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LONDON PAGES

Chris Nallaramam

Sebastian

Au:okeh' by the pre-dawn tolling of the bell at the temple, he opened his
eyes, seeing glimpses of fading stars in the dawning sky through the
rustling leaves above, lving on his make-do cardboard matiress. Realising it was
the beginning of another day, Sebastian rose slowly as he lazily pandiculated.

Siddhi Ganesha Hindu temple was the first to be buill in Negombo by
Kulanthaivel and Arunachalam Chettiars in a town that is the cradle of Catholicism
on the island and the home of Sebastian.

The setting under the sprawling canopy of the giant banyan tree at the temple,
between the Nadesar and Nagathambiran shrines, has been Sebastian’s chosen
open-air nighttime shelter for the past six years, where he slumbered with his
mouth wide open without any care in the world. He had no known relatives, nor
did he have a family of his own; he lived all by himself, homeless, yet he never
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stopped even to ponder how he ended
up being alone.

By faith, Sebastien was a Catholic,
and whenever the temple bell rang, he
would instinctively and reverently kiss
the cross he wore around his neck and
utter the words' dear mother Mary'
Though the Hindu temple priest had
witnessed this on many occasions, he
never interfered in Sebastian s religious
beliefs and practices, nor did it frouble
him fo allow Sebastian to spend his
nights at the temple premises, knowing
he had nowhere else to shelter: When

il rained, Sebastian had the hixury of

sleeping inside the mandapam or the
temple hall.

In exchange for his gesiure, ithe
temple priest had requested Sebastian
that he clean and tidy up the temple
premises in preparation for the daily
morning poojas. Sebastian dufifully and
unfailingly kept this part of his bargain
each morning as he woke up.

(n  completing  his  morning
routine, he would have a quick bath
at the temple well and rush to the
entrance of the shrine, wipe his hair,
and reverently wait for the priest fo
Sfinish all his pooja rituals, including
the chanting of mantras and holy
recitals or Thevaarams, as they are
commonly known. Having witnessed
these rituals over the vears, Sebastian
had developed the ability 1o recite
Thevaarams perfectly word for word

without missing a beat. He did so as he
cleaned the premises in the mornings,
making onlookers wonder if he was
indeed one of the priests at the lemple.

The main attraction of these morning
poojas for Sebastian was the sight of
the tray of pooja food offerings made
fo the deities or ‘prasaatham’, a ritual
the priest brought out to offer those
in attendance at the temple. Over the
years, the number attending morning
poojas had dwindled to a handful of
elderly devotees. Still, it never bothered
Sebastian, whose only focus of the
mornings is the prasaatham, which,
amongst  others, usually  contained
strips of sugar cane, mothagams or
sweet moong  dhal  dumplings  and
chickpeas sautéed with coconut chips
deliciously made by the wife of the
priest. For Sebastian, the chickpeas
sautéed with coconut chips was the
most divine platter, and he feasted on it,
for it was his brealfast.

Todayis no ordinary day, it is instead
a promising one in the Hindu calendar
called ‘Adi Amaavaasai’, meaning - the
new moon of the month of Adi, and the
scant ilems on the prasaatham tray that
morning informed Sebastian that he was
in for a feast later on, either afier the
noon or the evening pooja. Sebastian
was unfamiliar with and not concerned
about  the significance of Hindu
auspicious days. Still, he had developed
an uncanny ability to know the various
auspicious days just by looking af food
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items on the prasaatham tray the priest
brought out after the poojas.

Adi Amaavaasai is marked annually
with fasting by devotees who flock
fo the temple to perform poojas for
the souls of their departed fathers
before proceeding fo breakfasts with a
grand vegetarian lunch with various
accompaniments, including vadai and
payasant.

With the Adi Amaavaasai feast
assured for later at the temple, it was
now time for Sebastian to set off to St.
Sebastian s church for the day’s morning
eight o’clock service. He grabbed his
cotton shoulder bag, walked hurriedly
down Negombo-Mirigama road, where
the Ganesha temple stood, and turned
Wesl, passing the Udaivar estate. It was
ten past eight when he got there. The
parish priest was already at the altar,
closing his preaching on life’s burden
with the gospel passage: ‘Come to me,
all you who are weary and burdened, I
will give you rest’.

The word ‘burden’ brought back
1o Sebastian the poignant memory of
his encounter with the same priest six
vears ago, who, cifing many reasons,
turned down his plea, seeking nighttime
refuge at the church. This painfidl
experience left Sebastian wondering
if his plight had not met the threshold
of sympathy and kindness in the eyes
of God. Whenever he mused at how
accommodating  the Hindu temple

priest was to his plight of poverty, he
could not stop thinking about whether
God had assigned different yardsticks
of benevolence for each other s faith.

The church adjacent o
the Negombo beach; thus, it was
overflowing with fishermen who had
come straight lo the morning service
to receive divine grace without a wink
of sleep after a long night at sea. They
Inoked exhausted; the tiredness in their
eyes, the ruffled hair and the unshaven
stubble said it all.

Sebastian had decided against
staying for the divine grace; to him,
lifiing the ‘bread of life’ and the
proclamation by the priest that God
had become flesh was just another
ritual. Like in the case of a novice, the
significance of it was lost on him. He
was not at all inlerested in knowing the
meaning behind the breaking of bread;
instead, his mind was set on getting to
his preferved place of begging in the
churchyard before others did, as there
usually is a competition among the
many beggars al the entrance of the
church to occupy their places of choice.

was

The cement slab along the boundary
wall of the church entrance had become
Sebastian s regular place of begging, so
regular it had become almost exclusively
his spot for begging, barring the odd
days when others had got there before
him. Securing the right place to beg on
either side of the exit path leading to the
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gate is ‘the’ trick of their frade amongst
beggars, so they collected the most
donations from the churchgoers before
their sermon-enriched generosity began
to ebb away.

The congregation leaving the
church seldom engaged in conversation
with the beggars, be it aboul their life’s
burdens, worries, or even personal
stories; the only form of kindness they
extended to these unfortunate ones was
a few coins or rupee notes on a good
day.

One of the regular beggars,
Devarajan, stashed his  morning
collection at the church in the shoris
underneath his sarong. As he did, he
asked Sebastian if he fancied going lo
the bus station. The next minute, both
men walked quickly in the scorching
heat towards the bus station. On their
way, they
worshippers returning from the nearby
Holy Mother Mary’s church, another
place where Sebastian plied his begging
trade.

Adi Amaavaasai was fasting ai the
temple that day, so he could not have
his usual prasaatham breakfast. Thus,
he satiated his hunger at Chandra
Vilas Saiva restaurant, opposite the
church of the Holy Mother Mary. He
and Devarajan had some vadais and
bananas for breakfast, which he washed
with tea.

A live cricket match was on the

encountered crowds of

television outside the restaurant. As a
cricket fanatic, Devarajan decided to
watch the game, so he asked Sebastian
to proceed and that he would catch up
with him later.

Unlike vou and me, Sebastian 5 was
a life of being born free with nothing fo
worry about, no family, no morigage,
and no bills to pay.

With breakfast settled for the day,
he walked as usual down the busy
Green’s Road towards the junction
where it crossed St Judes Road. It is
where the renowned Beruwala ealery,
as was generally known by its regulars,
is located.

The restaurant had no visible name
board on display; as such, ils regulars
thought it fitting to name the eatery afier
the hometown of its owner, Marrikar
Nana and his workers at the restaurant,
who were all natives of Beruwala - a
town further down to the south along
the western coast of Sri Lanka. Though
Negombo has been their second home,
having lived here for a considerable
length, they leave for their native fown
Jor annual Haj festival celebrations,
closing the restauwrant for its duration.

The restaurant was so popular
with its clientele, Sebastian inclided.
Marikkar Nanas certainty of his
customers 'lovalty to his restaurant and
the food they served meant he never
lost sleep over having an extended
festive closure, for he knew his punters
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would return lo their numbers when he
reopened afier the holidays.

Sebastian dropped by the restaurant
after visiting the church as part of his
daily routine. He helped them wash
their dishes and pans, cook ufensils,
and refill the tubs with fresh water from
the well. The chef's culinary skills made
the aroma of his cuisine envelop the
entive area around the kitchen. They
made Sebastian salivate as he moved
around with his work. It also indirectly
motivated him fo finish his work quickly
so that he could get to taste all the
Savoursome dishes.

During the peak two hours from
twelve in the noon, everything at the
restaurant moves info fop gear with
both the waiters Jiffrey and Mahroof at
their busiest, shouting out orders on fop
of their voices to Chef Ismail back in
the kitchen and moving around nimble
Jooted at lightning speed between tables
serving their customers. Chef Ismail
would literally’ be on fire, juggling
between cooking and plating for
different orders and making sure there
was no excessive wailt to get the food
out to the table, whilst at the other end,
Marrikar nana kept the tills ringing.

Mesmerised, Sebastian often looks
on in complete fascination with how
efficiently they ran the show daily,
catering for their customers with
passion as a leam without dropping the
ball.

Al the end of the two hours of action,
as customers left the restaurant fully
satisfied, the whole atmosphere quieted
down. Then the chef calls out Sebastian,
and with the servers joining in, they all
sit down for their well-deserved rice
meal accompanied by various delicious
spicey chicken, mutton, fish, and
vegetable speciality dishes, for which
the restaurant had made its name.

The restavirant closes for three hours
until five pm. As the owner readied up

Jor his post-lunch siesta, he palmed

iwo fen-rupee notes to Sebastian as
his reward for his efforts. Usually,
Sebastian, too, would join the rest at the
restaurant for a short noon nap on one
of the benches there, but today, he had
something else in his mind.

He grabbed his shoulder bag and
headed toward Andrew cinema hall
on Christopher’s Road, a short walk

Jrom ihe restaurant. When he got to

the cinema, it was forty past two, len
minutes behind the scheduled start time

Jor the matinee idol MGR-starred Tamil

movie. Knowing that the first twenty
minutes were laken up by trailers
of upcoming movies, he went up the
steps to buy his tickets for the film. As
he did, his attention turned towards
a young mother in a pink saree while
struggling to control her screaming
toddler daughter, who appeared to
be rummaging through her handbag,
looking for something.
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Youthful, Sebastian did not fail to
notice her beautifill dark eyes and long
evebrows. He quickly realised that she
wasn't from this locale. As he turned
away towards the tickel counfers, the
woman enguired hesitantly if Sebastian
was going to buy a ticket; he stopped
and responded affirmatively and asked
whether there was something to the
matler.

She said, "I need to get to Mannar
on the half-past six evening bus, and
with so much time in befween and
nowhere to go in this town, I thought it
safer to be inside a cinema than on the
street with my little girl until it was time
for the bus.”

But I

But I had to leave the cinema hall
because of my daughter’s constant
screaming, the darkness inside, and
the consequent noisy protests from the
audience.

With her hand stretched out, she
offered her ticket to Sebastian. ‘I do not
need any money for this. You better use
il to watch the film, she said.

Sebastian quickly recognised it
as a licket for a second-class seat, an
upgrade for someone like him who sits
in the gallery. Still, the mere thought
of a lonely mother and child being
out whilst he enjoyed the film at their
expense put him off the idea.

‘Look, I have changed my mind and
am not in the mood to waich the film;

the film has already begun,’ he said.

‘Why donl we get to the cool
bar opposite, and we all could have
something to refresh ourselves?’ he
suggested.

The woman responded positively, ‘If
it is not too much trouble for you.’

Sebastian replied that it was not
trouble for him and he would watch the
movie on another occasion.

Clutching her little girl closer to her
chest, she and Sebastian crossed the
road to the cool bar on the other side.
They sat at a table in a corner of the
bar and ordered some cakes, ice cream,
and faluda.

As she indulged in her ice cream and
perhaps out of despair, she opened up
with her story to Sebastian, a stranger
she had only mel a few minutes ago,
interspersed with the occasional lears
flooding her eyes. The young womans
fisherman husband had left Mannar, a
coastal town some one hundred and fifty
miles to the north, three months ago in
search of better prospects in Negombo s
fishing industry. Having heard nothing
from him since, the young mother had
been compelled to come from Mannar
with her little child, looking for him in
Negombo.

Due 1o fluctuating fortunes in
their local fishing grounds, it is not
uncommon to see fishermen traverse
coast to coast from time to time from all
parts of the island in search of a steady
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income. Sebastian was unaware of

stories of transient fishermen falling in
love tangles, having additional families
left behind, and never returning to their
marital homes.

He felt sorry for the young woman s
plight, but there was tiny Sebastian
could do. Still, he consoled her, saving
her husband would return home fo
his litile princess and his family. He
urged her to return to Mannar without
wasting more lime in a town where she
knew nobody.

The thought of the woman s hushand
is one of those finding love locally and
not ever refurning fo Mannar. It let
Sebastian’s mind loose in a romantic

daydream for a brief moment. What if

it turned out to be accurate, and how
would this single mother bring up her
daughter? Shouldnt he be the prince
who stepped in to rescue the voung
woman and her child to provide a new
lease on life and hope? But the realism
of his poverty made him come to his
senses quickly, dispelling his romantic
davdream in its tracks just as it had
begun.

Yet, for some inexplicable reason,
he remained attracted to this helpless
voung woman and her little daughter.
Was he fascinated by the magic in her
eves and her ballerina-like mannerisms
in her expressions, or was it his sense
of compassion fowards an emotionally
distressed fellow human, or perhaps a

43

mix of both?

They lefi the cool bar as the wall
clock struck six to ensure enough time
to get to the bus station. Sebastian
accompanied the mother and the child
with a sense of familial duty to see
them off safely on their journey back to
Mannar at half past six.

For a free-spirited destitule like
Sebastian, who is not constrained by
religious boundaries and whose daily
survival depends on the goodwill and
benevolence of people of different faiths
and beliefs, a life with a family of his
own that we all take for granted as
usual, at this juncture a least is the last
thing in his mind.

With the knowledge that a special
dinner awaited him at the temple,
Sebastian began walking back to his
regular nightiime abode at the end of
another day, one that was bound to stay
in his mind at least for a while.

As dusk began to fall, the priest at
Sidddhi  Ganesha temple finished his
Jinal pooja. Before leaving the temple,
he ensured he had remembered the
tray with Sebastian’s portion of Adi
Amavasai food before extinguishing the
temple lamps.
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Positive Impact

Once upon a time, these three super-
smart scientislts were named Ashnavi,
Sharugi, and Diluxshan. They all worked
together at a fancy research place and
were always doing cool stiff to push the
limits of science and tech. One thing they
did that was totally awesome was make

this super-advanced ultrasound machine.

1t could give you crazy-clear images of

the inside of vour body, even if you were

still a baby in your mom s belly!

There was a pregnant woman named

M. Thayalan

Kanaka in a nearby village who was

super excited about having her fir st child.
She heard about the scientists revolitionary
ultrasound technology. She decided fo
visit their hospital to get a delailed scan

of her unborn baby.

When Kanaka arrived at the hospital,
she met Avshnavi, Sharugi, and Diluxshan,
ready to perform the ultrasound
examination. Ashnavi, the lead scientist,
took charge of the procedure while Sharugi
and Diluxshan helped her. They carefully
examined Kanaka's baby and noticed
some abnormalities in its development.
They were worried and advised Kanaka

to seek further medical consultation.

Kanaka, being a sirong-willed woman,
got mad and rejected their findings. She
thought they were wrong and that her
baby was fantastic. Ayshnavi and
Diluxshan skibbornly argued with Kanaka
about the importance of seeing a doclor
and listening to their advice. Sharugi
tried to find a middle ground between

them.

Kanaka didn 't care about whai the
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scientists said and kept her pregnancy
going without seeing a doctor. Sadly,
there were complications during the
delivery, and Kanaka s baby didn t make
if.

The baby's death news spread like
crazy in the town. Little did the public
know that Kanaka shified the blame onto
Ashnavi, Sharugi, and Diluxshan instead
of listening to the scientists. The mob,
Jueled by anger and grief, trashed the
hospital and annihilated it.

Kanaka's baby dving and their hospital
getting destroyed really hit the scientists
hard. They were sorry they couldn 't save
the innocent life but tried their best to
help. Even though people were mad, they
knew they always meant well and wanted

to help.

In the aftermath of the incident,
Ashnavi, Sharugi, and Diluxshan vowed
to continue their work and learn from the
tragic experience. They became advocates
Jor patient education and awareness,
emphasising the significance of seeking
medical guidance during pregnancy. They

established new protocols to ensure

patients fully understood medical
recommendations’ potential risks and
benefils.

Although Kanaka s baby's death was
heartbreaking, it served as a catalyst for
change. The town slowly began fo
understand the scientisits intentions, and
the memory of the incident eventually
became a reminder of the importance of
scientific progress, responsible decision-
making, and open communication between

doctors and patients.

After their hospital was destroyed,
Ashnavi, Sharugi, and Diluxshan faced
a difficult period of rebuilding and
regaining the community s trust. They
realised they needed to actively engage
with the public, address their concerns,
and explain the circumsiances surrounding
Kanaka's tragic loss.

The scientists organised town hall
meelings, openly sharing their research,
the limitations of their ultrasound
technology, and the importance of seeking
medical expertise. They acknowledged
their responsibility in emphasising the

need for proper medical attention and
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highlighted the dangers of disregarding
professional advice.

Over time, the scienlists "efforts began
to bear fruil. The community started to
appreciate their commitinent to making
amends and acknowledged their role in
advancing medical science. The scientists’
genuine remorse and defermination to
rectifv the situation moved individuals
who had initially pariicipated in the

hospital s destruction.

Ashnavi, Sharugi, and Diluxshan
worked tivelessly to vebuild their hospiial,
incorporating slate-of-the-art facilities
and strict guidelines to ensure the highest
Slandards of patient care. They implemented
comprehensive training programs for
their staff, emphasising ethical practices,
empathetic communication, and patient

education.

The renewed hospital became a symbol
of hope and progress in the community.
It was a place where cutting-edge medical
technologies were developed and utilised
and a hub for health education and
awareness campaigns. The scientists

actively participated in local schools,

delivering presentations on the importance
of medical research and encouraging
voung minds to explore scientific fields.

As lime passed, the communily s anger
graduaily transformed into appreciation
and admiration for Ashnavi, Sharugi,
and Diluxshan s unwavering dedication.
The once divided and furious town had
now united in recognising the valuable
contributions the scientisis had made and
the positive impact they continued fo have
on people s fives.

Kanaka s tragic loss served as a sad
reminder for evervone about the fragility
of life and the necessity of seeking proper
medical care. The incident prompied a
shift in mindset, with individuals becoming
more vigilant and proactive in their
healthcare decisions.

The scientists never forgol the loss of
Kanaka's baby, which remained elched
in their hearts as a constan! reminder of
their responsibility to serve humanity.
They continued their research with
renewed vigour, ensuring that the lessons
learned from that fateful event were woven

into every aspect of their work.
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The people in the town accepted the
scientist, but Kanaka didn 1. She filed the
case against the scientist because of their
ultrasound scan; her child was affected

and died.

In the courtroom, Ayshnavi stood
before the judge and the jury, determined
to provide a comprehensive explanation
of ultrasound technology and dispel any
misconceptions surrounding if. With
clarity and conviction, she began her

answer.

“Your Honor, ladies and gentlemen

of the jury, I understand Kanaka's grief

and her desire 1o find answers. However,
we must examine the facts and undersiand
the true nature of ultrasound and its

function.”

As Ayshnavi delivered her presentation,
she expertly described ultrasound as a
remarkable imaging technique that
employs high-frequency sound waves o
prodice intricate images of the body.
With great clarity and detail, she explained
how the transducer emits sound waves
that penetrate the body'’s tissues and

organs, reverberate off them, and

eventually create highly detailed images
on a monitor. Ayshnavi provided a
captivating explanation of the non-
invasive medical procedure, leaving the
audience with a profound understanding
of its fascinating science.

“It is important to note,” Avshnavi
continued, “that ultrasound operates at
a frequency far above what is considered
harmful to the human body. The energy
levels are significantly lower than those
used in other medical imaging procedures,
such as X-rays or CT scans, which are

known to carry potential risks.”

She elaborated on the numerous
benefits of ultrasound, highlighting its
safety, versatility, and widespread use in
obstetrics to monitor the growth and
development of unborn babies. Avshnavi
emphasised that ultrasound had been
extensively studied and proven to be a
valuable diagnostic tool with an excellent
safety record.

“The technology we developed,”
Avshnavi stated firmly, “has undergone
rigorous testing and adheres to strict

safety guidelines. It is designed to provide
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valuable information fo expectant parenis
and healthcare professionals, empowering
them to make informed decisions regarding

the well-being of the babyv and the mother.”

Ayshnavi presented scientific studies,

research papers, and expert testimonies,

all supporting the safety and efficacy of

ultrasound. She addressed the specific
concerns raised by Kanaka, explaining
that the ultrasound procedure itself could

not have cavsed harm to her baby. Instead,

she emphasised the importance of

recognising the limilations of ultrasound
technology and the need for proper

medical follow-up.

“Whileultrasound canidentify certain
anomalies and concerns, it is ultimately
the role of healthcare professionals to
interpret the findings and guide expectant
parents in seeking appropriate medical
care,” Avshnavistated with conviction.
“We provided Kanaka with our observations
and recommended further medical
consultation. Unfortunately, she chose

nol te follow our advice.”

Ashnavi’s testimony concluded with

anearnestpleaforthecourt sundersianding

and recognition of the advancements in
medical science that ultrasound technology
represented. She expressed her team's
deep regret over the loss of Kanaka s
baby. Still, she reiterated that their
intentions were always focused on
providing the best care possible.

The courtroom fell silent as Ashnavi s
words resonated with the judge, the jury,
and those in attendance. Her testimony
shed light on the true nature of ultrasound
and the responsibility of healthcare
professionals and patients. It encouraged
a deeper understanding of medical
diagnoses ‘complexities and the importance
of open communication between doctors

and patients.

Ultimately, the court would decide
the case s outcome, weighing the evidence
and testimony presented. Regardless of
theverdict, Ashnavi s detailed explanation
would leave a lasting impact in the
courtroom and the minds of those present,
shaping their perception of ultrasound
technology and its vital role in modern

medicine.
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