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answer to the following questions. Is there life after death?

What's it like?

SooN You Wtl Wxr
It started ages ago, a thousand centuries ago, but let's skip

all those yesterdays and begin last Tuesday. It is a day you

wake up hungover and empty of thought, which is true of
most days. You wake up in an endless waiting room. You look
around and it's a dream and, for once, you know it's a dream

and r-ou're h^ppy to wait it out. All things pass, especially

dreams.

You are wearing a safarijacket and fadedjeans and cannot

remember how you got here. You wear one shoe and have

three chains and a camera around your neck. The camera

is your trusty Nikon 3Sl though its lens is smashed and

its casing is cracked. You look through the vievr.finder and

all you see is mud. Time to wake up, Maali boy. You pinch
vourself and it hurts, less like a short stab and more like the

hollorv ache of an insult.
You knorv rvhat it's like to not trust your own mind. That

LSD trip at the Smoking Rock Circus in 7973, hugging an

araliya tree in Viharamahadevi Park for three hours. The

ninety-hour poker marathon, where you won seventeen

lakhs and then lost fifteen of them. Your first shelling in
Mullaiti'r,rr 1984, stuffed in a bunker of terrified parents and

screaming children. Waking in hospital, aged nineteen, not
remembering your Amma's face or how much you loathed it.

You are in a queue, shouting at a woman in a white sari

seated behind a fibreglass counter. Who hasn't been furious
at women behind counters before? Certainly not you. Most
Lankans are silent seethers, but you like to complain at the

top ofyour lungs.

t'it:i1 ilia){jf;

_ 'Not saylng your fault. Not saying m1.thu
happen, no? Especially in governme.rt offi...

'This is not a government office.,
'I don't care, Aunty. I,m just saying, I can.r

photos to share. I m in a committed relation.i
'I am not your Aunty.,
You look around. Behind you, a queur

pillars and snakes along the walls.The 
^i, 

i'. ,-
one appears to be exhaling smoke or carbon -
like a car park with no cars, or a market spa.e _

sell. The ceiling is high and held by .o,l...r. .
irregular intervals across a sprawling vard. \\ :
large lift doors mark the far .rrd 

"r,d-hu-.r, .
and out of them.

Even close up, the Ggures look blurn _e,J:.
skin and have eyes thatblaze in colours n,,r
brown folk. Some are dressed in hospiti
have dried blood on their clothes; ,orn. 

"..-\-11 are shouting at the woman in lvhite. S-
having conversations with each of l,ou .1r :-_

)Iaybe everyone is asking the same QUesti,_-,;--1
bening man (which you are), yor.rd tuk. 5 S

hallucination, most likely induced byJ2li.. .:
The woman opens a large register. She -- .

dorvn with neither interest nor scorn. ,Fir.-
details. Name?'

'Malinda Albert Kab alana.,
'One svllable, please.'
'}Iaali.'
'You know what a syllable is?,
'JIaal.'

'Thank you. Religion?,
'\one.'
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'How silly. Cause of death?'

'Don't remember.'
'Time since death?'

'Don't know.'
,\rvo.

The swarm of souls presses closer, berating and badgering

the woman in white. You gaze upon the pallid faces, sunken

eyes in broken heads, squinted in rage and pain and confusion.

The pupils are in shades of bruises and scabs. Scrambled

browns, blues and greens - all of which disregard you. You

have lived in refugee camps, visited street markets at noon,

and fallen asleep at packed casinos. The heave of humanity is

never picturesque. This heave throngs towards you and heaves

you away from the counter.

Lankans cant queue. Unless you define a queue as an

amorphous curve with multiple entry points. This appears to
be a gathering point for those with questions about their death.

There are multiple counters and irate customers clamour over

grills to shout abuse at the few behind the bars. The afterlife is
a ta-x office and everyone wants their rebate.

You are pushed to one side by an Amma with a young child
on her hip. The child stares at you as if you have smashed its

favourite toy. The mother's hair is caked in blood which stains

her dress and smears her face. 'What about our Madura?

What has happened to him? He was in the back seat with us.

He saw the bus before the driver did."
'How many times to tell madam? Your son is still living.

Dodt worry, be happy.'

This comes from the man from the other counter,who wears

a white smock and an Afro and looks like Moses from the big
book. His voice rumbles like the ocean and his eyes are the pale

yellow of beaten eggs. He repeats the title of last yeart most

annoying song and then opens a ledger book ofhis own.

riRST ?'4{7*S

You take another picture, which is whar r.,

don't know what else to. you attempt to capr
ofchaos, but all you see are cracks in the lens

It is easy to tell who is staff and who i,
carry register books and stand around smiLin:
unhinged. They pace, then stop, then stare rr-
roll their heads and wail. The staff do not
anl.thing, especially the souls they are counse-

Nowwould be an excellent time to r,vake up
rarely remember your dreams and, whatever th
of it sticking is less than a flush or a full h:
remember being here any more than you rerr,
to walk. You'r'e taken Jaki's silly pills and rhi.
dream. What else could it be?

a figure leaning agai:
eems to be a black g,
nor customer. The trl

crowd and its green eyes shine like a cat,s u._.
Thev fall upon you and linger for longer than ::
lead nods and the eyes do not break-gaze.

Above the figure, a sign reads:

DO NOT VrSrr CE'IETER]ES
)rlext to it is a notice with an arrow:
.> EAR CHECKS AT LEVEL FORTY-TNC
\bu turn back to the woman behind the i,_

:;r' again. 'This is a mistake. I d.on,t eat mea:
:rle a day.'The woman seems familiar to l.ou. :!
-rcs are to her. For a moment, the jostling seen:
::oment, it feels like you are all there is.

-{ivol Every excuse I have heard. No ore
:--rr even the suicides. you think f rvani;c
::ughters were eight and ten when ther sh,',:



or req711'eru logs lagr ueqrn ual put lg8re area,t sratg8nup

dtr{ i.tp o} peluB.&r. I {uH} no 'seprrrns oq} uelo }ou

'o3 0l slu,'4 euo 
"\^.T:::l1l-t:::xe '{:eaq 101ry'

sr eJeql gu are no.,i. eIrT sleal 1r'lueruoru
r rog 'do1s o] surees Sur1lso[ aq] 'tueuroru E Jog 'rerl o] ert serl

rnol sduqred sz'nod ol ftrlrr.uzJ suraas uturo,tt eql,lep u e,ry

e>lorrrs dpo 1 ']Eeur lee t,uop I'e>lulsnu ? sr srql 'urcEe ,tn
nod put Jelunotr aq] puqeq ueuro./fi arl] o] >lruq uJn] no

ofvl.L-A1)oj'1343'1 .LV S})fH) )V3 <-

:l\oJJE u3 r{lp\ eJr}ou E sr }r o} }xeN

s3T):t7w3" J.rsr^ lON O(t

:spzer u8rs r'e:n8g eql e oqv
'aze?>petglou op se,(e aql puE spou ptaq

eql'pFoqs deqt uzqr ra8uol ro3 ra8uq pur no.,( uodn p3 iaql
'srq8rlptaq Jepun s.l?f, E elrl aurqs seda uaar8 slr puu p,&\oJl

aql sfe,trns arn8g eq1 'Jeurolsnr Jou gtls Jar{}reu eq o} qool
og,tr'8eg e8uqru8 IIEIq E eq ol suraes ler{,&\ ur pesseJp 'Jeurol
agl ut u8ts t lsure8B Suruuel arn8g u ef,rlou nol uerp puy

taq ]r PFor esle tEq^A'(uEorP
dddrrr z ]sn[ sr sqt puz slrd ,(grs s,r>Izf ue>p] etno '>lle,t\ ol
Sururual Jaqureual nol uzgl arour duu e.rag Sureq Jequror.url

luo ,r no 'esnoq 1ry E ro qsng E utq] ssel sr SuoIcrts ]r ,+o

ef,uetlJ eqt'sr stgl ra,reluq,tr'puu stucaJp -rnod ragruaruer AIJIEI

no;1'ra8ro; puu dn aIB./,t ot eurrt ]uallaf,xa uE eq ppo,r\,{\oN
'Suqlasunoc arz dagt spos ar{} dgrrcedse'Surqliur

Ir lpcarrp {ool lou op JE}s eql 'lre,{\ puz spzar{ rrer{l [o:
aruog 'arrds olur eJzls ueql 'dols uag] 'eced deql'pa8urqur,
>lool reDEI egl lSurpurs punoru puels put slooq relsrSoJ 

^Jrrl
JeuJoJ eql 'r.usl oq 4. puz grls sr oq.&\ 11at ot lsea sr :1

'sual eql ur s1f,EJtr e.re aos nol 1z ]nq 'so?qr :'
lrud ruo srgl e.lnldrc ol ldureuB no 'ot asle ]Er{,/ut.,4l.oui r,uc:
nol. uag,rt op nol ]Eq r sr ql1qrv\'ernlcrd Jar{louz el?l no-\

s#o4 l^5*t.i

1i!, :]--' -j -:---: -=- -:

ISOIU S.rE:-'. -a- : -_--- -,- :-: =-=- =--

apd egr arz safaqqP@rPrHs.Hmra
ftq ".p 

ruo5 wlt{ qI qq ptrl oIJV r f I
srsa,M, ogrr:Eluno EBo eB uory uE aB nhg !

.'ld@ rq
'3ur,q1 11ps q uos mo tIrrEP?E IPr or sau-o 6

('PIP JalrIJP 3F alolFl st
'sn q]il\ lses >lf,Eq alf+ uI su/t eH tulq of pmil
iErnPEtr l mo lnoqB rzwy1"'ef,zJ reg sr?a(Ils I
sulsts tlf,Itll'^ Poolq q Pe{sr sI 4uq s.'rJlpo(u rlf
stl paqszus amg nody se nod rz srruls Pt-np I
pgqc Sunod E rfr/'^. Btuury w fq aprs No q PilF

'etBqal netP sorrua srrF
sr aJ.llraus erll'srBg etp Pu.rqeq AaJ rrp E sF l

JaAo JnourEIJ sJerrrolsnf, e]z.rl PUI snm 1fu
'q]"ap rraqt lnoqz suopsenb tpra'aeq rqJryd:
ol srueddt srrT 'sJuld,fuua qfupru rHAxr
uu sz qnanb 

" 
euyeP nor( sse1u11 'urmb r;n

rrm@ 3tPx

selueg put nol sprurlot s8uorp aarag q1:fr
sr firueurngJo el?erl eql'soqszc perycd rz dr

'uoou 1z sle>Irulu lee.4s PelF.I^ $duuc €qFr
no1'nod p.ruSersrp qsrr1,rtJo 11c - smf p
pelquErls 'sqBf,s PrrE sasIlug Jo soP'srF q a

:uorsry.uof, puu urud pue a8zr ul parumbe 'sPEq
ue>luns'secz; pfiud aqr uodn ezz8 noaqqr'
Surre8pzg puu Surlzreq'resop sesard qnosP

.<"ft

.r
.+PEePJo e

vcl:hl-lY IlYYl.{ lO SNOOT{ N3,



?HE SEYEN MAONS ST MAATI A}"MHIDA

do? Complaining worit help. Be patient and wait your turn.
Forgive what you can. We are short-staffed and looking for
volunteers.'

She looks up and raises her voice at the queue. 'You all have

seven moons.'

'What's a moon?'asks a girl with a snapped neck She holds

the hand of a boywith a cracked shrll.
'Seven moons is seven nights. Seven sunsets. A week. More

than enough time.'
'Thought a moon was a month?'
'The moon is always up there, even when you carit see it.

You think it stops circling the earth, just because your breath

stops?'

You understand none ofthis. So you try another approach.

'Look at this crowd. Must be all the killing up north. Tigers
and Army killing civilians.Indian peacekeepers starting wars.'

You look around to see no one listening to you. The eyes

continue to ignore you and glisten in their blue-green hues.

You look around for the figure in black, but it has vanished.

'Not just up north. Down here also. Government is fighting
theJVP and bodies are piling high.I fiilly get it.You must be

busy these days. I understand.'

'These days?'The woman in white scowls and shakes her

head,'There's a corpse every second. Sometimes trvo. Did you

get your ears checkedl'
'My hearing is fine. I take photos. I bear witness to crimes

that no one else sees. I am needed.'

'That woman has children to feed. That man has hospitals

to run. You have photos? Sha! How impressive.'
'These are not holiday snaps. These are photos that will

bring down govemments. Photos that could stop wars.'
She makes a face at you. The chain around her neck is

an Egyptian cross, once worn by a boy who loved you more

$ jAsI id0$N

than you loved him. She fiddles with it anc
nose.

It is only then that you recognise her. Her
smile had been all over the newspapers for mu,
university lecturer slain by Tamil extremists r,.

being a Tamil moderate.
'I know you. You are Dr Ranee Sridharan.

you out without your loudspeaker. your articir
Tigers were superb. But you used my photos .,,

The thing that makes you most Sri Lani
father's surname or the holy place where r.ou
smile you plaster on your face to hide r.oui :

knowing of other Lankans and the knowinq . j.
Lankans. There are aunties, if given u ,r.,r,.r".n--
u'ho can pinpoint any Lankan to the nearest c,--

moved in circles that overlapped and man\ r..
lbu were cursed with the gift of ,.u., fo.g.=
:-lce. or a sequence of cards.

'I was sad when they got you. Truh: \\'::..
l-ru know; I met a Tiger with the Maharir i :.
rlanised your hit.'

Dr_ Ranee looks up from her book, she gile.
.rd then shrugs. Her pupils are clouded*r..1---.
-, :lh millcy cataracts.

'\bu need to get your ears checked. your ea:.
.. lersonal as your fingerprints. The folds sh,rr,,,
:-:: lobes reveal sins, the cartilage hides guilr. -i,
::erent vou from entering The Light.'

'\\'hat's The Light?,
'The short answer is Whatever you Neeo I.

-,.-{ answer is, I dont have time for the lonq ar-,
Sne passes you an ola leaf, A dried prlrn-l.,-.

=.n used byseven rishis three thousand l.ears .:
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fortunes of everyone who would ever live. Angular incisions
would rip the grainy texture, so South Asian scribes developed

sensuous curves on lettering to stop the leaffrom tearing.
'Did you take photos of 1983?'

'I did indeed. What's this?'

The ola leaf has the same words written in all three
languages. Circular Sinhala, angular Tamil, scribbled English
and not a rip in sight.

EARS

DEATH

5IN5

^,l0oN5STAA^?ED BY

'Get your ears checked, your deaths counted, your sins

coded and your moons registered at Level FortyiTwo. And
get it stamped by a Helper.'She closes her book and, with
that, the conversation. You are replaced at the front of the
queue by a man in bandages who will not stop coughing.

You turn and face the people behind you. You raise your
hands like a prophet. Always the show off, you were. Always
loud, except when you werent.

'None of you ghouls exist! You are phantoms from my
snoring brain. I have swallowed Jaki's silly pills. This is
hallucination. There is no damn life after death. If I close my
eyes, you will vanish like farts!'

They pay as much attention to you as Mr Reagan does to
The Maldives. Neither the car crash victims, the abductees,
the old folk in hospital gowns, nor the late lamented Dr
Ranee Sridharan, notice your outburst.

The chances of finding a pearl in an oyster are 1 in 12,000.
The chances of being hit by lightning are 1 in 700,000. The
odds of the soul surviving the body's death are one in nothing,

ri,{$'tr }d0sN

one in nada, one in zilch.you must be asleep.
certain. Soon you will wake.

And then you have this terrible thought.llcr
this savage isle, this godless planet, th]s dr.in:
snoring galxy.What i{ all this while, asleep i.-
been? And what i{, from this moment fortn.
Almeida, photographet gambler, slut, never ?e
eles ever again?

You follow a throng stumbling through ::
man walks on broken legs, a lady hides a fa'ce .::
seem dressed for a wedding, because that,s lt:,,
decorate corpses. But many others are dresst.

:1 lvater.

This is absurd. Even the Bank of Ceylon doe..
Tu'o floors.

'\Vhatt on the other floors?,you ask anr. :
-.- -cked or otherwise

:.rticularly helpful Helper.
'-\ccounting and Finance,,says a broken ol:

::- a u.alking stick. A racket like this won,t tun; ,'It's 
a1l the same,,wails the dead woman ri-iir :-t,'.ry'universe. 

Every life. Same old. Same c,ic
\bu rarely dream, let alone have nightn:=:

.-:nq the edge of the shaft and somethins :r.
,.:eam like a horror movie damsel as th'e l:- .

.-,-.-*-ards. You are startled by the figure in :
:=rind vou. Its cloak of black garbate baq. r

t
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feral r,vind. He watches as you ascend the shaft and bows as

you float away.

You try another question and ask what The Light is. But
all you get are shrugs and insults. A frightened child calls

you a ponnaya, 
^n 

insult which alleges both homosexuality

and impotence, and you will plead guilty to only one of these

charges. You ask the stafrabout The Light and get a different
answer each time. Some say heaven, some say rebirth, some

say oblivion. Some, like Dr Ranee, sav whatever" The options

hold little appeal for you, aside from rnaybe the latter.

At Level Forrylfwo is a sign'with one word on it.

CLOSED

Figures float through this vast corridoq not noticing the

walls until they burnp into them. There is a reception with no

one in it. And a line of red doors, each one obeying the sign

by staying shut.

At the centre of the hall stands the figure in black,

uninterested in the aimless wanderers r.vho collide around
him. He stares at you and beckons you over. His eyes track
you as you float away; this time they glint in yellow.

The universe yawns in the time it takes for you to get back

to Dr Ranee's counter. Outside, the night fills with winds and

whispers.In this place, there are only counters and confusions.

Dr Ranee notices you and shakes her head.'We need more
Helpers. Less complainers. Everyone is doing their best.'

She looks at you.'Except for those who aren't.'

You wait for her to finish her thought, but it appears she

already has. She pulls a megaphone from under her desk. Now
this is the Dr Ranee you remember, shouting at campuses

when TV cameras rvere around.
'Please do not get lost. If you havent had an Ear Check,

dont come here. Level Forty{wo will be open tomorrow.

I Jfirt" h,1()*:{

Come back then. Remember you have sel.en m.
reach The Light before your last one rises.,

You are about to launch a rant of expletives i.,,
,, o_n:. more, the 6gure wrapped in black garb;
with both hands. Its eyes flicker like candl-es .Lr
rvhat looks like your missing sandal. Dr Rane ,
gaze and drops her smile.

'Get that thing out of here. Maal, where are ,

Two men in white leap ol,er their coun;=
toryards the figure in black. The man with the -\
llke N{oses raises his arms and beilows in a lan:
ner.er heard spoken. Next to him is a musclei:
robe who sprints towards you.

You fade back into the crowd, drift benr.e_:
:eople with blood on their breath and reach the :
r-our footwear.

\bu float towards it, this garbage bag grim re,
:loated towards many things yor; ,ho,.rlj.,;t hr, _
z,rnes and beautiful men. you hear Dr Rancc .:
. -,u ignore her like you did your Amma righr e-:

The figure smirks with teeth as yellow ul i,. .-'Sir, let us ger out of this piace. It is a :
r .^:eaucracy. Like every other building in this o::

The hooded figure stands with its i.. ,o ..ou..
- = --e is in the shadow, vou see it is a boy, younger : ,

''.re. One eye is yellow and the other looks gree,
-.-:ure what silly pills could bring on a hallu"cin.:
---: \-olce appears to be nursing a sore throat.

I knou'your name is Maali_Sir. Don,t u,as:.
=-: {ld piease stay away from The Light.,
1ou follow him to the lift shaft, but t"hi, tirn_ '.

---. angry falsetto of Dr Ranee and the barirc:-.
-'.1:.es and He-Man become distant echoes.
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