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         ‘A brilliant and moving saga … it anatomizes hope and honesty with a haunting intimacy’ – The  Nation
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Few family sagas have captured this aspect of suffering as lyrically as Sivanandan’s striking novel. A compelling and very human story, as beautifully told as it is unrelenting in its devotion to truth’ – Booklist
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Heartbreaking and heart-warming by turns, it pits the tenacity of the spirit against the brutalization of life’ – New  Internationalist
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Sivanandan infuses the story with palpable feeling for his country and its plight. Instructive and deeply felt’ – Kirkus  Reviews
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘A searing novel about the death throes of a people, the nightmare accentuated by the everyday lives and loves of a family whose emotions transcend ethnic boundaries’ – Good  Book  Guide
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            BOOK ONE
 
            Forgotten Mornings

         
 
         
            ‘And I saw in the turning so clearly a child’s
Forgotten mornings when he walked with his mother 
            
 
            Through the parables
 
                 Of sun light …’
 
            Dylan  Thomas
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            1

         
 
         MY MEMORY BEGINS, as always, with the rain – crouched as a small boy against the great wall of the old colonial building that once housed the post office. It frightened me, the great monsoon downpour, and saddened me too, threw me back on my little boy self and its lonelinesses, the growing things in myself I could not tell others about, the first feel of the sadness of a world that kept Sanji from school because he had no shoes. And I welcomed the lightning then, not frightened any more, for it would strike me dead and Sanji would have my shoes, and I would be sad no more.
         
 
         Or I was sad for the trees and the birds and the little kid goat battered and cowed by the rain. I was afraid for the plantain trees, heavy with fruit, now swaying dangerously from their trunks, and I was sorry that the crows, proud kings of the dung-heap, should make common cause with house-sparrows under the eaves of roofs. But suddenly the rain would lift and the trees come erect again, putting forth to the sun which had as suddenly appeared, and the crows would caw once more. And a mist would rise from the hot roads like dawn. It was the seasons’ return, in that moment that had gone and come again, it was awe and grief and wonderment crowding in on each other, a first involuntary affirmation of life that was somehow mixed up with Sanji’s shoes. It was the first memory of my growing world.
         
 
         Other seasons I would come to know – spring and autumn and winter – and other countries where shoes abounded. But the things that crowded in on me that day in the rain, and in many rains after, and made me an exile for the better part of my life, were also the things that connected me to my country and made me want to tell its story.
         
 
         But there is no story to tell, no one story anyway, not since that day in 1505 when the fidalgo Don Laurenço de Almeida, resplendent in gold braid and epaulettes and hat plumed with all the birds of paradise, landed on our shores and broke us from our history. No one story, with a beginning and an end, no story that picks up from where the past left off – only bits and shards of stories, and those of the people I knew, and that only in passing, my own parents and son, or heard tell of, for there was no staying in a place or in a time to gather a story whole, only an imagined time and place. And no story of the country – or, if of the country, not our story but theirs, the parangis’.  Except that we all bore the imprint of that history, like a stigma, internalized it even, made it our own, against our will, calling to memory the while to lose it by losing memory itself.
         
 
         
             

         

         My father worked in the post office, the new post office by the large tea estate, no more than a cry away from the disused building that had sheltered me from the rain that day. He was born in Sandilipay, a bone-dry village in the north of Ceylon, at the turn of the century. His father was an inept farmer on whose lacham  of land nothing seemed to grow but children, thirteen of them in as many harvests, till the villagers enviously referred to him as ‘the man with the green penis’. Only nine of the children, five of them sons, survived childbirth and infancy. My father was the youngest. And on his education my grandfather, awakened to the possibilities of a safe career in the British Raj, concentrated the attention of his passionless years. So that by the time the boy was twelve years old, he was fluent both in English and Tamil, excelled in arithmetic, and was constantly nagged by his brothers for being immersed in a book when it was his turn to feed the goats or milk the cows or run the chickens in for the night.
         
 
         One day the headmaster of my father’s school turned up at the old man’s ‘farm’.
         
 
         ‘Are you Sahadevan’s father?’ he inquired without ceremony, leaning his bicycle against the wall. My grandfather looked up from the aubergine plants he was tending, took in the man with the bike – tall, self-possessed, dressed in immaculate white verti  and shawl and banian –  and went back to his aubergines. A rogue, he thought, from town, a trader perhaps, some unpaid bill? He knew the seed merchant, the ironmonger, the pawnbroker, all the people he had business with in town. But this man? Perhaps he was the new pawnbroker. The old man was alarmed at the thought. The drought had already damaged his crops, and there was now this unexpected visitation from town. The seasons on the one hand, rapacious townsmen on the other. He needed time to think, prepare his defence, draw the man on to peasant ground and fight him there. He raised himself slowly, pulling his loin cloth together, and walked up to the well.
         
 
         ‘Are you Sahadevan’s father?’ the man demanded impatiently. And stung by the arrogance in his tone of voice my grandfather quite lost his temper.
         
 
         ‘Yes, I am,’ he retorted. ‘And what is that to you? Besides, I have got a name too, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes I know that, Mr Pandyan,’ the intruder replied easily. ‘You see, I am the boy’s headmaster. I sent a number of messages for you to come and see me. Now I have had to come all this way.’ 
         
 
         ‘Oh sir, I am sorry,’ answered my grandfather abjectly, going into his peasant slouch of deference.
         
 
         He invited the headmaster to come into the shade, saying that he must have had a tiring journey. And why hadn’t he told him he was coming? He would have met him at the house. He hesitated in his embarrassment. What would he like? A little toddy perhaps? He had some fresh toddy. Or would he like some water to cool his face? No?
         
 
         He began drawing water from the well, washing himself, taking in the new situation. The headmaster, good heavens, the headmaster, come all the way to see him, he who had never been to school!
         
 
         ‘Well, sir, you are out of the sun at least. Is your bike all right over there?’
         
 
         ‘Mr Pandyan, please, I want to talk about the boy. I have no time to waste. Besides you have got your work to do.’
         
 
         Sahadevan was in trouble. Expelled, perhaps? My grandfather became wary again.
         
 
         ‘You don’t have to worry about me, master. Time I have, that is all I have in fact.’ He stared at the headmaster hopefully. ‘Well, sir, what about the boy? He is a good boy you know, not a trouble-maker or anything like that; maybe he could study a little harder.’
         
 
         But it was very difficult, he added, to get all the work done on the farm by himself, even with three boys. The eldest had married and moved away and Sahadevan had to help a little, milking the cows and that. ‘But I’ll see that he works harder, if that is all.’
         
 
         ‘Mr Pandyan, if you will stop a minute, I’ll tell you what I came to see you about.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes, that’s a good idea,’ the old man said, squatting now on his haunches before the headmaster, a supplicant awaiting truth. Sahadevan was a fine boy, the headmaster told him, and an excellent student, the best in the school. It was very creditable that he had been able to leave the village school so early and come to him. He hadn’t known a word of English at the time. Imagine that! And in three years he had beaten the rest of his class in English and arithmetic. In fact, he had been recommended for a double promotion.
         
 
         ‘Double promotion? What is that, sir?’ asked the old man, glowing with pride, the drought forgotten. Another seed had begun to sprout.
         
 
         It meant that Sahadevan, instead of going from Form 2 to Form 3, would go straight to Form 4, the headmaster answered. My grandfather jumped up in delight, reaching for his pot of toddy. ‘And that means he will leave school earlier and help me on the farm?’
         
 
         ‘No, no, Mr Pandyan, he must not become a farmer,’ the headmaster replied anxiously. ‘He is an extraordinarily bright boy. He must go to a proper college, in Colombo. That is what I came to see you about.’
         
 
         Sahadevan, he explained, was college material. St Benedict’s or St Joseph’s, they were the best, if they would take him. But the old man would have to find the money. In fact they might even try to get him a scholarship or at least a bursary. ‘The sooner he goes the better,’ he finished.
         
 
         College material? the old man reflected. Well, well, well, the headmaster was right, education was a great thing, a great thing. Perhaps the boy would enter government service, who knows, a government agent one day even, eh? Yes, yes, the headmaster was right. Of course his other sons could help him manage the farm. It wasn’t much of a farm anyway. And truth to say, he wasn’t a very successful farmer either. Yes, by all means, let the boy have education. Perhaps he might even become a headmaster.
         
 
         Rising, he took a swig from the pot and held it out to the headmaster, who turned it down. He sat on his haunches again.
         
 
         ‘But, sir,’ he complained despondently, ‘there’s no money. I can sell my wife’s jewels, but there is only the bangles left now. And my eldest daughter, she is getting on, you know.’ He shook his greying head. ‘Twenty-two and no man in sight. I haven’t a dowry to give her, except a bit of this land, and you know that’s not very much.’ He drank from the pot again. ‘Where will I go for money, sir, even if he gets that scholarship or something, how will I feed him and buy him shoes and things? Of course there’s my wife’s brother, the dry fish trader –’
         
 
         ‘I know, Mr Pandyan. I know Mr Segaram well.’
 
         ‘Sahadevan can stay with him. But we never got along, you know. He always wanted to adopt Sahadevan, because his dried-up wife couldn’t have any children herself. I told him he could have one of the girls, or even the second boy who is not very good on the farm. But no, he wanted Sahadevan.’
         
 
         ‘Mr Segaram is one of the old boys of our school, you know, and he has given the school a lot of help.’ The headmaster hesitated. ‘He was down to see me last week, in fact, and I told him about the boy.’
         
 
         ‘You did?’
 
         ‘Don’t misunderstand me. Sahadevan was only mentioned in the course of conversation: he is very good at science too, you know. I told Mr Segaram about trying to get him into St Benedict’s.’
         
 
         ‘That bloody fool. What does he know about education?’
 
         ‘Mr Pandyan,’ said the headmaster, with some warmth, ‘Mr Segaram is prepared to keep the boy, support him, provide him with school uniform, shoes, meet all his school expenses –’
         
 
         ‘He bloody well won’t, headmaster! He bloody well won’t! No boy of mine is going to be obliged to that bloody trader! Dry fish, is it? He has made his money on dry fish? And now he wants to make my son a dry fish merchant too? And marry him off, I suppose to his wife’s niece? Oh no, Sahadevan will go to that college – you arrange it, you arrange it – you arrange that scholarship thing, and I’ll find the money for school expenses! I will. Somehow.’
         
 
         ‘Be reasonable, Mr Pandyan,’ replied the headmaster angrily. ‘Your son’s future is at stake and all you can think of…. What has Mr Segaram done to you?’
         
 
         ‘Done to me? Done to me? He tried to play me out of my dowry, that’s what, and then he tried to buy my land.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, but that was a long time ago. He has changed. So must you. If he wants to help the boy, let him. Even if you find the money for the school uniform and books, where’s he going to stay? Besides, Mr Segaram lives so close to St Benedict’s. The boy walks seven miles to school every morning and evening now. St Benedict’s is only a mile from Mr Segaram’s house. Come on, Mr Pandyan, be reasonable.’
         
 
         And watching my grandfather weaken, he added that there was nothing like education in this world. Surely he could see that for himself. It was a wonderful chance for the boy. Besides, he couldn’t go on working all his life. Sahadevan would look after him, he was sure of that, a very thoughtful boy.
         
 
         ‘Oh, all right then, headmaster. But mind, Segaram must come and ask me himself, none of this go-between business. It is not as though he is doing me a favour, you know.’
         
 
         The headmaster nodded. ‘I understand,’ he said.
 
         ‘Does the boy know?’
 
         ‘No, not yet. I thought you should be the one to tell him, Mr Pandyan.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         And so my father went to college, St Benedict’s College, a school run by Catholic brothers in the north of Colombo. He did very well at his studies there too, winning the school Scripture and general knowledge prizes in his last year. But after passing his School Certificate examination, he had to leave, as neither his uncle nor his father could support him any longer. The old man’s land had all gone as dowry to his two eldest daughters; two more of his sons had married and gone away, the other had been crippled by a fall from a palmyrah tree (the story was that he drank the toddy even as he tapped the tree, a job which he should have left to the low-castes anyway). Two daughters, the twins, remained unmarried. Even the mud house in which my grandparents lived had fallen into decay. And Segaram had been slowly pushed out of his dry fish business by the Anglo-Fish Corporation.
         
 
         For a time my father helped his uncle Segaram with his ailing business. But when a few months later the Anglo-Fish Corporation had finally swallowed Segaram up, my father was taken into the firm, from the generosity of their heart, the company made out, though Segaram knew it was to win his customers over to the firm. And for a while it looked as though my father would make his mark in business: he was good at figures, was straight and firm in his dealings with customers and worked as devotedly for the corporation as he had for his uncle. ‘That boy has a good head for business,’ Mr Thomson, the director of Anglo-Fish, was heard to say. ‘He will be running this firm one day.’
         
 
         But Grandfather Pandyan wanted the boy beside him. He was getting old and the heart had gone out of his fight against land to which he no longer belonged, for it no longer belonged to him. He now managed what he once owned in return for a portion of rice and a handful of vegetables. His sons-in-law, both townsmen, cared nothing for the land but still claimed their share of the produce at harvest time. Not only did they refuse to put money into seed or fertilizer, but they accused my grandfather of neglect and downright theft whenever their portion of the produce fell. Kept from loving and caring for his land, and watching his family fall apart, the old man had taken to drink and to bed. My grandmother sent for Sahadevan. Mahadev would have done as well: as the eldest it was his duty to take up his father’s burden, but he had a family to support and a job to mind. As works overseer (albeit subordinate to his father-in-law), hiring out labour on contract to the government for road-works, he had to keep constant watch over his labourers to make sure the job was done in time. Pandyan’s second son was a cripple and spent his time in social activities around the temple and in prayer. The two other boys lived in their wives’ villages some twenty miles to the north, drinking their dowries away. So it fell to Sahadevan to mind the farm and care for his parents and unmarried sisters. Besides, everyone looked up to Sahadevan, his brothers-in-law too, for had not Sahadevan passed his School Certificate? And he was no slouch as a farmer either: if anyone was able to get any money out of the land, he could.
         
 
         For close on two years Sahadevan worked night and day to make the farm pay. He managed to make some small profit in the first year and, even more remarkably, persuaded his brothers-in-law to put some of their profit back into the farm. But twice the rains had been late, and labour was hard to come by.
         
 
         ‘Those damn low-caste fellows can get better jobs in town now,’ observed Pandyan bitterly. The Roman Catholic priests, he complained, had promised the nalavans  that they did not have to be submissive and obedient to be born to a higher caste in their next birth. All they had to do was to convert to the true faith of the Roman church and they would go to heaven.
         
 
         For a while Sahadevan held out against the odds. But at the end of the second year, his brothers-in-law wanted the farm sold so that they could marry their sisters off: cash and not land had become the more attractive dowry. Besides, old Pandyan was getting anxious about his two unmarried daughters. Sahadevan would have to find a proper job, one more suited to his English education. A clerical job, hopefully, in the service of the central government in Colombo. There were openings there for bright young Tamils, the British seemed to favour them, and a government job carried the type of prestige that would restore the respect in which Pandyan’s family had once been held. And then there was all that security.
         
 
         Respect and security. Old man Pandyan fingered them for a moment – they were not the things he had quite wanted from life. As a young man he had rejected them both. He had fought and accepted and revelled in the recurring drought and the untimely rain. He had wept when the crops failed him and rejoiced when they broke through the barren land against all the dictates of heaven. And he had celebrated his own strength at having brought them through against the will of the gods before whom only a moment before he had lain an abject supplicant. Up one moment, down the next, an endless love affair with the land and the sky, without a progression or an end, and yet moving in a spiral upwards through a re-volution of time.
         
 
         Now the land had been taken from him. His rhythm was broken. Time had become one-dimensional, unilinear. He was at outs with the world.
         
 
         But with his son he found another rhythm, a way of keeping step with the new order of things, another measure of time. It was not altogether to his liking, but as he saw this other seed sprout and grow and battle with its own world, he determined to keep faith with it.
         
 
         Respect and security. He would accept them for the sake of his daughters, to wed them better; for himself even, though not for his son. But there, he knew, he need have no fear, for even into this new order of things, enclosed though it was, Sahadevan would bring his own measure of disorder and protest and rebellion. Sahadevan would break through, like corn.
         
 
         In the certainty of that continuity, Pandyan rose from his bed and walked tall in the promise of Sahadevan’s days, wearing now a verti and shawl, as the father of a prospective government servant should, and sporting a rolled-gold wrist watch. 
         
 
         My father was nineteen when he returned to Colombo once more, this time to take up a post as a clerical servant in the telegraph department of the postal service. His uncle Segaram offered to put him up, but Sahadevan wanted to be adult and free and found himself room and board with a Sinhalese family a few miles from his office in Slave Island. At first he worked hard and studied long into the night for his departmental exams: he was still too fresh from the poverty of his village to spend money on the pleasures of the city. But he liked to fall from time to time, as he put it, indulging in a beer now and then with his friends from the office, visiting the bioscope on occasion and even betting on a horse one day. All the little things which as a schoolboy at St Benedict’s he had promised himself he would do when he was grown up and had money of his own. But he still managed to send some money home to his parents, and even a sari or two to his sisters.
         
 
         Gradually his ‘extravagances’ got worse. He developed a taste for cards, beer gave way to arrack. The remittances home began to fall off. And though he applied himself to his work at the office, he paid no heed to his studies. But to his surprise, and that of his friends, he passed his departmental exam at the end of the first year and was confirmed as Junior Clerk, Grade IV, which meant of course that he would be entitled to one week’s leave in the year and a free railway ‘warrant’. On the strength of that, Sahadevan decided to visit his folk.
         
 
         He bought apples and grapes for his sisters, who had never even seen them before, a verti  for his father, a shirt for his brother and a Bangalore sari for his mother, and all manner of sweets and chocolates and biscuits as befitted a man returning from the capital – all on the money he had borrowed from his friends against his next month’s pay.
         
 
         The journey to Jaffna took a whole day and his neat white suit and polished brown shoes were bedraggled and dirty by the time Sahadevan entered the last lap of his journey, in a bullock-cart, to his village, some ten miles from the railway station.
         
 
         As they drew away, the carter looked covertly at the youngster seated beside him and thought he knew his face. The pug nose and the broad forehead topped by a shock of black hair seemed familiar to him. Surely it was … no he could not be certain, and these townsmen were not a communicative lot. But it must be … he had the same build as the old man, medium height and sturdy as a bull.
         
 
         ‘It is Mr Pandyan’s youngest son, isn’t it?’ the carter finally burst out, unable to contain his curiosity. But Sahadevan, immersed in the thoughts of his homecoming, did not respond, and the driver quickly lapsed into conversation less intimate, remarking that trains were not very reliable, and he must have had a tiring journey. Then, roused to the slowness of his own vehicle, he yelled at the bull, beating it mightily with his stick and twisting its tail at its arse with a deft flick of his toes. ‘Juk, juk,’ he shouted. ‘Juk, juk, you son of Satan, can’t you go any faster?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, it’s a long journey,’ said Sahadevan agreeably. With the comforts of trams and buses behind him, he was becoming used to the cart once more. ‘Two whole days on the train, and only five days of my leave left. It’s not worth it,’ he fretted, trying to remember the driver’s name.
         
 
         ‘Oh no, don’t say that, master,’ replied the carter, certain now that it was Pandyan’s son. There was no mistaking his voice. ‘You have been away a long time, a whole year, and your folk have missed you. Very proud of you too. Your father started on that new well with that money you sent him. I was helping him. The water in the old well was getting salty and –’
         
 
         ‘Velan, it’s Velan, isn’t it?’ yelled Sahadevan in sudden recognition, his veneer of city reserve falling completely away from him. ‘Yes of course it’s Velan. You had gone to live in your wife’s village when I came back from Colombo to run the farm. No wonder I couldn’t remember you. I haven’t seen you since I was a boy, and you recognized me?’
         
 
         The driver grinned and passed two fingers through his shock of greying hair. ‘Well, young master, I carried you around as a boy, didn’t I? And you haven’t changed all that much, still got the old man’s features, and his temper, I dare say. Remember that time he took a stick to you because the cows hadn’t been milked all day, and you ran up the mango tree? Ha ha, I’ll never forget that!’
         
 
         ‘Yes and he didn’t know that I was stuck up there and couldn’t come down even if I wanted to, did he?’ Sahadevan too was grinning now, the memory vivid in his mind.
         
 
         ‘Go on! He knew all right, the old fox, but he wouldn’t let on, not he! Pretending he’d wait there all day just to punish you. Yes! If I hadn’t come along, you’d both be there still, such stubborn people, both of you.’
         
 
         Velan continued to reminisce. There was that other time when the young master ran away from school, he recalled, and Sahadevan chuckled. Well, fancy him remembering that. He was observing the way the driver’s eyes narrowed as they peered into the past. In the village there were only memories and people, the man told him, weddings and funerals and feuds. It was different for city folk. They had so much to do and no time for anybody.
         
 
         ‘But I knew the city couldn’t have changed you. You are still one of us, thambi,’  he assured Sahadevan.
         
 
         And so restored to his old relationship, Sahadevan began to bombard Velan with question after question. Why was he driving a cart? What had happened to the farm? His wife, how was she? And his son, it was the boy only, wasn’t it? When had he come back to Sandilipay?
         
 
         A shadow passed over Velan’s features, lined now, and pinched in pain. Dead, he sobbed. Both his wife and son. Some long and terrible fever. Enteric, perhaps.
         
 
         The sadness in his eyes deepened.
 
         ‘My wife, she was expecting another baby, perhaps a son to help with the farm – who knows?’
         
 
         He wiped the tears away. She died in hospital, he said. The city hospital, mind. He shrugged with resignation. The doctors couldn’t do anything. Perhaps he should have listened to the native physician.
         
 
         He struggled to keep his tears back and it was a little while before he could continue. ‘I couldn’t stay on in the farm after my wife died,’ he said more calmly. ‘So I sold it and bought this cart – set up in business, you might say.’ He gave Sahadevan a wry smile: the truth was hard to bear, even harder to tell. But he saw Sahadevan’s eyes mirror his grief and gave in. ‘Land without sons, thambi,  what use is that to anyone?’
         
 
         Sahadevan was silent. He couldn’t say anything. What was there to say? They continued their journey in a communion of sorrow.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘He is here, he is here. Colombo uncle is here!’ His nieces ran into the house to tell their grandparents. Their baby brother had been left behind and, picking up the straggler, Sahadevan followed close behind the others. His mother came rushing out from the kitchen to meet him, wiping her hands on her sari, smiling and crying at once. His father had put aside the paper he was reading and came forward at a more leisurely pace, waiting his turn to embrace his son. His sisters and brothers-in-law were there too, as well as his cousins and aunts. Even his brother had broken with his temple routine to receive him. And Rover, his old mangy dog, shook the fleas off him to go and greet his master. They were all there, just to celebrate his homecoming!
         
 
         His mother’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘Oh look at your nice suit, all splattered with mud! Why didn’t Velan bring you right up to the house?’
         
 
         He tried to put her at ease. Enveloped in the folds of her sari, she was smaller than he remembered.
         
 
         ‘The lanes are all muddy, amma.  The cart couldn’t get through. Anyway, it’s only a short walk from the main road.’
         
 
         His mother offered him a towel and verti.  ‘The well’s over there,’ she pointed, ‘behind the cadjan  fence, the new well, your well. I’ll have some soda water to drink when you come back in.’
         
 
         ‘Soda water?’ bristled the old man. ‘Soda water? He is not in the city, you know. Fetch him some toddy, some fresh toddy. Kunju, go and get your uncle some of your father’s toddy, if he hasn’t finished it all,’ he mumbled.
         
 
         Sahadevan shed his suit and shoes behind the curtain that separated the men’s room from the women’s and put on his verti.  He picked up the towel and walked to the well, looking once again at the familiar trees around him. He could still smell his mother’s cooking. He came back from the well refreshed, and joined his father on the verandah over a pot of palmyrah toddy.
         
 
         ‘You have not completed this addition to the house, then?’ he inquired.
         
 
         ‘No, son,’ Pandyan wiped the toddy from his moustache. ‘There was the well to finish, and the roof of the old house to thatch, and your mother has been having those attacks again. Mahadev sends some money too, you know, but somehow it all goes.’
         
 
         ‘But you were anxious to get this part of the house finished for Saraswathi’s dowry. Why didn’t you tell me you needed more money?’
         
 
         ‘You are doing your best as it is. And look at you, so thin and gaunt. In fact, once the rainy season is over and this part of the house is done, you needn’t send us so much money. You must look after your health, son. That’s more important than getting Saraswathi and Lakshmi married off. Anyway there’s no hurry to discuss these matters now. Finish your toddy. Then we’ll go and eat.’
         
 
         The menfolk were already seated cross-legged on the floor of the kitchen with their plantain leaves before them, waiting to be served, when Sahadevan came in behind his father.
         
 
         ‘Mind your head‚’ Pandyan warned his son, but too late: he had forgotten to crouch through the door. Rubbing his forehead ruefully, Sahadevan sat down, to find that his mother had taken his plantain leaf and replaced it with a plate resting on a stool.
         
 
         ‘What is all this, then?’ growled Pandyan. ‘Plates and stools, and what next? What is the matter, woman, do you think your son has forgotten to eat off a plantain leaf?’ And as his wife hurriedly took away the stool and plate and put a leaf before Sahadevan, he added, ‘He only works in the city you know. He doesn’t have to follow their ways.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, of course –’ Sahadevan began, when Rama, the religious brother, broke in.
         
 
         ‘Why didn’t you go to the shrine room after your bath and put holy ash on your forehead?’ he asked.
         
 
         ‘I forgot,’ replied Sahadevan lamely, more in apology to his mother, who was devout without being intolerant. No one paid much attention to Rama anyway. 
         
 
         As his mothers and his sisters served up the piping hot rice with dhal and brinjal  and fried fish and prawns, Sahadevan realized what an occasion this was. Rice and one vegetable, if that, was all they usually had.
         
 
         ‘Eat up, son,’ his mother said plying him with more food. They were his favourite prawns.
         
 
         ‘No, amma,  really. I have had my share.’
         
 
         ‘There is plenty left for us,’ said Saraswathi and Lakshmi in unison from the fireplace at the back of the kitchen, where they were dissecting a big ripe jak fruit. ‘And the children have eaten.’
         
 
         ‘Guess what you are having tomorrow,’ said the old lady. She served Sahadevan yet another spoonful of rice.
         
 
         ‘No more, please. I can’t eat any more, I’m full,’ pleaded Sahadevan, covering his leaf with his hands. ‘Well, what are we having tomorrow? Not kool?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, kool‚’  said his mother proudly. Her eyes shone. ‘Kool,  with crabs, nice young ones, and beans and fish-heads and jak seeds and prawns and –’
         
 
         ‘Oh, amma.  You shouldn’t have gone to all this bother. And they are all so expensive now,’ Sahadevan protested.
         
 
         ‘You don’t have to worry about that, son,’ said Pandyan. ‘Your no-good brothers are sending some of the stuff from town. They couldn’t take time off their drinking to come and see you, but they still want to remain in your good books. They haven’t sent us a bloody thing up to now. Though I bet they’ll be coming to you for some money sooner or later.’
         
 
         ‘How are they?’ asked Sahadevan.
 
         ‘Don’t speak to me about them, son. The sooner they are forgotten the better.’ And the old man, finishing his meal, rose and left the kitchen.
         
 
         ‘He can’t sit very long on the floor nowadays,’ explained Sahadevan’s mother, squatting before him. ‘You will go and see your brothers, won’t you? They are also my children, after all.’
         
 
         Sahadevan looked long and lovingly at his mother. Her face had not changed much over the years. A few more lines and wrinkles perhaps, but the strength was still there, and an inexplicable softness that pain had not dimmed or poverty hardened. It always amazed Sahadevan, this gentle strength of hers. His father’s more rugged toughness he could understand. It had to do with his battle against the land and the seasons and his pride as a provider. But it was she who had to make do with what he provided, bear his thousand children, yield to his slightest whim. Or so it would appear. But beneath it all, Sahadevan knew, they had another unspoken life which wove them together. He had seen it that time his mother was ill with pneumonia and Pandyan would not leave her side, tending her as he never tended his field, nursing her all through the night and day, partaking of her pain and yet bearing down on her to live with the strength of his will. Sahadevan was ten at the time, but somewhere in his boy’s mind he had known that if his mother died his father would never be the man he was.
         
 
         ‘What are these attacks you have been having, then?’ Sahadevan asked his mother.
         
 
         ‘Oh, they are nothing, son. Just some dizzy spells. Your father makes too much of it just because I fell one time at the well and cut my head. But that was a long time ago. He wrote to you about it. I am all right now. Anyway it’s all in His hands.’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Sahadevan impatiently, brushing God aside for the moment. ‘But what do the doctors say, or are you still taking native medicine?’
         
 
         ‘Something to do with the blood, the hospital said, asked me to eat properly, do less work, not go to the well. They are town people. What do they know of our life? Maniam is much better. He gave me some herbs and things, and that horrible concoction I take every morning. But it’s doing me good. See, I’m fatter already,’ and she stood up to show herself better.
         
 
         Sahadevan looked at his mother’s body, wearied with incessant childbirth. There was certainly strength there. Once, he remembered, it had had a bearing about it, to match that noble face; but now it just looked used up, and the burden of carrying it around had begun to shadow her eyes with pain. Sahadevan could not stand it, but at the same time he knew that it was from hardship and grief and the bearing of children that she had winnowed the stuff of her life. She could rest her body now; her daughters would do the work.
         
 
         And he provide?
 
         Sahadevan was filled with the shame of his own extravagances. His meagre remittances home had hardly eased his parents’ poverty. The ‘new house’ – no more than a rectangular structure partitioned into two rooms and a verandah opposite and parallel to the old house – remained unfinished, his twin sisters unmarried. And yet his parents hailed him as their benefactor. It was to him and Mahadev, they said, that they owed everything. The only thing that worried them now was the dowry for the girls. Once they were married, the old couple could die in peace. But at the same time Sahadevan must not neglect his health through providing for them. All those shirts and saris and sweets he had brought: there was no need for that. Money did not grow on trees. Besides, Mahadev was a fully-fledged overseer now and the money he sent would provide the cash part of Saraswathi’s dowry, and once the ‘new house’ was finished, she could easily find a suitor. Mr Reddy, the marriage-broker, had assured them of that, and once she was married off, it would smooth the way for Lakshmi, who had the same fine features as Saraswathi but, as the darker of the two, would not attract eligible young men. A widower, perhaps, who would be satisfied with part ownership of the old house. But there was no real hurry. Sahadevan must look after himself first, find proper lodgings. Living with a Sinhalese family was no good, they didn’t eat properly, their cooking wouldn’t be to his liking. Perhaps he should go and live with some of the Jaffna boys who had rented their own house in Kotahena near his uncle Segaram’s place. They had their own cook too, a Tamil, and shared all the expenses. A ‘chummery’, yes, that was what they called it, a ‘chummery’. Perhaps that was where Sahadevan should go and live.
         
 
         In the days that followed Sahadevan became familiar once more with the hardships his folk had to endure. They did not starve, it was true, the old man still grew the few vegetables they needed on a small bit of land behind the house and there was enough money to provide them with rice once a day, but in sickness they had to forego some of that to pay for medicine. The roof of the kitchen was leaking, and its mud walls had begun to crack. The three chairs they had (for visitors) had been repaired beyond redemption, and even the mats they slept on had gaping holes.
         
 
         How could he have lost touch with all this, wondered Sahadevan. Perhaps it was his job that did this to him. Working for a monthly salary seemed to break the connection between work and need, and turn his wants into needs. He had to get a hold on himself, get his life back into some sort of order.
         
 
         He went back to Colombo determined not to fail his parents’ hopes. He gave up his lodgings in Slave Island and went to live in the chummery in Kotahena, where he was to spend the next two years leading a more frugal life, a studious one, even. He sent more money home, passed his departmental exams, found promotion and visited his folk every six months as he now had two railway warrants a year.
         
 
         At first he liked the life. It returned him to the austerity of his years on the farm and enabled him to fulfil his growing responsibilities. Like a man, said ‘Uncle’ Nayagam, the chummery’s elder, a short, pudgy man who seemed never to have been young. ‘And a fine example to us all,’ he added graciously. But the praise made Sahadevan apprehensive. He did not want to be a man like ‘Uncle’ Nayagam was, a man waking, working, praying, eating and sleeping to the clock, a pre-ordained and mechanical man whose seldom joy was his annual visit to his wife in Jaffna and his constant sorrow the fact that all it had yielded was another baby. And so he never got around to bringing his family to live with him, which was why he had rented the house in the first place, and settled for a family of chums instead, on the understanding of course that they would leave (as chums would) the day he brought his wife and children home.
         
 
         But that day never comes, does it, Sahadevan asked himself ruefully, wondering whether he too would end up like Nayagam. The government service was full of them, men who had left their wives and children back in some remote village in the north and gone off to serve the British Raj in some God-forsaken part of the country, opening up roads and railways and post offices. Constantly on the move, with a camp-bed and a tin trunk for comfort and company and a yearly rail pass to connect them to their families. Some never saw their families at all. Like his cousin Velu. He was a road builder up-country – engineer, they would have called him if he was qualified and white – and every time the government wanted to carve out a road through the jungles they sent for him, pushing him farther and farther inland until one day he completely vanished from view.
         
 
         No, he did not want to end up like Nayagam or Velu, Sahadevan told himself. He would want his family with him, when he married. Like his Sinhalese mates in the post office. But it was easy for them. This was their part of the country. They had lived here all their lives. They had friends and relatives here and the villages were not too far removed from the towns anyway. The towns in fact seemed to have grown out of the villages as naturally as the buying and selling they were so good at, and even the railway lines that broke through coconut land and paddy field looked a natural part of the landscape. But in his part of the country, the railways had pushed the villages violently aside and set down towns at random with no more purpose than to transport landless farmers to the south.
         
 
         And here in the south, where the land was green and lush, the seasons more tempered and life less harsh and ungiving, Sahadevan felt himself drawn into another way of life which was not all hardship and duty. He learned again some of the joy he had known from wrestling with the land as a farmer and had lost in the work of pushing a pen over interminable ledgers, but this time from a growing acquaintance with leisure, learning that evenings were not just for overtime and Sundays for study but perhaps also for sitting on a beach by twilight, or playing ping-pong at the YMCA, or merely talking with friends over tea. It was slow and painful, though, this acquaintance with divided time that separated labour from life and created nothing. But the other, that saw time as a continuum of work and pay, Nayagam’s time, seemed even more deathly, as his Sinhalese friends were quick to point out.
         
 
         ‘You Jaffna fellows live a dreary bloody life,’ Tissa had remarked in the office canteen one day. Seeing Sahadevan stiffen, he had quickly added, ‘I don’t mean you. You at least have a drink with us now and again. But those other chaps in your boarding. What joy do they get out of life? Especially that married fellow, Nayagam?’
         
 
         Tissa had just been appointed staff representative on the canteen management. He was tall, thin and bespectacled, and handsome in a spare sort of way.
         
 
         Sahadevan gave him an uneasy look. ‘We have all got our folks in the village to support, Tissa, relatives, poor relatives. How can we let them down? I couldn’t have gone to college without their help, you know.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes, I understand all that, Saha,’ answered Tissa impatiently. He straightened his tie: he was on an official visit to the canteen. ‘We are not exactly rich ourselves. My father has to look after two other families apart from his own, and we have only a small bit of coconut land. So all right, maybe the land is more fertile here in the south. But the point is that you don’t have to be so bloody dismal about it. I went to Jaffna once you know, to a village, I had another Tamil friend just like you, he got transferred to Dimbulla, and I didn’t see any of this there. Of course the people were poor, but they still got a kick out of life, and so generous they were. They seemed to enjoy giving what they didn’t have. But when you Tamils come to Colombo, you get so mean and small, all the life seems to go out of you, and you huddle together in bloody caves.’
         
 
         A few weeks later Tissa invited Sahadevan over to his parents’ home near Kalutara. Within hours of meeting Tissa’s family, Sahadevan felt more at ease with himself than he had for a long time, whether at the chummery or at his uncle Segaram’s house. Tissa’s coastal village, with its coconut palms, flowering rhododendrons and green vegetables, its tiled roofs and cemented verandahs, was nothing like his own. And yet there was a familiar warmth and hospitality and an easy-going acceptance of him that he had not known since he had left Sandilipay. Quite easily and simply Sahadevan slipped into Tissa’s way of life, got to wearing a sarong,  which he found less inhibiting than the verti,  developed a taste for the milder Sinhalese curry, and saw in Tissa’s sister a brasher beauty than he had been accustomed to. Even the buggy in which Tissa and he had gone from the station to the village seemed somehow familiar, and the gathering of Tissa’s uncles and aunts and cousins and nephews and nieces reminded him of his own reception in Sandilipay. Tissa himself seemed a different man, not cock-sure or cheeky any more, but respectful to his elders, considerate of those younger than himself and helpful to all, giving to each his value and his place. It was a pattern of relationships Sahadevan understood but not one that he would have readily associated with Tissa.
         
 
         By the time Sahadevan returned to Colombo a week later, his ideas about southern folk had already begun to change. They were not as uncaring and self-indulgent as he had previously assumed. Though they had cause to be; their land was kinder to them, their hardships less fraught. Perhaps that explained their outgoing natures and their easy acceptance of life’s vicissitudes. His own folk by contrast were impassive and dour, their relationships more principled, their kindnesses more harsh. They gave as the southerners gave but, unlike them, they knew the cost of their giving.
         
 
         Gradually Sahadevan began to loosen up. He was still conscious of his duty to his parents and sisters, but he was now able to take this in his stride, not expecting that he would lose sight of it just because he spent some of his leisure with his Sinhalese mates, swimming in the sea or loafing in the countryside or just playing with their children. He took his friends home to the chummery to give them ‘a taste of good Tamil cooking’ or a lesson in vegetable gardening. And they in turn brought to the chummery a gaiety that even Uncle Nayagam reluctantly gave in to.
         
 
         Two years later, the chummery broke up. Some of Sahadevan’s friends had already left on being transferred out of Colombo, and now Uncle Nayagam, having finally given up his dream of bringing his family to Colombo, took up a minor position closer to home. Sahadevan went to lodge with Tissa’s uncle and aunt, the Wijepalas.
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         NO ONE KNEW Mr Wijepala’s first name – or, rather, no one cared  to remember it. For Mr Wijepala himself was reputed to have discarded his first name, Samuel, and, with it, his Christian forebears. Close friends knew him as S.W., but to everyone else he was Mr Wijepala.
         
 
         He was a fierce old man, with over forty years’ service in the railways and still very active in union work. The rumour was that he had been one of the prime movers of the rail strike of 1912, but people remembered him for the charges of racial and religious bigotry he had laid against his employers before the Royal Commission of Inquiry the following year. Ironically, though, it was his own reference to the Commissioners as para  suddhas  (bastard whites) that had drawn the public’s attention to his evidence and made him a national hero. His bosses’ attempts to get rid of him thereafter had become something of a continuing saga but, at sixty-one, S.W. still remained in service, unpromoted but unsacked. He was too experienced a fitter and foreman for the Railway Board to want to lose him, and to sack him would be to rally his fellows to a cause far more rousing than any the Workmen’s Association could think of.
         
 
         Sahadevan knew little of all this when he went to live with Mr Wijepala and his wife; they had no children. All he had seen of S.W. on his visits to see Tissa was the severity of the man, his detachment and his silences, the tall sergeant-straight figure, and the bushy eyebrows set in a hard crag of a face. His wife, Prema, on the other hand, was round and roly-poly and affable,  and treated Sahadevan to the sweets and savouries that she was for ever making for her nephew.
         
 
         On the morning Sahadevan had arrived at their house, S.W. had absent-mindedly opened the door to him and, gathering him up and his bag, delivered them unceremoniously to his wife in the kitchen, saying, ‘Ah, Prema, here is Sa, Sa … Tissa’s friend.’ He looked as though he had been disturbed in the middle of something, and Sahadevan did not pay much attention to his behaviour. But his indifference did not get any better in the weeks following and Sahadevan began to wonder whether he had done the right thing in moving in with the Wijepalas. It had been Tissa’s suggestion from the beginning. He himself was moving out, to Kotte, where he had been transferred, and found the journey from his uncle’s home too arduous. Besides, Auntie Prema, he had maintained, could do with a boarder, and she had a soft spot for Sahadevan already. In any case, it would be good for Saha to be challenged by a man like his uncle.
         
 
         But so far, Saha had seen little of S.W. And when he did see him, at dinner-time mostly, it was around the newspaper which S.W. read as he ate. In the mornings, the old man had already eaten and left by the time Sahadevan sat down to breakfast, and at the weekends S.W. was invariably closeted with his friends from work.
         
 
         Prema had noticed Saha’s growing disaffection with S.W. and, hoping to get the youngster interested in her husband’s work, would send Saha into the meeting room with the tea. But Saha refused to be curious, and angrily Prema turned on him one day.
         
 
         ‘You know who there, hah?’ she burst out in broken English banging the teapot down on the table in front of Saha. ‘Do you? In front room? Hah?’
         
 
         Saha shook his head disinterestedly. All he wanted was his tea.
 
         ‘“Hamban” William‚ that’s who.’
         
 
         Saha shook his head, stubbornly this time. Whoever this Hamban person was, it did not excuse S.W.’s behaviour.
         
 
         ‘And Vadivel, and –’ Prenia stopped. It suddenly occurred to her that the youngster’s obstinacy was not altogether unmixed with ignorance, and he was too hurt by S.W.’s attitude to ask. ‘You don’t know, hah?’ she lapsed into Sinhala and, sitting herself down beside Saha, she poured out his tea for him. Hamban and Vadi and Marshall and that lot, she explained, were S.W.’s friends from the old strike days of 1912. Almost ten years to the day, she reminisced, counting out the years on her fingers as though each of those years had some special meaning for her. Marshall Appu, in fact, had only just returned from forced exile, yes, the government had banished him into the wilds of the Eastern Province as punishment for his activities. Her eyes softened as she spoke of him. And then there was Sam Perera, and Kalu Banda from the last rail strike two years ago, good caring men, and a couple of others Saha wouldn’t have heard of either.
         
 
         But Saha was all ears now and Prema, encouraged by his attention, went on to talk about S.W.’s own part in the strikes and his growing bitterness at their failure. ‘That is why he and his friends are trying to get a proper union going,’ she ended. ‘Don’t you understand? It’s his life work, and he is afraid he won’t live to see it through. And while he is doing that he has no time for anyone. Not for me, not for you, not for no one.’
         
 
         Sahadevan looked chastened.
 
         ‘But he is not always like that,’ Prema went on. ‘This is a particularly bad time, what with the petition and all.’
         
 
         ‘What petition?’ asked Sahadevan.
 
         ‘Why, to the Railway Board,’ explained Prema, ‘over that plateman Sirisena who was run over by an engine,’ and Sahadevan gathered that S.W. was drawing up a compensation claim for the man’s family. The management had denied liability, blaming the accident on the worker’s carelessness, but S.W. and his friends were claiming that the man was exhausted from being forced to work three consecutive shifts, and it was the engine driver, Mr Russell, who had been inefficient and careless.
         
 
         ‘Six children, he have, Sirisena,’ Auntie Prema broke into English in moments of anguish as though to stem the pain, ‘and his wife is, wife is, how do you say, one leg….’
         
 
         ‘Cripple?’
 
         ‘Yes, cripple.’
 
         Sahadevan was shocked. ‘But they can’t do that,’ he protested.
 
         Auntie Prema nodded her head as though to say, oh, yes they could, and picked up her sewing. It was a Sunday morning, and every Sunday Prema spent the first two hours after breakfast at the sewing machine, sewing children’s clothes. She had no need to any more, but it was a habit that had stayed with her from the time when S.W. had been suspended on half-pay and she had to sew for their living. She was a good seamstress, and people still sent her orders, and she could not turn anyone down, particularly the ones who could not pay.
         
 
         The sewing machine stood in the dining room by a large window. And it was there that Prema sat and gazed out on to the world between bouts of sewing, thinking her thoughts and sometimes dreaming. This morning she had been interrupted by Sahadevan who had lingered on at the dining table after breakfast, and Prema, noticing that the youngster was troubled, had turned to speak to him. But now she turned her chair back on him as though to say the conversation was over, she had work to do.
         
 
         She could be as brusque as her husband, Sahadevan reflected, but somehow he didn’t feel shut out by it. There was something affable and warm and cuddly about her. He watched her now, rearranging herself in her chair and trying to get her feet back on the treadle, and smiled. It was like that first day when he had moved in or, rather, been delivered to her in the kitchen. She was frying something at the time and without turning round shouted to Saha to have a kokis  from the plate on the table. She had known him from before, she seemed to be saying, and what had changed now?
         
 
         ‘I love kokis’,  Sahadevan had exclaimed.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Tissa told me,’ the old lady had replied, and gone on cooking. And it was only when she had finished lowering the last batch of kokis into the frying pan that she turned round and looked Sahadevan up and down.
         
 
         ‘Hmm, too thin,’ she muttered in Sinhala, ‘must build you up, otherwise your mother won’t recognize you.’
         
 
         Sahadevan burst out laughing.
 
         ‘So you understand Sinhala,’ she observed.
 
         ‘I can speak it,’ Sahadevan boasted. ‘A little,’ he added cautiously. ‘Will you teach me, Auntie?’
         
 
         She nodded and said in halting English, ‘You teach English to me then, yes?’
         
 
         She put some kokis  in a biscuit tin and pushed it towards Sahadevan.
         
 
         ‘Give them to Tissa when he comes to work,’ she said.
 
         ‘But Auntie –’ Sahadevan began.
 
         ‘Yes, of course, he doesn’t work with you any more. What am I thinking of?’ She beat her forehead with the palm of her hand. ‘I am getting old. If Tissa was still working in the post office, you wouldn’t be living here, would you?’ she laughed.
         
 
         But Tissa did still work in the postal service, Saha corrected her, only he had moved to the Kotte branch. And he was doing odd jobs for Mr Goonesinha and that Youth League thing in his spare time. Didn’t Auntie Prema remember? Mr Goonesinha had given him rooms above his office.
         
 
         The information did not interest Prema, though. All she was concerned about was Tissa’s ability to look after himself. He had never been out of her sight since he had come to live with them as a boy, and she had done everything for him.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know how that boy is going to feed himself,’ she muttered, sitting herself down at the little kitchen table in front of Saha. ‘I bet your mother must be wondering the same about you.’
         
 
         ‘No, she knows I am in good hands, Auntie,’ Saha began and stopped, putting his hand to his mouth. ‘Oh lord, I forgot. Tissa said he’s coming on Wednesday, for dinner.’
         
 
         ‘Oh he did, did he? And not a word to me? We’ll see about that.’
 
         But Tissa did not turn up that week or in the weeks following. At first he sent messages through Saha to say that he was busy at the moment but would be coming to visit his aunt very soon, and she should not worry on his account. And when the messages ceased, Saha invented them. After a while Saha stopped hearing from Tissa altogether and, fearing that he might be ill, went to see him, only to find that his friend had taken leave from work and gone up-country with his ‘Chief’.
         
 
         ‘It’s all right, Saha,’ Auntie Prema reassured him. ‘You are a good lad, but there’s no need to cover up for him. I know him.’ Saha swallowed hard and decided to have it out with Tissa when he returned to Colombo that weekend. S.W. might be self-contained, but Auntie Prema needed to see Tissa, fuss over him, give expression to her love. And Saha realized embarrassingly what a poor substitute he was.
         
 
         He did not like quarrelling with Tissa; it always ended in a shouting match, with Saha accusing Tissa of irresponsibility and Tissa condemning Saha for being ‘so bloody stodgy’. But this was one time when Saha felt he was not fighting for himself, and something had to come out of it. He thought up a strategy and decided to set the scene by presenting himself dramatically at Tissa’s room early on the Sunday morning. And with that in mind he went to bed early.
         
 
         But when he woke the next morning, it was not to the crow of the cocks, but to the steady scratching of a cat or rat somewhere. The sun was already up. Sleepily he reached out for the clock. The scratching noise had ceased, to be replaced by a rapping on glass. Startled, he sat bolt upright in his bed to see Tissa framed in the window.
         
 
         ‘What on earth –’ muttered Saha, and leapt out of bed. But Tissa put a finger to his lips, motioning Saha to silence, and signalled to him to open the back door. Hurriedly Saha put on a shirt and, passing a comb through his hair, crept out of his room and down the passageway, past the kitchen and Auntie Prema, to the back door, which he unlocked, quieter than a mouse. He was congratulating himself on having negotiated the journey so silently when he heard Auntie Prema call out, ‘Ah, Saha, you are up.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Auntie?’ said Saha entering the kitchen.
 
         ‘Will you take this cup of coffee to your uncle in the front room, son, and while you are there you can collect the cups and saucers. They were up till late last night.’
         
 
         ‘Oh they were, were they?’ boomed Tissa, bounding in through the door and lifting Prema.
         
 
         ‘Put me down, put me down!’ cried his aunt, beating at him half-heartedly with her ladle. ‘Put me down, you silly boy.’ And when he finally did, she arranged her sari decorously around her and rapped him on his knuckles growling, ‘No respect, that’s what it is, no respect. The boys these days.’
         
 
         ‘The boys these days, the boys these days,’ sang Tissa, dancing a jig around her, even as she tried to get back to the cooking.
         
 
         ‘You won’t get any breakfast,’ she warned Tissa, and he stopped in mock dismay.
         
 
         ‘No breakfast? Oh Auntie,’ and he threw himself on the floor.
 
         ‘Oh, get up, you silly boy. I’m making –’
 
         But Tissa had got up by then and, looking over his aunt’s shoulder, exclaimed ‘Ah, rotti  and sambol.  I’m hungry. Where’s Uncle?’
         
 
         ‘In the front room. Saha was taking his –’
 
         ‘Here, Saha, let me take that.’
 
         ‘Dhadi-biddi,  dhadi-biddi,  always in a hurry,’ growled his aunt, but Tissa had already left the kitchen, with Saha in his wake.
         
 
         ‘You go in first and collect the cups,’ he said to Saha at the front-room door. ‘I want to surprise him.’
         
 
         The door was ajar, but Saha knocked and went in. S.W. was seated with his back to the door looking over a sheaf of papers. He looked up when Saha came in and acknowledged his presence with a nod and a smile. Saha started to gather up the cups and saucers on the farther side of the room and watched Tissa come in through the door, place the cup of coffee on a side table and, creeping up behind S.W.’s chair, put his hands over his uncle’s eyes. The old man sat up, startled, and then settled himself back in his chair again, smiling.
         
 
         ‘Silly fellow,’ he said, pulling Tissa in front of him. ‘Where have you been all these weeks? Don’t you write any more?’
         
 
         Tissa mumbled something and S.W. laughed, but Saha was not listening. He was lost in amazement at the change that had come over the old man. The lines had left his face or, rather, had rearranged themselves into smiles; he looked gentler, softer, almost skittish, foolish. Saha frowned.
         
 
         ‘Have you taken Saha in hand yet?’ he heard Tissa say.
 
         ‘No, he’s been lucky. I have been busy with this petition. It’s finished now.’
         
 
         ‘Will it work?’
 
         S.W. made a wry face and shook his head from side to side.
 
         ‘And the union?’
 
         ‘Coming along.’
 
         ‘Will that work?’
 
         ‘No, not if that devil Manning has his way.’
 
         Sahadevan was surprised at S.W.’s vehemence. But he remembered Auntie Prema telling him how the new Governor was deliberately setting the workers against each other, Tamils against Sinhalese and Sinhalese against Muslims, and S.W. was afraid that everything he had worked for in his life was coming apart.
         
 
         ‘The Chief says that only a general strike can stop Manning’s nonsense,’ Tissa told his uncle. ‘That’s why we have been going around speaking to workers in the government factory, the harbour workers and even workers in Brown’s and Walker’s.’
         
 
         ‘And?’
 
         Saha was not sure, but S.W., he thought, sounded disinterested.
 
         ‘Oh, he got on very well with them.’ Tissa went on to describe the meetings. Some of them had to be clandestine of course, but they had laid the foundation for a genuine workers’ union.
         
 
         ‘But Goonesinha is not a worker,’ protested S.W. ‘How can he lead the workers?’
         
 
         ‘He is not leading them, uncle, he is organizing them. The bosses are frightened of him, they will listen to him when they won’t listen to you and Hamban and the rest.’
         
 
         ‘Hmm! So we have got to hire our leaders now, have we?’ S.W. grumbled. Saha did not know what they were talking about and, picking up the last of the cups, left the room.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Lying in bed that night, Saha began to think about S.W. Pandyan had always maintained that his son was a good judge of people, but Saha wasn’t so sure any more. He had certainly not got the measure of S.W. He had not got on with him; he would have liked him even less had not S.W.’s devotion to his wife, undemonstrative though it was, made him suspend judgement. Besides, he owed it to Auntie Prema to like the man. She was such a loving, uncomplicated person. To be human seemed the simplest thing in the world to her: she was for all time and all places. S.W. wasn’t. He was of the towns, of the city, of places that made things, not grew them, of fights against people, not the weather. That, perhaps, was why he was so grim, unrelenting of himself and of others.
         
 
         But that day Sahadevan had seen S.W.’s other side. He had tried to talk to Tissa about it when they went walking on the beach that evening, but Tissa would not be drawn. All he would say was ‘That is Uncle all over, his bark is worse than his bite.’ It never occurred to Tissa that Sahadevan might be unhappy living with S.W. and wanted to understand the man. Tissa just got on with life as though there was nothing to it; he was like his aunt in lots of ways. But Saha had to know, had to know things, people, facts, relationships. He was never satisfied till he had peeled away at the onion till it was no more, and then he threw it all up and went back to God: there was no explanation, only faith.
         
 
         Strangely enough, it was his visit to temple the following Friday that opened S.W. out to Sahadevan. He had accompanied Auntie Prema to the Vihara a few times but had not gone to worship at the Sivan Kovil till he had a letter from his father saying that his mother had been taken ill again. S.W. had noticed the holy ash on Sahadevan’s forehead and had sensed that the lad was troubled.
         
 
         ‘Just go,’ he said suddenly at dinner that night.
 
         ‘Uncle?’
 
         ‘Go and see your mother.’
 
         ‘How? I can’t take leave.’
 
         ‘I’ll get you a doctor’s certificate.’
 
         ‘But I’m not ill.’
 
         ‘Your mother is.’
 
         ‘What about my duties –’
 
         ‘Your duty is to your mother.’
 
         Sahadevan was shocked that this stern, upright man should want him to tell a lie and neglect his duties, but coming from S.W., it could not be wrong. He left for Sandilipay the following morning.
         
 
         His brother, Mahadev, met him at the station. He looked drawn and tired.
         
 
         ‘How did you know I was coming?’ asked Saha.
 
         ‘Mr Wijepala sent a wire,’ replied Mahadev and led him to a hired car.
         
 
         ‘Can we afford …’ he began and stopped. What was Mahadev doing here? Why had he come all the way from up-country? He went cold: his mother was dying. Mahadev, the first-born, had come to light the funeral pyre.
         
 
         ‘Is she …?’ he asked, a catch in his voice.
 
         ‘She’s waiting for you.’
 
         ‘Why wasn’t I …’
 
         ‘She got bad suddenly. No one thought … I happened to be in …’
 
         Neither could finish his sentence. They had been closest to their mother.
         
 
         ‘Heart?’
 
         ‘No, just a cold, went to her chest.’
 
         ‘Hmm.’
 
         ‘Her body couldn’t take it, the doctor said.’
 
         The car rushed headlong into the evening, the driver pushing the hours back. He was a friend of the family.
         
 
         ‘Exhausted. That’s what she was, exhausted,’ Sahadevan cried out suddenly. ‘We worked her to death, all of us. You, me, all of us,’ he wept.
         
 
         The car had left the main road and was making a slow descent into the unmade lanes. Sahadevan got impatient and, jumping out of the car, ran ahead. He arrived at the house out of breath and, taking a moment to compose himself, entered his mother’s room.
         
 
         His father was seated beside the dying woman, looking dazed and frightened. His sisters Saraswathi and Lakshmi stood resignedly at the foot of the bed, and a strange young man stood by the window, crying softly. Sahadevan knelt beside his mother and took her hand in his. Instinctively he stroked her fingers, noticing how long and thin and artistic they were, and how brittle and broken her nails. Her knuckles were turning grey and he put his mouth to them. She opened her eyes then and slowly, as though from a will beyond her body, brought them to focus on her favourite son. She tried to speak, but her voice failed her. Sahadevan held up his hand: there was no need. She shook her head: this was something she had to do, and gathering the last of her strength she gestured to the youngster by the window to approach her bed.
         
 
         ‘Son,’ she said, turning to Sahadevan,‘this is –’ she smiled a wan smile, ‘this is …’ the words came slowly, ‘your half-brother Para … Para….’ And then in a rush, as though her time had run out, ‘Be good to him … look after your sisters.’ The smile froze on her face. She was gone.
         
 
         The girls began to wail and the lad cried inconsolably. Pandyan took them all in his arms. He was himself once more, himself and her, both at once. Sahadevan left the room and walked out into the compound.
         
 
         Mahadev was lighting a cigarette and offered him one. Sahadevan indicated that he did not smoke. They walked in silence past the plantain trees and the dying hibiscus that had suddenly bloomed, to the old well, and sat on its jagged rim.
         
 
         ‘The water’s down,’ observed Sahadevan listlessly.
 
         ‘It’s this damn drought,’ cursed Mahadev, lighting another cigarette from the butt of the first.
         
 
         ‘You smoke too much,’ Sahadevan said without conviction.
 
         ‘Uh-huh,’ denied his brother uneasily. ‘Only today.’
 
         A squirrel scampered up a coconut tree. Sahadevan threw a twig at it.
         
 
         ‘Who is this chap then?’ he blurted out. ‘Para? Where did he come from?’
         
 
         ‘You are in a cruel mood,’ observed Mahadev. ‘What do you mean “come from”? He was here all the time, only you didn’t notice him.’
         
 
         ‘Huh?’
 
         ‘You remember when we were little and mother was ill, a boy would come with a steaming basket of hoppers?’
         
 
         ‘That was him?’ Sahadevan was surprised. ‘I was always late to school and never saw him properly.’ He cast his mind back and remembered thinking that the boy was too neatly dressed for a hopper-boy and looked more like a proper schoolboy.
         
 
         ‘But how does that make him our half-brother?’
 
         ‘Father was naughty,’ giggled Mahadev, and went on to explain how Pandyan had fallen in love with the new midwife who had come to deliver Sahadevan. It had been a difficult birth, and their mother would not have survived it had not Ponnamma nursed her through. Pandyan, as usual, had been helpless while it went on, and Ponnamma had nursed him too. The result was Para.
         
 
         Mahadev got up and stretched his limbs. He was quite a bit taller than Sahadevan’s five foot six, but he stooped a little and wore a large drooping moustache under a hooked nose – all of which made him look a sad and melancholic man, which he wasn’t.
         
 
         ‘She was devoted to father, you know, Ponnamma, and would not marry again: her husband, a bloody drunkard, had fallen into a well and died the previous year. And when she got pregnant, people stopped employing her as a midwife. That’s when she started taking orders for hoppers.’ 
         
 
         ‘Did you know her?’
 
         ‘Yes, Mother used to send money and clothes for the boy through me. They were great friends, the two women, though they only saw each other at temple on festival days. Great woman she was, wouldn’t take a cent from Father, and never complained.’
         
 
         ‘Where is she now?’
         
 
         ‘She died about ten years ago, and Para went to live with her sister in Kopay.’
         
 
         ‘That’s why I’ve never seen him.’
 
         ‘Oh no, he used to come and visit Mother at least once a month when we were in school.’
         
 
         ‘Remember market days?’ Mahadev went on, ‘when Father went to town? He used to take Para with him. That’s why he never took any of us.’
         
 
         Sahadevan began to like his father more. He had always thought him a straight and upright man, not that his father had held himself out as such, but it was nice to know that he could unbend a little, fall a little. Sahadevan chuckled to himself: in a sense it was all his doing.
         
 
         What he could not understand, though, was how his parents had kept it a secret for so long. He asked Mahadev, and Mahadev puzzled over the question, because he had not seen it as a secret, no one had, least of all their mother or father. He scratched his head. Or if they had kept it secret, it was because it was not a secret between them and, therefore, not worth talking about.
         
 
         ‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ he said. He sat down beside Sahadevan and lit up another cigarette. ‘Mother knew, and everybody knew that Mother knew, so what was there to talk about?’
         
 
         ‘Must you smoke so much?’ Sahadevan demanded irritably, and Mahadev stubbed out his cigarette. He wondered sometimes who was the elder brother.
         
 
         ‘There are some people coming to the house,’ he said, peering through the trees. ‘They must have heard already.’
         
 
         ‘Where are our towny brothers and sisters, then? And Rama?’
 
         ‘Rama went to temple to do a pooja  for Mother. The others, well, they didn’t know she was taken bad, did they?’ Mahadev never spoke ill of anybody, least of all ‘the townies’, as Sahadevan called them. He had, after all, had the care of them when they were young.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps we should go in.’ Sahadevan got up to go when he saw Para coming towards them, without apparent haste but at some speed. For a short and stocky man, he moved deceptively fast. A hard man to contend with, thought Sahadevan. But as he drew closer, Sahadevan could not help noticing that he had the open and engaging face of his father.
         
 
         ‘Annai,’  he said, addressing Mahadev but taking in Sahadevan too, ‘shouldn’t we be sending for the priest and the dhobi,  and seeing to –’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes, of course.’ Mahadev interrupted as though he had been caught in a grave dereliction of duty. And then more hopefully, ‘But you are the one who knows about these things, Para. Why don’t you make the arrangements and we’ll go along with them. Father is in no state….’ He broke off and looked at Sahadevan who quickly nodded his agreement.
         
 
         ‘Yes, all right,’ smiled Para. The old lady had wanted to be cremated without fuss or ceremony, and he could now carry out her wishes.
         
 
         ‘Hello, what’s this?’ exclaimed Sahadevan, as a raindrop fell on his head. He held out his hand and looked at the sky, black with ominous clouds. The brothers ran towards the house as the monsoon broke and fetched up on the kitchen steps.
         
 
         Inside, the girls were making tea for the friends and relations who had come to pay their last respects to their mother. Out on the verandah, with the spray on his face, stood Pandyan, legs astride, arms akimbo, peering far away into the rain.
         
 
         ‘If this goes on, our crops will be ruined,’ he said as the boys ran into the house.
         
 
         ‘But, Father, you have no –’ Sahadevan began, but Para stopped him with an anxious look.
         
 
         ‘He goes absent like that sometimes, doesn’t he?’ Para explained tactfully, as they went into the house to dry themselves. ‘It happened when my mother died also.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I am sorry. I remember now,’ replied Sahadevan. He finished drying himself and threw the towel over to Para. Mahadev had already gone out to meet the visitors. ‘You care about him, don’t you? Despite –’
         
 
         ‘Who? Father? Yes. Your mother made up for him.’
 
         ‘But that’s her.’
 
         ‘No, it’s him too, otherwise she couldn’t do it.’
 
         Quite a philosopher, our half-brother, Sahadevan mused. ‘We had better go and say hello to these people, I suppose,’ he said aloud.
         
 
         ‘I have to see about the priest,’ replied Para.
 
         ‘In this rain?’
 
         ‘Yes, annai,  it can’t wait.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For two days, the rain beat down incessantly. The lanes became impassable, and the funeral had to be delayed. People who had come to mourn for an hour stayed on for what seemed an unending wake. Sahadevan was at his wits’ end. The food was running out and the house was littered with sleeping people. Para and Mahadev had gone to see about a hearse. Saraswathi and Lakshmi were constantly making something to eat for someone or other. Pandyan was in and out of his head. And all the while the towny brothers and sisters sat around their mother’s coffin, dutifully weeping the night away.
         
 
         By the time Para and Mahadev returned on the evening of the second day, Sahadevan was desperate enough to bury his mother in the back compound and be done with it. She certainly would have smiled at the notion of sprouting among the aubergines: she was never a great one for formalities. Sahadevan laughingly suggested as much to his brothers when they reported that they could not get a hearse to come up to the house. Not even a double-bullock cart with its high, steel-rimmed wheels could get through the lanes in this weather. When they had tried to hire one, they had been told to come back after the rains had ceased.
         
 
         ‘But that’s absurd,’ shouted Sahadevan in frustration. ‘We can’t keep Mother here for ever. This whole thing is becoming a farce, it’s making a mockery of her life. There must be some way …’
         
 
         ‘There is,’ interrupted Para briskly. ‘We can carry the coffin on our shoulders. To the cemetery. Today. Now.’
         
 
         ‘In a procession, yes.’ Sahadevan was relieved. ‘It will be a dignified end to Mother.’
         
 
         ‘All of six, seven miles?’ demanded Mahadev. ‘Women and children?’
 
         ‘Yes, why not?’ Sahadevan had a glint in his eye. ‘They can either go with us or go home. There’ll be nothing here for them to stay for. Either way we get rid of them.’
         
 
         ‘Father?’ asked Mahadev.
 
         ‘Father is tough. He can manage it,’ said Para and Sahadevan agreed.
 
         ‘The priest is not going to like it,’ was Mahadev’s final, albeit half-hearted protest.
         
 
         ‘Hang the priest,’ retorted Sahadevan boldly and looked to Para for approval.
         
 
         ‘Let’s ask Father anyway,’ said Para.
 
         Pandyan resisted the plan at first but was quick to go along with it when he discovered that the townies would be going straight on to their homes after the cremation. He could not abide them at the best of times, and their relentless sorrowing was more than he could bear. The loudest protests came from Rama, the temple brother, but he was silenced by his father with the wave of an imperious hand.
         
 
         Sahadevan left two days after the funeral. The rains had settled down into a steady drone by then and the railway track at Elephant Pass had been restored. Mahadev saw his brother to the bus that would take him to Jaffna station. Para, passing them by on his bicycle, waved Sahadevan a last farewell.
         
 
         ‘Quite a chap, our new-found brother,’ observed Sahadevan. ‘And Father was a surprise too, wasn’t he?’ He laughed.
         
 
         ‘Oh you think so, do you, about Para, I mean?’ Mahadev responded with alacrity. ‘Why don’t you help him find a job then? In the railways, perhaps?’ 
         
 
         Sahadevan looked at his brother quizzically.
 
         ‘As an apprentice or something,’ Mahadev went on.
 
         Sahadevan still wasn’t sure what his brother was getting at.
 
         ‘Your friend, Mr Wijepala, he could fix it.’ Mahadev came to the point at last. ‘He’s got influence.’
         
 
         ‘You are mad,’ expostulated Sahadevan. ‘I can’t ask him a thing like that. He is much too correct.’
         
 
         ‘Like Father?’ Mahadev laughed.
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         IT WAS STILL RAINING when Sahadevan’s train got into Colombo. At Kelaniya, four miles from the city, the river had overrun its banks and the train crawled gingerly over the bridge. In Maradana, an electric pylon had been struck by lightning and the tramcars had stopped running. By the coast, where the Wijepalas lived, the seas had risen grey and sullen, washing away miles of railway track.
         
 
         By the time Sahadevan reached home it was nightfall and the old couple had gone to bed. Sahadevan crept noiselessly into his room and, throwing his wet clothes off, fell into an exhausted sleep.
         
 
         He woke with a start, the following morning, to the raucous voice of a street-vendor shouting his wares. He looked out of the window. The sun was up, the rain had ceased, the road before him was streaked with watery light. ‘Lovely,’ he muttered and threw himself back into bed: it was Sunday, and he could have a lie-in.
         
 
         There was a knock on the door.
 
         ‘I know you are up, Saha,’ called Auntie Prema. ‘Come and have some hoppers,  hot.’
         
 
         Within minutes Sahadevan had washed and shaved and presented himself at the kitchen table.
         
 
         ‘You look cheerful,’ remarked Prema. ‘Is your mother all right?’
 
         ‘No,’ replied Sahadevan guiltily. ‘She … she … passed away.’
 
         ‘Oh lord!’ The ladle fell from Prema’s hand.
 
         ‘It’s all right, Auntie, really it is. I got there before she died, and she was able to speak to me. But if Uncle hadn’t made me go….’ Tears rose to his eyes as he remembered. ‘Where is he?’ he asked, brushing his tears aside.
         
 
         Prema put a plate of hoppers  in front of him. ‘Gone to repair the tracks,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘On a Sunday?’ yawned Saha, and Prema smiled. 
         
 
         ‘Eat and go back to bed‚’ she told him. ‘We can talk later.’
 
         But tired though he was, Sahadevan could not get to sleep. Pictures of his childhood kept flashing past his eyes. His mother was there in all of them. In the foreground of his life at first, but slowly receding as the years went by, till, by the time he had left home to go to school in Colombo, she had become a vague presence in the background somewhere, a sort of aura that surrounded them all but had no life of its own, no definition. He hated that in him now, that losing sight of her, not coming to know her.
         
 
         What was she like? What were her fears, ambitions, what did she want for herself? Not for him, he knew that, not for his brothers and sisters, he knew that too, but for herself? What did she want to become, how did she want to grow? Because she did have a wonderfully instinctive intelligence that sized up people and situations far more quickly and acutely than his father, than Mahadev, than any of them except Para perhaps. But Para wasn’t her son. And that, come to think of it, was like her too, caring for the boy, and his mother, her husband’s mistress! But he didn’t know it then, did he, that it was like her? What a waste.
         
 
         He had better speak to S.W. about getting Para a job. He fell asleep.
 
         S.W. came home tired and irritable that evening and was in no mood for conversation. He spoke to Sahadevan at dinner, commiserating with the lad on his mother’s death. But when Saha tried to thank him for sending him to Jaffna, S.W. retreated quickly behind his paper. And it was several days before he came out from behind it. The track had been repaired by then and, better news still, the compensation for Sirisena’s family was coming through: the Railway Board had enough trouble on its hands without courting a strike.
         
 
         Sahadevan thought it a good time to approach S.W. with his request.
         
 
         ‘Uncle,’ he began one night at dinner (the best time to speak to S.W., he had discovered). ‘What sort of qualification do you need to get into the railways, as a mechanic, I mean, apprentice mechanic?’
         
 
         ‘Why? Are you thinking of coming down in the world?’ S.W. guffawed. He was certainly in a relaxed frame of mind.
         
 
         ‘No, no, it’s not for me.’
 
         ‘Well, Fifth Standard Maths should do, and English of course, and an aptitude for hard work.’ He laughed. ‘Who is it for?’
         
 
         ‘My half-brother.’
 
         ‘Half-brother?’
 
         ‘Well, yes,’ replied Sahadevan and went on to explain how he had come by Para. The old man enjoyed the story hugely and was amused at Sahadevan’s embarrassment in the telling.
         
 
         ‘You are a bit of a puritan, aren’t you?’ he teased Saha. And when the younger man looked aggrieved, he added quickly, ‘No, no, don’t misunderstand me. There’s nothing wrong in being principled, so long as you are human with it. How old is he?’
         
 
         ‘Twenty-one, a year younger than me.’
 
         Prema came in with the coffee and sat down with them at the table. There were only the pots to wash up, she said, and she would do those in the morning. Now was her time to sit with the men and talk. She offered her husband a mango that Saha had brought from Jaffna. S.W. bit into it without ceremony, the juices spraying all over his face.
         
 
         ‘Ah,’ he sighed with contentment, ‘there’s nothing like an ambalavi, is there?’ He pretended to offer Saha a bite and proceeded to eat the lot, sparing only the skin and stone which he had already sucked to the bone. Having finished, he sat licking his moustache speculatively, till his wife shooed him off to the kitchen to wash his mouth and fingers.
         
 
         ‘I went to Jaffna, once,’ he said, coming back and sitting down to his coffee, ‘on some maintenance work, and I’ll never forget the mangoes I ate there, the best in the world. Eh, Prema? I brought you some, didn’t I?’
         
 
         ‘And ate them all,’ laughed his wife. ‘But that’s the only one for you today. The others are not ripe yet.’
         
 
         ‘Is there more? Ah, Saha, you are a good lad.’
 
         Sahadevan smiled and imagined that Auntie Prema had winked at him, except that she could not wink to save her soul. They fell into a cosy silence.
         
 
         S.W. finished his coffee. ‘Too much poverty there,’ he reflected.
 
         Sahadevan looked up from his cup, but said nothing. The old man was remembering, not speaking to him.
         
 
         ‘Unnecessary poverty,’ S.W. went on, toying with his empty cup. ‘Too much land and too little water.’
         
 
         Or water at the wrong time and in the wrong places, thought Sahadevan, looking out on the rain.
         
 
         ‘And there I was, helping to erect a railway when I should have been digging wells or building tanks.’ He looked up and saw he had aroused Sahadevan’s interest. ‘Not right, is it, eh?’
         
 
         ‘No, sir,’ replied Sahadevan, himself remembering now. ‘It is not right at all.’
         
 
         ‘What shall we do about it then, eh? Believe it is our karma  and put up with all the hunger and misery?’ He seemed to be talking to himself. ‘Hope to do better in our next birth? Leave it to God to put things right in some Christian heaven?’ He turned to the younger man. ‘What shall we do, son?’
         
 
         Sahadevan shuffled his feet uneasily under the table. S.W. was raising questions that had lain coiled up within him for ages, for fear of an answer.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know, Uncle‚’ he said miserably, ‘I don’t know.’
 
         ‘Don’t you think –’ Prema stared at S.W. and he stopped in mid-sentence. They fell silent again. Prema got up to clear the table and S.W. reached for his paper.
         
 
         ‘I suppose you are right,’ Sahadevan muttered to himself. ‘We should be changing things, not putting up with them.’ He was thinking of the faces he had seen at his mother’s funeral: resigned, empty faces. These were people he had known all his life and they, like his father, had fought the land. But now that the land had been taken from them, they had given up on themselves, and lived through the sons they had farmed out to government service, on the monthly postal orders they sent them. Like his father. The village was dying: there was no vitality in the place any more, only venality. But how could he change things? It was the same all over Jaffna.
         
 
         ‘Maybe I should go and work with Brother Joseph in Karaiyur,’ he said aloud, ‘with the low-caste fisher folk. That way I’d be some use to somebody.’
         
 
         S.W. saw that the boy was troubled. The old skin was beginning to break.
         
 
         ‘What good is that, son?’ he asked gently. ‘Brother Joseph may be a good man, and caste is a terrible thing, especially among you Jaffna folk. But what is he doing it for, and where is he taking them?’
         
 
         ‘Not for money, that’s for sure,’ Sahadevan bristled with loyalty for a priesthood that had given him education. ‘He hasn’t a shirt to his back, and he spends all his time teaching them to read and write with only the Bible to help him. Why isn’t that any good?’
         
 
         ‘No, no, don’t misunderstand me,’ S.W. was quick to reassure the youngster. ‘I was not trying to run down Brother Joseph or what he is doing for our poor. But who made us so poor in the first place, if not our Christian rulers, in the name of Christianity?’
         
 
         Sahadevan looked blankly at S.W.
 
         ‘I am not talking about individual missionaries, but about missionarism. Religion, son, is not just a matter of gods and worship; it’s a whole way of life, a whole way of thinking. And that is why the suddhas  are so keen to convert us to their way of thinking, to their religion.’
         
 
         He himself, confessed S.W., was a baptized Christian. His father had been converted in the mission school he went to. There was no other way he could get schooling. The old man paused.
         
 
         ‘Now, why do you think that was, son? What happened to all the temple schools we had? Why do we have to give up the faith of our fathers in order to learn? And why do we have to learn in English and not in Sinhalese or Tamil?’
         
 
         S.W. leant forward, his shoulders hunched, waiting for an answer. Sahadevan took a deep breath. He had only a vague understanding of what S.W. was driving at.
         
 
         ‘To get better jobs?’ he stammered. ‘To get into government service?’
         
 
         S.W.’s eyes flashed. ‘Whose government, Saha? Not ours, is it? It is the suddha’s  government, the vellayan’s  as you say in Tamil, the white man’s. And for whom? For the suddhas  in England. And what for? Where do you think all our wealth goes? Certainly not to our labourers and peasants. And see what the suddhas  have gone and done to the land.’ There was a sadness in his voice. ‘Once we were the granary of the East, now all we have to eat is tea, and rubber.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, all right,’ resisted Sahadevan, retreating into the safety of the history he had been taught at St Benedict’s. ‘But what about all the money we get from selling tea and rubber?’
         
 
         ‘We, we, we,’ the old man was nearly desperate with anger. He did not seem to be able to get through to the younger man. ‘What “we”? We produce the tea but we don’t get the money from it. The suddhas do.’
         
 
         ‘But they built the roads and the railways, didn’t they?’ Sahadevan made a last stand for St Benedict’s and education.
         
 
         ‘Yes, son, they did,’ replied S.W. The anger had left him; he was not going to win Sahadevan over in a day. ‘I am not saying that everything they did is bad,’ he explained patiently. ‘But we must ask ourselves why they did it, we cannot just believe what they say. They say they are bringing civilization to us, with railways and roads, when what they are really doing is transporting the wealth out of the country. I am not saying,’ he went on, ‘that railways are a bad thing; after all, I am a railwayman myself, but we would have come to it in our own time, at our own speed.’ What they wanted, S.W. added more reflectively, was their land for growing food and their rivers for irrigation. Then they could think about railways and things. It wasn’t the right time. Like a namban mango, they had got ripe before time. The rhythm was all wrong, they were no longer in tune with themselves.
         
 
         S.W. got up and went to the sideboard, looking for his half-finished cigar. That was another thing he had picked up a taste for when he went up north, Prema whispered to Sahadevan: cigars, Jaffna cigars. S.W. resumed his seat and lit up his cigar. ‘Do you know, Saha, what happened after the last railway strike in Colombo, some years ago?’ He took a long drag on his cigar. ‘They were paying us starvation wages and treating us like animals. We couldn’t take it any more, and finally, in despair, we found the strength to strike.’ He paused. ‘And you know what they did?’ he went on. ‘Your friends, the priests, the mission schools, the churches? They forced the Catholic workmen to go back to work, and then when the government was looking for the ringleaders, to sack them or to send them off to godforsaken parts of the country, the Church forced those workmen to give the names of the trouble-makers to the government.’
         
 
         S.W., Sahadevan knew, was one of the trouble-makers who had gone unscathed; it was even rumoured at the time that he had got conveniently ill on the day of the strike. But his damning indictment of the Railway Board to the Royal Commission had laid such rumours to rest. Sahadevan was curious to know the details: S.W. might not open up to him again as he had done tonight. But just as he was about to ask the old man, Prema, who had remained silent throughout the conversation except to prompt her husband now and then, suddenly burst out, ‘Him leg broken with, with – udhalla,  you know udhalla….’ Her English broke down at that point and she turned to her husband. ‘You tell….’
         
 
         ‘Crowbar,’ explained S.W. ‘They broke both my legs the day before the strike, some of the bosses’ men, with a crowbar, not udhalla.’
         
 
         ‘But that’s another story,’ He rose from the table. ‘I’ll tell you about it some other time.’
         
 
         Sahadevan followed the old man out of the room on to the unlit verandah. S.W. arranged himself in his favourite chair and lit a fresh cigar. The youngster stood by the door, unable to leave the conversation and yet loath to disturb the old man.
         
 
         ‘Uncle,’ he broke out enthusiastically. ‘Those booklets that Tissa lent me. Oh, I didn’t tell you about them, did I? About Christianity and Hinduism and things. He got them from you. Could I look at them again?’
         
 
         ‘Who were they by, can you remember?’
 
         ‘No,’ replied Sahadevan shamefacedly. ‘I can’t even remember what they look like. I just took them to please Tissa. But one was called Superstition  and  Christianity,  I think.’
         
 
         S.W. nodded: the title sounded familiar. But they were not books on religion so much, he observed, as a way of fighting the suddhas through religion. That was the only way at the time. Hadn’t Saha heard of Navalar and Dharmapala and Siddhi Lebbe?
         
 
         ‘Not really, Uncle,’ mumbled Sahadevan.
 
         ‘There were others, too.’ S.W. reeled off yet more names. ‘Arunachalam, Pinto –’
         
 
         ‘Ah, Pinto,’ Sahadevan began proudly, but seeing that the old man was easing himself into his tale, he apologized for the interruption and sat down on the steps of the verandah.
         
 
         Prema joined him on the stoop and, gazing up at the night sky, muttered inaudibly. Sahadevan leant forward to catch her words. Just then the moon, lifting itself up from a cloud, caught her in its light, and Sahadevan could not help noticing how ugly her face was in repose: featureless and pudgy, like the rest of her. And he realized then that it was her smile that made all the difference. It was her smile that somehow rearranged her face at a moment’s notice and made it so beautiful, made all that pudginess comforting, like her, and comfortable.
         
 
         S.W. cleared his throat. Had Saha heard of the famous Panadura debate? he asked rhetorically and chuckled. He must have been twelve at the time, yes, 1873, it was. His father took him to hear it, a public debate: Christianity versus Buddhism. The Church was always doing that sort of thing, daring the Buddhist clergy to stand up for their religion in open discussion. But this one was more like a duel than a debate, with each side putting up its own champion: Rev. de Silva for the Christians and Bhikku Gunananda for the Buddhists. De Silva, unfortunately, was no match for Gunananda, who held up the whole Bible story to ridicule.
         
 
         ‘Ah, it was a grand fight all right,’ he repeated, ‘though I didn’t understand a word of it, and my father, who was a Christian convert, did not know which side he was on.’ He laughed boisterously. ‘But I could tell we were winning from the excitement all around me, and it got to my father too.’
         
 
         ‘But why did it all start then, suddenly?’ Sahadevan asked. ‘The British after all had been around for quite some time, and the Dutch and the Portuguese before that.’
         
 
         S.W. did not answer for a while, and Sahadevan, seeing only the occasional glow of his cigar, could only guess at the older man’s mood. When he finally spoke, it was as though from a distance, as though he were wearied or saddened (Sahadevan couldn’t say which) by the younger man’s question.
         
 
         ‘It did not all start then, suddenly, as you say,’ S. W. replied resignedly. ‘There were rebellions going on all the time.’ He paused. ‘But your school history books wouldn’t tell you that, would they? After all, they are written by the English. Soon no one will know the true story of our country.’ He sighed. ‘No history, no heroes. I wonder what your children and Tissa’s will do. Invent their own histories, I suppose, to suit their own purposes.’ He lapsed into silence.
         
 
         An owl hooted from somewhere behind the moon. Sahadevan peered across  the  garden  into   the  shadows  of the  plantain  trees,   trying determinedly to locate the cackle of a nightjar, but hearing still, in the dark behind him, the old man’s lengthening sorrow.
         
 
         A flame burst in S.W.’s hand as he re-lit his cigar. ‘You had better go to bed now,’ he said. Sahadevan rose from the steps obediently. ‘Yes, Uncle,’ he submitted, trying to keep the disappointment out of his voice: he had been given new eyes to see with and he did not want them closed again. He took S.W.’s hand and kissed it. ‘Goodnight, Uncle,’ he said, and went off to bed.
         
 
         But sleep would not come. Memories and visions chased each other looking for resolution. He remembered now how he had thrown himself into the Scripture lessons at St Benedict’s. But although he had won the Scripture prize and had come top in the two compulsory subjects, English and Maths, it was his friend, Sebastian, who had been awarded the scholarship. He had smarted under the injustice of that even then, more so when Brother Joseph had humiliated himself pleading Sahadevan’s cause with the Director. The latter had been adamant: Sahadevan, he said, was not an ‘all-rounder’, whereas Sebastian had extra-curricular interests like singing in the choir and serving as an altar boy. Besides, Brother Joseph’s expectation that Sahadevan’s excellence at Scripture would make him a good Catholic had not been borne out. Even giving him the prize for Scripture was a mistake, the Director had gone on, it had not helped to draw the boy into the Church. Of course Brother Joseph was to blame. Did he now expect the Director to compound Brother Joseph’s mistake by awarding the scholarship to a non-Catholic? That really was going too far. Brother Joseph was already too unorthodox in his views for the Director’s liking. Perhaps he would be better off working with those poor people he was always talking about. That, rather than put silly ideas into his students’ heads.
         
 
         Brother Joseph’s evident disappointment had taken the edge out of Sahadevan’s own bitterness. The priest had got himself into trouble over him. It was the first time a non-Catholic had won the Scripture prize. But to have expected him to win the scholarship as well! Thinking back on the incident now, he realized that it was just the sort of unreality that Brother Joseph dealt in. He had even expected that the new Director, an Irishman, would be more liberal in his policies.
         
 
         It was typical of Brother Joseph, though. He was always going on about the Irish rebellion and the end of British rule and things like that. And even during Scripture lessons, he would tell stories about the rebel heroes of his youth, mostly ordinary people who had to fight to survive, for Brother Joseph himself came from an impoverished Sinhalese family. But the man he admired most of all was Dr Lisboa Pinto, who cared for the sick and the poor in his surgery at Dam Street, and damned the Catholic Church (Saha could see Brother Joseph suppressing a mischievous smile at his own silly joke) because they did nothing for the people of Ceylon. ‘A good Catholic, that man,’ Brother Joseph would observe, ‘not Roman, but Ceylonese.’ The type of man, Sahadevan now realized, that Brother Joseph himself would have liked to be, and it would also explain why the priest had finally given up the priesthood and gone to live and work with the fisher folk in the north. He was a good man, but…. And suddenly Sahadevan sat up in bed.
         
 
         ‘Of course, of course that’s what he meant,’ he mutered to bimself. ‘Yes, yes, that’s it, that is it! Missionarism and not the missionary. That’s the problem – not the individual, but the … but the … whole thing, the whole set-up, that is what Uncle S.W. was saying.’
         
 
         And with the peace of a man who has finally got the world in his sights, Sahadevan fell asleep.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            4

         
 
         TISSA WAS IN LOVE AGAIN. With a Muslim girl this time, he confided to Saha, and this time it was serious.
         
 
         She lived in the tenements across the road from the union offices. Of course they had not spoken to each other yet, but their eyes had met and talked many times. Even this morning, when she was putting out the rubbish. In fact, this morning had been different: they had exchanged smiles. He had crossed the road on his way to work just in time to catch her at close quarters, and she had smiled, lowered her head shyly and smiled, at him.
         
 
         Tomorrow he would speak to her, now that he had got the timing right. The only trouble was that there were people about at that hour of morning, and her father or one of her brothers might see him accosting her. Oh yes, she had three or four brothers, and he didn’t want to get her into trouble because of him. They seemed to be strict Muslims. But he had an idea.
         
 
         ‘What idea is that, then?’ asked Sahadevan.
 
         ‘You come with me.’
 
         ‘Whaat?’
         
 
         Tissa let his friend get over his surprise before repeating the request.
 
         ‘To do what?’ Sahadevan protested.
 
         ‘We can go on union business. Find out where the men work, and talk to them about joining the union.’
         
 
         ‘So why do you need me?’
         
 
         ‘My Tamil isn’t very good, and they may not speak Sinhalese. And there’s always the chance that I might get to talk to her while you keep them busy.’
         
 
         ‘Her? Oh, her!’
 
         Reluctantly Sahadevan agreed. He thought the whole scheme too wild, but there was no budging Tissa. He either went along with the plan or forfeited Tissa’s friendship, for a month at least. He had been in these situations before with Tissa, but nothing so outlandish. Generally it was a cousin here or the sister of a friend there, somebody within reach. But this was straying into unknown territory. You couldn’t go messing around with Muslim girls without getting into trouble, and tenement people at that. They were very protective of their women, and Tissa would be lucky to get off with a thrashing.
         
 
         But that only seemed to give an edge to Tissa’s excitement. He did not care if he got beaten, he said with a sweep of his hand. She was worth it. Her eyes … once Saha had looked into those eyes he would know she was worth it. And her face, her face, was like a … like a lotus. So open, so fresh. Saha had simply no idea what it was to be in love: he was so bloody old-fashioned and staid.
         
 
         ‘Hmm’, murmured Sahadevan, remembering Rani, his first great love. It had never come to anything. What would have happened, he wondered, if Rani had turned up at the palmyrah grove that night? They would have been caught, of course, and he would have got thrown out of the house, out of the village. His father would have been disgraced and his mother could never have looked anybody in the eye after that, and his sisters never found a husband.
         
 
         Rani was 16 at the time and he not much older. He had just returned from Colombo to look after the farm. He had seen Rani before, of course, when as a young girl she used to come to their house to do menial jobs for his mother. But suddenly, in the two years he had been away, she had grown into a woman. And he had hardly recognized her when, returning from his bath at the well one morning, he saw her in the kitchen compound, pounding rice. Transfixed, he stood behind the clump of plantain trees watching the music of her movements as she raised and dropped the long, wooden pestle into a mortar that came up to her knees, her body swaying and bending, gently, rhythmically, with the movement of her arms. Every so often her hair would come undone, shedding the jasmine she had placed there, and cascade around her shoulders – and impatiently she would knot it up again, nestling the pestle between her breasts the while. Or she would pause between strokes and remain quite still, resting her face against the pestle, her raised hands gripping it above, pulling her breasts tight against the coarse cloth of her blouse. He moved closer, sidling along the wall of the kitchen. She saw him and quickly returned to her work. He hurried into the house.
         
 
         He took his bath at the same time every morning thereafter, and every morning he stood by the banana grove to gaze at her. She knew he was there, and let him know she knew it, so that he could gaze at her at will. And that made him more brazen still, till he fetched up by the kitchen window, just fifteen paces from her. She lowered her eyes, would not look at him, and he remembered then that she was an untouchable: he could only take her with his looks. He wanted more, to get closer, talk to her. He began to tend the kitchen garden, pottering around the aubergines and the bandakka,  till his mother shooed him off to work. He tried to speak to Rani from behind the bitter gourd creeper, making faces at her, and at last she smiled a huge smile and went back to her pounding. Her smile killed him, it was as giving as her mouth, the lower lip so rounded out and sensual that he wanted to suck on it till he lost his senses.
         
 
         He could bear no more. He had to touch her, feel her, smell her. He stopped her in the lane one evening, on her way home. She fled, limping. She was lame. He turned back, sadly. But the next evening, following her at a discreet distance, waiting for a lonely stretch of the lane to speak to her, he watched her buttocks rise and fall to the rhythm of her limp, and joyed in it. Suddenly she left the lane and turned into a thicket of palmyrah trees, and he was hard pressed to follow her. When he emerged from the wood, she was gone, but before him lay the mud-houses of the nalava  settlement. He could go no further. He turned back home.
         
 
         The following day, he put a note in her hand. He could not pretend to tend the kitchen garden any more. His mother was becoming suspicious. But he had found a ventilation hole in the shrine room which overlooked the kitchen compound and from there he watched his Rani pound and winnow, rest and dream (and dream him into her dreams?), till he felt his excitement grow and sing and die in his hand.
         
 
         He put another note in her hand, and another. She smiled and shook her head: she could not read. But she secreted them, like a vow, in her bosom, and gazed longingly back at him.
         
 
         Desperate, he trapped her in a bend in the lane at dusk one evening, and held her wordlessly in his arms, crushing the world out of her that kept him out. And for a moment, caressing his mouth with her lips, she gave herself up to him, lost herself in him. But a dog barked, and she broke away, but not before he had made her promise to meet him in the palmyrah grove that night.
         
 
         She never came, not to the grove that night, or to work for his mother, thereafter. She was taken sick, they said. And he never saw her again. But the scent of goat-dung and jasmine haunted his senses still.
         
 
         It was then that he had wanted to chuck up the farm, and go and work with Brother Joseph among the fisher folk in Karaiyur. He even wrote to the priest, and received an encouraging reply. But just when he was about to announce his decision to his father, the old man was taken ill, and Saha gave up his mission.
         
 
         Perhaps it was just as well. It would have sent his father to an early grave, and ruined his sisters’ prospects of marriage.
         
 
         There were no such claims on Tissa, though. His father had done well out of the timber business, which he had passed on to his two eldest sons, and Tissa’s only sister had been betrothed to her cousin from the time they were children. Tissa had wanted to study or enter politics and, refusing to have anything to do with business, had ended up in the care of his father’s brother, S.W. S.W. of course had encouraged his nephew’s independent spirit, and let him plough his own furrow. There was little that Tissa did that did not meet with S.W.’s approval. He even turned a blind eye to his nephew’s amatory escapades. An affair with a Muslim girl, though, was another matter, especially if she was poor and proud and her family opposed to it. It was the sort of combination that could turn Tissa noble, and serious. And S.W. would certainly not want that. Nor would he expect Saha to. But what could Saha do? Tissa gave of his loyalty easily, and he expected his friends to do the same.
         
 
         ‘OK, OK, let’s go and get it over with,’ Saha gave in.
 
         ‘Get it over with?’ Tissa was angry. He banged his mug down on the table of the café opposite the union offices, where they were having tea. ‘What do you think this is, a tooth extraction?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, shut up, Tissa, you know I didn’t mean it like that.’
 
         ‘What then?’
 
         ‘Well, I don’t know, nothing. Forget it.’ Saha put his doubts aside. ‘When do you want to go?’
         
 
         ‘This evening.’
 
         ‘OK. What’s the old man’s name?’
 
         ‘Mahmood.’
 
         But when they went round that evening, the Mahmoods were not at home. An old lady, probably Mahmood’s mother, answered the door.
         
 
         ‘It’s Friday,’ she said matter of factly in Tamil.
 
         ‘Oh, sorry,’ replied Saha, ‘We’ll come tomorrow.’
 
         ‘No, Sunday.’
 
         Saha nodded and left, dragging Tissa with him.
 
         ‘What was all that about?’ asked Tissa.
         
 
         ‘It’s Friday, idiot, and they’ve all gone to the mosque. She wants us to come back on Sunday.’
         
 
         Saha was doing overtime that Sunday and could not go. But Tissa, encouraged by the old lady’s invitation, went on his own, and was received warmly by Mahmood. As it happened, the old man and his two eldest sons were only too glad to talk to Tissa about their problems at work. They all had jobs in the government factory, except the youngest boy who was still at school. They didn’t mind the long hours, they told Tissa, or even the low wages, but the working conditions were terrible. Mahmood had held up his left hand to indicate that he had lost two of his fingers on a defective lathe; he had complained about it to the foreman a hundred times but to no avail. No one really cared. Even the Workers’ Federation people did not bother to take up such cases: there was a chap who had lost his leg, never mind his fingers. Oh yes, they would go along with anything that could help them. Tissa had left promising to get back to them after speaking to the Chief.
         
 
         ‘How did you manage to speak to them?’ asked Saha.
 
         ‘Oh, the man spoke fluent Sinhala.’
 
         ‘And the girl?’
 
         ‘Who? Soonoo?’
 
         ‘Ah, it’s Soonoo now is it?’
 
         ‘No, I couldn’t speak to her. She gave me a big smile, though, when she brought in the tea.’
         
 
         ‘Why, where was her mother?’
 
         ‘I got the impression that she had died, a long time back, and the grandmother looked after them.’
         
 
         ‘So you don’t need me any more, huh?’ Saha pretended to be wounded.
         
 
         ‘Who can tell?’ answered Tissa fingering his newly grown moustache. ‘Of course I’ll let you know how I get on.’
         
 
         But Saha was transferred to Veyangoda for a spell of acting duty the following week, and did not see or hear from Tissa for several months. By the time he got back to Colombo, at the end of September, Tissa had lost his job at the post office.
         
 
         That was the first thing Auntie Prema told Saha when he got home. How the poor boy was managing, she did not know. And despite all her entreaties, he would not come back home. He was working full time now for that mad man Goonesinha. It was all his fault, anyway, that Tissa had got the sack.
         
 
         Unable to make much sense of what Auntie Prema was saying, Saha went to see Tissa the following day directly after work. But Tissa was not in his rooms, and Saha was about to leave when a young lad of thirteen appeared at the bottom of the steps and summoned him to the offices below.
         
 
         As Saha entered the office he noticed a large brass plaque on the door which read ‘Ceylon Labour Union’. Tissa was seated at a desk at the far end of a large room (everybody else seemed to have gone home) and got up to greet Saha, hands outstretched in mock ceremony.
         
 
         ‘How can I help you, sir?’ he smiled unctuously. ‘Have you got problems at work? Are your bosses not nice to you? Has your wife run off with your employer? Won’t you take a seat?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, shut up, Tissa,’ Saha beat his friend’s hands away and took the chair in front of him. ‘What have you been up to, now?’
         
 
         ‘You mean, the moment your back is turned –’
 
         ‘Dry up, will you? I am tired.’
 
         ‘I got fired, that’s all.’ Tissa took off his glasses and began cleaning them.
         
 
         ‘Why? How?’ Saha drove the questions at him irritably. Tissa rose from his desk, and going to the back of the office, called out to the youngster to bring in two cups of tea.
         
 
         ‘That’s Sultan,’ he said, ‘Soonoo’s brother.’
 
         Saha did not respond. He was waiting for his answer. Tissa sat down at the desk again and fidgeted with a paperweight.
         
 
         ‘I know Auntie is mad with me,’ he murmured, ‘but I expected Uncle to understand.’ He put the paperweight, determinedly, beyond his reach. ‘It was all over this poll-tax business, wasn’t it?’ he added uncomfortably. ‘We couldn’t let it go on.’
         
 
         Sultan brought in the tea and lit the lamps.
 
         For a long time now, explained Tissa, the Chief, Mr Goonesinha, had wanted to do something about the two-rupee head tax that the government charged every adult male. And seeing what Gandhi was doing in India, the Chief and his friend Corea decided that their Young Lanka League should also start a civil disobedience campaign and refuse to pay the tax. The penalty, of course, was six days’ hard labour on the roads. And that was what they had done, six days of hard labour, on hot Colombo roads. Tissa dropped his head and hung out his tongue in remembered weariness. And then smiling uneasily, he said:
         
 
         ‘It was damn funny, I suppose, to see us trousered johnnies working alongside labourers. But they appreciated what we were doing. I am sure you would have joined us if you were here. You have such great admiration for Gandhi.’
         
 
         Not to the point that he would get fired, Saha observed cynically. He had a father to support and sisters to be married. But Tissa refused to be put out, and suggested that Saha might join them next year. Oh yes, they were going to do it every year till the poll tax was abolished. It was back-breaking work, though.
         
 
         ‘You don’t know what it is to work on the roads, Saha: raw, physical work.’
         
 
         Saha raised his eyebrows. ‘You should try working on the land,’ he said.
         
 
         ‘But these people don’t work for themselves,’ Tissa retorted angrily. ‘They have nothing, and you should see their living conditions. I have been to their homes. Even Sultan’s family in their one-room shack have a proper roof over their heads. But these people, these people….’ he spluttered. Unimpressed, Saha was about to make a sarcastic remark congratulating Tissa on discovering the poor, when he saw that his friend was genuinely distressed, and nodded his agreement instead.
         
 
         The Chief couldn’t stand it either, Tissa went on, he was so moved, that man. Tissa shook his head from side to side as though he just couldn’t believe how moved the Chief was. That was why he had broken away from the Workers’ Federation and started his own union, a real workers’ union. These guys at the CWF, snorted Tissa, were a bunch of middle-class do-gooders who used the workers’ cause to get into government. So, what’s new, thought Saha, but aloud he said:
         
 
         ‘I was wondering what that Ceylon Labour Union board was doing on the wall outside.’
         
 
         ‘Ah, we are a proper union now, and our membership is growing rapidly.’
         
 
         ‘And you? What are you?’
 
         ‘I am a sort of man of all work, and general assistant to the Chief.’
 
         ‘You get paid of course?’
 
         ‘Not yet, but I have the rooms upstairs, and a bit of money for food and things. That’s more than enough for me.’
         
 
         ‘Well, you had better come and explain all this to Uncle.’
 
         ‘I tried once, already, but … I don’t know, Saha. He doesn’t seem to like the Chief.’
         
 
         ‘You will have to try again, then, won’t you?’
 
         ‘Why, has he said anything?’
 
         ‘No, not about this, but Auntie is not the only one who misses you.’
 
         Sultan came in to clear the cups, and Saha got up to leave. Tissa suggested that he stay for dinner. He got his meals from Sultan’s house, he explained, and the old lady always sent more than he could eat. Saha demurred: Auntie Prema was expecting him.
         
 
         ‘But we haven’t seen each other for six months,’ protested Tissa.
 
         ‘That reminds me. I was going to ask you –’
 
         ‘I’ll tell you only if you stay.’
         
 
         Sultan was standing at the door, the cups in his hands, waiting to hear the outcome. And Tissa, playing on Saha’s weakness for spicy food, urged the lad to tell his friend what they were eating that night.
         
 
         ‘Biriyani‚’  the youngster blurted out and greed leapt into Saha’s eyes.
         
 
         ‘Eat a bit here, and then go home and eat a bit more,’ Tissa tempted him, offering him a solution which tempered greed with duty.
         
 
         ‘Yes, why not?’ Saha replied with what was for him a grand gesture of abandon.
         
 
         ‘Go now?’ asked Sultan. Tissa nodded. ‘And bring book?’ Tissa nodded again, and the boy ran out, the cups clattering in his hands.
         
 
         ‘What book?’ asked Saha.
 
         ‘Oh, I give him English lessons after dinner.’
 
         ‘He has big eyes.’
 
         ‘His sister’s.’
 
         ‘So, then, what’s happening?’
 
         ‘I thought you’d never ask.’ Tissa looked aggrieved.
 
         ‘You know me, I was waiting till you were ready to tell me. And knowing you, I know you will.’ And they both laughed at that.
         
 
         ‘She is engaged.’
 
         ‘What?  Already?’
         
 
         ‘Not to me, you fool. To her cousin. Not engaged, what do you call it? You know, like “promised”?’
         
 
         ‘Betrothed?’
 
         ‘Yes, that is it, betrothed, to her cousin. Her mother’s brother’s son, that is. It was her mother’s wish before she died.’
         
 
         Tissa spoke matter of factly, even smugly, thought Saha, not as though he had just reconciled himself to the situation but had accepted it whole-heartedly. That, however, was not the man Saha knew. Tissa was not one to give up on an affair so easily, he was too unregenerate a romantic for that. The smile of a girl could lure him into a dragon’s lair, the curve of a hip send him into wild desire. But when it came to the crunch, he never did anything. The act was not the thing. To do was to stay. Fancy was all, and flight was necessary to fancy. Nothing should hold for ever. Give me my moments, he once declared to Saha in the throes of a new and yet green love, and you can have my years. The chase was a series of moments, and Soonoo’s betrothal to another kept his fancy in perennial flight. He fell in love with her every day, wooed her anew every day, dared every day the cunning of her grandmother’s vigilance, the terror of her father’s discovery, and found clandestine pleasure in bringing up Sultan, his undefined brother-in-law. And she, he confided to Saha, loved him in her own way, without betraying her betrothed. He lived far away, in Galle, anyway, working in his father’s copra business, waiting to be twenty-one to own it. And then he would marry. At eighteen, he was two years older than Soonoo. What could she do, woken to love by the promise of it, and wearied of it in the waiting? Tissa was the practice of love that she craved, but not so that she would leave her betrothed behind. She gave Tissa her smiles and a fleeting kiss or two on his cheek, held his hand as for ever, and once, just once, kissed him full on his lips.
         
 
         Saha was drawn into the dream. His life was more humdrum. Only that morning he had received a letter from his father suggesting that he enter into an ‘exchange marriage’ with one of his sisters.
         
 
         Sultan stood at the door and gestured to Tissa that he had left the dinner upstairs.
         
 
         ‘Why doesn’t he say anything,’ asked Saha. ‘Is he shy?’
 
         ‘Oh no, he is just playing dumb. I told him he talks too much, and this is his way of getting back at me.’
         
 
         ‘He doesn’t work full-time here, does he?’
 
         ‘No, he works in the bicycle repair shop over the road.’
 
         ‘How old is he?’
 
         ‘Fourteen, fifteen?’
 
         ‘And does he know that –’
 
         ‘He likes me.’
 
         ‘Hmm.’
 
         ‘Let’s go and eat.’
 
         Tissa led the way out of the office and up the steps to his rooms. Saha had not been inside before and Tissa took great pride in showing his friend around.
         
 
         ‘Bedroom, kitchen, toilet and shower,’ he itemized as he went along. ‘And the sitting room can be turned into a spare bedroom anytime you want to come and stay. And all free,’ he added, and Saha agreed to be impressed.
         
 
         Tissa put out the plates and served out the biriyani,  still piping hot. They ate in silence, except for Saha’s intermittent ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ of appreciation. Tissa, his eyes dancing merrily behind his glasses, kept plying his friend with more food.
         
 
         ‘Stop,’ cried Saha, his mouth full. ‘I’ll get into trouble with Auntie.’
 
         ‘I’ll give you a note,’ laughed Tissa, and went to fetch the tea.
 
         Over tea, Saha told Tissa about his father’s letter.
 
         ‘But you are too young to get married,’ exclaimed Tissa. ‘What are you? Twenty-two?’
         
 
         Saha nodded.
 
         ‘Yes, of course, same age as me,’ Tissa muttered reflectively. ‘What about this new-found brother of yours?’
         
 
         ‘Who? Para? He is younger than me, and hasn’t got a proper job.’
 
         ‘I thought Uncle –’
 
         Saha shook his head disappointedly. It was ages since he had asked S.W. about finding Para a job. And still nothing. Tissa looked consolingly at his friend: his uncle was not the type of man who was going to ask favours of his employers, he was a bit too unbending for that. Saha was not so sure, though. Besides, it was not so very long ago that S.W. had met Para and been able to size him up for himself. Maybe he’d do something now. In the meantime, Para was working as a night watchman at the Capitol Cinema and sleeping in a cubicle there. Saha lowered his head and patted his hair down with his hands. Tissa smiled at the familiar mannerism: his friend was troubled.
         
 
         ‘He can come and stay here till he finds a place,’ he offered generously.
         
 
         ‘Thanks, but he is too independent for that, too bloody independent for his own good, in fact. He insists on making his own way in life. Even getting him to come and see Uncle was a job and a half. But,’ he chuckled, ‘the old man seemed to like him for that, and they got on well together. Para comes every weekend now.’
         
 
         There was a rumble of thunder outside. Saha thought he should be going, but Tissa stayed him with a question that had been troubling him all evening.
         
 
         ‘What on earth is an exchange marriage?’ he broke out brashly.
 
         ‘I marry the other guy’s sister and he marries mine,’ replied Saha flatly. ‘That way, no dowries pass between us.’
         
 
         ‘I see, no cash, just barter? Trust you Tamils,’ Tissa began mockingly but, seeing his friend’s troubled look, he changed tack. ‘But you are not going to do it, are you?’
         
 
         Saha shrugged his shoulders and made a face, as though to say he had to find a way out. Money was a problem. Be kept by a rich widow, was Tissa’s solution – conventional, but it works, he said, look at Prince Albert. Rob a bank, was Saha’s unimaginative riposte. And together they concocted various madcap schemes, and laughingly shrugged them all aside.
         
 
         Sultan came in with his book and interrupted their chatter. Saha rose to leave.
         
 
         ‘Good luck, Tissa,’ he said wistfully. ‘Enjoy yourself while you can.’
 
         ‘You are the one who needs the luck,’ Tissa replied jauntily, ‘I make my own.’
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