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CHaPtEr 1

IN a MAtTeR oF MInUtEs
BOxInG DAy TSuNaMi, SRi LAnKa 2005

I always imagined by 30 I’d have met the man of my dreams and 

be starting a family. Instead, here I was, 29 years old, still single 

and smack bang in the middle of the world’s biggest disaster. The 

universe obviously had different plans for me. The chilled cham-

pagne at my farewell party the week before seemed a lifetime ago.

White fl ags, symbolising death, fl uttered in the breeze as I passed 

makeshift graves in the sand. It was 35 degrees Celsius, yet the 

breeze sent a shiver down my spine. I couldn’t imagine what this 

place must have looked like before. The stench of rotting bodies 

had disappeared, yet death and destruction was still raw and all 

encompassing. 

Five weeks after the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami, Oxfam sent me 

to one of the hardest hit areas in Sri Lanka. Examining the ruins in 

Batticaloa, my brain tried to process what my mind couldn’t. All I 

could see was absolute destruction. 
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I swallowed hard, willing myself not to cry. The shore was covered 

in debris. The debris of people’s lives. 

It was diffi cult to fathom the reality of the situation. I imagined 

poorly constructed mud and straw huts that were easily washed away. 

But in this area it had been solid brick houses that were dragged out 

to sea. Houses, cars, boats, shops and, most devastatingly, people, 

had all disappeared. Entire communities and generations of families. 

Gone in a matter of minutes.

Walking among the rubble, I got a feeling for the people who had 

lived there. Mud-soaked clothes wrapped around trees, demolished 

temples, fi shermen’s boats in pieces. Broken tiles from bathroom 

walls, decorated with hand-painted fl owers. I stopped to pick up 

a toy monkey half-buried in the sand. It looked identical to one I 

owned as a child.

I fl icked through a waterlogged photo album I found amongst 

the debris, and stared at washed-out images that had survived 

the water: a young man smiling at the camera, a smudged picture 

barely showing a father kissing his son. The pictures gave faces to 

the disaster. Did they escape? Were they the lucky ones who were 

able to run to high ground or climb a tree? Or were they one of the 

mothers, fathers, sons, daughters, neighbours who were violently 

taken by nature? A part of nature they had grown up with and knew 

so intimately. The sea provided them life, food, jobs. They played 

in it as children and it formed the backdrop to their everyday lives. 

But that December, the ocean became their enemy.

I walked in silence with my local colleague, the only sound 

was the waves lapping at the shore. What words could possibly be 

appropriate?

Throughout the day we met people who wanted to tell their 

story. One mother told us how she clung to a tree, holding tightly to 
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her three children. The water rushed around her ferociously. As her 

strength weakened she had to make a choice. She was forced to let 

go of one child so she could hold on to the tree and other children. 

The alternative was for them all to die. She had saved two of her 

children, but would live with the guilt of the one she let go for the 

rest of her life.

Another man was aimlessly wandering the streets, still search-

ing in hope for his wife and daughter. He was a carpenter and was 

looking for work to start building a life again, for their return. I am 

sure in his heart he knew they were gone.

‘The dead ones are the lucky ones,’ cried one woman, as she told 

her story of losing her entire family and all her belongings.

Walking back to the car, my interpreter stopped.

‘Krissy, stop and listen . . .’ he said. ‘What do you hear?’

I couldn’t hear anything, so I shrugged my shoulders.

‘You hear the waves. The tide going in and out, right?’

I nodded.

‘Just before the tsunami, there was absolute silence.’ He paused. 

‘The tide stopped completely—absolute silence.’

I couldn’t speak. What am I meant to say to that!

‘And then minutes later the sound was like a roar from a football 

match—but instead of cheers of joy, it was cries of absolute terror.’ 

Oh God!

I’m sure that sound will stay with him forever. 

Sitting on the guesthouse balcony that evening, I tried to process 

all I’d seen. As a thunderstorm began to rage, I watched a frog jump 

around a puddle. Dogs howled at the fl ashes of lightning highlight-

ing the palm trees in the background. For me, the rain brought relief 

from a hot and humid day. I tried to relax and plan for the day ahead. 

But I couldn’t stop thinking of the people in the camps. Tens of 
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thousands of people living in small tents. It would be horrendous. 

Damp, crowded and maybe even scary. Scary, because although rain 

and thunderstorms are natural and nothing to fear—so once was the 

ocean.

Later that night I lay under my mosquito net watching the fan 

twirl slowly overhead. 

My dreams of becoming an aid worker were playing out in full 

swing and I knew that this was just the beginning. Sure, that meant 

my dream of fi nding Mr Right was on the back-burner. But there 

wasn’t any other place I’d rather be. Plus, you never know where 

Mr Right might be hiding!

I smiled thinking of the fateful night that changed the direction 

of my life, that led me to this very moment.

It all started on a dance fl oor in Vietnam . . . 
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