
PROLOGUE

N E W  YO R K ,  2 0 0 9

I recently sent a letter to a terrorist i used to know. 
He lives near me, here in New York City, and when I opened the en-
velope and slid in the note that said I would like to come and see you, I 
thought of how much he had always required of me and how little I 
had ever asked of him. Even when I was growing up in Sri Lanka, be-
fore I had ever heard the word terrorist, I knew that if a certain kind of 
person wanted something done, I should comply without asking too 
many questions. I met a lot of these sorts of people when I was younger 
because I used to be what you would call a terrorist myself.

We were civilians fi rst. You must understand: that word, terrorist, is 
too simple for the history we have lived— too simple for me, too sim-
ple even for this man. How could one word be enough? But I am going 
to say it anyway, because it is the language you know, and it will help 
you to understand who we were, what we were called, and who we 
have truly become.

We begin with this word. But I promise that you will come to see 
that it cannot contain everything that has happened. Someday the 
story will begin with the word civilian, the word home. And while I am 
no longer the version of myself who met with terrorists every day, I 
also want you to understand that when I was that woman, when two 
terrorists encountered each other in my world, what they said fi rst was 
simply hello. Like any two people you might know or love.
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The Boys with 
the Jaffna Eyes

J A F F N A ,  1 9 8 1

I met the first terrorist i knew when he was deciding to 
become one. K and his family lived down the road from me and mine, 
in one village of the Tamil town called Ja� na, in Sri Lanka. The Ja� na 
peninsula is the northernmost part of the country. Many people have 
died there: some killed by the Sri Lankan Army and the state, some by 
the Indian Peace Keeping Force, and some by the Tamil separatists, 
whom you know as the terrorists. Many people, of course, have also 
lived.

In early 1981, I was almost sixteen years old. I already wanted to 
become a doctor like my grandfather, and I had recently begun attend-
ing my brothers’ school, where girls my age were accepted for Advanced 
Level studies. In those days, I thought mostly about the university en-
trance exams. K, too, dreamed of medical school. And this was what 
made us alike, long before K chose the movement, long before I treated 
patients in a New York City emergency room. Long before we became 
so di� erent.

K had the upper hand from the fi rst, not because he was one year 
older, or a boy, but because I was his patient. Our meeting was both 
gruesome and fortunate for me. On the day that we met, I was boiling 
water for tea. I had to use a piece of cloth to hold the pot’s metal han-
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dle. But that morning the cloth slipped, the handle slipped, and the pot 
slipped, pouring scalding water all over me. I screamed and screamed 
for my mother— Amma! My shrill voice carried out onto the road, 
where K was passing. Letting his bicycle fall in the dirt at our gate, he 
ran inside.

By the time he reached me in the kitchen at the back of the house, 
Amma had already found me. As bubbles rose and popped on my skin, 
I shut my eyes, but I could hear her sobbing, and the sounds of pots 
and pans clattering to the fl oor. With every clang, heat fl ared around 
and inside me. Under my skin, another skin burned. I cried and called 
for Murugan, Pillaiyar, Shiva.

“Sashi!” he said, and I opened my eyes to his face without recognis-
ing it. “Sit!” he said, and pointed to a chair. When I kept screaming but 
did not move, he grabbed my hands, pushed me down into the chair, 
and peeled my blouse up, baring my scorched stomach. I heard Amma’s 
aiyo! beside me as though she were speaking from a great distance. 
Snatching a bowl of eggs o�  the table, K began cracking them onto the 
wounds.

“I have to fetch water— ” Amma said. Clutching a pan, she tried to 
move past him.

But he put his shoulders between her and the doorway. “This will 
cool the burn,” he said.

She stood there uselessly. I stared at him, trying to focus on any-
thing but the pain, and saw only his thumbs working in and out of the 
eggshells, scraping the slime of the whites cleanly onto the swelling 
rawness. He did it very swiftly, as though he had had a lot of practise, 
as though every scrap of egg was precious. My skin was so hot that 
even now, when I remember those quick and clever hands and the slip-
pery shock of relief, I cannot quite believe that the eggs did not just 
cook on my fl esh.

When the last one was cracked and steaming on my skin, K looked 
up at Amma. “Are there more?” She did not respond, still stunned. 
“More eggs?” he said. She blinked, then nodded. “Good— keep cover-
ing the burn. I’ll go for the doctor— ”
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When K returned with the physician half an hour later, the older 
man looked over the makeshift dressing with approval. “It should 
heal,” he said. “You may not even have a scar. My own mother used to 
crack eggs onto burns. This is not the kind of medicine they teach in 
school. Whose idea was it?”

K glanced at me without saying anything. I crackled inside still.
“I didn’t know what to do,” Amma said softly.
“His idea,” I said.
So I began as K’s patient, though he ended as mine.

so many foods remind me of K now.
When he came to visit me a few days after the accident, his aunt 

Neelo came with him, bearing my favourite maampazham— 
mangoes— and vaazhaipazham, the special small, sweet bananas that 
grew in their yard. My mother must have mentioned that I liked them. 
The fruit pleased me, but for once, I felt more interested in the boy, 
who until this moment had belonged more to my brothers than to me. 
I tried to examine him without being too obvious. His shirt was tucked 
unevenly into his trousers, which were too large. He looked sturdy, 
but not skinny, and had a rim of hair on his upper lip that was not quite 
a moustache. It barely showed— he was dark from the sun. Thick, 
black- framed spectacles dominated his thin, sensitive face. He wiped 
them carefully with a handkerchief so worn it was nearly transparent. 
I did not know then that it had belonged to his late mother.

He replaced his spectacles, and when I realised that he was studying 
me with equal intensity I looked away. Everyone always spoke about 
how clever K was and what an excellent physician he would be. But 
those people were only speculating. I knew absolutely, with an indebt-
edness that ran through my body, and I felt both envy and something 
else that confused me. The thick lenses distorted his eyes, but it was too 
late; I already knew they were lovely and old, full of a certainty that 
appealed to me. I wanted that certainty for myself, to be someone who 
could look at burned fl esh and then touch it.
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K looked over at my mother and his aunt, who were deep in con-
versation, and then back at me.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.
“I feel better. But it itches,” I said, plucking at my blouse. My 

mother had given me the oldest, most worn dress she had, and still, 
every time the fabric touched my skin, I hurt. “I also want to do med-
icine. How did you know what to do?”

He shrugged. “It made sense, even though it wasn’t modern. The 
protein and fat soothe the burn.”

Out of habit, I rubbed at the wound. “Had you ever treated 
some— ”

He leaned forward abruptly and put his hand over mine. “Don’t 
scratch it— you’ll scar,” he said. After a moment, he let his fi ngers fall 
away. I looked over at my mother and his aunt, who were still talking. 
I moved my hand from my stomach, and we sat in silence.

“Are your brothers here?” he asked fi nally.
They weren’t, and we sat quietly until Neelo Aunty came to col-

lect him. He bid me goodbye with a formal face. “Good luck with 
your studies,” he said impersonally, as though his hands had never 
touched me.

So we were not friends at fi rst, although he had already been more 
intimate with me than any other boy I had known.

When I was well enough to return to school, I walked sti�  y 
through the green of our campus, looking for him. My torso was ban-
daged and schoolgirl- uniformed, the pain appropriately dressed and 
private again. As I walked, I laid my hand gently over the hurt to make 
sure it was still there. The burn matched my pulse in its throbbing, al-
ready on its way to becoming a near- invisible scar. He was the only 
other person there who had seen my injury— even my brothers had 
not— and I felt that he knew some indecent, vital secret that I needed 
to confi rm. But although I looked for him in the sea of faces, he was 
nowhere to be found.

When we did meet again, some time later at the temple in our vil-
lage, his moustache appeared slightly more successful. He glanced at 
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my belly, where one of my mother’s old sari blouses covered smaller 
bandages. I lowered my arm across my body and looked away. Stand-
ing with my brothers in the line of men waiting to be blessed, K did 
not seem unusual. You would have thought him just one of many dark 
men with white smiles. And, you know, you would have been wrong.

let me tell you about dark men with white smiles, these Tamil 
men I loved and who belonged with me. In my house there were four 
of them. Each of my brothers resembled my father in a di� erent way. 
All of them had what some people call Ja� na eyes— dark and piercing. 
If you have seen such eyes, you will know what I mean.

Niranjan, my steady, sturdy oldest brother, had Appa’s clear, 
straightforward smile, hooked nose, and thick hair. That year, Perian-
nai, as he was called because he was the eldest brother, turned twenty- 
fi ve. He had almost fi nished studying medicine at the University of 
Peradeniya, a too- long train ride away from us. Quiet, pleasant Daya-
lan, who was nineteen and the tallest among us, worked at the Ja� na 
Public Library and took classes while he waited to matriculate. He was 
mathematically minded but, unusually for someone pursuing engi-
neering, also loved to read. He always carried a novel with him; as he 
fi nished each one, he passed it to me, in the same fashion Niranjan had 
given me his science textbooks. When he was not studying or reading, 
Dayalan spent hours tinkering with his bicycle, which he had assem-
bled himself, from spare parts gathered around town. He might have 
been my father’s shadow, so closely did his tall and solid build resemble 
Appa’s. When Dayalan came home from work or class and stood in the 
doorway, Amma always looked at him a moment too long, and I won-
dered what she was thinking. Seelan, my hot- tempered, popular, 
bright third brother, was one year ahead of me, and in K’s class. Like 
my father, he loved music and, in a good mood, could charm anyone. 
He was in his second year of preparing for Advanced Levels, the uni-
versity entrance exams. And my youngest brother, Aran, the only one 
younger than me, was a skinny, precocious thirteen. He talked like 
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Appa, very reasonably, so that he seemed far older than he was, al-
though he was only preparing for his Ordinary Levels.

If my brothers walked down our lane with K, as they often did, 
they were just fi ve Tamil boys, capable of anything— wily pranks, en-
dearing sweetness. But if you were not one of us, if you did not care to 
look closely, the fi ve men who robbed a bank in March of the same 
year that I met K might have looked like any of them. Perhaps the fi ve 
robbers, too, seemed capable of anything; they were the beginning 
of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam, the Tamil Tigers, and among 
them was the Tiger leader, Prabhakaran, who had already murdered 
the mayor of Ja� na, although he had not yet claimed responsibility.

Appa, who was a surveyor for the government, travelled around the 
country to di� erent postings, and came home only when he was given 
leave, so when he heard about the robbery he wrote and told Amma to 
take all of her jewellery out of the bank and hide it at home. When she 
got his letter, I could hear her crying from my room all the way down 
the hall. I got out of bed to talk to her, thought better of it, and lay 
back down.

“But why does Appa want her to hide the jewellery?” I asked See-
lan, who was trying to sleep in the bed across from me.

“What?” he asked, his voice mu�  ed by his pillow. Periannai had 
come home from university on weekend holiday and taken a bed. After 
a fl urry of rearranging, Seelan had come to bunk with me. The close 
quarters made us short with each other.

“Why does he want her to take the jewellery from the bank?” I 
asked.

“These fellows are stealing. Of course Appa doesn’t want to leave it 
there.”

“What about the money in the bank?”
“The jewellery is harder to replace. And he has some money here in 

the house too. But Amma wants to think everything is all right.”
“Do you think it’s going to be all right?”
Seelan rolled over again without answering, and, feeling foolish, I 

did not press him. A few minutes passed before I could hear him snor-
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ing. Niranjan had gone to an international conference on Tamil lan-
guage and culture in Ja� na proper several years earlier. Policemen had 
fi red into the audience, and some of his friends had gotten hurt. Niran-
jan had come home stained bloody and silent and thoughtful. Days 
later, I saw him pull Emergency ’58, the old bestseller about the 1958 
anti- Tamil riots, from the shelf in Appa’s study. When I wanted to take 
the next turn reading, Periannai shook his head. “Not yet,” he said. 
“When?” I asked. He had already turned away. Whatever he was think-
ing about, he didn’t plan to share it with his nine- year- old sister. But 
Seelan, only one year older than me, didn’t wait for permission, or 
even for Niranjan to be done— he took the book from Periannai’s desk. 
When my father realised what Seelan was reading, he tried to reclaim it, 
but Seelan would neither relinquish Emergency ’58 nor talk about its con-
tents. When he was fi nished, he glowered as he handed it back to Niran-
jan. Periannai, who had not attempted to stop Seelan, gave him a long, 
measured look. “Did you learn what you wanted to learn, thaambi?” 
he asked. “Enough, Periannai,” Seelan said. “More than enough about 
the government.”

At sixteen, I still hadn’t touched Emergency ’58, but I knew it was a 
brutal testimony to Sri Lanka’s willingness to slaughter its own Tamil 
citizens. My father’s slim, battered copy of the book had taken on the 
aura of something forbidden and terrifying. Did I need to read it to 
know that because we were ethnic minorities, Tamils were considered 
expendable? I didn’t know how old one needed to be to read the whole 
of a violent story. I didn’t know if the whole of any violent story could 
be told. I did faithfully read the newspapers, which quoted Tamil po-
litical leaders saying that any move for a separate homeland in the 
northern part of the country would not be violent. The party my fa-
ther supported had adopted a resolution saying exactly that the previ-
ous year— Tamils would work for a separate state in the north and east 
of the country peacefully, like the Gandhians, whom we admired. But 
we could no longer bear the discrimination of a government domi-
nated by the majority Sinhalese, the Tamil politicians declared: no 
more second- class status for our language, double standards and quotas 
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of a violent story. I didn’t know if the whole of any violent story could 
be told. I did faithfully read the newspapers, which quoted Tamil po-
litical leaders saying that any move for a separate homeland in the 
northern part of the country would not be violent. The party my fa-
ther supported had adopted a resolution saying exactly that the previ-
ous year— Tamils would work for a separate state in the north and east 
of the country peacefully, like the Gandhians, whom we admired. But 
we could no longer bear the discrimination of a government domi-
nated by the majority Sinhalese, the Tamil politicians declared: no 
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for Tamil students, government- run Sinhala colonization schemes in 
traditionally Tamil areas, no more government- fomented anti- Tamil 
violence. The 1958 riots had taken place ten years after the British left, 
and the riots of my childhood, well into the years of independence, 
had also been vicious. But I knew that when Appa listened to Tamil 
politicians argue about the right path to self-determination, their in-
competence and inconsistency worried him. When he went to postings 
in other parts of the country, he kept his own counsel, but at home, he 
often vented his feelings to Niranjan, Dayalan, or my mother. “These 
fellows would say anything to help themselves,” he said darkly. I was 
never sure whether my mother was listening to him or not; she silently 
went on with her daily tasks: chopping vegetables, washing dishes, and 
sweeping up the cigarette ash he dropped as he pounded his fi sts.

Other empires had reached for Sri Lanka: the Dutch, the Portu-
guese, and the British had seized and relinquished it in succession, leav-
ing in their wake peoples divided by colonial powers, ancestral angers, 
and bullheaded pride. Long before I was born, Sri- Lanka- then- Ceylon 
stumbled once more into a lazy, self- indulgent independence: the ma-
jority Sinhalese, smarting at slights perceived and actual, discovered 
ways for the country to promote their Buddha, their language, and 
their histories— a comeuppance for us, for Tamils, who were a minor-
ity, and who had fl ourished in English. Learn Sinhalese, or leave your 
job, Tamil civil servants were told— my father among them. I still 
haven’t forgotten the look on his face when he told us.

Appa was lucky— unlike us, when he had gone to school in Ja� na, 
he had studied Sinhala and had several Sinhalese friends, and he still 
spoke the language fl uently. But when Sinhala had become the only 
o�  cial government language, several years after the British left and 
well before I was born, the schools in Ja� na had stopped teaching Sin-
hala in protest. Now the language of instruction was Tamil; although 
I spoke excellent English, I could not say a word in Sinhala. My future 
depended on a language I did not know, no one wanted to teach me, 
and, on principle, I did not want to learn.

None of us, of course, liked to be told what to do. But we had also 
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seen enough to know the costs of that. When I was ten, some of Ni-
ranjan’s friends had disappeared after protesting the changes in national 
university admissions that restricted the number of Tamils that could 
enter. I knew they had been putting up posters— Amma had forbidden 
Periannai to join them. They were imprisoned for two years with no 
explanation. Three years ago, when they were released, crowds turned 
out to see them return. But as far as I could see, their status as heroes 
had not gotten them much. They had not gone to university. They 
were clerks now, or unemployed.

They were not the only ones caught in the sights of the authorities. 
The police had begun to stop my older brothers and their friends on 
their bicycles, which were known to be the preferred method of trans-
portation for Tamil militants and their supporters. But bicycles were 
the preferred method of transportation for almost all the boys in 
Ja� na— and most of the girls too. Since no one thought that girls were 
joining the movement, I could ride mine to and from school and some-
times to the market, where I did errands for my mother. But after that 
fi rst bank robbery, after my mother retrieved her jewellery from the 
bank, Appa decreed that my brothers were to put their bicycles away.

that year, seelan and K studied for Advanced Levels together. 
On weekend mornings, they went to tuition classes for students in 
their year; then they came home and had lunch, at K’s house or at ours, 
and went to the Ja� na Public Library to continue. I wanted to go with 
them in the afternoons, but could not bring myself to ask. K and I were 
studying the same four subjects— botany, zoology, chemistry, and 
physics— and I, too, needed to prepare if I was to have any hope of 
entering medicine. Proud and shy, I sat on the veranda and watched 
them leave rather than saying anything. On the fi rst day, Amma saw 
me observing them and laughed gently. After they left, she set me up 
at Appa’s desk, and I studied alone, drinking the cups of sugary tea she 
brought me. “Here, kunju,” she said to me, setting a fresh one down. 
“You’ll do as well as them.”
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