely put me in a different dilemma.

After speaking to Mahesh, | walked towards my
friend Nagenthiran’s house. Nagenthiran’s son also got
married to an English girl, so { only met him for a few months.
I rang the doorbell, and his daughter-in-law opened the
door. She invited me inside and greeted me in English. The
way she called me to come inside surprised me a lot.

“Take a seat, Uncle; he will be down soon.”

Her welcome was hot and kind, which made me
happy. | didn’t expect this. She lived like a Tamil girl even
though she was an English girl. Slowly, all my wrong
opinions and assumptions about an English girl started
to change within me. After seeing these incidents, my
view of them has changed much more positively.

My son said, “Culture is just part of our lifestyle.”
! have learned a lot. Yes, | must change myself with the
new society and go along with the time, but not backward.
{couldn’t wait any longer for my friend to come down, so
! got up and started walking back to my house to see

Dinesh ible.
inesh as fast as possible NPTy
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GOING TO PLANET MARS £

|am scared. | wish | could talk to someone to
remove the fear. From me.
! have to decide what | want to do.
| wish | could see my friend Melanie now. She has
a vision of the future, and l would like to see her ‘curing’ smile.
She is one of those people who has the wonderful
personality to put one in an easy setting and muake you

feel good. She sees things differently from mast of us. She
has a big heart, lots of love, and kindness to help others,
She is a very rare creature with a fascinating personality.
She is not much taller than me, but at times, she seems
taller when she talks about things that are niot easy for
me to comprehend, such as the realm of Science, etc.

While | was pottering around in the garden (not
a designer’s one like some of my friends’ gardens), | thought
about Melanie. My mind was a bit relaxed when | was
thinking about her. The red roses danced seductively to
the gentle breeze as they wanted me to touch them. The
birds were on the trees and talking to themselves (about me?).
it’s so beautiful to be with the wonderful nature around us.

I watered my jasmine. | like the fragrance of
jasmine. That smell brings back old memories from back
home: sitting under the moonlight and listening to the
flute music playing somewhere far away in the village,

No coronavirus or any virus, then, We small kids
sometimes get cold if we get soaked in the monsoon rain.
Mother would give us boiled corionder water with ginger
and add pure forest honey a few times. That's oll. We get
better. We continued our activities, such as playing around
the river, walking through the overgrown bushes to pick
up berries, and stealing the next-door old man’s mangoes
for fun, which annoyed him and made him chase us.

You afl are growing up. The germs wouldn't like
to hurt you, and God wouldn’t let germs get the better of
you." That's the statement from my ‘very knowledgeable’
grandma.

But now?

The coronavirus COVID-19 is attacking us all. ‘Old
people may die a lot, but others may get infected, too,’
the scientists say.

‘We are going to face the second wave of COVID-189.
it is inevitable. ‘This was the news everywhere in the
morning. That’s why I am so scared at the moment.
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Last December, the Covid-19 infection was identified
in Wuhan province in China. Since then, no place on this
beautiful planet has been able to escape from the most
devastating Virus attack in human history. How are we
going to escape?

‘The Virus is mutating itself. They found that after
testing patients in various areas of the Western world,
the Virus from Wuhan differs from the one in Italy...” The
scientists’ statements on Corona are as confusing as the
politicians’ words. The situation is frightening, as we are
going to face doom day.

It’s everywhere, hot or cold weather. Do not stop
this Virus from doing the last dance of destruction, as the
Hindu God Shiva did the cosmic dance, destroying the
world in order to create another one.

{ do not want to just die with Covid-19. As | read
it somewhere,” They will isolate you in the hospital. Once
infected with the Virus, it will get into your central nervous
system and the air passages. Then your five great vital organs,
the brain, lungs, heart, liver and kidneys, will lose their
ability to keep you aiive. No family member will be allowed
to see you die alone- that’s like a small animal dying alone
after attack by the strong one in the jungle’. | am one of
the vuinerable people to be affected by the covid-19.

I am old, my body cells are not more muscular
any more, and | can die any time; even when | am in my
sleep, my breathing can stop, and my body will be as ‘body’
as a piece of wood. A frightening prospect.

The telephone rang.

My God, it’s Melanie. | was thinking about her
most of the time today.

Thave not seen or talked to her since the first week
in March 2020. She was busy, she said, as her granddaughter
Maya came to stay with her. Her Son was away abroad
and did a lot of work for a company in London with branches
in various other countries. Melanie’s Son, who lives with
a fovely fittle family, lives in south England. Maya had to
stay with Melanie in London for a while as her daughter-
in-low was looking after her mother, who was not well
and in hospital. Melanie was so happy that Maya was
staying with her in London. Mefanie does not often see
her Son as he works on some ‘project’ abroad.

Melanie was kind enough to take me to her Son’s
house once. It was a tranquil place surrounded by greenery,
dense bushes, and the Sea on one side—more like the
village | was growing up in. f wish | could have a place like
that now to sit and write.

‘This is a wonderful place for people like us,” | said
while | looked at the Sea. The waves were gently kissing
the soft sand on the shore. The air was cool and blended
with the area’s country aroma of multiple wildflowers.

Her daughter-in-law was a very kind young woman.

msms wEhed § 50 oz Apitisg Lt g - 2024

She brought some snacks and tea for us and left two oldies
to discuss the ‘world’s issues. Maya was playing around us.

Melanie fixed her eyes on the beautiful blue sky
and said, ‘We always love this place,’ ! listened, and I felt
she wanted to tell me something more.

‘My son is often away,’ she said softly. { could tell
from her tone that she was sad that she couldn’t see him
often.

I never asked her what the ‘profect’ was about,
She never elaborated on her personal matters, such as
her divorce. Maya came near us and said,

‘My dad is working on a project to go to Mars,
Melanie’s five-year-old granddaughter Maya said in a

’

jolly tone. | noticed that she loves to talk. A wide smife
spread on her beautiful angelic face. | felt a bit like when
I was a little ‘talkative’.

{ smiled at her. ‘t am an angel from the sky’, she
jumped up and down happily, her golden blond hair playing
with air and covering her face partiafly.

Melanie and I looked at each other; | asked Maya,
Oh, are we all coming from the ‘sky?’

Melanie smiled at her and said, ‘Yes, yes, but that’s

i

a very long time ago,’ Maya ran towards her grandma,
hugged her grandmother tightly and kissed her cheeks
tenderly.

‘No, don’t tell me you believe in ‘extraterrestrials,
| joked with Melanie, thinking my boys were madly in love
with the Star Trek program on T.V. when they were little.

‘Well, you never know why these scientists,
researchers, and many other people are doing a hell of a
job to find out about the moon and Mars and so on, are
looking for connections to the past of mankind.” She asked
me a question while she poured the tea for me, shaking
her head as she asked the question to herself, too.

Why, indeed, why is the speedy space race, I thought.

‘The space race has been going on since the 1960s,
with about 45 missions to Mars. America, Russia, the E.U.,
then India in 2014, and now the United Arab Emirates
went there on 20.07.2020. And they all wanted to do or
take or control something in the Mars’ She continues

“We have many problems on this planet; why are
these people spending so much money and time on these
missions?’ | am getting interested in Meanie’s explanation.
Little Maya seems fascinated by how much information
her grandmother has on Mars.

‘How fong for us to go there, grandma?’ Maya’s
eyes were sparkling. She looked at the sky and asked her
grandma in an excited tone, as she wanted to start planning
her journey to Mars immediately.

‘Oh my darling, it will take over six months, in a
vast Space ship with everything in it, to look after people
going there,” Melanie thought, giving information to the
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child wjth a wild imagination.

I went to Australia directly from London Heathrow
Airpaort, which took me 24 hours or more. | have decided
I never going to be in the flight for twenty four hours
looking through the window of passing clouds.

I am not into o long flight or an adventurous
person, | thought.

‘No, that is not my cup of tea. Thank you, | giggled
nervously. Maya joined me in the giggle as little girls do
when they are in ‘grown-up’ company.”

Heant toward Melanie, looked into her blue eyes,
and asked her,” By the way, why are these experts, such
as scientists, geronautic engineers, and cosmonauts,
helping the rich? As they fund these space projects, they
are running in a hurry to another planet away from our
beautiful planet, Earth. | emphasized the word ‘beautiful’
nicely.

She sighed and started tapping on the table with
her index finger as she made a strong point: ‘This planet
is in trouble, We are not going to run out of enough water
to drink.” Melanie’s voice reflected the pain in her heart
about the forthcoming water shortages for humans. i did
not argue. When | was away recently, | noticed the struggle
of the poor to buy drinking water.

Melanie noticed my silence. She continued,’
Thousands of people are going to die as there will not be
enough fields to grow food crops, not a proper place to
live as a few men are destroying the beautiful planets for
their greed and self-satisfaction”. Melanie said this as if
she were reading my mind.

She continues,’ Not everyone can join the trip to
Mars; when people are faced with problems, most will
struggle to survive, a fair number will die of hunger and
poverty, and some will kill themselves to get away from
a horrible world” Melanie was angry about rich people
and explained to me about the rich who are destroying
the world for their individual families benefits. | nearly
cried when she talked about the poor.

‘Why do you think that the rich are interested in
Mars?’ This is my childish(!) question.

‘Well, the planet may not have the same atmosphere
as the Earth, but it is supposed to have other components
such as oxygen and rich minerals other items for survival,
so Mars is a significant planet, and many people think
that the next step for mankind from the earth’.

Next stop? Next stop from the Earth? Just like that?

When [ return from this village to London, | will
visit my library to read more about Mars.

I stared at her blankly, but | knew that she knew
! had millions of questions in my mind.

‘Why are you looking at me as if | am mad?’ she
asked, her beautiful smile flashing.

! started to say,” Well, there is no water for any
life to strive..” I did not finish,

She said, "Yes, there is a little water on the surface
but plenty underneath, With modern technology from the
Earth, getting water for consumers’ use is not a huge problem.”

I thought she was crossed that the rich people
would somehow leave this planet to seek a better life on
Mars.

‘Living in a tiny place like this made people think
differently than the busy Londoners. We have more time
to read and see nature and question its complexity; my
Son Robert was like Maya when he was alittle boy; he always
asked many questions about the Sea, the waves, trees,
leaves, flowers, and animals. Fields, mostly about sky and stars,

She stopped for a few seconds and said,” Maybe
that is the reason my Son Robert got interested in space
science.” She got up suddenly, as she did not want to
continue the subfect any more.

After a few months of meeting her in Corona, the
world was downright chaotic. | went to Sri Lanka to be
with my sister in the second week of March 2020, as my
kids wanted me to be away from London. The Virus infection
was increasing then, andthere were o few cases in Sri Lanka.

But | was stranded in Colombo, the capital city,
as they put a curfew on me due to the spread of Corona.
While { was in Colombo, when | phoned my other friends
in London, they told me about the worrying situation
there. England is losing more people to Corona than any
other country in the world.l was so shocked to hear the
news; I was worried about friends and family in London.
I'was alone with strangers in the hotel. Not a single familial
face at all. Practically empty everywhere. | could go to the
rooftop and see and feel the world’s silence and emptiness.
All humans are indoors except for animals, birds, and bees.
{ was in a breathtakingly beautiful surroundings. | could
see the sunrise over the green field and the lovely sunset
in the Sea. Seeing those trees from the rooftop as | talk
to them in close contact. Seeing the pattern of the Marcosa
leaves makes me feel the mighty design of nature.

The tropical trees, flowers, fruits, singing, talking,
and birds all seem magical. During the full moon in April,
I was looking at the extraordinary sight of the red moon
and the bright stars of Orion, Cyrus and so on. Oh god,
you are great | mumbled. Nature is mighty. It has its own
rhythm to bring the world back from any disaster. Then |
thought about Melanie a lot when | was alone. Maybe
the ‘red moon’ and the stars Orion unconsciously think
about ‘Red Planet Mars’ and Melanie and Maya.

Melanie and | talked via video call the next day,
but she did not seem ‘engaged’ in the conversation. Has
she lost anything during the coronavirus crisis? Her old
in-taw was in the hospital; what had happened to her?
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1did not ask her. When | asked about the situation
in London, not much as she said about the Corong. She
soid she is ‘busy’ with her granddaughter, who is stranded
in London with her due to lockdown.

Now | am back in London, and her calt made me
happy. | wanted to ask her many questions about her
lockdown experience with her family, so I ran and answered
the phone.

How are you, my dear?’ Her tone is sad but very
foving and concerned.

Me,” | am fine, thank you. There is a pause from
her side.

She;” What are you going to do?’

What am { going to do? f wanted to say,” | am not
doing much’. But her question was, ‘What are you going
to do’

me:” Well, | will continue to do what I am doing
now: read, write, go for a walk and so on.’

She said,’ And die,” her tone so solid and definite.
She did not say,’ Die with coronavirus.’

I paused a bit but started to talk.

She: My daughter-in-law has died.. her mother
got infected in hospital with Corona and my ..

She stopped; | felt numb; what could | say to
comfort my friend who had lost her young daughter-in-law
to the horrible Virus?

Me: Oh no, { am so sorry,’ | repeated that line a
few times; | was devastated, upset and frightened when
I thought about her question about dying; she continued.
She: Are you just going to die?

Me: What? Yes, we all die one day, but that’s not
good to hear from your friend or family at a time like this.’
(There was a gap of half a minute or so, then,

Melanie:” Maya and | are going away. Her voice sounds
certain, and it ends everything.

Me:’ To the South?’ As to Son’s place, where she said she
loved it so much?

There is no answer. Melanie was quiet for thirty
seconds or so and said,

Melanie;’ Far away from everything and everyone.”
me: ‘What?’

Melanie.” The Virus is mutating, which means no vaccine
can protect us, and no scientists can tell the exact truth
about this hazardous Virus.”

‘Me:" What are you saying’

Melanie:’ Think very carefulty. We cannot live here anymore;
we must isolate ourselves from this uncertain world.’
Me: What on Earth are you talking about?’ | am getting
cross with Melanie now.

Melanie: ‘My dearest, we have to do it; far from this
confusing world, we three women will take a new path
and go far, forget the past, and see the light on the other
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side. She sounds like she has already found the ‘way and
place ‘to escape this world,

What? Far from everything? Is she going to kill
herself and Maya? Does the isolation from Covid-19 make
her fose her mind? Or did the death of their daughter-in-
faw make her take drastic action?

Me:{panicking)’ Oh no, please, Melanie, don’t do that.’ (I
am crying) running around in the garden, breathing heavily.
Melanie:” You can come too; life sometimes takes sudden
turns, you know? {her voice is calm, as she thought through
a perfect plan, and she will be glad if | join her)

What? What is my excellent, beautiful Melanie, who has
so much wisdom and knowledge as King me, to do?

Going far away from this place Where? Kill
ourselves somewhere alone?

! am not going to join them or kill myself; | do not
fike people who are going to ‘Dignitas’, the place in
Switzertand, to finish themself in front of their families
while they are fit and healthy.

Me;’ No, no, Melanie, | am not going to do a Suicide pack
with you (I shouted at her, still crying)

She said, ‘What? Oh no, | am not going, Dignitas, you
idiot. We are going to Mars. | thought you liked adventures
in life. It will be fun to join the crew, who are from various
backgrounds. | recommend you as you have medical
knowledge and are interested in Aliens and other worlds
away from us. ‘She explained a lot in @ minute! WE ARE
GOING TO PLANET MARS!

I was angry; | yelled at her and asked,” What
about your talk and tears about the poor on this planet?
Oh, | see you are joining your Son’s secret project, aren’t
you?’ | wanted to scream at her, BUT,

Suddenly, there is a loud noise. A vehicle is starting to
move fast. Oh my god, isn’t the spaceship taking over with
Melanie and Maya?

| woke up sweating and with a rapid pulse because
of the confusing bad dream about geing to Mars with
Melanie and Maya.

I could hear the car moving outside my house.
The man next door usuafly gets ready for work by four o'clock.

He may be one of the poor who works on the
front lines to help others—people like him and many
bitlions of others. He may catch Corong and die, but he
will never be able to go to Mars.

| DD
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