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About the Book


Retired sportswriter W.G. Karunasena is dying. He will spend his final months drinking arrack, making his wife unhappy, ignoring his son and tracking down Pradeep S. Mathew, a spin bowler who has mysteriously disappeared and whom W.G. considers ‘the greatest cricketer to walk the earth’.


On his quest to find this unsung genius, W.G. uncovers a coach with six fingers, a secret bunker below a famous stadium, a Tamil Tiger warlord, and startling truths about Sri Lanka, cricket and himself.


Ambitious, playful and strikingly original, Chinaman is a novel about cricket and Sri Lanka – and the story of modern day Sri Lanka through its most cherished sport. Hailed by the Gratiaen Prize judges as ‘one of the most imaginative works of contemporary Sri Lankan fiction’, it is an astounding book.


About the Author

Shehan Karunatilaka has written advertisements, rock songs, travel stories and basslines. Chinaman is his first novel.


If a liar tells you he is lying, is he telling the truth?


For Suranjan, Dilo, Ranil, Mani and Percy


CHINAMAN

THE LEGEND OF PRADEEP MATHEW

SHEHAN KARUNATILAKA
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First Innings

‘I think the word ‘great’ is overused. It should only be used for the real legends of the game. We keep saying, ‘It’s a great goal’, ‘It’s a great save’, ‘It’s a great shot through the covers’, when we are talking about orthodox, normal things that happen in every game. I think it denigrates the word.’

Geoff Boycott, England batsman (1964–82)



 

Pradeep Who?

Begin with a question. An obvious one. So obvious it has already crossed your mind. Why have I not heard of this so-called Pradeep Mathew?

This subject has been researched lengthwise and breadthwise. I have analysed every match our man has played in. Why, you ask, has no one heard of our nation’s greatest cricketer?

Here, in no particular order. Wrong place, wrong time, money and laziness. Politics, racism, power cuts, and plain bad luck. If you are unwilling to follow me on the next God-knows-how-many pages, re-read the last two sentences. They are as good a summary as I can give from this side of the bottle.

Deadline

I made my decision after the 1996 World Cup. The last years of my worthless life would be dedicated to a worthy cause. Not world peace or cancer cures or saving whales. God, if he exists, can look into those. No. In my humble opinion, what the world needs most is a halfway decent documentary on Sri Lankan cricket.

No one knows about this visit to Nawasiri Hospital. Not Sheila, who has begun to notice my falling hair, my swollen fingers and the rings under my eyes. Not Ari, who has remarked on how my hand shakes as I pour. Not even Kusuma, the servant, who wakes up every other morning to clean up my acidic, bloodstained vomit.

The doctor is younger than my son and has a put-on smile that does not soften the blow. ‘Mr Karunasena, your liver is being destroyed. And it will get worse.’

‘At least I have my heart.’

My giggle is as pathetic as my attempt at humour. He ignores it and begins scribbling.

‘Can’t you give me pills?’

‘I can give you pills for the nausea and the fever. I can also refer you to our alcohol counsellor.’ The doctor tears off a chit branded by a pharmaceutical company I have not heard of. ‘The rest, Uncle, is up to you.’

‘How much time?’ I keep my tone even and my eyes fixed, hoping the pup won’t see that the old dog is ruffled.

‘If you stop drinking and start eating, exercising, Uncle can bat on for another ten, twenty years.’

The things they don’t teach you at school. How to love. How to die. How to stage a dramatic comeback.

Is it possible to hammer 3 goals in extra time after trailing 2–0? Or to land a knockout punch at the end of the 12th? Is it too late to score at 10 an over and turn a paltry 170 into a magnificent 300?

In my life I have seen beauty only twice. I’m not talking Tharuniya magazine front-cover beauty. I’m talking staggering beauty. Something so beautiful it can make you cry. Sixty-four years, two things of beauty. One I have failed to cherish, the other I may yet be able to.

Sheila at the Galle Face Hotel, 31st Nite Dinner Dance, 1963.

PS Mathew vs New Zealand, at Asgiriya, 1987.

‘What if I cut down to two drinks a day?’

He doesn’t look surprised. But at least he lets go of the smile. ‘A year or two. Maybe more.’

Thus it was settled. I would attempt to do a halfway decent documentary on Sri Lankan cricket. There is nothing more inspiring than a solid deadline.

Sheila

‘I don’t mind you writing as long as you don’t depress people.’

My beloved wife is making me sweep the kitchen. The last time I held a broom, Diego Maradona was a thin, teetotalling teenager.

‘You used to be a poet, Gamini. Now you’re just a grumpus.’

She says I cannot spend my retirement in my room reading about cricket and drinking. So I have chores, which at sixty-four, I find abominable. But as long as I am helping around the house, we are not talking about my drinking, and in my retirement such mercies are welcome.

‘Don’t talk rot, Sheila. When we were young anger was fashionable. Angry young man and all. Now I’m a grumpus?’

‘That’s not a cricket bat, Gamini. Sweep properly.’

It is true. The world has changed and I have not. As with everything, my fault entirely.

‘Heard from Garfield?’

‘Just go, men.’ Sheila is cutting onions and not crying. She keeps jabbering. ‘He’s doing well. You better stop this business and talk to him. He’s calling tonight.’

‘Tonight I will be writing.’

‘Do whatever the hell you want.’

She adds the red chilli to the dry fish.

I say nothing, keep sweeping, and decide to do just that.

Pradeep Why?

Another question. Why am I chasing a man who played only four test matches for Sri Lanka? A man who denied me interviews, delighted me on occasion, disappointed those he played with, and disappeared three years ago. A man whose name is remembered by a minority smaller than our tribal Veddah population.

I ask myself this right after my bath and my morning tea. My tea is taken milk-less with three teaspoons of sugar and five tablespoons of Old Reserve. As you will soon see, I take arrack with a lot of things.

So when did Pradeep Mathew stop being just another Lankan spinner of the 1980s? When did he become something worth obsessing over? A cause I would champion? To answer that I will take you to a boxing match between two men in dinner jackets. One was my dearest friend; the other, my oldest enemy.

Wicket

The word wicket can refer to the three stumps that the bowler attempts to hit. ‘The ball almost hit the wicket there.’
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The surface they are playing on. ‘The Eden Gardens wicket is dry and difficult to bat on.’

The bowler’s performance. ‘Laker’s taken 7 wickets in this match so far.’

The batting line-up’s mortality. ‘South Africa lose 5 quick wickets.’

Its versatility is bettered only by a four-letter word that serves as noun, verb, adjective, adverb, and expletive.

Clean Bowled

The simplest dismissal is when the bowler knocks over the batsman’s wickets. Mathew did this with most of his victims. He sent left-arm chinamen, googlies, armballs and darters through pads and feet. Here is a not-so-random sample of batsmen whose bails he dislodged. Border. Chappell. Crowe. Gatting. Gavaskar. Gower. Greenidge. Hadlee. Imran. Kapil. Lloyd. Miandad.

You are shaking your head. You are closing the book and frowning at the cover. Rereading the blurb at the back. Wondering if a refund is out of the question.

Punch-up at a Wedding

In the buffet corner, weighing over 100 kilos, from the bridegroom’s hometown of Matara, sports journo, talent broker, amateur coach: Newton ‘I came to eat, not to be insulted’ Rodrigo.

In the champagne corner, weighing under 180 lbs, teacher, preacher, video fixer, uninvited guest: Ariyaratne ‘I have watched every test match since 1948’ Byrd.

Ari is my neighbour and my drinking partner. I have smuggled him in and he has smuggled in a bottle. The Oberoi wasn’t Ari’s usual watering hole. He has tanked up already at somewhere far less plush. I should have expected trouble.

We are at the wedding of the Great Lankan Opening Batsman, or the GLOB as we shall call him. The GLOB is a man of the people and has invited to his wedding members of the press, ground staff, and a sprinkling of international cricketing celebrities.

Thirty tables away, Graham Snow and Mohinder Binny are swooning over a gaggle of girls. Both were former players who became commentators and then became players. The buffet table has seven types of buriyani. Next to vats of chicken, Tyronne Cooray, the Minister for Sports and Recreation, is laughing with Tom Whatmore, the then coach of the Sri Lanka cricket team.

And this is where it begins. At the Lanka Oberoi in 1994. With Ari Byrd, Thomian blazer torn along the creases, pressing a chicken drumstick into the face of Newton, shrieking, ‘You came to eat, no? Ithing kaapang! Eat!’

I have seen many fights. Boxing bouts in Kurunegala, barroom brawls in Maradana. Never have the combatants been less skilled, more drunk, or better dressed.

A waiter guards the buffet table as the men in torn suits roll against empty chairs.

Newton takes a hard bite on the chicken, chomping down on two of Ari’s fingers.

‘Ah-wa!’

Ari’s scream is high and girlish. Our table, composed of inebriated journalists like myself, chuckles, sips and gazes around with pleasure at sari-clad women, exotic dancers and international celebrities, who, thanks to Ari’s scream, are gazing back, though perhaps not with as much pleasure.

Most observe from the dance floor. Disapproving aunties and jolly uncles push through the has-beens and never-will-bes. Hand on mouth in mock shock. ‘This is what happens when you invite the riff-raff,’ cackles a crow in a sari. No one for a moment considers stopping the fight just then. Not even us.

Two reasons: (a) Sports journalists rarely see anything in the way of entertainment, especially these days, especially on the cricket field. (b) We all dislike Newton and feel he deserved this bludgeoning with buriyani chicken.

Newton has made a lot more money than any of us. ‘For me, of course, journalism is a hobby. A calling. Pocket money.’ Newton brings young cricketers to Colombo and sells them to clubs; he also studies race sheets, politically and literally backing the right horses always. I know this pudgy man as well as I know the gentleman who was dousing him in gravy.

‘Shall we do something?’ asks Brian Gomez, TV presenter and prankster. Brian once typed a letter on Oxford stationery asking Newton to visit the British High Commission to receive his Queen’s scholarship. The next day Newton wore a suit to work.

‘Let them be,’ says Renganathan, Tamil cricket writer. Renga is a good bugger, but unhealthily obsessed with Roy Dias. When he was editor at the Weekend, he ran one issue with seventeen articles on this wristy batsman of the 1980s.

Newton gains the upper hand. He smears rice in Ari’s eyes and crawls under the table. Elmo Tawfeeq of the Daily News tries to separate them, gets elbowed twice, and decides to sit down. Elmo once told us that he hit Imran Khan for a 6. In actuality, he played club cricket with a Bangladeshi who Imran once hammered for 6.

These are the men I have spent my years with and they are all drunk. Failed artists, scholars and idealists who now hate all artists, scholars and idealists. The band has stopped playing and I hear raised voices in the distance. Newton and Ari knock into veteran scribes Palitha Epasekera and Rex Palipane and I decide to intervene.

I gulp down the last of my rum, but before I can offer my services, the bride of the GLOB enters, shining under yellow lights. A delicate petal, bouquet in hands, tears in eyes.

In the distance, her husband advances with concern smeared across his brow, thinking what I am thinking: that these animals would tear his flower apart. The flower drops her bouquet and screams in an accent that sounds like Sydney but could be Melbourne, in a voice that is anything but petal-like: ‘Get the fuck out of my wedding! You fucking arseholes!’

We can take a fist from a brute, but not a curse from a bride. The waiters assist us in packing up the fight. Released from Ari’s gin-powered grip, Newton picks up a mutton curry with intent.

‘Put that down!’ The GLOB descends on the scene. ‘Yanawa methaning! Get out!’ Both Newton and Ari heed the great man. With the GLOB is Ravi de Mel, has-been fast bowler. He looks for the softest target, finds it, and snarls. ‘Ah, Karunasena. Who else? Kindly take your friends and bugger off.’

Fearing unfavourable press, the GLOB puts on his man-of-the-people smile and pats me on the back. ‘Don’t get angry, Mr Karuna. Wife is bit upset. Don’t you know?’

As we are led out, I see a dark man with a crew cut. He is leaning on table 151, surrounded by sycophants. Indian captain Azharuddin is chatting to him, though the man doesn’t appear to be listening. Our eyes meet and he raises his hand. I return the wave, but he has already averted his gaze.

That may or may not have been the moment that started what you are about to read. But it was most certainly the last time I ever saw Pradeep Sivanathan Mathew.

Slide Show

Today Newton looks like a hippo, those days he was more like a rhino. Mathew may have caused the fight, but it was started by Newton. He had issues with me that went beyond cricket and provoked me knowing I would not respond. He didn’t count on noble, smashed-on-stolen-gin Ari leaping, quite literally, to my defence.

The ballroom smells of flowers, buriyani and thousands of clashing perfumes. Strategic buffet tables separate cricket refugees from social parasites. The deluxe section features the national team, some minor celebs film stars, models and people wealthy enough to own film stars and models.

The middle section is filled with aunties and uncles, media and business types. They have the best view of the dance floor and the band, neither of which seemed to interest them. And then there are us. The journalists, coaches, ground staff, B-grade cricketers, C-grade friends.

Our table sits ten: me, Ari, Newton, Brian, Renga, Elmo, a Pakistani from the Associated Press, his friend and a young couple who look lost. At the other end of the room, there is a bar serving scotch, vodka and champagne. Our table has a bottle of arrack and several glasses of passion fruit cordial. We are men of simple tastes: anything, or even with nothing, with arrack will do.

‘I should be drinking Chivas with Snow and Sobers,’ says Newton. ‘They must’ve misprinted my ticket.’

‘So go, will you,’ says Ari. ‘Maybe Mohinder Binny will ask you to dance.’

The band plays a synthetic love song and the happy couple hold each other and move from side to side. We make quick work of the booze. Everyone whacks two shots, Ari and I whack four. The Pakistanis, Allah be praised, do not drink. As the lights dim, I explore unoccupied tables for bottles to steal. When I return with gin, the conversation has turned to cricket.

Brian Gomez, ever the patriot, proclaims that this Sri Lankan team could be our greatest. Ari says they are OK, but nowhere near the true greats like Lloyd’s Windies or Bradman’s Invincibles. ‘Clive Lloyd’s team is the best I’ve ever seen,’ proclaims Renga. We hide our smirks. Every time Renga sees a film or witnesses a cover drive, he proclaims it to be ‘the best he’s ever seen’.

The Pakistani journalist talks of an all-time football XI featuring Zico, Best and Maradona. We sip stolen booze and begin fantasising. What if Ali fought Tyson? Or Navratilova played Billie Jean? It’s a good way to pass the time. Better than staring at the dance floor, pretending to grin.

We agree that Lloyd’s team were literally head and shoulders above the rest. Elmo offers that Bradman’s Invincibles were invincible only because of Bradman. ‘You eliminate him, good team. Invincible? That I don’t know.’ We all drink a toast to Clive Lloyd. The young couple slink off to another table.

Newton is petulant throughout. ‘Our team couldn’t even draw a two-day match with Bradman.’

‘Don’t say that,’ says Brian. ‘We beat New Zealand.’

The dance floor writhes with famous names and dolled-up women who do not belong to them. From the roar of the house band and the machinations of the dancers, it is evident that the alcohol denied to our table has been flowing freely on the other side of the room. Understandable. Dolled-up women prefer to have their bottoms pinched by international cricketers and not by those who write about them.

The Pakistani journalist begins scribbling on napkins. As the only man at the table with an education outside of Asia, he convinces us with diagrams and eloquence that the perfect cricket team should be composed as such:

Two solid openers

Three aggressive batsmen

Two genuine all-rounders

One agile wicketkeeper

Two unplayable fast bowlers

One genius spinner

Seduced by his Parthan lilt and logical arguments, we nod collectively. The Windies were great, but not perfect. No spinner. No all-rounder. Lloyd had four types of hurricanes at his disposal: the elegant Holding, the belligerent Roberts, the towering Garner and the fiery Marshall. Who needs spinners, counters an argumentative Newton.

Booze flows and conversation splinters. Graham Snow toasts the GLOB and his bride, who begin doing the rounds of the ballroom. Ari and the Pakistani journalist whisper and scribble on napkins. The rest of us charge our glasses and clap as the band switches to traditional baila and a bald man with a moustache commandeers the mic from a bearded man in a hat. Both are middle-aged, potbellied and wearing leather trousers.

Ari and the Pakistani journo silence the table with an announcement. Elmo, Brian and Renga listen while wiggling their bellies to the bajaw beat.

‘Gentlemen. We have constructed the world’s greatest cricket team.’

Ari and the Pakistani have prepared a slide show of napkins. Dinner arrives at the table, but is pushed aside for the presentation. ‘Of course, I don’t agree with some choices,’ says the Pakistani.

First slide:

Openers


	Jack Hobbs (Eng-20s)

	Sunil Gavaskar (Ind-80s)



Newton raises his glass. There is much nodding. ‘The masters,’ says Elmo.

Next slide:

Middle Order


	Don Bradman (Aus-40s)

	Viv Richards (WI-80s)

	Allan Border (Aus-80s)



There is applause. We grin at each other with appreciation. ‘How about Zaheer Abbas?’ says the quiet friend of the Pakistani journo. We all glare at him and he pipes down into his passion fruit.

Next slide:

All-rounders


	Garfield Sobers (WI-60s)

	Wasim Akram (Pak-90s)



I mention the word Hadlee. Ari and the Pakistani inform me that sadly there are no New Zealanders on this team. ‘What about Sri Lankans?’ asks Brian and we all snigger. This was 1994. We were drunk, but not stupid.

Next slide:

Wicketkeeper


	Denis Lindsay (SA-60s)



And here the group erupts. Denis Lindsay over Tallon? Knott? Bari? Madness. Newton calls the list pathetic. The rest of the critics hurl their knives. Not me.

I saw Lindsay tour Sri Lanka as part of a Commonwealth side in the 1960s and keep wickets to the fire of Wes Hall and Freddie Trueman and the wiles of Chandrasekhar and Prasanna. I have never seen that level of agility in anyone outside of a cartoon film. Apartheid was responsible for many tragedies. Somewhere at the bottom of a long list would be the short careers of Graeme Pollock, Barry Richards and Denis Lindsay.

Next slide:

Fast Bowlers


	Sidney Barnes (Eng-10s)

	Dennis Lillee (Aus-70s)



Some say ooh. Some say aah. Some say Sidney who? I mention that the great Lillee took all his wickets in England, Australia, and New Zealand. That over a twelve-year career he never took a wicket in India or the West Indies. No one listens to me.

The clatter of plates and chatter of guests replace baila as the dominant noise. Across the ballroom everyone digs into the roast chicken and richly flavoured rice. But our table is undivided in its attention.

Who could the genius spinner be? A leggie like Grimmet or Qadir? An offie like Laker or Gibbs? A left-armer like Bedi or Underwood?

Final slide:

Spinner


	Pradeep Mathew (SL-80s)



And pandemonium begins. The Pakistani shakes his head and says he had nothing to do with it. Renga, Brian and Elmo hoot with laughter.

‘Y’all are cocked, ah?’ Newton launches into a tirade. ‘If you want to put a Lankan, put Aravinda or Duleep. Pradeep Mathew? How can you call yourselves sports journalists? Bloody fools.’

Ari puts up his hand. ‘This list is based on stats and natural ability. Both Mathew and Lindsay have strike rates and averages that rank them with the greats.’

I step in. ‘I saw Lindsay in ’63. Maara reflexes. Jonty Rhodes is nowhere. He jumped in front of the batsman to take a catch at silly mid-off.’

‘You bloody drunkard, it was ’66,’ says Newton. ‘Y’all are idiots. Mathew can’t even make the current side.’

And in the economy section of the crystal ballroom, gobbling chicken buriyani amidst famous acquaintances, Ari and I begin telling them. About the multiple variations, the prize scalps, the balls that defied physics, and that legendary spell at Asgiriya. No one believes us.

Newton calls me a drunk a few more times. I call him a bribe-taking pimp. The rest of the table retreat, while Ari begins slurring.

And as the temperature rises, I look around and see the man himself in a circle of people, looking lost. At his side is a pretty girl, whispering in his ear is the Indian skipper, hanging on each syllable are career reserve Charith Silva and Sri Lankan cheerleader Reggie Ranwala.

Mathew is glaring at me, as if he knows his name is about to cause a brawl. As if he knows I will spend the next five years searching for him. As if he knows he will never be found.

And then, Newton calls me a talentless illiterate who should be writing women’s features. And then, Ari stuffs a chicken into Newton’s open mouth. And then, all is noise.

Willow and Leather

The ball is made of leather with a hard seam running its circumference. The bat is made of willow. The sound of one hitting the other is music.
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Birds

Today I cannot write. There are birds outside my window. They are being shrill. People, mainly birdwatchers, think birds are treasures of Lanka and their songs more melodious than the collected works of Boney M and Shakin’ Stevens.

I find a fish market more melodic. These sparrows and parrots remind me of parliament during my reporting days. I cannot write. I cannot think. There are birds outside my window. So I will drink.

Spinners or Plumbers?

The GLOB once claimed that just because he could hit a ball with a bat it didn’t make him better than anyone else. Was he being falsely modest or genuinely humble? Like many of our local umpires and selectors over the years, I will give him the benefit of the doubt.

But there is some truth to what he says. Does Sri Lanka need more schoolteachers, more soldiers, or more wicketkeepers? What’s more useful to society? A middle order batsman or a bank manager? A specialist gully fieldsman or a civil engineer? A left-arm spinner or a plumber?

I have been told by members of my own family that there is no use or value in sports. I only agree with the first part.

I may be drunk, but I am not stupid. Of course there is little point to sports. But, at the risk of depressing you, let me add two more cents. There is little point to anything. In a thousand years, grass will have grown over all our cities. Nothing of anything will matter.

Left-arm spinners cannot unclog your drains, teach your children or cure you of disease. But once in a while, the very best of them will bowl a ball that will bring an entire nation to its feet. And while there may be no practical use in that, there is most certainly value.

Pitch

The battleground. 22 yards, punctuated at either end by three stumps. If the pitch is grassy and moist, the ball whizzes through. If it is wet or bone dry, the ball will spin. The pitch serves as a scapegoat for many failures, though it is seldom referred to by those celebrating success.

The Articles

Inspired by napkins and wedding punch-ups, I decide to write short articles on the ten greatest Sri Lankan cricketers of all time. I will not tell you who are on my list. I am already sick to death of lists.
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At the risk of sounding like Renga, I will say that the articles are the best things I have written in forty-one years of wielding a pen. Despite this, or perhaps because of this, the Observer refuses to publish them.

The Observer and I have a history. I was there from ’58 to ’71, winning Ceylon Sportswriter of the Year in 1969. I left to find my way in the world. I then lost my way in the world, and returned a prodigal in ’91. In between I had won a few more awards, done a stint in radio, been sacked twice from reputed newspapers and acquired a reputation as a belligerent drunk.

I’m not sure why the editor of the Observer despised me. It could have been my debonair, devil-may-care swagger. Or it could be the fact that I spilled brandy on his wife at a Christmas party in ’79. He could not sack me before I was pensionable, for fear of labour courts. So, sadist that he was, he kept me away from the sports pages and put me on parliament duty, the role of a glorified stenographer.

He refuses to publish my articles, claiming, maliciously, that they are poorly written. The Weekend doesn’t think so. They publish three before going bankrupt. Or more specifically, before going bankrupt due to their printing presses being set on fire by men with gold jewellery and cans of petrol a week after publishing a story involving the government and an address that was too accurate for its own good.

Kreeda, a magazine I helped start, publishes all ten, but has the circulation of an illustrated porn rag. Palitha Epasekera agrees to translate the articles for Ravaya, but that never happens. But then in ’95, over a year after they are written, Sportstar say they are interested in three: Aravinda, Sathasivam and Mathew. Sportstar pays handsomely, which is just as well, because the Observer is in the process of terminating my employment for freelancing for other publications.

This too is just as well. I am tired of sitting in parliament, watching fat men braying like mules and squabbling like infants. I send a letter to the company accountant on 26 April, the day of my birth, informing him of my recent elevation to the age of pensionability. I now never have to work or worry about drink money ever again. There are some perks of ageing.

There are also some perks of working forty-one years in journalism. Free buffets, free booze, free hotel rooms, free invites to functions, free tickets to matches. In exchange for no pay, no respect, and the very real possibility of being bludgeoned to death by a government-sponsored thug.

Cheerio to the lot of you. You will not be missed.

Sales Pitch

If you’ve never seen a cricket match; if you have and it has made you snore; if you can’t understand why anyone would watch, let alone obsess over this dull game, then this is the book for you.

Definitely

Ari Byrd is my next-door neighbour. He teaches maths at Science College in Mount Lavinia and lectures at the University of Moratuwa. He calls himself a fixer of gadgets, but I would describe him as more of a breaker. His front room and his garage are littered with carcasses of video players, walkmans, spool machines and Polaroid cameras. He buys these gadgets through the Sunday Observer classifieds, obsolete technology with broken parts at a cut price.

‘Wije, God has given you a gift that you are wasting,’ he says. ‘You must write a book.’

This was many years before the stomach pains.

‘Yes. Yes,’ I reply. ‘One day, the stories I will tell… Definitely.’

Promises uttered by Sri Lankans ending in the word definitely have a high likelihood of being broken. We use the word as the Mexicanos would say mañana.

My friend Jonny Gilhooley likes the articles and is not a man given to insincerity. He says, ‘WeeGee, me bonnie lad, you should write for Wisden.’ Renganathan calls me and says ‘Karu, those were the best articles I have ever read.’

Of course, there are the critics. My sweet, darling Sheila in her kind, gentle way says, ‘What, Gamini? Those three were hopeless, no? Your Duleep and Arjuna ones were better.’

Thankfully, the years have given me the maturity to deal with criticism.

I bump into my nemesis Newton Rodrigo at a club game.

‘Heard you got sacked from the Observer?’

‘I retired. Unlike some, I know when to quit,’ I parry.

‘If that was the case, you would’ve quit in the 1970s,’ he chuckles.

‘When I was at the top. True,’ I muse. ‘As I recall, even in those days you were feeding at the bottom, no?’

He stops laughing. ‘I don’t have time to talk baila with you. Why are you obsessed with that Mathew? Your articles were OK. In the hands of a better writer, they could’ve been good.’

I submit the articles to Wisden, and receive no response. So in the early months of retirement, I spend my minutes hidden in my cluttered room, trying to write more words for syndication. I end up wasting afternoons arguing with Sheila about our son, Garfield. The boy is just out of his teens and shows no interest in anything other than listening to noise in his room and pretending not to smoke.

My favourite waste of time is daydreaming unanswerables about Mathew. Who did he get his talent from? Why did he not play regularly? Where did he disappear to?

I haven’t yet told you about the Asgiriya test. I’m hoping there will be world enough and time.

The phone rings. The phone is always for Garfield. Giggly girls and boys shouting swear words. I have ways of dealing with them.

‘Could I speak with DubLew Gee Karoonasayna, please?’

‘Speaking.’

‘You been writing for the Sportstar on Shree Lankan cricketers?’

‘That is correct. To whom am I…’

‘Great stuff. Especially that piece on the spinner Mathew. I saw him, you know, in the ’87 World Cup … um … hold on, please.’

I hear the same voice barking in the distance. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake… I thought we weren’t going live. OK. OK. Now piss off.’

‘Hello, Mr Karoonasayna…’

‘Call me Gamini…’

‘Mate, I’ve to go on air. Can you make it to the Presidential Suite at the Taj at 10?’

‘Of course.’

’Oh, and come alone.’

‘Definitely.’

And that was how I got to meet Mr Graham Snow.

Presidential Suite

It has its own entrance and its own lift. Both are carpeted and plated in silver, shined to the point of reflection. The lift is as big as my office room, designed, presumably, to transport bodyguards and entourages to the seventeenth floor in one go.

We aren’t the only ones heading to the Taj Renaissance Presidential Suite. We share the lift with Hashan Mahanama and career reserve Charith Silva, both a year away from being immortalised as members of the ’96 world-conquering squad. They are flanked by no less than five young lasses. All with straightened hair, knee-length skirts and varying degrees of make-up.

The security guards body-search me and Ari, and leer at the display of thigh and cleavage that they are forbidden to touch. Silva and Mahanama, knowing that they know me from somewhere, give me the tiniest of nods before shepherding their harem from the lift.

‘You bugger,’ says Ari as we enter the darkened room. ‘This is a bloody opium den.’

‘Just go, men,’ I say, walking past supine bodies and crimson lampshades. The air is filled with smoke and desperation and the thump of something resembling music. Ari is prone to melodrama.

‘If I didn’t know better, Wije, I’d say we were at a party. As my daughters would say, we are crashing the gate. Are you sure this is…’

‘Fellow told me 10 at Taj Presidential Suite,’ I say, pasting a smile on my face to mask my terror at being surrounded by women in various states of undress. We elbow our way through the corridor, glancing at the populated rooms. In some, people are sitting on rugs and puffing on teapots made of glass. In others, strobe lights are flashing reds and pinks and a man with headphones is scraping a table.

‘You wan tequila?’ She is Chinese and blonde and wearing boots and shorts. Her friend looks East European and is wearing no bra.

‘Tequila. Tequila. Gimme. Gimme,’ says the Russian. She looks at us.

‘Uncle. Ko-he-ma-da?’

‘Kohee-meedi…’ mimics Marilyn Ming-Roe. They both giggle.

Ari and I down the shots.

‘You no take lime and salt?’

Unsure what to do in these situations, I look her square in the breast and grin like a goon.

Ari takes charge. ‘Is Graham Snow here?’

‘Ah, you friend of Graham? We take you,’ says the Russian.

‘Graham is not in good mood,’ says her companion, sucking on a lime.

We pass through rooms where expensive bottles of vodka are being emptied down unappreciative throats. Where young men and younger women wiggle to bone-rattling noise. I fancy I spy some famous faces, many, like me, much too old to be here. The Russian leads us up a spiral stairway to a garden on the roof.

Gusts of cool breeze take the sweat from our shirts. To our left is the open space of Galle Face Green with the Indian Ocean curling at its feet. To our right, a troubled city of lights and silence. A more spectacular view of Colombo I am yet to see.

Perched alone next to a table of bottles, puffing on a crumpled cigarette, is Gatsby himself, Mr Graham Robin Snow. He raises a solitary eyebrow.

‘Oh right.’ He rises. A giant in a batik shirt and a straw hat.

‘Sirisena! Bring another chair.’

He squeezes our hands and avoids our eyes. He motions for us to sit and looks down at his slippered feet. ‘Didn’t know there’d be two of you.’

‘This is Ari Byrd. My statistician.’

Unimpressed, Snow begins pouring vodka. ‘Drink?’

A man with muscles in a white T-shirt enters carrying chairs.

‘Siri, bring some ice, will ya?’ Snow’s voice rises with each sentence. ‘Siri, I can smell fucking dope. I caught two of them having it off in these bushes. Tell Upul no fucking dope and no fucking fucking! I’ll kick everyone out.’

Rambo scrambles down and barks orders at an unseen security guard.

We sit with our drinks, next to one of the greatest English cricketers of the 1970s.

‘Are you married?’ he asks. We both nod.

‘Happily married?’ Ari nods slightly more vigorously than I do.

‘It’s easy for you chaps. No offence. But you don’t have women throwing themselves at you all around the world.’

I look at Ari, who looks at me.

‘I just didn’t think she’d leave.’

And then the man who demolished Kim Hughes’s Australians in ’81 begins sobbing into his vodka tonic.

Nineteen Eighty-five

The very first time I see him bowl is on Jonny’s massive TV during the 1985 Benson & Hedges World Series. That’s when Pradeep gets me sacked from the Island.

I can blame it on the stakes.

On Jonny’s coffee table stands a bottle of Chivas, a bottle of Gordon’s and a bottle of Old Reserve. The winner gets all three, certainly a prize worth fighting for, but perhaps not worth losing one’s job over.

Jonny Gilhooley, Cultural Attaché at Colombo’s British High Commission, receives his stipend in pounds. He donates the Chivas. Ari receives rupees like I do, and a meagre sum at that. But he does not wish to appear ungracious and pledges an expensive gin. I have little money and less grace. The arrack is my contribution.

Jonny refuses to discuss his life before Sri Lanka. We secretly suspect he may be a Cold War spy in hiding.

‘Jonny, are you a Cold War spy in hiding?’

After four pints of ale, Ari tends to forget what is secret and what isn’t.

‘Aye, bonnie lad,’ says Jonny. ‘And I’m also the bastard who’s gonna take home ya bottles!’

The bet is not on who will win. In 1985, there is only one answer to that. The team that isn’t Sri Lanka.

‘Absholutely shuperb delivery.’

We stop our chatter and gawk at the TV. Is Richie Benaud saying something nice about Sri Lanka?

‘P.S. Mathew’s figures are not flattering. 7 overs. None for 51. But thish over hash been as good as I’ve sheen from a left-arm chinaman bowler.’

I will no longer reproduce the quirks of Benaud’s speech. I wouldn’t want to offend the great all-rounder. Ari, on the other hand, has no such qualms.

‘This pious bugger gets on my nerves.’

On the giant TV in this air-conditioned room, Sri Lanka is suffering its seventh successive thrashing of the year. We will go on to be soundly beaten five times by Border’s Australians and five times by Lloyd’s West Indies. But never more soundly than the match that day.

The TV is the size of half a cinema. When Jonny got promoted from press officer, he insisted on a cinema room, pointing out at high-flown meetings, in hifalutin tones, that screenings of French new wave and German expressionist films at the Alliance Française and the Goethe Institute were popular with middle-class Sri Lankans.

A sports fan like us, Jonny rigged the screen to the MI6 satellite and got live feeds of cricket, football, rugby and tennis. Taking advantage of unspent budgets and absent high commissioners, he equipped the room with soundproofing, a well-stocked bar and plush sofas.

Jonny always invited me and Ari over to the High Commission to watch live games and let us booze and shout abuse at the large screen.

And in 1985, Ari and I do both in abundance. We also play silly games. Like the Seamless Paki, a contest of who could construct the longest sequence of overlapping Pakistani cricketers’ names. At the time of writing, Ari is reigning champ for ‘Saqlain Mushtaq Mohammad Wasim Akram Raza’.

Today’s bet has to do with our favourite commentator, Graham Snow. The only one who has nice things to say about Sri Lanka.

‘I’m with ya, Aree mate. Benaud’s a tosser,’ says Jonny. Jonny’s accent is a mixture of Geordie and Punjabi, two very similar dialects spoken by two very dissimilar people. On screen, with Australia 262–1 off 37 overs, Richie Benaud does not respond.

Black and white photographs adorn the lime walls. Lord Mountbatten, Sir Oliver Goonatileke, Queen Elizabeth, Sir Richard Attenborough, the current High Commissioner. The air conditioner is set to just right.

‘I say wicket this over,’ says Ari. ‘Loser serves drinks.’

The Island editor had insisted I hand in my match report by midnight. I make a mental note to depart early. And then Mathew bowls a perfect googly.

Anticipating the off break, Dean Jones dances down the pitch, his sunglasses glinting. The ball pitches on middle and leg and cuts sharply into the gloves of keeper Amal Silva, who whips off the bails. Jones out for 99.

‘What did I tell you?’ squeals Ari. ‘OK. Jonny, for calling the great Richie a tosser. Gin for me, arrack for Wije and make yourself something nice.’

Ari turns his thinning head of hair towards me. ‘I say, who is this fellow?’

‘Pradeep Mathew. Our latest partner for DS.’

The veteran leg spinner D.S. de Silva was in his forties when Sri Lanka gained test status. The 1985 series was his swansong. It would be ten years before Sri Lanka had a regular wicket-taking spinner in the side. In the decade in between, we experimented with seventeen different ones.

When Mathew removes Allan Border’s leg stump with what can only be described as a slow, reverse-swinging yorker, the three of us scream. The ball, curling in the air from off to leg and snaking under Border’s bat, causes Richie Benaud to launch into uncharacteristic hyperbole.

‘That’sh one of the mosht amazing deliveries I’ve sheen.’

Inside the soundproof cinema room there is the din of three men cheering lustily. A change in commentary: Benaud is replaced by Bill Lawry and former England captain Graham Snow.

I cast the first stone. ‘For this session, three.’

Jonny chuckles. ‘You must be barmy. If this spinner takes another wicket, he’ll do at least seven.’

Ari has a notepad ready. ‘OK, gentlemen. Round 4. How many times will Graham Snow say ‘these little Sri Lankans’? Wije three? Jonny seven? I’ll say five. Starting now.’

‘Morning, Graham. Morning, all,’ says Bill Lawry.

We wait with bated breath.

‘Morning, Bill,’ says Graham.

‘Interesting passage of play here. Can Australia make it to 300?’

‘I tell you what. These little Shree Lankans are finally putting up a fight.’

We clink our glasses and growl.

‘And it’s all thanks to this young man, Mathew. He’s bowled a blinder.’

David Boon misjudges the flight of a wayward chinaman and spoons a catch to Madugalle. Australia 277–5. We gape at the screen.

‘Another one! That’s his third. Look at these figures. First spell, nothing to write home about. But this spell. 3 overs. 3 for 4.’

‘Well, not being unkind, Graham, but till the last hour, this Sri Lankan team has been nothing to write home about. Comprehensively beaten in seven matches.’

Ari takes a swig of his scotch and then winces, realising Jonny has forgotten the ice and the soda.

‘Blow it out your arse, Bill,’ sneers Jonny. ‘How boring was he? Worse than bloody Boycott.’

‘You’re talking rot,’ I say. ‘I saw Lawry stand up to a blitz from Trueman and Statham at Lord’s. He was class.’

‘You applying for an Aussie visa, WeeGee?’ Jonny winks at Ari.

‘I have no intention of leaving this miserable isle.’

‘Wije. Stop bullshitting, men,’ says Ari. ‘Bill Lawry was a corpse with pads.’

At that moment, with the score on 290, the corpse bursts to life. ‘GOT HIM! What a ball! Young Mathew traps Simon O’Donnell leg before.’

‘That was a top spinner,’ Graham Snow observes. ‘I tell you what. This boy has them all. Chinaman, googly, top spinner and that amazing arm ball that got rid of the Aussie captain.’

Australia end up on 323 for 7. Snow says the phrase seven times during that session and twenty-three times for the whole game. Jonny wins the round, but I win the three bottles. Ari’s scoring system is as mystical as the Duckworth–Lewis. I will not even attempt an explanation.

Mathew adds Kepler Wessels to his 5 scalps for 65 runs, but Sri Lanka can only muster a paltry 91, with only two batsmen reaching double figures. It is Sri Lanka’s heaviest defeat.

The next day’s newspapers lament our dismal batting. None mention Mathew’s 5–65. The Island’s match report would have, had its writer handed in his copy on time.

The Shrink

All credit should go to Ari. While I pour the vodka, he sits with his arm around our host, sharing a cigarette and his secrets to happiness.

‘Graham, I have always admired your grit.’

When Ari says it, it doesn’t sound like brown-nosing.

‘You weren’t the most talented, but you were the toughest. The only fellow to stand up to that Lillee and Thompson.’

As I gaze at Colombo’s rooftops, from the corner of my eye I spy Graham burying his head in his palms. How drunk is he and why is he discussing his marital problems with two strangers?

‘Glenda has left. My boys ignore me. SevenSports may not renew my contract. That’s it, I suppose,’ he sobs.

‘Stop this nonsense, Graham. Don’t become a spectacle.’ Ari is strict. ‘Who are these people downstairs?’

‘The Indians paid for the party.’

‘What Indians?’ I ask.

‘From NSPN. A sponsorship deal for the World Cup.’

I decide to join the group therapy session. ‘See, Mr Snow. NSPN! What is SevenSports? People respect you. Make cricket the centre of your life. And everything will follow.’

Ari glares at me. ‘Wije. Don’t talk crap. Make God and your family the centre. What is cricket?’

‘Good advice,’ I say. ‘Except for two things. His family hate him. And God doesn’t exist.’

White T-shirt Rambo interrupts what could have escalated into World War III. With him is a middle-aged man wearing a tie and a just-been-dragged-out-of-bed expression. ‘Mr Graham. Dr Nalaka is here.’

The man blushes, scratches the back of his head, and then extends a limp wrist. ‘You called for a psychiatrist. I am Dr Nalaka. Sri Jayawardenapura Hospital. I don’t usually do night calls…’

‘You’re the shrink?’ Graham Snow looks at me and Ari. ‘Then who are these jokers?’

I flash my old press pass like a cop with a badge. ‘W.G. Karunasena, Sportstar magazine.’

Ari bows. ‘Ari Byrd. Scientist. Statistician.’ He extends his hands like a preacher.

And then the man who had been sobbing just ten minutes earlier bursts into uncontrollable laughter.

Till the Ship Sails

6 balls make an over. 50 overs, or 300 balls, give or take, make a one-day game innings.

In a test match, each team bats twice. An innings ends when ten batsmen are out or when the batting captain declares the innings closed. This is not measured in overs, but in days.

From the dawn of cricket till the late 1930s, when yours truly was still a toddler chasing lizards in Kurunegala, test matches were timeless, played till both sides were bowled out twice. At first, games did not last longer than seventy-two hours, but then, as the sciences of batting and pitch making developed, matches began to stretch to four, five, sometimes six days.

In 1938 a test between South Africa and England went on for nine days and remained unfinished. Pursuing 696, England had to stop their run chase at 654–5 as their ship back to Blighty was ready to leave. After that, test matches were restricted to five days. Some say they are still too long; I think they are just right.

These Little Shree Lankans

‘I’ll tell you what I love about you Shree Lankans?’

The shrink has been paid a consultancy fee and sent home while we do his job for him. We help Graham through the first bottle and most of his depression. His wife had caught him with a barmaid in the West Indies and left, leaving a hole in his life that no amount of parties in presidential suites or sponsorship deals could fill.

‘You’re passionate about the game, but you’re also easy-going. The Indians and the Pakis have gone absolutely bananas.’

It is November of 1995. Little do we all know that in less than six months Sri Lanka would also be going bananas. In the preceding year, Sri Lanka had won their first series overseas, humbling Craig Turner’s New Zealanders, and had become the first team to beat Pakistan at home in fifteen years. Later this year they would travel to Australia, where Darrell Hair would no-ball Murali for chucking, setting in motion a chain of events that would climax at a World Cup final in Lahore in March 1996.

‘I read all of your articles,’ says Graham. ‘The Times could do with writers like you.’

I hope he means the Times of London.

‘England it’s all Cantona and Mansell. No one gives a flying fuck about cricket. But suddenly these little Shree Lankans are capturing the imagination of the world.’

Ari and I chuckle quietly. We decide against telling Graham Snow about our silly game. ‘Sir Richard Hadlee reckons they might grab the Cup. Not sure I’m sure about that…’

‘Graham, please.’ I begin counting down my fingers. ‘Look at our batting. Sanath, Kalu, Guru, Aravinda, Arjuna, Roshan, Hashan…’

‘Flair at the top, maturity in the middle, discipline lower down,’ Ari says with gusto. ‘And our bowling and fielding are much more focused.’

‘For the first time,’ I say, ‘we are real contenders for the Cup.’

‘Hmm. You may well be right,’ says Graham. ‘This fella Mathew. Will he play?’

Ari and I exchange glances. Pradeep Mathew had not played a test since the 1994 Zimbabwe tour. He was a surprise selection for the tour to New Zealand, but did not play a single game. I attempted to contact him when researching the Sportstar article, but the Sri Lanka Board of Control for Cricket, SLBCC, refused to give me his details. He did not play in that year’s domestic season. There were murmurings of a serious injury.

‘You know that boy holds the record for best bowling in a one-dayer,’ says Graham.

‘You are mistaken,’ says Ari. ‘That is Aaqib Javed with 7 for…’

‘7 for 37. Right. Mathew got 8 for 17.’

‘Impossible,’ says Ari.

‘Wanna bet?’

‘You don’t want to bet with me, Mr Graham.’

‘Listen,’ says the great man. ‘There are two reasons I called you here. One is for a business proposition. The other is to show you this…’

He pulls an envelope from his shirt pocket. And right then, the Russian brunette, formerly bra-less, now topless, runs into the garden, chased by Rambo – and Mohinder Binny who is wearing nothing but boxer shorts. Ari and I look on in disbelief. The Russian is rolling on the tiles while Binny tries to hold her down. We are unsure if she is laughing or crying.

‘This is not an opium den,’ says Ari. ‘It’s a bloody orgy house.’

We both shrug, clink our glasses and stare at the envelope while Graham Snow yells raw expletives at Rambo.

All-rounders

An all-rounder is a player who can bat and bowl. A genuine all-rounder should be able to make the team on either skill alone. A genuine one is as rare as a punctual Sri Lankan.

There are plenty of bowlers who can bat a bit, and plenty of batsmen who roll their arm over occasionally. Such players are patronisingly described as ‘useful’. The New Zealand team once comprised eleven such ‘useful’ players, prompting the Turbaned Indian Commentator, or TIC, to remark, ‘I bet even the sheep in New Zealand can bowl medium pace and bat number 7.’

Nineteen Eighty-seven

The 1987 World Cup was the first to be held outside of Blighty. It was the beginning of the eastward march of cricket’s power base. A move that would be completed by the time Sri Lanka held the trophy aloft nine years later.

In ’87, the number of overs per innings was reduced from 60 to 50, giving Lady Luck a greater hand in close games. Spin replaced pace as the dominant force, and for the first time neutral umpires stood in the middle.

Games were closer. Here is a random sample of results: Australia beat India by 1 run, NZ beat Zimbabwe by 3, Pakistan beat us by 15, but lost to the West Indies by 1 wicket. For the first time ever the Windies failed to reach the semis, despite Viv Richards plundering a then record 181 against, who else, Sri Lanka. It was the beginning of the end for them. The baton of supremacy would soon be wrested from their ebony fingers.

The curry-phobic West came well prepared. New Zealand shipped tins of beans and bottled water and had to book two extra rooms in Hyderabad to store provisions. England brought an expert in tropical diseases and a microwave oven, but sadly not too many batsmen who could score over a run a ball.

Nevertheless, the land that invented the game overcame hosts India to reach the final, while Allan Border’s Aussies, fired up by Zaheer Abbas calling them ‘a bunch of club cricketers’, outplayed the favoured Pakistanis at Lahore.

Sri Lanka had an awful tournament. Even Zimbabwe looked more competitive. Our team was shunted from Peshawar to Kanpur to Faisalabad to Pune: two-day journeys each way, with more hours spent in transit lounges than in the nets.

Sri Lanka toured with three spinners: Sridharan Jeganathan, Don Anurasiri and Pradeep Mathew. Mathew played only one game against Pakistan, which we lost by 113 runs. He picked up the scalps of Imran Khan, bowled by an angling googly, and Javed Miandad, yorked by a darter, causing some to question why he was not used till our fifth game.

In 1987, my son Garfield played Under-13 for Wesley. He began the season as an opening batsman and a left-arm spinner. He ended the season as a reserve in the B-team. I told him not to worry. That we would work on his game. That next season he would be a regular player and in three years he could try for the 1st XI. What happened was nothing of the sort.

Graham Snow remembers 1987 as the first rock-and-roll World Cup. A masala of noise and colour. ‘The fireworks, the magic shows, the armed escorts and, we didn’t know it at the time, the bookies. I tell you, this was a far cry from the members’ stand at Lord’s.’

I tell him I do not remember Mathew playing more than one game in that tournament.

‘Oh, Mathew was rubbish. So were Shree Lanka. Forget the World Cup. I’m talking about the qualifying games. Me and Bill did the commentary.’

In 1987, Sri Lanka had been a test nation for five years, but were, statistically at least, a disappointment. 25 tests: 2 wins. 61 one-dayers: 41 losses.

NZ took twenty-six years to post their first test victory, we took just three. Yet in 1987, Sri Lanka, five-year-old test nation, suffered the indignity of having to qualify by playing third-string sides like Zimbabwe, Bangladesh, Denmark, Argentina, Israel and Gibraltar. Yes, Israel has a cricket team.

‘Against Gibraltar, Pradeep Mathew took 9 wickets. 9 for 40-odd. Gibraltans were all out for 120, your men Mendis and Dias belted those runs in 20 overs.’

This is news to us.

‘9 wickets? Can’t be. In ’87, the record belonged to Winston Davis, 7 for 51,’ says Ari the show-off. ‘Are you sure, Graham?’

‘No one reported it, because Gibraltar were not a recognised side.’

‘Fair enough,’ I say, winking at Ari.

It is another of our recurring arguments. Do records count if they are against weak opposition, at home, or in favourable conditions? To this day Ari argues that Sri Lanka are still not a great side, since we win all our matches at home. Like our record-breaking 398 against Kenya in Kandy. I argue that he is talking through his rectum.
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‘Against Bermuda, in the semi-final, he takes 8 for 17,’ says Graham. ‘Now Bermuda were losing finalists in the ’82 ICC qualifiers, which gave them temporary one-day status, which meant…’

‘…that Mathew’s figures were official,’ I say. ‘Which means a Sri Lankan holds the record for best one-day bowling.’

‘Not officially,’ says Graham. ‘But yes.’

Ari starts laughing. Sri Lankans deal with injustice in different ways. I grumble and moan, Ari laughs.

Who Wins?

Batsmen score, bowlers try and get them out, fielders catch and stem the runs. Whoever is left standing on the most runs at the end, wins.

In test cricket, unless four innings are completed, a draw is declared. If teams bowl defensively or if batsmen play too slowly, no one wins. Least of all the poor buggers who wasted five days watching.

Andy Ganteaume

I no longer feel the roof vibrate under my feet. The party has quietened and the vodka has wrapped a fluffy blanket across our mood. We are joined by Mohinder Binny, still in boxer shorts, sans the topless Russian. He sits down, toasts the memory of 1983 and passes out.

Hashan Mahanama and a hard-hitting Sinhalese Sports Club, SSC, batsman whose name I forget smoke cigarettes at the other end of the balcony.

‘Buggers shouldn’t smoke,’ says Ari. ‘They are professional sportsmen.’

‘Hogwash. We lived on beer and fags and steak and pies,’ says Graham Snow. ‘Would Gower have been more elegant if he’d been raised on isotonic drinks? Nonsense.’

Graham lets us read and reread the letter he obtained from the International Cricket Council’s Sri Lanka file. ‘After I read your article, I got my PA to do some digging around. She came up with this a few weeks ago. Convinced me of two things. That Shree Lanka is filled with passion for the game. And that I should do everything I can to help you guys.’

Flat 7C/123 Cotta Road

Colombo 8

Sri Lanka

To: Lord Colin Dexter, President International

Cricketing Council

Re: Humble suggestions

Dear Sir

Pardon for intruson.

I play for small country torn by war, a poor relation of cricket world. I write you becauce game in my country is controlled by PUPPETS. I am dropped from the national side due to refusing to cheat during Pakistan series and due to my race which is Tamil. In Sri Lnka, if Captain or Coach or Minister likes you, you are in team.

I do not wish to waste lordship’s time with personal issue. Instead to offer suggestions for your kind perusal. Here are ways we can remove corruption in Sri Lanka and improving the game.



	Umpiring—Neutral umpiring is very essential. Bad umpiring is ruining cricket

	Technology—Use television cameras for run outs and to look at player discipline. There is TOO MUCH SLEDGING on field. Old friend of mine, David Hawkins has developed technology to judge LBW. Contact him at Hampshire University.

	Change structure of cricket in developing nation. Encourage Sri Lanka cricket board to select from all over the island and FROM ALL RACES. Not just Colombo school Sinhala Budhist.

	Local coaches too much politics. Give Sri Lanka foreign coaches, fitness trainers and more home tours. We need coaches who can analys game. Give us chance to host next world cup. Only then we will learn.

	I am earning less than $50 per test match. Last 3 years Sri Lanka has played 4 test matches. All of us have to work for full time jobs. We play becauce we have passion and talent. But talent will leave game if there is no money.





If you put reforms and promote cricket in Sri Lanka, we will for sure produce teams like the great West Indies. Please make no mention of this letter to my cricket board or fellow countrymen.

Yours faithfully

Pradeep Mathew

14/4/87

‘Typical sour grapes letter,’ says Ari.

In my time I have heard many such whinges from players on the fringes. Captain favours certain schools. So-and-so bribed his way into the squad. Some even attempt to pass them off as autobiographies.

‘Mate, this was the letter that got the third umpire agenda on the ICC table. Dexter consulted with Sri Lanka cricket a few years later. You now have foreign coaches and are about to host a World Cup.’

I feel the cheap paper between my fingertips. How did a man who could barely speak English write the blueprint for Sri Lankan cricket reforms?

‘I wasn’t talented. There’ve been players more gifted than me who never reached their potential. Do you know who has the highest test average?’

I step to the wicket. ‘Most people think Bradman. But not so. Andy Ganteaume. Played one test and scored 112. Never played again.’

Andy Ganteaume was blamed for scoring too slowly and turning a possible victory into a draw. He never did manage to break back into a strong post-war Windies side featuring the three Ws, Sobers, Kanhai and Stollmeyer. His average sits at 112 for all eternity, 13 above the great Don.

Graham applauds and the game begins. The names come thick and fast.

Ray ‘The Goat’ Manigault, described by Jordan and Magic as the greatest street basketball player there ever was, succumbed to crack addiction and failed to make the NBA.

Laxman Sivaramakrishnan, India’s leg-spinning boy wonder, with three gods in his surname, exploded on the international stage with 6-wicket hauls in his first three innings and then lost form permanently. Bob Massie and Narendra Hirwani took 16 wickets on debut and faded into obscurity.

Everyone tells the story of the fiery pace bowler from Jaffna who bowled at 110 mph during an SSC trial, returned to the war zone to gather his belongings and was never heard of again.

‘Wasting talent is a crime,’ says Graham.

‘A sin,’ concurs Ari.

I think of Pradeep Mathew, the great unsung bowler. I think of Sri Lanka, the great underachieving nation. I think of W.G. Karunasena, the great unfulfilled writer. I think of all these ghosts and I can’t help but agree.

De Saram Road

We shake hands as Graham leads us to the lift. All that is left of the party are empty bottles, fallen ashtrays and broken furniture.

‘You know, WeeJay, when I asked you to come at 10, I meant tomorrow morning,’ smiles Graham.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I never drink with the press or let them see me drunk.’

‘But you said come at 10…’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Graham lifts his hand. ‘Was a pleasure meeting you both. Can I trust you not to write about my personal life?’

‘Definitely.’

Ari looks smitten and does not let go of Graham’s hand. I wonder if I should leave them alone for a goodnight kiss.

‘We didn’t get to talk business. Will you be at home tomorrow?’

Ari and I say yes at the same time.

‘Where do you live?’

This time I let Ari say it by himself. ‘17/5 de Saram Road, Mount Lavinia.’

‘Shall we say 10?’ says Graham to the closing lift doors.

While drinking and talking cricket till 2 a.m. may offer the illusion of friendship, I was not expecting to hear from Graham Snow ever again. Many people have promised the world over bottles and delivered little more than nothing. I am one of them, and they are one of you.

The next morning I’m arguing with the urchins playing cricket on my road. It is the second ball to hit my windows and I’m in the process of confiscating it.

‘Let them play,’ calls out Ari from the next-door balcony. ‘We must nurture cricket at street level.’

When Graham Snow’s 4WD pulls up, the urchins gaze in awe. Graham rolls down the window. He is wearing a suit and a frown.

‘Sorry, chaps,’ he mutters. ‘Just got called to the airport, problem with NSPN, need to be in Mumbai.’

He hands me a huge purple file. It is filled with legal documents with Snow’s signature. Ari has run down in his sarong and shouts for the whole neighbourhood to hear. ‘Ah. My good friend. Mr Graham Snow. How? How?’

‘Hello, Aree. Gotta rush. No time to explain. You’re the blokes I’ve been looking for. I’m recommending you for the Graham Snow Commonwealth Cricket Grant.’

The urchins have stopped their game. Housewives are peeping from balconies. A crow drops a watery turd on my gate.

‘Go to the Sri Lanka Cricket Board and speak to Danila Guneratne. She’ll give you the details. Tell her I have picked you and Aree for the grant.’

‘How much is the grant?’ asks Ari.

Graham’s driver revs his engine. ‘Gotta go. See ya. My card’s there.’

‘How much is the grant?’

‘Speak to Danila. Good luck.’

His jeep speeds off, leaving me and Ari with a purple file and a requisition for…

‘Seven lakhs!’ gasps Ari.

The number is scrawled in a fancy font on a certificate that carries the Queen’s seal.

The urchins resist the urge to chase after the jeep, and, sensing gossip, walk towards us. I throw them their ball and pull Ari to the veranda. ‘It says here we have to make five half-hour documentaries.’

‘So? Let’s do it. I saw this video camera for sale in the Observer…’

‘But what do you know about making documentary films?’

‘How many documentaries I have seen. How hard can it be?’

Harder than we thought. It was three years before those documentaries aired. By that time, kingdoms had been won and lost. The bubble of Sri Lankan cricket had ballooned and burst. And sadly, so had W.G. Karunasena.

Strange Ways to Die

91 per cent of all dismissals are caused by bowlers hitting wickets, fielders taking catches, batsmen obstructing stumps and runners falling short of their ground. Bowled, caught, LBW and run-out are to cricket what cancer, heart disease, stroke and road accidents are to life.

But there are more unusual ways of surrendering your wicket. You can be out for handling the ball, hitting the ball twice, obstructing the field, not coming out on time, or falling on your wicket. All of these occurred in the 1994 Sri Lanka vs Zimbabwe series. You-know-who featured prominently.

The First Meeting

At the first meeting, everyone is late. Ari and I are the first to arrive at 00.15 Sri Lankan Time. That is, fifteen minutes after the scheduled start. By 01.23 SLT, everyone is gathered around a table in an air-conditioned room.

Representing the SLBCC are Miss Yasmin Alles, giggly and girly, looking just out of school uniform; and Ms Danila Guneratne, older, fair and flawless, could have been a model, probably was. Representing Independent Television Limited, ITL, are programming director Dr Rakwana Somawardena, sports editor Mr Abdul Cassim and Mrs Kolombage, stenographer. Representing us is just us. We are wearing ties. I have even combed my hair and polished my shoes.

‘What experience do you have, Mr Karunasena, in creating television?’ Rakwana, specs on nose, scrutinising our proposal, his eye darting towards Miss Alles leaning over her notebook.

I feel like asking this bearded bureaucrat in national dress the very same question.

Ari speaks. ‘I lectured in filmmaking in the UK, I have studied it and taught it for over thirty years.’ Ari always smiles, but he only shows his teeth when he is lying. In truth, he attended a workshop in filmmaking at the British Council in ’79 and has been master-in-charge of the Science College AV Club since the late 1980s.

‘You have showreel?’ Danila sounds like a vatti amma selling veggies on the street, even though she looks like a Parisian model. Fair skin, dark eyes, a beauty spot below her nose, a smile that could stop traffic and a voice like a car crash.

Fluorescent light falls from tubes on the ceiling and bounces off Ari’s exposed teeth. ‘My showreel is on Kodachrome Color Reversal film stock. It has deteriorated over the years. It is currently being restored in Singapore.’

‘Graham Snow recommends you highly. We like your articles, but we’ll need a script to approve budget.’

‘Script is essential,’ says Cassim, more for his boss to hear than for us.

‘Must have script,’ nods Mrs Kolombage.

‘Directing documentary is no joke,’ says Rakwana to us.

‘Not a joke,’ nods Mrs Kolombage, closing her notebook.

Secret Weapons

A week later, we bounce back, but this time with some secret weapons. We unveil our first.

‘Danila, meet Brian Gomez, sports presenter for…’

‘We know Brian,’ smiles Danila.

‘Aren’t you contracted to RupaVision?’ asks Cassim.

‘No, my dear,’ grins Brian. ‘I’m a free agent. Doing some NSPN work. Behind the scenes. Presented a few shows for Sirasa. Now I’m at your service.’

Brian’s off-screen persona is much more charismatic than what we see on television. Though he is prone to bouts of toe-curling corniness.

‘Dhani, how to say no to Wije and Ari? These men are encyclopaedias of cricket.’

I interrupt. ‘I will script, Ari will produce, Brian will direct and present.’

‘Sha. Brian, you can direct?’ Today is a casual Friday and she is wearing a shawl and beads.

‘Why not? Why not?’ smiles Brian.

Brian picks up a transparency that I helped type and places it on the projector. The square of blinding light on the opposite wall fills up with text. ‘This is our list.’



	First slide:
	



	Aravinda de Silva
	Batsman 80s/90s



	Sanath Jayasuriya
	All-rounder 90s



	Gamini Goonesena
	All-rounder 50s



	Sidath Wettimuny
	Batsman 80s



	Mahadevan Sathasivam
	Batsman 40s



	Duleep Mendis
	Captain. Batsman 80s



	Pradeep Mathew
	Bowler 80s



	Arjuna Ranatunga
	Captain. Batsman 90s



	Muttiah Muralitharan
	Bowler 90s



	Rumesh Ratnayake
	Bowler 80s




‘Pradeep Mathew?’ says Danila. ‘Was he that good?’

I spy Mr Cassim stealing glances at her low neckline. The mousey girl takes notes. Brian jumps in, as rehearsed.

‘Dhani, let us go through the concept and then we will debate content.’

God bless him. While Ari and I can bullshit with the best, it helps to know the lingo.



	Second slide:
	



	Aravinda
	The Artist



	Sanath
	The Punisher



	Goonesena
	The Gentleman



	Sidath
	The Stylist



	Satha
	The Genius



	Mendis
	The Strongman



	Mathew
	The Mystery



	Arjuna
	The Warrior



	Murali
	The Magician



	Rumesh
	The Fighter




‘We will give each cricketer a persona,’ says Ari, ‘and do ten-minute segments on each, using themes and music appropriate to…’

‘Warrior and Fighter are the same thing,’ says Cassim with relish.

‘Not necessarily…’ I begin.

‘This is mainly the concept.’ Ari has had many battles on semantics with me and knows that things can get violent. ‘We will tweak where necessary.’

‘I’m not sure my boss Mr Jayantha Punchipala will be happy about including Pradeep Mathew,’ says Danila. ‘Otherwise, very nice concept.’

And then just before Christmas, in Jonny Gilhooley’s room, watching Sri Lanka beat the West Indies at Adelaide in the first match of the legendary 1995/96 World Series, we receive a phone call.

Graham Snow is commentating with, who else, Bill Lawry. ‘This Shree Lankan batting line-up has developed over the years. Flair at the top. Maturity in the middle. Discipline at the bottom.’

‘Heard that? Heard that?’ exclaims Ari. ‘I only said that! Fellow is quoting me.’

‘For the first time they are real contenders for the World Cup,’ continues Snow as if the words are his own. ‘And real contenders here.’

‘How’s your documentary, lads?’ asks Jonny.

The years have been good to our friend. We no longer camp out at the High Commission. By the mid-1990s, he had built a villa by Bolgoda Lake and moved his TV room there. We make the trip whenever an important match is on. Though less often than we used to.

I shake my head and wave my hand. It is not a topic I wish to discuss while watching Sri Lanka beating West Indies, a feat unthinkable a mere ten years earlier.

And then I hear a series of Morse code-like squeaks and I feel the drinks table vibrate. Ari has purchased a cellulite phone, a brick-like contraption that sucks batteries and weighs a ton.

‘Ari, it’s the mothership,’ says Jonny.

Ari picks up the block and walks towards the veranda by the lake. He returns moments later, wiggling his hips like a hula girl and waving his arms. ‘Bring out the Chivas, Jonny boy. They approved original concept. MD wants to meet us.’

And then captain Ranatunga late-cuts a 4 as Sri Lanka inch closer to the improbable. And I’m thinking that if there is a God, he too may be watching the cricket with his feet up and a big smile on his face.

The List

Aravinda, Sanath, Gamini, Sidath, Satha, Duleep, Mathew, Arjuna, Murali, Rumesh.

Consensus reached between me and Ari and Brian Gomez on 9 December 1995. This is a list of bitter compromise. One player is there because he is fourteenth on all our lists. Two of my top five are not even present. But it has taken much statistical analysis, pleading of cases and arrack to arrive at this final decision. And as this is the Gibraltar on which our documentary is to be built, we all agree to stand by it and desist from criticism.

I will say three last words on the subject and then be forever silent. Guru? No? Why?

The Wall that I Stare at

I cannot face a window when I write. I cannot begin the writing of anything on a Friday. I cannot write without liquid passing my lips. I have learned over the years that it pays to nurture your idiosyncrasies. Even a hack must respect his muse.

I begin my assignment on Monday, 4 January 1996. I am asked to stay at home and manufacture scripts that are everything to everybody. Ari and Brian will haggle, renegotiate, coordinate, source and organise. I am grateful to be excused from the tedium of production meetings.

Before we are given the equipment and the budget, we are given the deadline. We must be ready to shoot straight after the World Cup. ‘In case we get to the semis,’ suggests Rakwana.

‘In case we whack the Cup,’ says Brian.

I spend the first two weeks drinking stout and going through my library. Throughout my life, even when times were tough, I never stopped buying books. Or, come to think of it, booze. My library is dusty and well stocked. My liver is well worn. I skim through my cricket collection and delve into my favourite wastes of time. Byron, F. Scott and the Bible.

To me, the Bible is perhaps the greatest book ever written. Not as a step-by-step guide to life or as a travel brochure for the afterlife. In that respect, it is positively dangerous. But as a tightly written work of fiction, it is magnificent.

There is a knock on my door and then a turning of the handle. I see the unruly hair before I see the ungrateful lad.

‘Thaathi. Busy?’

‘A bit. Why?’

My office is strewn with paper cuttings and books. Garfield looks about and nods. ‘Ammi says you and Ari Uncle are doing a TV show?’

‘With Graham Snow and Brian Gomez,’ I say nonchalantly. ‘When are your results coming?’

‘Next month.’

‘What do you want?’

‘Need to discuss…things.’

‘Bit busy. After lunch?’ I say, knowing that I take my lunch when others take their tea.

He is gone.

That was our first conversation in three weeks. He had caught me off guard. I usually prepare for my meetings with Garfield by making my heart into a fist.

Our fights began shortly after his fifteenth birthday. First he joined a rocker band. Then he was suspended for smoking. Then he was dropped from the Wesley College 2nd XI cricket team. Sheila broke the news and I accidentally broke one of her vases. That conversation ended badly.

‘He is playing in a band, smoking, running with girls, of course he will be dropped. What do you expect?’

Sheila spoke quietly. ‘Gamini. This is good in a way. Now he can concentrate on studies.’

‘This fool? Concentrate on anything?’

The boy never talks back to me. At least I have taught him something.

Our last argument had been over his choice of A-level subjects. I recommended he study commerce or science and he went behind my back and enrolled in history, Japanese and logic.

The reason he was now breaking the silence was obvious. Money. But what for? To travel to Japan and study Confucius? To marry some girl he’d impregnated? To buy guitar strings for his rocker band?

I turn to Ari’s notebooks. I have borrowed his collection of 1985–95. The blue ones include scorecards and written summaries for each match he has seen. And Ari claims to have seen them all. The yellow ones are the fattest. Scrapbooks of paper cuttings. The pink ones contain undecipherable diagrams and formulae.

With our combined libraries, I have enough data to hammer short films on each cricketer. Except for one. I appear to be the only person to have written about Pradeep Sivanathan Mathew in the last ten years. By the time I am ready to meet Garfield, it is five in the evening and he has left for tuition class.

I spend weeks scribbling and pasting notes on walls. For inspiration I have a mess of books, a window overlooking flowerpots and a wall that I stare at. The wall gazes down on my flimsy table and my flimsier typewriter. It is a 1971 Jinadasa, gifted to me by my sister, the only relative not to file me under lost causes. The keys are as brittle as my bones, but the ribbon is fresh and the ink is wet.

I type career summaries for my top ten and paste them on the wall. I draw up a list of potential interviewees and a list of potential questions. I compile a list of memorable footage to be sourced. Mendis’s twin centuries vs India in ’82, Ratnayake’s catch in our first test win in ’85, Aravinda’s 267 vs the Aussies in ’88 and Mathew’s ’94 Zimbabwe tour. I then type random sentences and paste them on the wall. Pretentious stuff that I may never use.

‘Goonesena, a gentleman to his fingertips, placed etiquette above aggression.’

‘Ranatunga was a fox in a grizzly bear’s clothing.’

And then, with three days to deadline, with the wall I stare at full of scribblings, I sit in my banian and sarong before my 1971 Jinadasa and daydream as hard as I can. It is the compulsory procrastination before each assignment. I think of Garfield and of our history of silences. I think about opportunities squandered. I think about Sathasivam. And then I start typing.

I quickly realise that everything – Satha, Garfield, even this Jinadasa typewriter – is a product of its era. The Jinadasa company was propped up by the Sri Lanka Freedom Party, under the assonant slogan ‘Stationers to the Nation’. The products were hardy and underpriced. But after just three months of free market capitalism under the United National Party, the company collapsed spectacularly in 1978.

They say countries with the word democratic in them usually aren’t. Throughout the 1970s, the SLFP’s policies involved the culling of economic freedoms. For most of the 1990s, the UNP have been hopelessly divided.

Back to Satha. He was perhaps the most elegant cricketer of them all. A gentleman drunk, a playboy who could play. Notorious for turning up at games minutes before the first ball, attired in the previous night’s evening dress, smelling of alcohol and someone else’s wife, Satha would order eggs and bacon at the clubhouse, shower, knock back a hair-of-the-dog scotch and score a scintillating double century.

Writing at the speed of arrack, turning article to voice-over is easier than I thought. Then we pick out as many friendly commentators, coaches, has-beens and current players as we can think of, and post them questionnaires for interviews. The rest would be up to Brian and Ari.

When Garfield barges in, I have finished the questionnaire and written eight profiles. I am also pretty tanked up. He brings Sheila and I know I can no longer avoid this. I stop jabbing at the Jinadasa and remove my glasses.

‘Sorry to disturb, Gamini,’ says my darling wife. ‘Juices are flowing today, no?’

She looks at the typewritten sheets on the table and thankfully, not at the empty bottle by my chair. ‘Garfield wants to talk to you.’

They sit on the cane chairs by the window. I swivel around and light myself a cigarette.

‘I thought you gave up?’

‘Writing, no?’ I grin.

Smoking history of W.G. Karunasena:


	Years 0–16: 0 cigarettes.

	17–48: 12 a day, sometimes 25.

	49–59: 0 cigarettes.

	As of last year: 2 a day. Before writing and after.



Sheila shakes her head and says nothing. She points her chin towards our son. ‘So. Tell, tell.’

Garfield doesn’t look me in the eye. His eyes dart along the books on the floor and rest on the empty bottle of Old Reserve. ‘I want to do an engineering course in India.’

It takes all the muscles in my lower body to stop me from falling off my chair. ‘Without science subjects?’

‘They need good A-level marks. They don’t care what subjects.’

‘So will you get good marks?’

Garfield looks at me for the first time and nods.

‘You can study Japanese and become an engineer?’

Sheila butts in. ‘He wants to study sound engineering.’

‘Sound engineering? Like Sony Walkmans? That’s why you need Japanese?’

I only mean to smile kindly. I end up letting out a high-pitched giggle.

My son gives me a look. A look I recognise instantly as one I gave my teachers and elder siblings. A look I frequently got slapped for.

‘Putha, go and check if the kettle has boiled,’ says Sheila, as our son exits. She stares at me. Despite my behaviour, I’m in a good mood. Good booze, a good day’s work, my son having not impregnated a Japanese teenager.

‘OK. OK. How much?’

‘Airfare and fees will come to three–four lakhs. Then accommodation…’

‘Sheila, I don’t have anything. We sold the family plot to buy this house.’

‘What about the leftovers?’

‘Nothing’s left over.’

‘I have a bit I saved up.’

‘Where money for you?’

She puts her hands in her lap. There is no raising of voices. She has obviously prepared for battle. ‘I saved, Gamini, I didn’t waste.’

Sheila didn’t like me going overseas on assignments, unless the newspaper or the sponsor paid my expenses. Sadly, the per diem I received was not enough to enter a homeless shelter and obtain a bowl of soup. I always returned in debt.

‘You must ask your Loku Aiya.’

My cigarette over, I pour myself the last drink of the day. I have no desire to talk to my eldest brother.

‘Now why are you drinking? How many times have they offered? If we say for Garfield’s education, they will give.’

I shake my head. ‘You know what Loku Aiya said about me, no?’

Sheila says nothing.

‘No need of borrowing from anyone, I will give.’ I squeeze her arm. ‘Write down the amount and give. I will somehow get it.’

That night, the three of us eat at the table, though we keep the TV on. Sri Lanka, invited to make up the numbers at the 95/96 World Series, look about to beat Australia and perhaps even book a place in the final.

Garfield doesn’t say a word, but his face has something resembling a smile. Sheila is happy and has cooked kiribath, the only dish she can make better than anyone else in the world. I’m having my third last drink of the day.

And even though I have no idea how I am to raise nine lakhs, I decide to put off worrying till tomorrow. Another day, another bottle. Procrastination is as much a group activity as watching cricket.

Old School Tie

School cricket is what feeds the Sri Lankan national side. We have no counties or Sheffields or shields and earlier, had no academies or strong first-class tournaments. Before the 1990s, two schools in particular fed Sri Lankan cricket, fed Sri Lankan politics and fed themselves from the fat of the land.

All of our male prime ministers and presidents have been from Royal College, Colombo, or St Thomas’ College, Mount Lavinia, except for the Rt Honourable Mr StopGap in the 1960s and His Excellency Mr BenevolentDictator in the 1980s.

It’s funny how legacies are passed on. They say in a mixed marriage children are beautiful. This is true if you get a pleasing combination of white features and black complexion. Not so, if vice versa. With age, I have realised that we are doomed to be parodies of our parents and that if there are virtues and vices to inherit, we will get a fraction of the former and a multiplication of the latter.

Nations are prey to my genetic Murphy’s Law. Ideally, we Sri Lankans should have retained our friendly, childlike nature and combined it with the inventiveness of our colonisers. Instead, we inherit Portuguese lethargy, Dutch hedonism and British snobbery. We inherit the power lust of our conquerors, but none of their vision.

The old school tie is one such trait. Ari tells me that its influence is on the wane. ‘Look at our World Cup squad. Ananda, Nalanda, Richmond, Mahinda, St Servatius, St Sebastian’s. One Josephian. Royal–Thora no show. Same with all the top jobs.’

The unwritten school hierarchy is as follows. The top table is occupied by Royal, STC, St Joseph’s, St Peter’s, Ananda, Nalanda, Trinity. The next table would seat Thurstan, Isipathana, St Sebastian’s, Prince of Wales, DS, Wesley and Bens.

‘So this means the cream is rising to the top and replacing the cherries.’

‘Nonsense,’ says Ari. ‘The cherries have all gone to London, Washington and Sydney. The dregs at the bottom are rising to the top.’

‘I wouldn’t call Sanath and Kalu dregs, my friend.’

‘Maybe so. But I tell you, Wije, they are intentionally keeping us Thomians out. The Ananda–Nalanda brigade. Payback for the Brown Sahib treatment.’

Legend has it that when teenager Arjuna Ranatunga, an Ananda boy, first arrived at the Sinhalese Sports Club and addressed stalwart F.C. de Saram, a proud Royalist, the latter smirked, ‘It speaks English, does it?’

Ari is an old Thomian who played for College in the 1940s and secretly believes that because he went to one of the Royal-Tho-Jo-Pete, he is somewhat less of a savage. I grew up in Kurunegala and attended Maliyadeva College. The old school tie bullshit neither benefits nor impresses me.

Like my office, Ariyaratne Byrd’s front room is littered with paper cuttings. He has lived down the road from me since Sri Lanka got test status. His office room is as dusty and dingy as mine. But it is neat. Cobwebs hang on alphabetised shelves, teacups with fossilised cockroaches are stacked in symmetrical towers. Another important difference: air conditioning.

Both the front room and neighbouring garage are AC-ed. Ari managed to tap into a roadside power cable and make sure that Mr Marzooq from No. 17 got the bill. Don’t ask me how. In the garage are a beat-up 1979 Ford Capri and dozens of broken gadgets. In the front room are the shelves of notebooks that deal with two broad subjects: electronics and cricket.

The electronics books are orange, the cricket books are blue, yellow, pink, grey and purple. Each has articles under various headings culled from the Cricketer, Sportstar, Kreeda, the Island, the Weekend, the Observer and Wisden Cricket Monthly. We stumble upon Pradeep Mathew’s 1987 World Cup profile from the Daily News:

[image: figure]

Pradeep Sivanathan Mathew

Left-arm chinaman. Right-hand batsman



	Born:
	19 February 1965, Colombo



	Test debut:
	vs India, Colombo, 1985



	ODI debut:
	vs West Indies, Hobart, 1985



	School:
	Thurstan College



	Club:
	Bloomfield CC




Pradeep Mathew is a spinner of some promise who has excelled for Bloomfield this season, becoming the second highest wicket taker in the 1986 Lakspray Trophy. He made his debut in Sri Lanka’s inaugural test victory against India. He has played mainly as a test bowler despite good performances in the 1985/86 World Series, including two 5-wicket bags against Australia and the Windies. This is his first World Cup.

Ari has even collected school cricket reports. We dig out three mentions of Mathew. This time playing U-15 and then U-17 for Thurstan. ‘Here, my dear. Thurstan vs DS, Astra Margarine U-15 trophy 1979. Thurstan takes first innings lead, P. Mathew takes 4 for 17.’

‘Ariya-pala-rala…’

My voice is slurring and my motor skills are waning.

Ari frowns. ‘I think it’s time for your nap, Putha. And I think Sheila knows that you’re boozing during the day.’

‘She said something?’

‘Manouri saw her throwing out bottles. How much are you whacking?’

Ariyaratne uses his three-year head start in life and the size of his brood to put the fatherly act on me. Like any brat worth his salt, I know how to change the subject.

‘We have no records of Mathew playing 1st XI cricket? Here. Thurstan team profiles for ’82 and ’83. No Mathew.’

‘That is the thing. I know the Thurstan coach, Lucky Nanayakkara. Maybe I can put a call to see if he’s still around. Now kindly go wash your face before Sheila gets back. I will only help you if you behave.’

I make the Scout’s honour sign and promise.

Classified Ad

The good news is I have finished most of the scripts and the questionnaires and both Ari and Brian are pleased with the results. I explain that my Mathew piece is incomplete and that I need more time.

I call up the accountant at the Observer to check if I have any outstanding pension or gratuity. I am informed that after all deductions have been made, the Observer owes me Rs 695.63. I ask him what I could do with that princely sum and he tells me I can buy a bottle of arrack or take out a classified ad in that Sunday’s issue.

So that’s exactly what I do. The latter.

W.G.

I wish I was known by my initials. Like F.C. de Saram and C.I. Gunasekera, Lanka’s first great batsmen. Or D.S. de Silva, Lanka’s last great spinner. Like T.S. Eliot. D.H. Lawrence. Even O.J. Simpson.

My name is Wijedasa Gamini Karunasena. My mother and sister call me Sudu; my three brothers no longer call me. Strangers call me Karunasena; friends call me Wije. My wife calls me Gamini dear when she wants money and unprintable things when I don’t give it to her. But, regrettably and unfortunately, no one calls me by my initials.

If they did, I would share my name with the greatest cricketer of the nineteenth century, Dr W.G. Grace, undoubtedly the game’s first hero, and perhaps, something of an arse. ‘They came to see me bat, not to watch you umpire.’ It’s an old joke. Sobers never was sober. W.G. did not have any grace.

Dr Grace toured Ceylon in 1891 and in an after-dinner speech at the Grand Orient Hotel expressed the hope that the island would some day send a mixed team of Ceylonese and Europeans to play at Lord’s. The good doctor’s wishes took eighty-three years to come true, though by this time the island was no longer Ceylon and the team no longer had room for Europeans.

W.G. may not roll off the tongue, but I like how it sounds. Come W.G., let’s put a drink. W.G. at your service, madam. I’m sorry, Mr W.G., but we cannot refund your bet.

Sadly, the only place my initials appear is where I place them myself. At the tail end of my articles. And at the end of the ad that I put in the Sunday Observer classifieds:

Information on Pradeep Sivanathan Mathew. Cricketer.



	Played
	Thurstan 1977–83.



	
	Bloomfield/NCC 1986–94.



	
	Sri Lanka 1985–95.




Any information, call 724520. W.G. A friend and admirer.

This ad runs in January of 1996. There is a response, though not perhaps the desired one. I rerun it a year later with one amendment. At the end I add the line: Callers will receive payment.

The pressing question of the moment is not what the ad did. It is how the hell did the self-proclaimed W.G., unable to foot the bill for his son’s education, manage to pay for months of advertising and for cash rewards? How could I do all this and finance an arrack habit on just my humble pension? Sheila has come in to sweep the room. I will tell you later.

Fielding Practice

‘Buck up. Buck up!’

Lucky Nanayakkara’s voice is a shade of ebony. It is as polished as the pipe he puffs and as rich as the tobacco he burns. The boy who spilled the catch looks at his feet. ‘Dodanwela! Third one today, no? Go practise with Dixon Sir.’

The youngster shuffles to the seventh circle of fielders, to join his butterfingered brothers.

‘See,’ says Nanayakkara. ‘Every season I get forty ten-year-olds. Every season I get exactly five natural cricketers and nine who can’t catch. Every year.’

We are sitting in the Royal College pavilion watching a Thurstan U-11 fielding practice. It is a sweaty afternoon and I am offered Lanka Lime from the nearby canteen. I have not had alcohol in over fourteen hours, but my hand does not shake.

Lucky Sir teaches religious studies and is master-in-charge of cricket at Thurstan College. From the scorer’s desk, we have a good view of the nets and the seven circles of fielders.

‘Nothing like the start of the season. If I’m lucky I can pick the future stars.’

The boys have switched from high catches to ground fielding. The sun beats down hard. Another boy misses a catch. Lucky Sir puffs gusts of smoke and clears his throat. ‘This year looks like pickings are slim.’

A troupe of cubs dressed like the Hitler Youth march the boundary lines, chanting nonsense. Mild traffic passes by on Reid Avenue. Lucky Sir presents me with scorebooks from the 1976/77 to 1980/81 seasons. They are fat and rectangular and look like faded canvases. We run our fingers along the creases and skim over smudged dots and dashes of ink.

‘I remember this fellow Mathew. Very good talent. He went on to play for Sri Lanka also.’

He gives me a did-you-know-that look and I give him a yes-I-did nod. According to the books, Mathew was a regular in the Thurstan U-15 and U-17 A-teams, appearing to open both the bowling and the batting. His batting average rarely rose above his age, but his bowling figures showed him to be a strike bowler, expensive, yet effective. A best of 8–120 vs Zahira and no less than seven 5-wicket bags.

‘Lucky Sir, I’m writing about great cricketers who played for Lanka. It says here that Mathew opened the bowling. You opened with a spinner?’

Mr Lucius pats down his parted white hair and rubs his pencil-thin mousto. I like this man; he is, like me, a gentle lover of cricket. Since 1996 the game has attracted a mass market of dabblers and dilettantes who are very vocal on the obvious points and not very knowledgeable on the finer ones. Sadly, some of them sit in the commentary box.

‘No. No. He used to bowl pace. Actually he could bowl swing, off break and leg spin. Anything. Not medium pace, mind you, full dum pace. Like Waqar.’

He tells me that P. Sivanathan was one of seven Tamil boys in a school of 2,500 pupils. According to Lucky Sir’s astonishing memory, during the late 1970s there were seventeen Muslims, two Burghers and one Chinese at Thurstan College. These pupils were excused from Buddhist prayers and occasionally bullied on the playground.

‘He was about Grade 3. Crying away. Unfortunately, Thurstan gets some rough types. A bunch of them were throwing fruit at him, calling him Tamil kotiya. This is a good school, but things can happen.’

The bullies had been asking him if he was Tamil or Burgher. Pradeep’s reply had been, ‘Amma Sinhala.’ My mother is Sinhala.

‘He couldn’t even speak proper Tamil. I punished all the fellows. Told Sivanathan to get his parents to complain. They never did. Next time I saw him was at the U-11 trials. Mousey fellow. Took the ball and…my God.’

Lucky Sir drafted the boy into the U-13 squad. Pradeep could not catch, neither was he a natural athlete. But he was certainly a star.

‘He could imitate any action, no? After the boys saw him bowl, the bullying stopped.’

After Grade 5, as classes were shuffled to accommodate scholarship children, on Lucky Sir’s advice P. Sivanathan was enrolled as Pradeep Mathew in a parallel class.

‘We can’t change the world, no? I told him to stay out of trouble. To concentrate on hard work, doing the basics. Sometimes, fellow would listen.’

Pradeep began deflecting tormentors by imitating their bowling actions. He became the first to be picked during interval cricket, but remained the last to be invited to parties.

‘Sir Garfield Sobers came and coached our youngsters for a week. He said this boy will play for Sri Lanka.’

The mention of Sir Garfield reminds me of a son who bats like a girl and can barely bowl slow.

‘What a waste. If Pradeepan played our Big Match we would’ve won.’

The Thurstan–Isipathana Big Match has not had a result in twenty-three years.

‘Why didn’t he?’

When Pradeep failed his O-levels, his Sinhala mother and Tamil father visited the school for the first time.

‘Father was quiet. Mother said no way. No more cricket. He was sent for tuition, but I don’t think he went.’

‘What did he bowl? Left-arm spin or left-arm pace?’

Mr Lucius puts down his Portello and shakes his head. Our drinks are fresh from cool storage; they begin sweating on arrival.

‘You will not believe me, Mr Karunasena, you will think I am bowling you a googly. Ha. But when he was at Thurstan, he bowled right-arm.’

For the first time that day, I stop thinking about the half-bottle of Mendis rum stuffed in my almirah.

‘Ah?’

‘I know he played for All-Ceylon as a left-arm spinner, but for us he was a right-arm fast bowler. He was pretty quick and accurate, but not much stamina. Fellow gets tired, bowls spin. Right-arm leg spin and googlies. Gets hammered sometimes, but picks up wickets also.’

While it is possible to be competent with both hands in a given activity, ambidexterity works on the jack-of-all-trades, master-of-jack principle.

If you teach yourself to write left-handed your right-handed writing will deteriorate. If you practise both regularly, neither will attain excellence.

It may be possible to roll over the arm without being no-balled and hit a point on a pitch. But to hurl a cricket ball at speed or to spin it across its axis with either arm to a level sufficient to dismiss a Sri Lanka school batsman would require near-super powers.

My Lanka Lime tastes like chilled food colouring. Lucky Sir offers me biscuits and I decline. I do not understand why biscuits are considered good things to put in your mouth. The sun lowers the heat and the boys come in for tea.

‘Adihetty. Very poor. Buck up. Buck up!’ Lucky Sir gets into master-in-charge mode.

‘Did you meet him when he played for Sri Lanka?’

‘Sometimes. In the early days he would drop in. I said, son you have a talent, work every day at it. Fellow was lazy.’

Lucky Sir’s rich ebony voice blends well with the fading light. The boys who missed catches begin running their laps of penance along the boundary ropes.

‘I would advise him on variations. He listened, same expression, like he’s not listening. Then he’d bowl a brilliant ball, but not the ball I asked him to bowl.’

I close the tattered scorebooks, they have nothing more to tell.

‘So how did he go from U-17 to playing for Sri Lanka without 1st XI cricket?’

Lucky Sir gathers the scorebook and looks around.

‘He might have unofficially played for the Royal 1st XI.’ He pats down his hair and winks. ‘But I did not tell you that.’

[image: figure]

Nineteen Eighty-three

Consider these facts:


	In 1983, a team of West Indian rebels toured apartheid South Africa.

	In 1983, Pradeep Mathew may or may not have played 1st XI cricket for Royal.

	In 1983, the Tamil Tigers sank a Sri Lankan army boat. The ensuing riots by Sinhalese mobs ensured that over the next decade (a) 80,000 lives would be lost and (b) Sri Lanka would only play ten home test matches.

	In 1983, Royal won the Royal–Thomian cricket match for the first time in fifteen years.

	After seven years of Grand Slam glory, Björn Borg lost his confidence and retired aged twenty-six.

	In 1983, India snatched the World Cup from Clive Lloyd’s invincible Windies in classic underdog fashion.

	That year, I wrote an uncomplimentary article about Indian cricket and Kapil Dev refused to be interviewed by me.



Millennium Bug

My phone starts ringing at 6 a.m. I hear it as if in another room, my conscious mind misted by the fumes of evaporated rum. My body aches and my head is nailed to my pillow. The phone keeps ringing. I hear Sheila mumbling, asking, replying, snapping, screaming, shrieking. I pick out random words. ‘Y2K…Millennium Bug…Y2Komputers…Pradeep Mathew…’

I turn over, cover my ears and part my eyelids. Sheila is lying on her side snarling into the phone. It rings as soon as she puts it down.

‘Listen. You…you…f…f…fellow. I told you no Millennium bugging.’

Next caller.

‘Who is this…There is no b…blooming Pradeep Sivanathan…Kindly stop calling.’

She slams down the phone and I jolt awake. She glares. She is in her nightdress and even though she is shaped more like an alarm clock than an hourglass, I see beauty in her. When she glares, her eyes shine and her skin glows, and the girl who I followed on a bus to Kotahena in ’64 barks at me in her sweet voice. ‘Did you put some ad in the papers about Y2K or Millennium something?’

The memory of the Burgher girl at Galle Face Hotel Dinner Dance 1963, the girl on the bus to Kotahena, takes what little blood I have in my brain and sends it elsewhere. I barely manage a grunt.

‘From morning…ringing…ringing…Y2K…Millennium…Sivanathan…Mathew…’

I first saw her on the night of 31 December at Galle Face, when my friend asked her to dance, while I sulked at the bar. She was going steady with a trainee reporter, apprenticed with me at the Daily News under Mr Herbert Hulugalle. For six months, I pretended to live in Kotahena, even though I was boarded in Nugegoda on the other side of town.

Once, we both happened to be standing in a packed bus. Every time her bosom brushed my arm, she apologised, politely and sweetly.

After six months of buses to Kotahena, I gave the fair girl a letter. A poem by the Lord Byron which I passed off as my own. I then plundered the Lords Keats, Blake and Shelley, typed them on scented paper, and signed as Gamini Karuna.

After five letters, she replied. ‘I may betray my boyfriend for someone at some point, but it won’t be today and it won’t be you.’ She was only right about the first part. After seventeen more letters, she agreed to go to the film hall with me.

The phone rings again. Sheila picks up and sits up.

‘Hello…No…Y2Komputers…Mr Mathew…is…is…mathewing…your mother.’

She pulls the phone out of the socket.

‘Gamini. Are you sure this isn’t one of your things? I know you’ve been drinking again. What did the doctor say last check-up?’

After the film, the fair girl with the polite bosom told me she liked my letters but that I should find my own style and stop stealing from the MD Gunasena Treasury of English Verse. I married her a year later. My friend screamed to the world that I had stolen Sheila from him, and he was right.

I begin replugging the phone and deflecting the question.

‘What did you say about Mathew?’

‘I knew it was you. What are you up to, Gamini? Do you know this Mathew Pradeep fellow?’

The phone rings as soon as I plug it in. I am saved by Lanka Bell.

‘Is that Y2Komputers?’

A man’s voice. A man who sounds too wide awake for 6.37 a.m. on a Sunday.

‘No. Sorry. Wrong number.’

‘Is Mr Mathew there?’

‘Who?’

‘Mr Pradeep Sivanathan Mathew. You see, I run a small import-export company…’

‘What do you want with Pradeep Mathew?’

‘My operations are fully computerised. Do you install the software as well…’

An hour and twenty-seven calls later, I unplug the phone and open the Sunday Observer classifieds. Amidst cars and houses and brides for sale is the personal section and the ad I have placed.

All morning I get enquiries for Mathew and millennium bugs. Sheila goes next door to Ari’s to escape the din. After lunch I pick up the newspaper and I see an ad spilling over from the electronics section.

R U Y2K ready?

Protect your business from the Millennium worldwide system crash. Y2Komputers Millennium Bug Debugging System. Install before too late. Less than 40 months till new millennium. Call for more Information on Pradeep Sivanathan Mathew. Cricketer. Played Thurstan/Royal 1977–83. Bloomfield 1986–94. Sri Lanka 1985–95. Any information or anecdotes, call 724520. WG. A friend and admirer.

I receive close to 200 calls that Sunday. And a further 200 during the week. Each wanting Sri Lanka’s greatest left-arm spinner to debug their office networks. And then on Thursday:

‘Hello. Mr W.G., please.’

‘Speaking.’

‘I call about ad about Pradeep…’

‘Sorry. That was a mistake. We do not do Y2K viruses.’

‘I call…’

‘Sorry for the inconvenience.’

‘I call…because I coach him at Royal in ’82 and ’83…’

Seven Lakhs

‘That is absurd,’ screams Brian. ‘Production has begun. We have done the script, built the sets.’

‘Here, don’t bullshit, Brian.’ Danila’s boss, Jayantha Punchipala, MD of the SLBCC, has invited us for a fight. ‘You haven’t built any sets.’

Punchipala’s office looks nothing like the dingy ITL meeting rooms. After the death of Minister Tyronne Cooray in a suicide attack in 1994, the post of Cricket Board chief attracted many pretenders. Punchipala’s betting empire financed his successful bid over more qualified candidates. Within a year he would be replaced by an interim committee, but that afternoon, he was very much in control.

Most Sri Lankans smile when they are angry or ill at ease. The MD grins with his whole face. He is a thickset man, dark as a West Indian, with Elvis hair and shiny cufflinks. He directs the tea boy towards us.

‘I like the concept. But what is the meaning of this production cost?’ says Punchipala. ‘Y’all are hiring Spielberg?’

He laughs at his own joke.

‘Also, the script needs to be revised.’ He looks at me. ‘Am I right?’

‘Revised, how?’ I ask, as if I am a drunk in a bar wielding a bottle.

‘Pradeep Mathew,’ says Danila, shaking her head.

‘That fool was a troublemaker,’ says the MD, smiling at his cufflinks. ‘Also, he left debts to the Cricket Board.’

‘What sort of debts?’

‘Bigger than all your annual salaries put together, Uncle. Broke his contract and left loans. The SLBCC does not wish to promote such a character.’

‘Where is he now?’ asks Ari.

The MD shrugs. ‘Ask Dhani, Pradeep was her friend, no?’

Danila smiles and says nothing.

‘If I knew where he was, I would personally break his face,’ says the MD with a smile.

Brian has been seething in a corner for some time. He controls his voice. ‘If you like we will remove the Mathew segment. But you cannot cancel funding. Graham Snow promised these gentlemen…’

‘No offence, Brian,’ says Danila. ‘Graham Snow makes a lot of promises when he’s drunk. If we funded every one of them, we’d be bankrupt.’

‘Seven lakhs, no, Wije? We have it in writing.’

The MD pours himself some coffee. ‘There are many sports shows wanting grants. We cannot put all our eggs in one basket.’

The walls have photos of great cricketers of eras past and a few bats with signatures on them. On the antique desk is a photo of Punchipala’s wife and two sons. Next to it is a giant TV screen showing the highlights of Sri Lanka’s surprise win over Australia in the Benson and Hedges World Series. This is the reason for the meeting starting thirty-nine minutes late or at 0.39 SLT.

Under a framed photo of Madam President, the TV replays Kalu belting Glenn McGrath. It distracts us for a moment. I breathe in air that has been conditioned and freshened, listen to the low hum of the TV, and speak. ‘I suggest we call Graham Snow. It’s his money. We have invested time into this project. If anyone is to pull the plug, it should be him.’

At first there is resistance. Danila places her hand on Punchipala’s forearm and suggests this may be a wise course of action. He calls his secretary. A toy is placed on the table, black with flashing red lights. We are told that it may take a while to get Graham Snow on the line.

‘Bugger must be full busy. NSPN have extended his contract,’ says Brian, not without envy.

‘How are our boys? You think they will get into finals?’ The MD turns up the TV and steers us in the direction of all Sri Lankan conversations this holiday season.

Despite the future of our documentary being in tatters, Ari cannot resist. ‘MD. This is only our second win. We have to win all remaining games to get to the finals.’

Neither can I. ‘No. No. We will win. Our team is pumped up. They are playing for Murali.’

‘Now they have cleared Murali, no?’ says Rakwana.

‘Real umpires haven’t no-balled him,’ says Mrs Kolombage. ‘Only that fellow Hair. Must cut that hair. Hee. Hee. You saw that, Doctor? Watch. Watch. McGrath is shouting at our Kalu. Next three balls, Kalu whacks him for fours.’

It is more words than she has spoken in all previous meetings combined.

‘Hello. Graham Snow speaking.’

His voice crackles from the toy on the table. The static is worse than my Samyo radio, which gives me perfect reception from Lord’s, Barbados and Cape Town, but can only offer broken signals from neighbouring Mumbai. Danila reaches for the remote and kills the TV.

‘Hi, Graham. This is Jayantha Punchipala. Sri Lanka Cricket Board.’

‘Hi, Jayantha.’

‘We have your friends, Karunasena and Byrd.’

‘Hello, chaps. Sorry for being out of touch. My schedule’s been mental. Love those scripts. Magnificent work. Can’t wait to see the films.’

‘We have my advertising manager, Danila…’

‘Hi, Dhani.’

‘My accounts manager, Yasmin…’

‘Look, Jayantha, could we skip the roll call? I’m really busy.’

The MD drops his accent. ‘Graham. I am sorry but the Cricket Board cannot approve a script with Pradeep Mathew.’

‘Why not?’

The MD explains. Graham responds.

‘I don’t understand what you’re saying. Look. Let’s shoot all ten. We can choose which ones we run.’

‘I’m sorry, Graham, but that is not advantageous.’

‘Look here. I’m providing funding. Either you give the money to W.G. and Ari or I donate it to the Bangladeshis.’

Danila winks at me and places her hand on the MD’s shoulder. He brushes it off. Brian, Ari and I resist the urge to punch the air.

The call is ended. The MD looks like he’s just been run-out without facing a ball. He snatches a chequebook from Danila and begins scribbling.

‘We are washing our hands of this. OK? From now on you deal direct with Graham.’

Brian lets out a yelp. ‘Excuse me, sir. The agreed fee was seven lakhs.’

‘Who agreed on seven lakhs?’ asks Danila.

I am more worried by the familiarity with which she handles the MD’s briefcase than with her changing allegiance.

‘This is an insult,’ yelps Brian, getting to his feet. ‘We have written proof.’

Ari extracts the signed requisition from our files and passes it to Brian.

Brian bangs it on the table. ‘See.’

And we do.

Rs 100,000 Only

‘Is that a 7?’ asks the mousey girl.

Ari grabs it. ‘My dear, it is quite clearly a…’ He narrows his eyes and looks at me.

The MD has donned his suit jacket. Danila is holding his briefcase. They are evidently departing together. He shoos us from his office. ‘Sort it out with your good friend Graham.’

Chinese Rolls

We are back to meeting at ITL. We are served Chinese rolls and tea with floating lumps of milk powder. I have stopped wearing polished shoes and combing my hair. Brian has stopped calling us names. Ari has stopped cursing Graham Snow.

‘Bottom line,’ says Cassim. ‘ITL will require at least four and a half lakhs to shoot ten shows.’

Rakwana no longer attends meetings.

‘Also, if you are using footage,’ says Mrs Kolombage, ‘there is a fee.’

‘What about sponsors?’ asks Ari, trying to look hopeful.

‘If you can find, of course, why not?’ says Cassim.

‘Can you help?’ I ask.

‘ITL is only contracted for production,’ says Mrs Kolombage.

I liked her better when she was a parrot. How could two wretched old men find sponsors? How many logos would Brian need to wear on his undies? Brian no longer talks at meetings. He is typing on his mobile phone and shaking his head. He has sulked all afternoon. He still blames Ari and me for not checking the cheque.

At Ari’s insistence, we fork out Rs 49,750 for the footage. The sight of two boxes of videotapes is more than he can resist. The long walk to the ITL cashier’s is done to the soundtrack of Brian bitching.

‘You can’t even shoot a hand-held porn film with Rs 50,000. That’s it, Uncles. I’m done with this.’

‘Just wait, Brian. I think W.G. should write to Graham,’ says Ari. ‘Tell him the budget.’

‘Why me?’

‘You’re the writer.’

At the cashier’s we are told that the government no longer subsidises ITL’s refreshment expenses. We are required to fork out a further Rs 50 each for the tea and short eats. Brian is livid.

He refuses to carry the two dusty boxes and will not allow us to transport them in his Datsun. He waits while we negotiate with a three-wheeler and says he is thinking of going back to radio. He also tells me that Jayantha Punchipala’s wife stormed into the Cricket Board office last week and called Danila Guneratne many unsavoury names.

‘Call me when you find sponsors,’ he says.

‘You will also look?’ I ask.

He puts the car into gear and avoids my eye. ‘Definitely,’ he says and drives off.

Yellow Card

These days I only smoke when I write. Drink, however, is a different story. If I could I would drink in my sleep. I know men younger and healthier who have suffered the inconvenience of multiple bypasses. I know drinkers whose bodies were unable to keep up. Who exchanged the bottle for sobriety and the permanent frown it brings.

I have watched drinking acquaintances find solace in religion and family. I have seen men go from being life-and-soul-of-the-party to disagreeable old teetotaller. I have seen diabetic thirty-year-olds convinced that they were cursed.

I, on the other hand, have been blessed. For the mornings and afternoons of my working life, I have treated myself to a compulsory shot, and have treated breakfast and lunch as optional extravagances. And, contrary to chemistry and biology, for sixty years my bill of health has been clean.

And while Sheila and Ari argue that alcohol cost me jobs at the Daily News and the Island, they do not know of what they speak. Alcohol has enhanced my life and the world I inhabit. It has given me insight, jocularity and escape. I would not be who I am without it.

It begins with the swellings around my stomach and legs. Then I am unable to sleep. Then I shit droplets of blood. I tell no one about my visit to Nawasiri or the tests that I took or how much they cost. I take it as a warning. A yellow card. If I behave myself, I may not have to miss any games.

Ambarella Juice

We have almost given up on sponsors and of ever getting through to Graham. I return home empty-handed and Garfield stops talking to me.

Unfortunately, Sheila doesn’t. I have to convince her that I am working even when I am staring out of the window. My morning hangover muffles her shrieks. Unable to fight back, I let the moment pass and it always does. I wonder if cricketers have money troubles or screeching wives.

Saturday night is spent like most Saturday nights. On Ari’s balcony with bottles. Ari’s balcony is the only one on de Saram Road with a clear view of the sea. We watch stray cats negotiate the tiles of rooftops. There is barely enough room to swing one of them on this ledge with parapets. I am drinking my usual and Ari has a glass of what looks like urine.

‘Ambarella juice. Rochelle gave Manouri a blender. Have some. Good for your insides, Wije.’

I sip some through the straw. The type a drowning man would clutch at.

The drink is not as putrid as I thought. I want to tell Ari that my insides are rotting, and even though this is the place, it is perhaps not the time.

‘Rochelle is getting married, no? Do you Burgher buggers have to give dowry?’

‘Nope,’ says Ari, pouring the urine-coloured ambarella into the glass-coloured glass. ‘We just put on booze and fry cutlets.’

Cushioned in sea breeze, Ari and I discuss the possibility of an ambidextrous bowler. Ari thinks the idea is nonsense and even though I argue, I secretly agree. We reminisce about 1983, the year Sheila and I and little Garfield moved to Mount Lavinia, next door to Ari, his first wife Norma, and the girls.

We talk about the riots. Our friends Krish and Nathan who fled to Canada. We talk about Kapil Dev’s high catch to dismiss the great Viv Richards, how he plucked the World Cup seemingly out of the air. I tell him how Kapil refused me a one-on-one because I wrote India off in my preview of the final. We savour the warm air and toast to memories.

‘Some fellow has called you?’

‘Satyakumar Gokulanath. Old Tamil gentleman. Former Royal fielding coach. Can we chat with him at your place?’

‘Why?’

‘Sheila doesn’t like me drinking at home.’

‘But you still do.’

‘Not that. Were you at the ’83 Royal–Thomian?’

‘Of course. I had liver problems that year. Remember?’

Ari is now pouring arrack and I am swimming in my thoughts.

‘I didn’t know you then. We only met in July when they came to burn Nathan’s house.’

‘Ah. Right. Right. The Royal–Tho was in March…obviously. My first sober Big Match since 1952.’ He grins. ‘’52 I got cockered. Thora won. ’53 I got even more cockered and we won by an innings!’

The pre-poya moon casts a white glow on Ari’s balcony and reflects off his bald spot. In the distance, the sea snores.

‘I got cockered every year for the next thirty years, but only two more results. We won in ’64, they won in ’69. Then in ’83 I had my hepatitis scare. Must look after the liver, no? You lose your liver, you can’t live.’

Ari is so engrossed in his chatter he fails to notice the look on my face.

‘So in 1983 I stay sober. And the year I am sober those beggars thrash us.’

Ari grins.

‘Now I realise that in life and in cricket, whether I booze or not, what will be, will be.’

We croak a few refrains of ‘Que Sera’ and I lift my glass to the being of what will be.

Ari’s eyes narrow. ‘You know that Royal cheated?’

I roll my eyes.

‘Listen to this. The whole Royal team were wearing blue and yellow caps when they were bowling. Who does that?’

‘Blue and gold.’

‘Yellow. If that is gold, I’m a Chinaman with a ponytail. Wije, do you know what I saw?’

‘The Royalists raping your little girls in style?’

‘Apart from that. Everyone said I am sour grapes, that I was drunk. Bullshit. I was fully sober. I saw what I saw.’

‘What, so?’

‘There were five bowlers in the Royal team. Their spinner took 5 wickets, their pacey took 3. According to the records, that is.’

‘So?’

‘I swear to this day. On Norma’s grave, rest her soul.’ He crosses himself. ‘In the second innings, there was a sixth bowler on that field. He took all the wickets. No one noticed except me.’

Satyakumar Gokulanath

When he tramples Manouri’s flowerpots, I know there is going to be trouble. Ari, not noticing, leads us up his garden path to the chairs on the lawn. We take seats around a formica table, sheltered by araliya trees. It is the place where Ari sees guests he doesn’t want his wife to see.

With Satyakumar Gokulanath, there is plenty not to see. He mumbles and shakes. His face is all jowls and his hair is dyed oily black. He wears a faded Chinese collar shirt adorned with multiple food stains. His slacks are tented over his twig legs and his sandals are covered in Manouri’s compost. He looks like he has spent his whole life painting houses without ever bothering to change clothes.

I have seen him before at the Visible Bar in Katubedda and at the Kaanuwa in Moratumulla. He is one of those drunks who stand at the bar talking to no one. At the Kaanuwa, everyone stands – the carpenters, the trishaw drivers, the sportswriters who miss their buses. I have seen Gokulanath bare his beedi-stained teeth at four-finger widths of neat gal arrack and knock it back in one gulp. Gal is a close relative of turpentine and just as tasty. Strange for this creature to be coaching a Colombo 7 school.

The day is pleasant. Drinks cool, sunshine bright, grass green, company peculiar. Ari has put on a spread of rambutan, shelled and deseeded so as not to offend our fragile teeth. I could not think of a worse hell than living in a house with six ladies, but I see it has its advantages. Our guest has arrived drunk and is demanding more. Before we begin, he wants to finalise the fee.

Mr S. Gokulanath was the assistant coach of the Royal 2nd XI from 1968 to 1997. He taught PT and environmental studies at Royal to Forms 2–3. When the government changed in ’70, he taught PE and social studies to Grades 7–8. When the government changed again in ’77, he was teaching saramba and parisaraya to Years 8–9. There is a Sinhalese phrase which translated reads: ‘The changing of the pillow will not cure the headache.’

Gokulanath is a skeletal man with bad posture. He is a Jaffna Tamil who speaks impeccable Sinhalese, but shaky English. I have translated, paraphrased and attempted to replicate.

He spends a full hour tanking up on booze while Ari ribs me about Sunday’s classified debacle. Gokulanath tells us the reason he was reading the Sunday classifieds that day was to look for work. After twenty-nine years of service, he was sacked from Royal College on a false allegation and was not given his thirty-year bonus or his pension.

We voice our sympathy and Ari talks about what snakes the Royalists are.

We discuss Lanka’s prospects for the World Cup, followed by the Murali saga. This topic does a couple of rounds and then Gokul speaks. ‘Y’all are Thomians, no?’

Ari nods his head. I shake mine. ‘Maliyadeva.’

‘What I’m telling, please write to papers. And to Thomian magazine. Royal is not good. It is changed. Thirty years and they throw me out, because I am Tamil. Can you believe?’

I decide to get down to business, before he repeats the story for the third time. ‘Did Pradeep Mathew play for Royal?’

‘Pradeepan? Yes, yes. But not in legal way.’

Ari puts away the bottle and asks, ‘So in what way?’

And then he tells us.

Sunscreen

The story begins in Soysapura Flats in Moratuwa and is punctuated by coughs. The narrator sticks beedis into the gaps in his teeth and draws phlegm from his soul. ‘He told me he went to Royal…urrrgg…so I told him to come for practice.’

Gokulanath coached six-a-side tennis-ball cricket at the Soysapura grounds, surrounded by balconies of dirty laundry and flats filled with gangsters like Moratu Sumith, Maiyya and Goo Cheena.

The Soysapura scene was known for its hard-hitting batsmen and bowlers of questionable action. Both Gokul and Pradeep hailed from the flats, though they didn’t meet till Gokul’s Katubedda Kings took on young Pradeep’s Rawatawatte Fingara Club.

Gokul was immediately impressed. ‘Left-arm seam. Ammataudu. You should’ve seen. Every ball pitching off stump, then doing different things. Cutting in, cutting out, keeping low. Whole afternoon, one spot. Then he bowls right-hand. I couldn’t believe. I have never seen bowling like that.’

In six-a-side tennis-ball cricket, there really is nowhere for a bowler to hide, but Pradeep ended up getting bounce, turn, and, most importantly, wickets. ‘So I ask him…urrg…why he never come for Royal practice? He tells me his parents send him for tuition.’

Gokul didn’t realise Mathew was from Thurstan till he had played him in four games for the 2nd XI. ‘But how to sack best bowler I have coached?’

The boy had put in solid performances as the first change bowler. In the last game before he was found out, Mathew opened the bowling and took 5–39 against St Sylvesters.

‘Ari darling. Me and Melissa are going, OK?’ It is the shrill voice of Manouri Byrd. She is peering over round spectacles from the balcony and pretends not to see me. Ari leaves us to go to church. Before he goes, he drags me into his workshop. The fluorescent bulb lights up the rust and the dust, the broken machines and the grounded Ford. He hands me a cassette recorder.

‘Here, Wije. This fellow is mad. But in case he says something useful, press that and keep. And don’t give him too much drink. I’m off.’

‘What’s that?’ I ask, pointing to a clunky contraption, shaped like a miniature washing machine.

‘A 1965 Polaroid 20 Series Swinger. Just 200 bucks from some aachchi in Dehiwela.’

Only Ari would be proud of robbing old ladies.

‘Does it work?’

He snaps a shot of me placing the tape recorder before Gokul below a darkening sky. The picture that comes out is blank. Ari begins flapping it, then Manouri shouts from the balcony and he runs off. I’m left alone with Gokul.

I ask what he did when he found out Mathew was a Thurstan boy. ‘I told head coach, there is boy who can be BATA Schoolboy Cricketer of the Year, if we get him to Royal. For once head coach listens to me.’

Gokulanath then drops ash onto his lap and topples his drink into the rambutan.

Mathew could not be admitted to Royal due to class overcrowding. The head coach and Gokul set up a Tamil scholarship programme that would…the details fly over my head as Gokul rambles on and clears phlegm from his throat. Suffice to say that it began in October 1982 and was concluded in February 1984, four months after Mathew had passed his London A-levels and was too old to play school cricket.

Nevertheless, the boy practised with the Royal 1st team squad and our man Gokul got a promotion to 1st XI fielding coach for his find of the season. He claims to have helped Mathew develop his unusual deliveries.

‘Tamils have to be twice as good as Sinhalese to be recognised. I played for Jaffna St John’s. I bowled googly. Look at these fingers. I could spin the ball on water. Pradeepan’s were even longer.’

He wraps his spider-like fingers around his glass and coughs into his other hand. ‘Pradeepan…urrg…no discipline, no control. I told he must empty his head of thoughts. Let the ball come to him. To think of nothing when he lets go.’

The ’82 season passed without incident. Mathew attended practice, played a few friendlies, worked on his bowling and his fielding, helped along by Mr Gokul. The head coach wouldn’t put him in the side till the deal with Thurstan College, the Royal Admissions Secretariat and the Royal College Scholarship Fund was finalised. The boy told his family he was going to Royal for tuition class. To keep up the façade, Gokul would help him with his homework after practice.

The ’83 Royal side was captained by Chulaka Algama and was top-heavy with quality all-rounders like Sandesh Jayawardena, Malik Malalasekera and Rochana Amarasinghe. They had three coaches, two specialist trainers and a fitness instructor. The Sri Lankan national team at the time barely had a manager.

The results were plain to see. The team, overflowing with experience and variety, notched up six consecutive wins against the likes of Isipathana, Richmond and Prince of Wales. Mathew meanwhile had developed the stamina to play as a fast bowler and had perfected the actions of Bob Willis, Mohinder Binny and the entire Royal 1st and 2nd side squads.

But the fitness instructor’s regimen was starting to reveal cracks. ‘That fitness coach was a pandithaya. Instead of Nihal Sir, we had to call him Sir Nihal. Like he’s some English lord. What fitness? Bugger couldn’t even jog.’ Wrist fractures, ankle injuries, hamstring and groin strains spread through the team like influenza. And in desperation, the head coach turned to Pradeep.

Ari returns from church just as the story enters the realm of fantasy. ‘Did you pass any holy water, Father Byrd?’ Religion is one of the many topics Ari and I argue over.

‘Wije, I told you I don’t like you blaspheming in my garden. Just wait till you’re close to your death, only then you’ll realise the value of God.’

Poor Ari. I really should tell him.

As Gokul stumbles to the toilet, Ari points to his nose and waves away a smell. ‘Looks like a bittter bugger. Bittter with three ts. And I don’t accept this right-hand, left-hand bullshit.’

Mathew featured in four games before the Big Match. Around that time, it was compulsory for every Royal cricketer to wear a large sunhat, cover their face in sunscreen and wear Dean Jones-style shades. The sunglasses offended the visiting Nalanda College coach, who complained to the Sri Lanka Schools Cricket Board, SLSCB. They agreed that sunglasses were unsuitable accessories for school cricket. The sunscreen escaped scrutiny.

Listen carefully. This is what a drunken bitter ex-schoolmaster is having us believe. Pradeep Mathew appeared for Royal, but not as himself.

In the first match he wore a double T-shirt and played the role of burly pacey Nalliah de Silva. Against Nalanda, he wore a gold chain and mimicked Chanaka Devarajan, de Silva’s new ball partner. He took four wickets and ripped the spine out of a Nalanda batting line-up featuring future international stars Roshan Gurusinha and Hashan Mahanama.

In the St Josephs match, he masqueraded as star spinner Rochana Amarasinghe, while his namesake recuperated from an ankle sprain. His spell of 6–72 livened up an otherwise drab game.

It is now night and Manouri and two of the Byrd girls bring dinner. Manouri smiles at me, the two girls are too busy arguing over some nonsense to notice us. One is tall, the other is plump and I remember neither of their names.

As we tear into the paratha and prawn curry, I keep grilling our guest.

‘Come on, Mr Gokul…surely the opposition can tell if you’re playing an unregistered player.’

Gokul coughs rice back into his spoon. ‘We had so-called Closed Pavilion Policy. Sir Nihal’s idea, what else? Outsiders can’t speak with team. Only master-in-charge, head coach and Sir Nihal could enter dressing room. Sir Nihal said it was for the preparing of the mental…urrg…I knew fishy things were going on.’

‘Surely, Mr Gokul…in a Royal–Thomian? The players know each other. They will notice if Gihan Dandeniya is suddenly someone else.’

The question is mine. Ari, the sceptic, is strangely silent. He has been like this all through dinner. I poke him. ‘Oi. Mr Silent Partner. How?’

‘That’s what it was.’ Ari looks me square in the face. ‘They all looked alike. Now I know why. Sunscreen. Bloody sunscreen. Every one of those jokers was covered in that crap…’
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Closed Pavilion Policy

On the eve of the Royal–Thomian Big Match, six of Royal’s nine coloursmen had injuries. Several all-rounders could only play as batsmen. Some bowlers could hardly play at all. What follows is conjecture, as even Mr Gokulanath was left out of the Closed Pavilion Policy.

The policy was raising a few eyebrows. The Royalists even asked for a separate entrance to the SSC so as not to fraternise outside of the closed circle.

‘There were thirteen players, which included our man Mathew. Then the coach, the manager and Sir Nihal. Everyone thought it was arrogant, but no one questioned. Royal was winning, no?’

‘No one else had access to the players?’

Gokul shakes his head.

Night descends on de Saram Road and plates are cleared. Gokul is hunched forward and asleep. Every part of him is asleep, except for his mouth. He is muttering.

‘Don’t think…bowl. You don’t think…you bowl.’

‘Can you bowl the double bounce ball, Mr Gokul?’

Mr Gokul is not fit to bowl anything. He keeps muttering. I shake my head at Ari. ‘If you believe this story, you’re a bigger fool than you look.’

The hand that holds the glass looks positively deformed, as does its owner. His knuckles are twisted at improbable angles. He tries to convince us that Mathew took the field under various guises. Before lunch, he was the fast bowler, after lunch he bowled spin, in the last session he bowled medium pace. And while he did this, three Royal players rested in the closed confines of the dressing room.

He tells us that in the first innings, Pradeep took 3 wickets. ‘2 as the pacey, 1 as the spinner.’ But he cannot claim all the credit.

‘The Royal fielding…sha! Like eleven Gus Logies, diving, throwing, catching,’ recalls Ari. ‘Plus the Thora batsmen played like mutts.’

Trailing by 160, the Thomians turned on their grit and dug in. By the end of the second day they were 104–4 needing to bat an entire day.

Mathew did not feature in that session.

‘The third day was pathetic,’ says Ari. ‘They bowled like emperors, those pacemen, that all-rounder, that left-arm spinner…’

‘Same person, same same,’ snorts Gokul. He is beginning to nod off again, though his mouth is still working. ‘All Pradeepan… That whole match I knew. Team arrive. Straight to dressing room. Straight to field. Straight to dressing room. For three days… And they win the game.’

He tells us that when Sarinda Jurangpathy, the left-arm spinner, came on to bowl, he knew beyond doubt. The action was immaculate, but the bowler’s arms were four shades lighter than his face.

‘That’s why they never took off the blue and yellow caps. Bloody Royal cheaters,’ says Ari.

By Gokul’s count, Pradeep finished the game with a match bag of 13 wickets, though credit was shared by the legitimate Royal bowlers.

Ari is staring into space and for the first time in years, I’m smoking a cigarette outside of my writing table. Mr Gokulanath says he and all the Royal staff involved in cricket received a Rs 5,000 bonus for delivering the first Royal victory in sixteen years. He starts rocking forward with his eyes closed and mutters. ‘We did nothing…said nothing…and that is why…they pay us.’

Then he leans over his chair, wiry limbs flailing, and vomits prawn curry and arrack into Manouri’s anthurium plant. Ari runs out swearing and returns with a garden hose and a schoolteacher expression.

My bonus to Gokul is not as generous as Rs 5,000, but factoring in the free food and the bottle of Old, he hasn’t done too shabbily. Gokul hisses to Ari about contacting the Thomian Old Boys Association with this information. Ari hisses back.

That weekend, after being sent by Sheila to buy new flowerpots for Manouri, I call every person connected to the 1983 Royal–Thomian I can find. Coaches, teachers, spectators, Royalists, Thomians.

Administrators at Royal College inform me that Mr Satyakumar Gokulanath was dismissed after twenty-nine years of service for misconduct and disgraceful behaviour. Six hundred rupees and much coaxing later, I find the incident involved stolen money from the school sports coffers.

My attempts at contacting Sir Nihal and the head coach are blocked when I foolishly mention that I want to interview them about the 1983 Big Match. I speak to old boys who played in that game, including the vice captain Sarinda Jurangpathy and first reserve Heshan Unamboowe. Both vehemently deny any conspiracy in the ’83 match, and then look at their wrists and excuse themselves a minute after the question is posed.

The only people to verify that Royal used questionable methods are the Thomians I speak with. But none mention sunscreen or a bowler of a thousand actions. Seven claim food poisoning, nine claim ball tampering and four claim that the umpires were bribed with arrack and prostitutes.

Iceberg

Consider these stats:


	7 tests, 47 wickets

	27 one-dayers, 44 wickets

	Best test bowling, 10 for 51 (vs NZ, 1987)

	Best one-day bowling, 8 for 17 (1987 World Cup qualifier vs Bermuda)



Bowling is all about how many wickets you take. Your strike rate is how many balls you need to get them. Your average is how many runs each cost. P.S. Mathew’s average was abysmal. He conceded many runs en route to his 91 international wickets.

He once told Charith Silva, when they were sharing a room on tour, ‘An over is six bullets in a gun. I don’t mind firing some into the sky if one hits the target.’

But when it came to the taking of wickets, he was unmatched. Let me illustrate by using one of Ariyaratne’s invented stats. Wickets per match. Number of wickets divided by number of matches. Not rocket science.
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My Jinadasa comes equipped with a darker setting. There is a reason that figure is in bold. Here are the greatest all-rounders of the 1980s. Perhaps even some of the greatest cricketers to walk the earth. Here are their wickets per match in tests:
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The greatest bowlers of yester-decade, no one within spitting distance of 6.71 wickets per match. This, you will find, is the tip of a chunk of ice at least twice as big as that which sank the Titanic.

The Sister

At first, she is suspicious. She walks around my room, glancing at my cricket books while tightly clutching her bag and umbrella.

‘Please take a seat, Mrs Sabi,’ says Ari, with a bow and a sweeping hand.

‘Who are y’all?’ she asks, not sitting down.

‘We are great admirers of your brother.’

‘Y’all are with that fellow Kuga?’

‘Who?’

‘Kuga. Are you with him?’

‘Who is Kuga?’

Ari raises his eyebrows and I watch her watch us. She does so for some time.

Sabeetha Amirthalingam nee Sivanathan looks very much a woman who wears the shalwar pants and controls the remote. She is plump, with gold rings on her painted toes. Her hair seems permanently wet, her wrists imprison bangles, and her square glasses hang like picture frames from her red pottu.

She surveys my shelves, my Samyo radio and the stacks of newspaper clippings on my desk. She picks up my article titled ‘Pradeep Mathew. Unsung Hero’. The one with the grainy picture and the purple prose. She still does not sit.

‘My brother passed away last year.’

My heart sinks to my stomach and my stomach sinks to my bowels. I glance at Ari and catch Mrs Sabi glaring at me.

‘How did he…?’

She stares at the picture. The one with the short-lived headband. ‘I hated this long hair. He nicely cut it once. Last time I saw him, he was bald.’

‘When was that?’

‘Five years ago.’

I try to pick the resemblance. Pradeep had a pinocchio nose; she has an eggplant honk. He had tiny squints; she has bulging eyes. He was skinny, dark; she is russet-coloured, chubby.

‘Are you sure your brother is dead?’

She nods. Not without sadness. Then, finally, she sits. A few sips of Sheila’s ginger tea softens her leather handbag exterior. Her speech gathers speed. ‘Don’t know much about Pradeepan’s cricket. Tell you frankly, I didn’t have much contact with our family those days.’

Mrs Sabi gives us the Wuthering Heights of it all. Aided by a loan from Sampath National Bank, the very firm that would later employ his son, Muhundan Sivanathan became part owner of Malinda Bakers in Moratuwa and was able to move the Sivanathan family from the Soysapura Flats to a respectable part of Angulana.

‘Appa said, “Hard work never killed anyone.” In the end it killed him. Pradeepan was a very quiet child, used to cry for the slightest thing.’

Overbearing Sinhala mother and workaholic Tamil father raised two children who did not know what race they were. That was till 1983.

‘Our bus went past the flats. Fridges and TVs being thrown from the windows. Vehicles burning. Tamils being beaten on the street. We were terrified.’

The men with clubs and knives stormed the bus and asked passengers to speak Sinhala, to say words that Tamils found tricky to pronounce, like baaldiya. Irangani and Sabi passed the test, an elderly gentleman in front did not. He was dragged out and set on fire.

Mrs Sabi curls her lips and shakes her head. She pushes her glasses along her nose and looks at the wall that I stare at and the numerous pieces of paper bearing her brother’s name.

Pradeep was rescued from Thurstan by the driver of Muhundan’s silent partner, Bharatha Malinda Dasanayake. Muhundan had wisely let the local mudalali put his name on the bakery he ran. The mob, who feared Dasanayake, kept their kerosene cans away from the Sivanathan home, but proceeded to burn down three houses on Daham Road.

Had Malinda Bakers been named Sivanathan Bakeries, the owner-operator and the baker’s assistants would have been hurled into the ovens. Had Muhundan not been delivering steady profits, Dasanayake would not have sent his driver to pick up young Pradeep.

‘Pradeepan wouldn’t tell us what he saw on the drive from Thurstan, but I know it affected him. Appa was worried he’d become political, so they sent him away, for studies.’

Remembering his Thurstan mentor’s advice, Pradeepan Mathew Sivanathan dropped his surname when enrolling at the University of Hampshire in the UK in 1984. He then dropped his studies a year later to join the touring Sri Lankan cricket team. Both events caused a storm at home and for a while Pradeep was persona non grata.

All this was overshadowed when Sabi Sivanathan ran away with Indrakrishnan Amirthalingam, the baker’s assistant.

‘I thought, no problem, nice, hard-working Tamil boy. But Amma wanted me to marry a Kandyan. Appa didn’t want me marrying a low caste. They themselves had a mixed marriage. Still they threw me out.’

She had no contact with the family for most of the 1980s. While this may explain why Mrs Sabi knew little of her brother’s cricketing career, it does not clarify why a mother of four would travel all the way from Angulana for a badly typeset newspaper ad. Nor why she would volunteer her life story to strangers.

‘Pradeepan visited when the children were born. Didn’t talk about his cricket.’

Ari administers the questions and I watch her and try to ascertain why my gut tells me that she is lying through her teeth.

‘When did Pradeep start playing cricket?’

Mrs Sabi has an uncanny knack of relating any answer to the story of her mother and her.

‘One Christmas, Appa got him a bat and a ball. I got a Yamaha keyboard. Amma never learned music when she was a girl. So I had to go for piano classes.’

‘Did anyone coach him?’

She bares her palms and shrugs. ‘He was always playing with those thugs from the flats, or the street kids. He was never home. Neither was I. Ballet, sewing and elocution classes…’

I look at her deportment, her dress and hear her uneven accent. Ari pours tea and the woman keeps jabbering.

She hardly saw Pradeep but was aware that he had secured a job at Sampath National Bank and played occasionally for Sri Lanka. Appa was right; hard work didn’t kill him, it just left him paralysed. The stroke came in 1991 and drained the family coffers. Pradeep had no money of his own, so Sabi, emboldened by funds sent by her husband from Dubai, came to the rescue.

‘Amma and Appa were against my marriage and my husband. In the end it was Indi’s money that looked after them,’ she says. Not without triumph.

‘Later Pradeepan also made money and he would send us, but I hardly saw him. I was busy with the children. Every time Indi came from Dubai, he would leave me with a bump.’ She rubs her tummy and allows herself a chuckle.

‘Did Pradeepan take loans from the Cricket Board?’

The grin freezes on her face. The eyes hold their expression. The change in manner is switch-like. ‘Is that what this is about?’

‘I beg your pardon?’ says Ari.

‘Are you with Kuga or with the SLBCC?’

‘Who is…’ I begin.

‘We’re with Kuga,’ says Ari and puffs his chest out.

I attempt damage control. ‘No. No. We’re doing a documentary on your brother.’

‘I know my brother wasn’t so famous to do a documentary on.’ She shuffles to her feet.

‘If only you knew, Mrs Sabi,’ I say. ‘My colleague and I believe he was the greatest Sri Lankan cricketer ever.’

‘I am not a Chinaman with a ponytail.’ She is someone whose voice lowers when they are angry.

She walks to the table with all our cuttings and waves a wand-like finger. ‘This is documentary? My brother is dead. You better leave him alone.’

‘Kuga is willing to leave him alone, Mrs Sabi.’ I shake my head at Ari.

But the buffoon has already begun strutting like Perry Mason. ‘Mrs Sabi. How did Pradeep die?’

She hands me an envelope and pulls a yellow umbrella from her handbag. ‘Mr Karunasena. Please tell your boss to tell their boss that Pradeepan Sivanathan has nothing left to give.’

She walks past stacks of newspapers that are waiting to be scrapped. She barks at the puzzled-looking Ari leaning by the doorway. ‘We’re not scared of your Kuga. Or your Cricket Board. We also have connections.’

Perhaps she expected a fight or at least a show of machismo. Anything but two scared old men. Suddenly there is a flash of light. I blink to find Ari holding his miniature washing machine. A piece of paper comes out of it. This is the sort of bravery that garners Victoria Crosses.

‘Give me that,’ shouts Mrs Sabi.

‘See. See. It is blank,’ shows Ari. This time he does not flap it.

She storms off to the veranda and looks at the sunbeams scorching my driveway. She opens her umbrella, considers, then lowers her voice to a whisper. ‘The Moratuwa Police DIG and the Mayor of Panadura are both old customers at our bakery. Our partner Bharatha Malinda is a powerful man. If your people come near my family, you be careful.’

She walks onto de Saram Road, flags down a three-wheeler as yellow as her umbrella, casts us one last scowl and disappears in a huff of exhaust fumes.

The cardboard in Ari’s hand has broken out in spots of brown.

‘Does that thing take proper pictures?’

‘This is Ali McGraw’s Polaroid Swinger,’ says Ari, as if that means something. ‘Look.’

He stops flapping it and I see a shadowy blotch of a plump lady attempting to block a camera.

‘Good photo,’ I say. ‘If you like abstract art.’

‘Not that,’ says Ari. ‘What’s in the envelope?’
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The Envelope

This is what is in Sabi Amirthalingam’s envelope. Typewritten on official pastel stationery. If it’s a forgery, it is a pretty decent one.

Melbourne City Council

37 Jellicoe Avenue

Selwyn Circus

Melbourne

Dear Mrs S Amitringham,

It is with deep regret that we inform you that your brother, Pradeep Sinavathan Mathew, succumbed to injuries following a car crash on July 13, 1995, at the Melbourne General Hospital. His remains have been cremated and interred at the City South Cemetery as per request. State insurance has borne the cost of these services. Please find attached death certificate.

We are truly sorry for your loss.

Julia Bedford

Director of Services

‘I don’t think this letter is real,’ I say.

Ari shrugs. ‘Why would anyone make it up?’

Women’s Cricket

Graham Snow, alas, was proving to be unreachable. We missed two of his calls and he missed seventeen of Ari’s. After three letters outlining our financial woes, we receive a postcard from Cape Town promising to send more money.

Ari wails like a jilted lover, but I understand. A Graham Snow has an Ari Byrd in every port. Wherever he goes there are clones of us, wanting to talk about the 1971 Ashes or the underarm incident. He can’t be expected to keep up with every one of us.

Meanwhile, Garfield and Sheila are leaving sound engineering course leaflets on my desk. A not-so-subtle hint for me to call my eldest brother.

The Loku Aiya who called me a parasite. Sheila tells me it is because I got drunk and was rude to him, but I do not recall this.

I have one other option. That too requires a sizeable loss of dignity. Newton Rodrigo, the rotund gentleman whom Ari once assaulted, now coaches the Sri Lanka women’s cricket team. The kindest thing I can say about women’s cricket is that it’s better than women’s rugby. Newton had received the appointment a month earlier; there was an announcement in his old paper, the Lankadeepa.

I stand outside the Colts Cricket Club, telling myself to resist. No jibe or barb or smart alec comment. No matter how strong the compulsion. I am here on business.

He sees me and raises his hand. ‘Wije. Kindly bugger off.’

I approach him with a friendly smile. ‘Newton, old chap, shall we put a drink?’

‘Daughter is here, have to go.’ A skinny girl in a blue tracksuit approaches Newton’s Mercedes Benz. Coaching obviously pays far more than journalism.

‘Your daughter is in the national team?’ I ask. Making conversation.

He speaks to me from behind the car door. He appears to be holding in his stomach. ‘Wije. Do not provoke me. So what? I am coaching the women’s national squad. What are you doing?’

His daughter hurls her cricket bag into the back seat and averts her eyes. ‘Thaathi, let’s go.’

They leave without a goodbye.

The Art of Cricket

The next day I am better organised. My press pass and cock-and-bull story get me into the Colts ground. Newton is hitting catches to women in baggy tracksuit bottoms with ponytails. His free hand wears a wicketkeeping glove that he uses like a baseball glove. He scoops up the wayward throws from the ladies, spoons the ball and hits gently, but with pinpoint precision.

While Newton’s torso is pear-shaped, his limbs are twigs. The glove looks monstrous next to his wrist. I am carrying a book and wearing a humble smile. I accost him on his way to the changing rooms.

‘Wije, I’m busy.’

‘I came to give you this.’ I hold a first edition of Sir Donald Bradman’s The Art of Cricket. He knows exactly what it is. I turn to the page with the words Best Wishes Donald Bradman written in black felt pen in the great man’s own hand. I now have his attention.

‘Autographed? I thought you were bullshitting.’

I hand it to him; he strokes it as if it were a kitten. He beckons me to the pavilion. ‘Come. Sit.’

‘Newton. I have more. All first editions. Sobers’ Coaching Manual. With handwritten notes by the man himself. Douglas Jardine’s Bodyline Diaries. I’m getting a new book about the apartheid tours.’

Newton thumbs through the honestly written, well-diagrammed bible of insight from the world’s greatest batsman. It is unclear whether he hears me.

‘Wije. Why are you selling this?’

No longer caring about dignity, I opt for honesty. ‘I need to pay for my son’s studies.’

‘I heard you and Brian and all were trying to make a documentary.’ He laughs.

‘You have big ears.’

‘And a big brain.’

‘I know. And big keeping gloves.’

Newton and I were friends in the 1950s, rivals in the 1960s, enemies in the 1970s. Long story. Over the last twenty years, our paths hardly crossed, except for the occasional incident with weddings and buriyani.

‘I cannot accept this.’

‘Accept it. I have no use for those. It is all in here.’ I point to my grey scalp.

‘Wije. Be a man, will you? How can you do this? How much money do you have?’

‘Not much. SLBCC advanced hundred. We may get another fifty.’

‘Have you seen my car?’

I nod and sigh. He was going to give me a lecture on how he rose from the sewers of Panadura to become a cricket entrepreneur. I mentally buckle up.

‘You think twenty years at Lankadeepa paid for that?’

‘Look, I don’t want to talk about this, Newton.’

‘No. Talk. Talk. I know what they say. Newton took kickbacks. He made money off players. He brought outstation boys to Colombo and sold them to cricket clubs. He was a cricket pimp.’

I realise that none of this is helping my cause. ‘I’m not here to discuss this. I need your help.’

‘For your information, I never took a cent from any cricketer I promoted.’

I say nothing. He looks at me a long time, all the while stroking the book. ‘Lend me this. I will return it.’

‘I’m not a library, Newton. I need cash.’

He looks at me a long time. His words appear carefully chosen. ‘If you promise to keep shut, I will tell you how I bought this Mercedes.’

‘I’m too old to coach the national blind team…’

He bursts out laughing. ‘You think SLBCC gives the women’s coach enough to get a Benz?’

He looks around and then leans forward. ‘I will help you, not for this book, but because I am the bigger man.’

I look at the tyre of fat around his belt and nod.

‘Cricket betting is run by two families. The Punchipalas and the Sumathi-Silvas. But there is a third. Newly opened. Attached to a casino. Run by Filipinos who don’t know a ball about cricket. If you promise not to repeat this to that thug friend of yours, I can give you a tip.’

‘Definitely.’

He then asks if he can borrow my book. I smile and mentally say goodbye to it.

Turf Accountants

‘No, Wije. That is madness.’

‘Let’s just go in. Then we shall take a call. What is there to lose?’

Ari shakes his head.

The Neptune Casino sits on a seaside lane in Colpetty. There is a gold-plated sign saying ‘Foreigners Only’ on its white entrance and a single file of taxis that transport oriental women and Arab men to and from hotels. Next to it is a narrow lane of crumbling brick and the whiff of urine. Brick gives way to white plaster which widens into a courtyard of fluorescent shadows. To the left is a door with two burly men in white shirts sitting at the entrance. To the right, a large roti shop with a sign saying ‘Turf Accountants’.

This is the back door of the Neptune that Newton spoke of. The well-dressed brutes direct us towards the curry house. It smells of onions, fried chicken and deep coriander. The floor is a mess of newspapers and coloured rice, but I see no flies.

We are not the first drunk old men to darken these doorways. The room is large, but clumsily placed pillars and tables make it look small. The lack of lighting doesn’t help. The dress code here is messy casual. There are men in trousers and men in sarongs.

A shuffling man with a thick moustache points us to a table and places two printed sheets and two Reynolds pens on the dust-ridden formica.

I have been in places like this many times. A lifelong commitment to drink is not for the squeamish.

The dark corners of the room conceal dark strangers. Chattering, sipping from greasy cups, stuffing themselves with vade. Everyone staring at the paper in front of them. I put on my glasses, Ari removes his. Even our eyes take opposing views.

Cardinal’s Steelers 19/3

Average Outburst 2/12

Upekkha 11/4

Apple Rain 21/3

Genuine Risk 11/5

‘This looks more complicated than your diagrams, Byrd.’

Ari scratches his bald spot. ‘You brought me here to bet on horses?’

I flag the moustachio. ‘You have Old?’

‘We don’t serve liquor.’

‘All these fellows are drinking, no?’ says Ari with a wave of his arms.

‘Drinking only for members,’ he says and walks away.

‘We are friends of Mr Newton. Did he call you?’ I say.

We are asked to fork out Rs 1,000. Ari refuses. I have to pay from my own pocket. We are each given a cyclostyled red sheet with black lettering. We are not offered drinks.

It is just like Newton said. The cricket betting.

Ari looks up. ‘These odds are odd.’ He chuckles.

‘Very funny,’ I say while scanning the page. Indeed. The odds were cockeyed.

‘So if we put 50 on South Africa beating the UAE, we get 80? That can’t be right.’

‘Not just the win. You have to specify top scorer, top wicket taker and winning margin.’

‘So that’s hard, no?’

‘You’re the mathematician.’

‘I’m not a fortune-teller. At these odds they would be bankrupt.’

‘Apparently, all our buggers bet on Sri Lanka. No matter what the odds. That’s how this place makes money.’

I look down the list of World Cup fixtures. Pakistan vs Holland. Australia vs Kenya. Even to my Grade 7 maths brain, it seems incredible. The trick now is to convince the man with the cheque. The puritanical Ariyaratne Cletus Byrd.

He looks up solemnly.

‘Ari, do not think of it as gambling. It’s like the silly bets we have at Jonny’s.’

‘What if we lose?’

‘How can we lose?’

‘If there is an upset.’

‘South Africa are unlucky, but they are not going to lose to the Arabs.’

Jonny has a theory that South Africa are doomed to choke in every major tournament for the next fifty years as payback for apartheid. He also believes that England will spend centuries working off their colonial sins by performing miserably at sport. I then ask him why Australia, who wiped out generations of Aborigines, win everything in every sport, and he shuts up.

There are gamblers in the corner praying at a TV. I do not mean this metaphorically; one of them is actually on his knees. If both teams pray for victory whose prayer does God answer? Does he decide who is more worthy, does he throw dice, or does he ignore everyone? What about during a war?

‘You want to put all of it?’

‘Let’s put and see.’

‘I don’t like it.’

‘You want to sit waiting for Graham Snow?’

Ari scratches his bald spot and shrugs. ‘If we lose, you better explain to everyone.’

I wish everyone were this easy to convince.

On the way home, we argue over whether to place the full amount. I tell him there will be no point otherwise. He says nothing, but when we meet the next day he has an ola leaf with strange markings on it.

‘If we are betting everything, we need outside help.’

‘You know a match-fixer?’

‘No. A fortune-teller.’

He does not reveal his source, but tells me we should place the remaining 50,000 on South Africa beating the UAE by 150 runs, with Kirsten scoring and Donald taking wickets. We both agree to be discreet, knowing very well that if Brian, Manouri and Sheila got to know there would be death. One of us would do the deed. Like any casino, management got suspicious of the same faces taking home winnings.

Ari has bought a hat and a long coat. I talk him out of wearing them. He sulks.

I walk down the long alley by the casino and wait ten minutes inside the curry house. I nurse a plain tea and some cutlets, while Ari walks in. He has discarded the hat, but kept the raincoat and added a cigar. He has forgotten to look up the word discreet in the dictionary.

When the waiter arrives with the betting sheet, Ari announces he is placing a large bet and would like to be allowed into the sports bar. The cashier explains that the sports bar is members only, and that all bets are placed from here.

Ari catches me glaring and places his bet, muttering insults at the cashier. Once the money is accepted, the bouncer has a quiet word with him.

‘How dare you? I am a paying customer.’

‘For you, betting closed,’ says the bouncer, pulling him by the arm. For a moment I am petrified that Ari will throw a punch, but even he is not such a fool.

Later Ari laughs. ‘They must’ve thought I was a cop.’

‘Did you at least place the bet correctly?’ I ask.

Fourteen hours later, the Africans trounce the Arabs by 169 runs, despite the best efforts of Lankan-born UAE all-rounder Johann Samarasekera, who Ari reminds me was a Thomian. His brother Athula was a swashbuckling batsman who retired prematurely before the World Cup.

Kirsten scores 188, Donald gets 3 wickets. Our side bets net us Rs 90,000. Ari’s ola leaf predictions were spot on, a fact he reminds me of at ten-minute intervals.

In the interim, Danila calls to find out how the project is going. I reply, perhaps a bit too curtly, that we are batting on, despite getting no support from the Cricket Board or Graham Snow.

‘I have good news, Mr Karuna. I convinced MD to grant a bit more budget.’

My hard-nosed businessman routine evaporates.

‘From Graham Snow?’

‘He’s busy with the World Cup. We can forward this to you as a loan, provided you don’t feature Mathew.’

‘How much?’

‘Two lakhs.’

‘What can we do with that?’

‘It’s a start, no, Mr Karuna? But no Mathew, ah?’

‘For two lakhs, how to promise that?’

‘Have you located him?’

‘Not yet. You knew him?’

‘Not really.’

I decide to change the topic. ‘Can we pick up the cheque tomorrow?’

‘Only if no Mathew.’

Mathew would be the first documentary we shoot, but best not to argue with a lady bearing a cheque. Instead I decide to be nosy.

‘Bit of a question, Danila?’

‘Ask away, my dear.’ Was she flirting? Dream on, old fart.

‘I heard Graham was in love with a girl from the Cricket Board. Was it you?’

There is laughter at the end of the line. ‘Aiyo, no. Give me some credit. He had an affair with Saleshini.’

‘Who?’

‘You know her. Came to our meetings.’

‘The mouse?’

Danila giggles. Unlike her voice, her laugh is lyrical. ‘Yes. The mouse. Don’t you know, Uncle? Sometimes mice can attract rats…’

Uncle? Ouch.

Shrewd Investors

On my way to collect the money, I think about Ari’s ola leaf and wonder where he got it. Some fake guru in Maradana or the charm shop in Bamba probably. Ari had now gone to procure a prediction for the Pakistan–Holland match.

The mousey girl meets me at reception, announces that Danila is at a meeting, and hands over a cheque. For some reason, she does not ask me to sign anything. My bus home passes the Neptune Casino and I decide to ring the bell.

I do not wait for Ari’s sorcery; I will follow my W.G. instinct and place it on Sri Lanka against Zimbabwe. The waiter smiles at me and asks me to stay for a drink. My bet for 293,000 gets me entrance to the back room, where the lights are dimmer and the seats comfier. There are TVs broadcasting karaoke and cricket matches. Local women in tight clothing serve drinks. I enjoy half a bottle, and place side bets on Aravinda top-scoring and Streak getting wickets.

I make the mistake of telling Ari.

‘You bloody fool! We agreed we would put it on the Holland game. I even got the prediction. How can you be sure we can beat Zimba?’

‘I’m sure, I’m sure,’ I slur.

‘What margin?’

‘100 runs or 6 wickets.’

He does not speak to me for two days.

On the third day, the Guru and Aravinda take us to the target in style with 13 overs to spare. I get a call. It is the only time I have heard someone whisper and shriek at the same time.

‘Wije. Wije. We have almost eight lakhs. I calculated. I calculated. Streak got 3, Ara got 91. Let’s tell Brian. 6 wickets exactly. You are a genius. I told Manouri!’

Heaven help us.

We get a stern talking-to from the wives, but Brian’s presence soothes their fury.

‘Aunties. I know. I know. But it was a calculated risk. Your husbands are shrewd investors.’

‘They are fools,’ says Sheila. ‘Gamini, if you use any of our money, I will skin you.’

‘The Bible says gambling is a sin,’ says Manouri.

Brian laughs his laugh and gets down to business. ‘Uncles. This is your money. To tell the truth, I had actually given up on this. Here’s my suggestion. We increase the budget to six lakhs. That way we can do the script we want, the way we want.’

It sounds fair enough and we are nodding, all except the wives. Sheila enters the negotiation. ‘What about Garfield? Sorry, Brian. I need money for my son’s education. I am sorry.’

‘It is our husbands’ money. They owe to their families. Brian, we will refund your 50,’ pacifies Manouri.

‘How can you say it is your money?’ says Brian, his voice quivering.

Ari and I look on like eunuchs. I decide to intervene. ‘There is the Pakistan–Holland game. We keep 50 for security. Take a small share for Garfield and Manouri. And place the rest on Anwar, Waqar, 130 runs or 7 wickets. We have been picking the group games well. If we win, which we will, Garfield can go to Harvard, we can go to Hollywood and Manouri can build a church.’

Then Ari opens his mouth. ‘I even have an inside source.’

‘That’s from Uncle Neiris’s woman?’ asks Brian.

‘Who’s Uncle Neiris?’ ask Manouri and I at once.

‘He’s an ace con artist. Looks after the Tyronne Cooray cricket ground.’

‘The midget?’ I ask.

‘I think he’s a dwarf,’ says Brian.

‘Not him, men,’ says Ari. ‘His wife or sister is a super fortune-teller. She sells predictions for 100 bucks.’

‘You’re getting betting tips from a saasthara lady?’ I mock.

‘Ari,’ says Manouri, ‘I am not happy.’

An argument erupts between Brian and Sheila and I am unable to get a further word in.

Garfield

Waqar held down the Dutch while Anwar and Ijaz punched the daylights out of them. The Netherlands team featured another Lankan, former pre-test player Flavian Aponso. Now it’s my turn to be livid. I drag Sheila over to Ari and Manouri’s.

‘17 for 1!’ I yell across the pantry. ‘Forget saasthara. I got everything right. If we had put half the amount, we would’ve all been millionaires.’

‘Who has the money?’ asks Manouri, ignoring my outburst.

We all look at Ari, who looks at me. ‘I can’t go in there. They think I’m a cop.’

‘You mean you fools haven’t collected it?’ says Sheila. ‘Go now, before the place goes bankrupt.’

They forbid Ari from buying any more tips and send Garfield with me to make sure I don’t do what I want to do. He sits in the trishaw listening to noise on his earphones and looking the other way.

‘Why are your jeans torn?’

I repeat myself thrice and get no reply.

The portly trishaw driver’s eyes twinkle at me through the rear-view. ‘Just like my daughters. Always sticking the plugs in the ears. But if my ones wore torn clothes, I would flog them…’

The day I take parenting advice from a trishaw driver is the day Israeli cricket gets test status. I nod politely and gaze at the Slave Island morning. Checkpoints and road closures force us to take the less-than-scenic route.

Your children’s faults are always magnified in the same way that yours are invisible. Truth be told, Garfield was better than me. He was gentler, politer and kinder. But those qualities don’t get you anywhere. He was a typical twenty-year-old, a fool who did not know he was one.

We get out near the bus station, walk down the alleyway and stop off at the curry house. An urchin wearing a Titanic T-shirt serves up two steaming cups, a masala stain covering Kate Winslet’s face like a veil. The place was more crowded than before. Maybe word of its odd odds was spreading.

‘Garfield, you realise, all this money is not for you.’

‘Thaathi, no one calls me Garfield. My name is S…’

‘No need to tell me. I gave you both your names.’

‘I know.’

‘Listen, son. There is only about eight lakhs there. Once Aunty Manouri takes her share and Brian gets some for the documentary, you’ll only be left with one or two lakhs.’

‘I thought you were asking Mahappa.’

‘Your uncle will not give.’

‘He said that?’
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