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Praise for The Swimmer

‘Roma Tearne is one of those writers who manage to

interweave the political and personal to tremendous effect …

Extraordinary. Love and loss are explored through the

voices of three very different women – a lover, a mother

and a daughter. Tearne draws her women with an

artist’s precision’ Independent

‘A tender, unconventional love story … Tearne’s descriptions

of the wide Suffolk sky are breath-taking; she has a wonderful

ability to create atmosphere’ The Times

‘This tender story of love and loss is deftly infused with the

sights and sounds of a hot Suffolk summer’ Daily Mail

‘The lyricism that saturated Tearne’s previous novels is in

evidence throughout. Yet despite the mellifluous quality of the

writing, there is no sense that grief has been prettified, and

Tearne does not shrink from portraying the ways in which

mourning distorts her characters’ Times Literary Supplement


Praise for Roma Tearne

‘Prose so lush it appeals to every sense, the pages are suffused

with the scents and tastes, ring with the sounds of Sri Lanka

and south London … Roma Tearne is an exquisite writer and

captivating storyteller, such that the reader is endlessly torn

between the desire to linger and the urge to turn the page

to see where she will take us next’ Aminatta Forna

‘The most moving novels of war speak of the battles

fought within individual human hearts; causes and

geographies are their backdrop. A timely lament for the

dead and displaced of the Sri Lankan civil war, Roma Tearne’s

third novel, Brixton Beach, follows four generations of

a family doomed to be estranged not only from

their land, but also from love’ Chris Cleave

‘Rich and satisfying, and written with a painter’s instinct

for the beautiful’ The Times

‘An ambitious, lyrical novel, distinguished by its refusal

to offer false consolation’ Times Literary Supplement

‘[A] richly characterised, elegantly modulated and

deeply moving novel’ Daily Mail

‘Heart-rending … Readers of this powerful novel cannot

fail to be moved’ Christopher Ondaatje, Spectator
‘Lyrically captures a country drenched in both incomparable

beauty and the stink of hatred’ Guardian

‘Tearne brings her skills as a painter to her writing, creating

some extraordinarily lovely portraits of Sri Lankan land and

seascapes, a stunning backdrop to the changing horrors of the

country’s twenty-year civil war’ Sunday Telegraph
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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

I


1

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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