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The breath(e) shall bear witness
Sarala Emmanuel
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One of my friends often laughs at me
because |instinctively pick up things and smell
them. It could be food, a piece of cloth, a book,
even a child. She says | go through the world
through my sense of smell,

BIEH reng UTTSHSTQID (pSHadled
Sigenar weanhg urfLGCUET. 28 2 aray,
Slewil, US5aL0, T & @b GPbamsuTaTTgid
&fll creng) Carfl @ens prar Gswiasudle
erevienent UMr&g SMLLTET. weawrd ppeGio
BT&it 2 @end et S G e 6Tanm sa mieun e

We satin the back garden of the house
on Old Rest house road in Batticaloa. Over the
years, all the surrounding houses have been
broken down and two and three-storey buildings
were coming up. This back garden satthere like
a secret patch of green with a Mango tree, a
thambili (tender coconut) tree and many other
medicinal creeper plants that were growing
wild. This secret garden is surrounded by high
walls with half constructed buildings on the other
side of them.
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A small group of us, women, were meeting
there as it was the manth of remembrances of tragic
war-related massacres in the East of SriLanka in 1990.
As we sit in silence, | could hear the birds, the wind,
voices carried over from neighbours and the rhythm
of the construction machines.
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Breathe in deeply...through the mask...breath
out slowly.... Breath...so precious and also dangerous
now. We wear masks to protect ourselves as its through
the breath that COVID enters our body. We breathe
in silence together through our masks. inside the
mask, | can feel and hear my breath more clearly.
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Breath also carries smell. | smell the incense
sticks. We were to make a healing tea (kashayam) for
our group today. Someone passes some ginger and
some knives around. Hands reach out and start cleaning
the ginger with so much familiarity. They are working
women’s hands after all, | smell the ginger through
the mask...it makes me smile. 1 still have my smelll COVID

takes away smell, | have heard. The ginger makes me
take deeper breaths...breathe in and breathe out.
The sounds around us and the smelis get tangled with
one another as we sit in silence. The air carries our
voices and also carries voices, chirping bird sounds
and the wonderful smell of boiling ginger and malli
(coriander seeds) towards us.
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Breathe in deeply through the mask...breathe
out slowly...
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I move, in my mind, to the time when | walked
into a hall with a big Christmas sale. It was noisy, full
of cheer and the hustle-bustle of people ail around
me. | walked to the back of the hall. | was working by
then and had got my Christmas bonus. | had a long
list of Christmas presents | needed to get. Suddenly |
breathe in a smell which churns my stomach. The
place feels familiar in my body. | have been here before.
But what was this place? | fee! fear and unhappiness
with the smell that enters me with each breath. F turn

to my colieague and ask her, what is this place from
which the smellf is coming? She tells me that it’s the
YWCA day care, down a flight of stairs, | am amazed




at my own physical reaction to a memory from my
childhood. | must have been two or three years old
when | used to be dropped off by my mother at the
day care on her way to work. | didn't remember the
building but my body remembered the smell and with
it all that | felt then.
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We sit together in silence, collectively
remembering the tragic war massacres in the land
where we live. Its been more than 30 years now, |
wonder, what is connection between time passing
with each breath and memories? The bitterness and
pain of those years... how do we remember them now?
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Kaalapokku, the passing of time, one of us
reflects. Manasila irukku anaal mananilai marum...the
memory remains in my heartmind, unforgotten. But
my feelings have moved, changed.
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Some in the group have shared worries about
children getting ill, some have loved ones who are il
even as we speak, in intensive care units, hospitals or
at home. We are all so afraid. We are devastated that
we cannot show love and care for each other like we
usually would during iliness, the way we know how
to. We cannot visit, share food or physically hold one
another.
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This too shall pass... We are not alone... We
will love all beings
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Breathe in again, through the mask, and
breathe out..,
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Does breath carry trust and love too? Like it
does sound and smeil? Breathe and the wind becomes
our witness. They carry our memories, past griefs,
present fears, and our prayers and love.
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Through the mask | inhale the ginger tea, |

hear the wind, feel the wind...l sense all the living
beings around me...| breathe the sadness, worry and
fear in and out in a calming rhythm. [ breathe through

the mask, slowly and deeply. My breath moves through
me and to those around me carrying love, memories

and strength.
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