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One

Suganya stayed awake in bed for half an hour. The bed room was
pitch-dark. Now and then she heard roosters crowing in the
distance. She thought there must be a couple of minutes to
morning five o'clock. Her daughter Ahrani was stil lying fast sleep
beside her.

A peal of Karumari amman kovil bell began ringing out,
'‘Amma... Thaye... Save us!' Suganya called out to her goddess in a
calm voice. She stretched out her right hand across the pillow,
patted Ahrani on the head, and said: 'Pillai! Get up! The kovil bell is
ringing. Soit's five o' clock sharp. Getup!'

Ahrani stirred from her sleep, still had closed her eyes,
'‘Amma... | have got no home work today. | want to sleep for some
more time', she said softly, moaning, with her right arm encircling
her mother's neck affectionately.

‘Pillai... Get up... Up! Your sleep is enough. Don't be 50 lazy.
It'sa bad habit’, said Suganya, gently removing Ahrani's arm around
her neck. She 8ot up and switched the room light on. The entire
room was engulfed in milky light. All at once Ahrani turned herself
toa prone position, and pulled the sheet over her head.

Suganya looked herself in the mirror, readjusted her dress,
and repaired her face, When she tried to open the room door,
Ahrani requested, 'Ammachi... please switch the light off; keep the
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door closed behind you. Otherwise the cold air from outside will
penetrate through the door and disturb this moderate warmth
inside the room so that | cannot sleep comfortably.'

'Very nice, then what else?' Suganya said with a smile and did
what her daughter wanted.

She entered the living room, went overto the front door, and
opened it. She felt a chill in the air, stepped down onto the porch,
closed the door behind her. The sky was cloudless and starry. The
morning star was glittering in the east. The Portia tree that stood at
the corner of the front yard with dense foliage looked like a dark
heap against the background of the street lights. The Vavuniya
railway station, the dome of the goods shed, and the gopuram of
the Karumari amman kovil peeped over the wall. There were
several lamp posts around the station, from which yellow light was
shedding everywhere. The bright in close range and the faded in
long range. The Karumari amman kovil overlooked the station. The
railway line lay across between them. The Goodshed road behind
the kovil ran parallel to the railway line. On the other side of the
road, the house was situated, overlooking the kovil and the station.

Suganya took the sweeper made of the stalks of dried
coconut fronds and started sweeping the front yard and backyard,
and then the ground under the eaves of the house. Within thirty
minutes she finished sweeping.

Then the eastern sky began to grey. There was the dawn
chorus- the birds flew chirpingacross the sky. A lace of mist, typical
of February, hungin the air. The environment was blurred, not clear
asif to be seen through atransparent poly-thene sheet.

She went into the bathroom. A few minutes later she went
over to the kitchen to boil the kettle. She prepared tea. With a cup
of tea, she entered the room where Ahrani had sat at the table
reading a book.

'Good girl,' Suganya said with a smile, offered the tea to her.

As Ahrani began to sip her tea Suganya returned to the
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kitchen, in order to make pittu and coconut sambol for breakfast,
and then to cook rice and two curries for lunch.

Ahrani had a bath and walked into the room to get ready for
school. She wore a spotless white uniform and tie with a design of
alternating green and yellow oblique stripes. She combed her hair
back neatly with a centre parting, and tugged it into two equal
sections for double plaits. She secured atthe ends of the plaits with
the ribbons; powdered her face and put on a small rounded pottu
in black colour on her forehead, in between her eyebrows, just
above the bridge of her nose.

'‘Amma......" she called out.

Ina minute Suganya came to the room to check her daughter.
Looking at Ahrani from top to toe, she said; 'Your plaits are symmet
rical; uniform okay; powder okay- then everything okay.' She
tapped gently Ahrani on the shoulder as 3 token of appreciation,
left the room, smiling.

Ahrani had her breakfast. Suganya filled Ahrani's tiffin box
with pittu and curry, and gave it to her. Ahrani gotitand putitinto
herschool bag.

Having washed the dishes, Suganya swept the house, and
then had a bath. Ahrani sat on the bench on the porch, put her
socks and shoes on, and was waiting for her friend Virushali. They
both were in grade five, studying at the same school. Virushali's
house was located about five hundred metresapart from Ahrani's.

Then Suganya, dressed in a gown, stepped down onto the
frontyard with a small tray to pluck flowers-hibiscus and jasmine. A
row of hibiscus stood along the wall, beside the wall. There were
two jasmine vines stood in front of the porch, on either end of it.
Those vines had been trained up and arch-like trellis touching the
porch. The canopy formed by the vines and the porch were at the
same level. It was like an elongated porch.

Suganya went into the pooja room with the flowers she
plucked, offered them up to God and worshipped.
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Then Virushali opened the gate. On seeing her friend, Ahrani
called out Suganya, ‘Amma.... Viru hascome!'

Suganya came out onto the porch. After an exchange of
greetings, Ahrani and Virushali said 'bye!" in chorus, and walked
towards the gate. Suganya stood at the porch looking at them.
When they shut the gate behind them, they waved bye-bye.
Suganya waved them bye - bye back, smiling. They started walking
along Goodshed Road. Suganya went into the room to get ready for
her office.

She wore a sari in ice blue with a light blue blouse, brushed
her hair with a centre parting and wore itin a single plait. There was
a small gold chain with a tear drop pendant around her neck. After
she made herself presentable, she locked all the doors and
windows, took her bicycle, went out into Goodshed Road, and
padlocked the gate behind her.

She tucked up a part of the sari around her left calf under a
bicycle clip, threw her right leg over the slanted crossbar-peculiar
design of the ladies ' bicycle, mounted and rode it northwards,
along Good shed Road. A minute later she reached the top of Good
shed Road meeting Station Road, and turned to the right, into
Station Road that lay between Kurumankadu on Mannar Road and
the roundabout on the A-9, Kandy Road.

She crossed the rail road crossing, and then turned to the
right again, into Outer Circular Road that was almost like the
circumference of a quadrant with the clock tower at the
roundabout on the A-9 being the centre of the quadrant. She
reached the station. There were mahua trees with lush green
foliage opposite the station. Under the shady trees stood four or
five three wheelers, waiting for hire. The station was not still busy-a
few people going in and coming out through the entrance of the
station. A small restaurant and some kiosks also were situated near
the trees, overlooking the station. The road curved around the
treesleading tothe A-S.
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She pedalled her bicycle further along the road, passed the
Sindamanipillaiyar kovil, then reached the A -8. and turned to the
right. The sun rays struck her face directly. The morning sun was
shining in the east brilliantly. The cloudless sky was a bright blue. It
was a sign of the hot and humid day. Generally the misty night turns
the next day hot - and the colder the night, the hotter the day.

She arrived at the gate of her office, the Department of
Irrigation, opposite the Vavuniya Maha Vidyalayam. She took her
glance at her wrist watch, which indicated at fifteen past eight. She
pushed her bicycle across the front yard of the office towards the
vehicle shed.

IE Satkunam had stood in front of the entrance of the office.
The |E stood for Irrigation Engineer. Suganya rest her bicycle on its
stand and locked it. Taking her hand bag and lunch box out of the
basket fitted to the front of the bicycle, she walked to the office.
When she got close to Satkunam who stood on the way, 'Good
morning, sir,' she greeted with a smiling face.

He didn't smile back at her, but nodded his head approvingly,
as usual, greeted, 'Good morning!'

She walked into the front hall of the office, where her table
was set. Some other officers also had shared the front hall. She
placed her hand bag on a chair, because her table was dusty. She
brushed her table clean with a rag and prepared to work, taking the
files out of the shelf.

Ten minutes later Vasanthi came into the office. They
exchanged greetings. Vasanthi's table had been set next to
‘Suganya's. Pointing at her table Vasanthi said, 'Look! How dirty it's.'
She was disgusted at the sight of hertable.

Suganya smiled at her, and said calmly; Akka! Yesterday was
Sunday, no? That's the reason.'

'You always smile. How can you? What's your secret?'
Vasanthi asked her laughing, wiping her table clean with a brush,

'No secret' Suganya said, smiling.
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They were busy in preparation fortheir work.

It was at about ten o' clock. Satkunam had sat in the chair in
his office scrutinizing a project report.

'Excuse me, Sir!' said Indran, the peon, with a tone of respect.

Satkunam looked up from hisfile. Indran stood with a cup of
tea.

'‘By then it's getting ten o' clock, no,' said Satkunam, watching
the wall clock. When Indran placed the tea cup and saucer on the
table, and turned to go out, 'Indran! ask the clerk to come here,’
Satkunam ordered him, sipping his tea.

'Yes, sir!' Indran replied, and went out.

In a matter of seconds Suganya entered his office. 'Excuse
me, sir!' she said, standing by his table.

'Oh yes, well.... a letter has to be typed , only one A4 page.
Either we doit now orafterlunch? It's necessary, not urgent. So, it's
uptoyou to decide when,' said Satkunam looking at her face.

'No problem, sir. Let's do it now,' she said decidedly. At once
she sat in front of the computer in his office, and turned it on.
Satkunam stepped up to the computer, sat down in another chair
next to hers. She got ready to type. 'Sir, I'm ready,' she said
enthusiastically as usual, placing her fingers on the keyboard.

'Then ok,' he said and started dictating the letter written by
him to her. She began typing.

Half an hour later she finished typing the letter. 'Sir! Please,
read and check the letter on the screen once. If it's ok, I'll print it
out.' She rose to her feet, and stood aside, so as to make him
comfortable.

He shifted from his chair to the other one she'd risen from,
and read the letter over. 'Everything is correct. All right, give me the
print out,' he said, rose from the chair, and returned to his table.

Checking the print preview, she clicked on the printicon.Ina
moment the printer pushed a printed paper out. She gave it to him.
He read the letter once again, and appreciated her, 'Nice! | like your
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attitude of being active and enthusiastic.'

She smiled slightly as a token of respect, and said: 'Sir, I've
been working here not only for the salary but for the sake of my self
satisfaction as well. And also satisfying my superior is my another
obligation.'

'Good, good! Keep it up!' He appreciated again.

'Sir, I've some work to do now. So, can | leave?' She asked in a
humble voice.

‘Ok... Ok... You may go," he said instantly.

When she stepped up to the door, 'Suganyal' he called. She
turned her head to look at him. '"Hang on a minute-come here' he
said, sweeping his hand.

She came up to him, asked, 'What'sit, sir?'

'I'm due to retire within a month,' he said. She said nothing -
justlooking at him, quietly. He asked, 'What're you thinking?'

She broke the silence. 'Sir, you're not only my superior but
also my well wisher - like my father. This news is bitterly
disappointing.'

‘Suganya! Don't worry. Probably Mr.Jeyarajah will be
appointed as a new IE. He is also a sober man. Even if | leave the
quarters, my wife and | are going to live in Vavuniya. We plan to get
arented house at Vairava Puliyankulam on Station Road.'

'So nice sir. Let our houses be located in close proximity to
each other!'she said, and returned to hertable.

'You seem unhappy' said Vasanthi, looking at Suganya's face.

Suganya told the news to her. Vasanthi said; 'He is sixty, no?
He must retire from his service. So, you should stop worrying about
his retirement.'

Suganya felt relieved. They were both immersed in their
work.

It was at twelve noon. Sanjayan entered the office. Vasanthi
saw him come in. 'Hil Sanje... how are you? After long time' said
Vasanthiwith a great happiness, smiling.
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'After a long time? It's just only a month,' he said, smiling,
'well akka! | have to see the DD (Deputy Director). Having come to
Vavuniya, how can | return to Murukan without seeing you all?'

‘You are in jovial mood as always,' said Vasanthi, smiling at
him.

He looked at Suganya, asked: 'How are you? What about your
daughter?'

'All is well. She's going to sit for the scholarship exam this
year. Let's see what happens,' she smiled, 'She may pass, I think.'

'Good! But don't put pressure on your daughter to get her
higher grades at the exam. There may cause the peer group
pressure in her mind, which is a bad thing that will turn jealousy
over her friends. Be careful of these things. No matter whether she
getsthrough ornot,' he advised her with a responsibility.

‘Thanks’, she said, ‘but, | shouldn't praise my daughter
myself. | want to tell you-she's studious. | never tell her to study. My
duty isthat| put my signature to her progress report. She'll pass!’

‘Touch wood!” he said, instantly. 'Okay, I'm going to that side.
Whatelse?'

At once Vasanthi interrupted: 'Sanje! Ranjan has gone to the
field. Sundaramssirand the draughts man are on leave today?’

'So | want to see the IE,' he said, walked into Satkunam's
office.

Sanjayan was a TA-Technical Assistant by profession, working
atthe Murunkan office in the Mannar district. A few years ago, he'd
been appointed as a trainee technical assistant at the Vavuniya
office. His friend, and batch mate, Ranjan too. Then they were
promoted TAs. When Ranjan remained at the Vavuniya office,
Sanjayan was transferred to Murunkan. When Sanjayan had
worked at the Vavuniya office he got on well with the staff- from
engineer to minor staff. He treated them as his equals. Even after
he left Vavuniya, he visited the Vavuniya office every time he came
to Vavuniya. He had forged a good friendship with Ranjan and his
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field-related staff. And also, he didn't fail to have even a quick word
with the other staff. Vasanthi-the accountant, Suganya - the clerk,
Maniyam and Ramesh - the drivers.

Sanjayan opened the door, excused himself, and greeted
Satkunam: 'Good afternoon, Sir!'

Satkunam raised his eyes from the file to look at him. 'Good
afternoon! Comein, comein,' he said excitedly.

Satkunam asked about Sanjayan's work process. They were
engrossed in deep conversation about their field-related matters.
Sanjayan had learnt a lot of things from Satkunam as he was a
trainee TA. He highly respected Satkunam.

In the middle of the conversation, Satkunam asked the
question he ever wanted to, ‘leave it all! When are you going to
marry?'

‘Must doit, said Sanjayan, laughing.

‘Why can't you answer me categorically?’ Satkunam got
slightly irritated at his answer. Sanjayan was groping for suitable
words to reply him.

Satkunam went on, ‘Thampi! You're thirty four. You're not
still a little boy. Your batch mate Ranjan himself has married two
years ago, and has a child. Why are you not interested in marriage?
Any personal reason?’

‘No particular reason, sir/ said Sanjayan with a smile , ‘my
parents have been looking for a suitable bride

‘How long have they been looking for?’

‘Since five years ago, but no horoscope matching with mine.
That's the problem. Anyhow, I'll extend you the first invitation for
my wedding. Is it enough, sir?’ asked Sanjayan with a smile.

‘Enough... enough,’ said Satkunam, laughing, tapping his
fingersonthetable.

‘Okay, Sanje! Let's go for lunch.” Satkunam, not expecting his
answer, rose to go out. Sanjayan too.
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Two

It was a Sunday morning at about six o'clock. Suganya was watering
the plants in the front yard. Ahrani had reclined herself in a wicker
chair on the porch. The chair was too big for her. She had sat on her
backinit, reading her text boaok.

‘Hi thatha!’ called out Ahrani, waving her hand towards the
gate. Suganya thought it was Satkunam standing at the gate, and
turned to look at the gate. Satkunam stood there, clutching the
gate. He was wearing a track suit in navy blue, a tee shirt in pure
white and tennis shoes.

It was usual that Satkunam would go jogging every morning.
In the weekend he would go along Goodshed Road. On other days
of the week he would turn back at the top of Goodshed Road.
Otherwise he will be late for work. Every time he passed the house,
he would stop and have a word. Sometimes he would enter the
house and have a cup of tea.

‘Uncle, comein,” said Suganya with a welcoming smile.

‘No, Suganya.l haven't still finished my jogging. I'll come here
today evening with Kamala. She told me she wanted to meet you.

‘Why? Anything special?’ asked Suganya ina tone of surprise.

‘I don't know why. She'll come here, no. And ask her yourself
why,” said Satkunam. Then he turned to look at Ahrani, puckered his
lips, kissed his palm, and blew it to her. Ahrani stretched her right
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hand, grabbed the kiss, and then did the same in return. Suganya
kept looking on smiling. He resumed his jogging.

Suganya got on with Satkunam and his wife Kamala. She
called Satkunam 'sir' when he was in the office, and 'uncle' when
notin the office.

[ ]

In the evening Satkunam and Kamala visited her house as
he'd told her in the morning. She welcomed them with respect, and
asked themtosit on the couchintheliving room.

'You both have come here together - what's the reason of this
special visit?' asked Suganya with a delighted smile.

'Not a special visit but a routine visit' said Kamala, looking
around, and asked: 'Where is Ahrani?'

'Aunty, she hasn't returned from tuition. It's the time she
came,’said Suganya, watching the gate through the front door.

'Pillail Sit down,' said Kamala, pointing at an arm chair
oppositethem,

'No problem,' said Suganya, leaning against the door frame.

Kamala came to the point. 'Pillaj, you know, he is due to
retire. So, we're going to throw a party atourhouse nextSunday.'

'Is it a tea party?' asked Suganya, accepting what Kamala
said.

'Pillai, he says to have a tea party, butl want to servea meal, |
mean - awonderfullunch. What do you say?'

'Inthis case, I'm on your side. Because, uncleis goingto leave
the office for good, no. So I think, serving lunch is better than
throwinga tea party,' said Suganyaapprovingly.

Satkunam was just looking on, not interrupting their
discussion.

'Ok, then you'll have to come early in the marning next
Sunday to help me cook lunch, won't you?' asked Kamala, looking
atSuganya's face expectantly.

'Of course, I'll help you. I'm deeply indebted to you both. So
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it's an opportunity to render a service to you' said Suganya instantly
and firmly.

satkunam and Kamala did smile, looking at each other.

On hearing the sound of the gate opening Suganya turned
her head towards the gate, and exclaimed happily: 'There Pillai
comes!'

On seeing Satkunam and Kamala in the house, Ahrani walked
briskly into the house, and Virushali followed behind.

'‘Ammamma...' Ahrani called out, got close to Kamala, who
was sweeping her arms wide. Kamala hugged Ahrani tightly, and
kissed on both her cheeks.

Suganya took a step towards the kitchen to get them tea.
Virushali slunk into the kitchen, following suganya, being too shy to
see Satkunam and Kamala. Seeing Virushali in the kitchen Suganya
said: 'Viru! Don't be shy. Go and speek to them. They're like your
grandparents.’

'No Aunty, | feel shy,' said Virushali, with a shy smile, not
moving even a little bit.

'It's ok! Then stay here with me, said Suganya, pouring the
teaintothe cups.

Suganya offered a cup of tea to Virushali first, and then was
ready to serve others.

Every evening Virushali returned from tuition she would
drink a cup of tea, from Suganya, and go home.
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Three

The following Sunday morning at eight o' clock sharp, sitting in a
wicker chair placed on the open veranda of the quarters, Satkunam
watched Suganya and Ahrani enter the yard through the gate. He
gotup from the chair, and welcomed them.

'‘Come in, come in.' he welcomed with a grin. 'Kamala!' he
called out, 'Kamala! Come out! The punctual lady has come with
her daughter.'

Suganya rested her bicycle on its stand under the mango tree
standing at the yard. Kamala stepped out onto the veranda,
exclaimed: 'Ah!' come in, come in. You're the first people attending
our party,' said Kamala,

Instantly looking at his wife Satkunam said: 'What do you
say? You had told her to come early to help you cook, no? So,
they're not visitors but our close relatives.' Then he turned to look
at Suganya and smiled. Suganya also did smile gently as a token of
acceptance.

He went inside the house. Looking around, Suganya asked:
'Aunty' where is Rohini Akka? There is no sign of their activity
inside the house.'

Shaking her head regretfully Kamala said: 'because her
husband had an important meeting, they couldn't travel yesterday
itself. They've left Colombo just now. | think they'll be here befare
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three o 'clock.'

Rohini was their only daughter. Her husband was a doctor,
who practised at the Colombo National Hospital. They had a child
of twelve. Suganya was two years younger than Rohini.

Satkunam then came out to the veranda, and gave Ahrani a
bar of chocolate. Suganya was rather dissatisfied, said: 'Uncle, she
is not a little girl anymore. She'll has got into the habit of having
chocolate.' -

'Ahrani is my granddaughter, no'. As far as I'm concerned
both Ahrani and my own grand daughter are equal. You need not
worry about that. | know what to do,' said Satkunam, looking at
Suganya, and tapping on Ahrani's cheek.

Having heard what Satkunam had declared that Ahrani was
his granddaughter, Suganya was in raptures. Her face also indicated
it.

Ahrani stripped off the gold foil wrapped in the chocolate
bar. She broke the chocolate bar in five equal pieces, saved a piece
forVirushali, and shared the rest between the four of them.

'Aunty'! shall we begin to cook now?' asked Suganya with
concern, with interest.

'Yes, let's!" said Kamala.

Kamala and Suganya walked to the kitchen.

They started engaging in preparation for cooking.

‘Pillai! We'll cook vegetarian food first,’ said Kamala.

Suganya nodded.

They cooked rice. Cooking the vegetarian dishes was in
progress. Then Kamala said: 'Pillai, non - vegetarian dishes must be
kept separate from vegetarian ones. Needless to say, you know
why. I'm going to cook chicken curry now."' Not expecting Suganya's
reply, Kamala stepped up to the other table in the kitchen.

She took a chicken dressed out of the polythene bag, and
started to cut it into cubes. She then turned her head to look at
Suganya, said: 'Pillai! Only you have to handle the vegetarian
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dishes, not to touch these non - vegetarian things. And also, |
won'tcomethere, to prevent being clumsy.' Her tone was serious.

'No problem, Aunty. | understand; nothing wrong will
happen,' said Suganya, looking down at the dhal curry reducing,
smiling.

Kamala also smiled, wondering whether she had talked
something unnecessary, then said: 'Okay let's do our work.'

By half past eleven Satkunam's colleagues and the office staff
beganto come overtothe house individually as well as collectively.

Vasanthi had come with her husband. While her husband sat
inachair on the veranda, she walked to the kitchen to see Suganya,
and then started to help Kamala and Suganya.

At twelve noon they began to serve the visitors lunch. Both
Kamala and Vasanthi served lunch while being in the kitchen,
Suganya plated therice and curry.

After lunch some people were engrossed in conversation.
Current politics was the main topic. Some other people clustered
around Gopi, who was a comedian and always cracking jokes
incessantly. He told something - the others roared. Those in the
kitchen heard the peals of laughter.

By two o'clock, the visitors had dwindled to four- Satkunam,
Kamala, Suganya and Ahrani. Even then Suganya had not come out
of the kitchen.

Kamala, who stood at the veranda, walked towards the
kitchen, looking for Suganya, so as to take her to the veranda. In the
kitchen Suganya was washing the dishes.

'Pillail Leave it. I'll do it later,' said Kamala, having a kind of
guilty feeling.

‘Aunty! Either you or | must do it, no. And also if the pots and
pans turn out dry we can't wash up.' Suganya said flippantly,
continued washing up.

Kamala said nothing, moved away.

Ahrani was chatting with Satkunam on the veranda. Then
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Kamala appeared there, asking: 'What were you both chatting
about?'

‘Ahrani, sing a song,' requested Satkunam.

'Oh yes, she has a sweet voice, no. | haven't listened to her
song foralong,' seconded Kamala.

Without hesitation Ahrani started singing. They enjoyed
listening to her. While she was singing the third song, Sanjayan
emerged at the gate. As soon as she had seen him she stopped
singing. Buthe managedtolistentoa bit of her third song.

'Sanje! Come in,' welcomed Satkunam with a smile. Kamala
smiled: 'Thampi! Comein.' but Ahranigot up from the chair, looked
on.

'Sanje, sit down,' said Satkunam, pointing at a chair.

Sanjayan satdown.

'Why are you late? It's getting three o'clock, no,' said
Satkunam, glancing at his wrist watch.

"Yes sir, | had a job here to do today. I've come to Vavuniya
from Murunkan by one o' clock.' Sanjayan gave a reason for his late
coming.

"Then you've had your lunch. You're no longer hungry, no,’
said Satkunam with a tinge of sarcasm.

'Sir...r, what do you mean? |'m starving! Before coming here
Ranjan has just called me and told of your delicious lunch, which
has made me homesick. I'm hungry like a wolf,'" said Sanjayan
humorously, grinning from ear to ear.

They laughed too. Kamala moved inside the house. In a
matter of minutes Suganya came out with a glass of water and
offered him it with a smile. Offering a glass of water was a formal
invitation to have a meal-taking the glass of water that she'd
offered meant the invitation was accepted by him.

He washed his hands, and sat at the table. Kamala came out,
carrying a plate of rice, and served him. He started having it. When
he drank water in the middle, 'Thampi, don't drink too much of
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water. It will control your lunch, no?' said Kamala with concern.
Suganya topped his glass up with water.

'Sanje, you're receiving a good treatment, no,' said
Satkunam, laughing at him.

'Sir, we shouldn't go to a party collectively,’ said Sanjayan,
laughing.

'Why?' Satkunam gazed at him, confusedly.

'Sir, if we go there collectively, then the party will be
transformed into a feast. If we go there individually, then only can
we receive this kind of treatment,' said Sanjayan, having his meal.

'Absolutely correct!' Satkunam agreed with him.

He finished his lunch, sat in a chair, looked at Ahrani, and
asked: 'When | entered through the gate, | heard you singing. So,
canyouresume it now?'

Ahranilooked at Suganya with a shy smile. Suganya mouthed
a few affirmative words at her. Ahrani got ready to sing, leaning
againstthe wall.

‘First you have to come to a comfortable position, no. Please,
come and sit down,' said Sanjayan to Ahrani.

Ahrani sat down, and started singing. They all were listening
to her with interest. Sanjayan was beating his palm in time on his
thigh, closing his eyes.

As soon as she finished her singing, Sanjayan clapped his
hands cheerfully, appreciating her: 'Wow! Excellent timing and
perfect pitch also. It's very difficult to sing at the correct pitch
without the help of an instrument. I think, the sense of rhythm and
pitchis there in her marrow. Sheis a gifted child.’

'Thanks, uncle,' said Ahrani, smiling.

Suganya looked at her daughter, smiling without parting her
lips, with rapture,

Shortly afterwards Sanjayan took leave of them. The other
four people chatted until four o'clock.

‘Aunty, we have to leave too,' said Suganya.
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'pillai, stay here until the Colombo people come here,' said
Kamala. Then she looked at her husband, asked anxiously: "Why
have they stillnot come?'

'It's a long journey, no. So, it may be early or late. Don't worry
about that,' said Satkunam airily.

Then Rohini along with her husband and daughter opened
the gate. 'Look! There your people come!' said Satkunam, pointing
atthe gate to attract his wife's attention.

Calling out, 'Ammamma...a,' Kamala's grand daughter ran
towards Kamala. Spreading her arms, Kamala stepped down onto
the yard, and hugged her grand daughter tightly, and kissed her on
either cheek affectionately.
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Four

All the members of the staff wanted to have a farewell party to
Satkunam, who had retired from service a week ago.

It was a Wednesday by eight o' clock. Most of the staff had
come to gathertogether at the office to make arrangements forthe
function. The front hall of the office was the venue for the function.
But the office furniture had occupied most of the hall. The shelves
were moved to the wall. A table was set in the hall three metres off
one side of the wall, with four chairs behind the table. A screen of
scenery hung down to the floor in the background. The table was
beautified a velvet sheet with a floral design was spread over the
table on which a vase of flowers sat.

Facing the table, six rows of chairs were arranged with each
row consisting of five chairs forthe staff.

And the other tables and chairs were moved away in order to
sparea space.

At 10 o'clock sharp, a car stopped at the gate. Satkunam
alighted from the car, then his wife did. They both were formally
invited by the stafftocomein.

Satkunam and Kamala stepped slowly up to the threshold of
the hall, flanked by the staff. Senior TA Sundaram wore a garland of
flowers to Satkunam, and Vasanthigarlanded Kamala.

The formal custom was performed - wearing the pottu with
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a paste of sandal wood, lighting the traditional oil lamp and so on.
satkunam and Kamala entered the hall, sat down on the chairs
behind the table, following which the other people took their
seats.

Sanjayan also had come from Murunkan so as to participate
in the farewell party, and sat in the chair next to Maniyam's. On
behalf of the technical staff Sundaram delivered a speech,
mentioning Satkunam's achievement in the field. Then Vasanthi
made a speech on behalf of the administrative staff, praising
Satkunam's cordial relationship with the staff.

Sanjayan turned his head to look at Maniyam, Said: 'Mani
Annai, you ought to speak something about Satkunam Sir on behalf
of the drivers. You have been here working for more than fifteen
years'.

"Thambi, sorry, | can't. | don't know how to, what to speakata
function, in front of the people... he..k..hek,' said Maniyam,
tittering, tucking his verti up between his knees, tossing his head.

Sanjayan then leaned forward to look at Ramesh, who also
was a driver sitting next to Maniyam, said: 'Ramesh! You can't do
it?

'| can't speak... sorry sir,’ Ramesh said with a shy smile,
looking down.

The members of the staff, standing next to both Satkunam
and Kamala, got photographstaken individually as wellasagroup.

Those who gathered in the hall were served with vadai,
bananaand acup of tea each.

Satkunam, who has retired from thirty two years' service,
was felicitated for his service with golden shawl and a memento by
Jeyarajah, the new E.

By twelve o'clock the function came to an end. Satkunam
with his wife bade farewell and left the office for good. The
members of the staff waved their hands to himamid tears.

The hall was rearranged, and the routine work began to

24

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

progress. Sundaram, Ranjan, and draughtsman Joseph were in the
technical room, their office. Sanjayan popped into the room, said:
'Okay, I'm going to leave now to Murunkan, after changing the
books borrowed from the library.’ Sanjayan had been a member of
the Vavuniya Urban Council library, and was an avid reader of all
types of books.

'Sanje, Sanje... come inside! Why are you in a hurry?' said
Ranjan, '"Machan! Rekah told me to take you home for lunch. She
insists me frequently to bring you home. So let's go home and have
lunch together.'

Before Sanjayan could reply him, Sundaram said: 'Stay here
for an hour or two. If you go to Murunkan you won't come here.
Aftera month or two we can see you again.'

'That's why my wife insisted on your coming home,' Ranjan
said, smiling.

‘Machan, | get salary for my work. So. | should render the
service. That's why I've no time to come to Vavuniya,' said
Sanjayan, laughing with a sense of responsibility.

Laughing at Sanjayan, Ranjan said: '‘Machan, look here! Your
duty-consciousness cause me goose pimples.' Dramatically
showing his fore arms Ranjan said in jest. Everybody laughed.

Joseph then interrupted: 'Drop these matters, let's come to
the point. Well, what about the new IE? Have you heard anything
abouthim?'

'No problem, everything will be fine here as usual. As far as |
know he is ok! We can get our shares,' said Sundaram laughing.

'Of course, we can earn. But sometimes he'll get the lion's
share,' said Ranjanin an assured voice.

They laughed, but Sanjayan was tight lipped, looking away.

'Sanje!' Ranjan called out. When Sanjayan turned his head to
look at him, he said: 'Machan, it's a game. Be interested in the
game.'

Sanjayan smiled at him for the sake of smile. Reading
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Sanjayan's mind, Ranjan said: 'Machan, | don't know howtocleanit
up. If you know the mechanism to clean it up, tell me. I'll definitely
join you.'

Sanjayan said nothing, but smiled gently. Looking at him,
Sundaram commented: 'Sanje! Everybody in the country has to
cooperate to clean up the country. A single person cannot do
anything. Nowadays everybody is thinking of the ways of making
money. Sanje, you know, it's a government fund, no.? Water is
flowing in the river-no matter who drinks it. Don't worry about
that.'

‘Good answer! Our conscience justifies everything for our
own good; | think, it may be human. Otherwise, wrong iswrong, no
appeal,' said Sanjayan categorically.

They all remained silent. A few seconds later, he broke the
silence. 'Okay. I've disturbed your work. 'I'm going to talk with some
other people.' Hegot up to go out.

Don't go now to Murukan! After lunch, go there,’ said Ranjan
hurriedly.

'Ok Machan, | won't go! I'll be here around the office," said
Sanjayan. He passed Suganya and Vasanthi, smiling, and came out.
He saw both drivers standing under the vehicle shed. On seeing
him they laughed with respect. He walked up to them, and made
small talk.

By one o'clock Ranjan came out, took his motor bike from the
shed. Sanjayan took leave of them, sat astride on the bike. Ranjan
rode off.

Maniyam and Ramesh watched them leaving. Maniyam said:
'Sanje is a nice guy. | wish he were here. He knows how to respect
others. He is never looking down on us.’

'What yousayallistrue!l' Ramesh seconded.

'When he was here in his training period I'd been getting on
with him. He'llbecome agood engineer.’
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Five

After his retirement Satkunam with Kamala, leaving the
government quarters, moved to the new home located at Vairava-
puliyankulam on Station Road, in the vicinity of the Pillayar Kovil.

Two weeks went by

Suganya's mobile started ringing. She then was in the kitchen
squeezing the milk from the scrapings of a coconut . 'Pillai..." she
called out.

'Yes, Amma!' Ahraniresponded.

'Pillai, see who's calling! | can't come there. I'm busy now,'
said Suganya in a loud voice so that Ahrani could hear in the next
room.

Ahrani took a glance at the screen of the phone. 'Ammal
Ammamma is calling now.' She pressed the 'ok' button. She,
speaking to Kamala, rushed to the kitchen.

Suganya washed her hands, and wiped them on arag.

Ahrani got close to her. '"Ammammal! | hand you over to
Amma,' she said, and gave Suganya the phone.

'Hello! Aunty, you called early in the morning-why?' Suganya
asked with atone of surprise.

'Pillai, our daughter called me in the morning, and told she
feels sick, dizzy and likely faint. And also she asked me to come
Colomboimmediately.'
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'Oh my god!' she exclaimed, and said hurriedly: 'Aunty,
nobody is there in Colombo to support her and 1o look after her
child as well, What are you going to do?'
'I'm going to leave just now,' said Kamala decidedly.
'That's right!' Suganya seconded it instantly.

'And the other thing is..." Kamala dropped her voice, not
finishing her word.

'Aunty, what's that?' insisted Suganya.

‘Pillai, would you mind looking after your Uncle until | return
from Colombo? He'll ruin his body, having his meals in restaurants.
So, will you offer him the meals?' asked Kamala hesitantly.

'Why not? I'll do it. Don't worry, Aunty,' agreed Suganya
withoutthe slightest hesitation.

'Then ok,' said Kamala, laughing, happily.

'Well, at what time do you leave?'

'Just now!'

'Okay, Aunty, I'll call you back. I'm busy cooking.'

'Ok, ok.'

They ended their talk. Suganya was engaged in cooking.

Suganya finished her daily chores. Ahrani went to school with
Virushali. At eight o'clock Suganya took her things, and rode her
bicycle along Goodshed Road. Reaching Station Road, she turned
her cycle to the left to see Satkunam. After short ride she
approached his house. Being at the gate she called out to him. He
rushed to the gate, grinning with delight.

She took the tiffin carrier from the bicycle basket, and gave it
to him. In the tiffin carrier there were five metal pans stacked and
kept tightly closed with a handle. 'Uncle! string hoppers and
coconut sambol in the top box for breakfast. And rice and curries in
the other four boxes. After your meals, don't forget to take your
pills; Aunty told me to remind you,' she said hurriedly.

Satkunam listened to her, smiling, nodding his head.

‘Uncle!I'll bring your dinner by seven o'clock,' she added.
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'Don't bring here. It's difficult to cook after returning from
work. You'll have to do it in a hurry and bring here. So, take your
own time. I'll come there for dinner,' said Satkunam, considering
the possible difficulties,

She agreed. 'Uncle, when you come there, please bring this
tiffin carrier with you. Because | don't have any spare. | have to use
ititselftomorrow,' she said, smiling.

'lunderstood,' he said, laughing.

She took leave, and pedalled her bicycle along Station Road

towards her office.
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Six

Four days later, it was an evening. Ahrani and Virushali were
chatting at the porch when Suganya opened the gate. 'Here Aunty
comes!' exclaimed Virushali. Ahrani turned her head to look at the
gate.

Suganya stepped up onto the porch, asking: 'how long have
you been here?'

'Only ten minutes, Aunty,' Said Virushali,

Suganya placed her hand bag on the table in the living room,
walked into the kitchen, washed her hands thoroughly, and boiled
the water to prepare tea.

When she served them tea, Ahrani asked her with a
questioning look:' Ammal! You're still in the sari, not changing it -
Are you going anywhere out?’

'Yes, Pillai, Ammamma has come from Colombo. | will just go
there and be back within fifteen minutes,' Suganya said to Ahrani,
then shifted her look to Virushali, and asked: 'Viru, will you stay
with your friend until | return?'

‘Yes Aunty, until you come back | stay here, chatting with
Ahrah,' Virushali agreed.

Suganya took leave of them, and rode her bicycle to see
Kamala.
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In a matter of minutes she stood at their gate. On seeing her
Kamala walked briskly towards the gate, requesting: 'Pillai, come
in. Why are you standing there? Come inside with your bicycle.'

'No, Aunty; it's a brief visit. Viru is there at our home, with
Pillai. So | can't stay here for more than ten minutes. I've come here
just to see you and to enquire after Rohini Akka,' said Suganya as
Kamala was approaching her.

Kamala grabbed Suganya's hands. 'Pillai, | owe you a great
debt of gratitude for what you have done for past four days when |
was not here. You have looked after my husband well, he told me.
He doesn't know how to cook even rice, but you've served three
meals daily punctually. Thanks, thanks a lot, Pillai,' said Kamalain a
shaky voice, losing control of her emotions.

'It's ok!" Suganya mumbled, and smiled as a mark of
acceptance of her thanks.

'Pillai, I've never parted from my husband in my life but these
four days. After our marriage | followed him wherever he went. He
loves me. So do |,' Kamala smiled, and then went on, 'but he is a
little obstinate. He'll do whatever he wants, He is too stubborn to
admit his mistakes. Otherwise, he is a nice man. But any family
dispute doesn't develop between us both.| can adjust myself and
giveintohim.'She smiled again.

'‘Why are you both there at the gate? Come inside and talk,'
said Satkunam, looking at them, standing at the front door.

Suganya took a glance at her wrist watch. Kamala was in a
bright mood, and said: 'Pillai, I'll tell you everything another
occasion in detail.

'Okay Aunty, tell me about Rohini Akka. She feels better
now?' Suganya asked with a concern.

‘Pillai, actually, she scared us off. Nothing wrong with her.
She, who gave birth to a baby, doesn't know this. It was a morning
sickness because she's conceived,' said Kamala with a sigh.

'‘Good thing!' said Suganya with a smile.
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"I was worried that our granddaughter was an only child
without company. But now | feel happy' said Kamala with a sense of
relief.

No sooner had Kamala said it than Suganya thought of her
only child, and couldn't help worrying about her daughter. She
lapsedintosilence.

Kamala also worried over her, thinking that she shouldn't
have told like that before her. 'Pillai' called out Kamala in a loud
voice to turn her attention back.

'‘Aunty!” Suganya startled, and looked at the west horizon,
which was turning dark. 'Aunty, I'm going to leave now. They are
waiting for me.' She took leave.

When she passed the Vairavapuliyankulam Pillayar kovil, she
saw a lot of people gathering around the kovil with piety, because it
was Friday. She then rode off, praying in her mind.

When she reached the gate it had got dark. Standing at the
gate she called out Virushali. Both Virushali and Ahrani stepped up
to the gate. Looking at Ahrani, Suganya said: 'Pillai! Wait a minute.
In the twilight we shouldn't send Viru alone. 5o | take her home,
and return quickly.'

Ahrani agreed with a nod. Virushali hitched herself onto the
carrier of the bicycle. Suganya rode off.

After five minutes, Suganya returned home. Ahrani was
reading at the table. Suganya dropped into the couch, and
immersed herself in her reminiscences.

Suganya was an only child in her family. She was born and
bred at Mulankavil, a luxuriant green village situated on the A-32,
Jaffna - Mannar Road, at the south-west corner of the Kilinochchi
district. She studied at K/ Mulankavil Maha Vidyalayam, from
primary class up to GCE (Advanced level). She'd got through the
A/Level examination but the Z-score she'd obtained was not
enough to enter a University.

She sat the clerical examination, and passed. She was
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appointed as a clerk of the Department of Irrigation, at the
Vavuniya office.

She had a cousin, Kesavan, who was her paternal aunt's son,
a good eight years older than her. She was betrothed to him at her
tender age. It was a custom that the parents in villages would have
an idea of the children's marriage in order to bond with their close
relations, as an endogamy. Sometimes, what they thought would
happen, but no child, after it was grown up, would be compelled to
marry the person who had been betrothed toin any circumstances,
because things might change when the children were grown up.

Kesavan studied up to GCE (O/L), but could not get through
the exam. Then he started to run a grocery. His parents asked him
to marry Suganya, to which he said that she was educated more
than him. Only if she had no objection to marry, would he be
prepared to do. Suganya willingly consented to the marriage.

Their wedding took place in 2004. As the result of their happy
life baby Ahraniwasborn in 2005.

In 2008 the war escalated in full swing. The army began to
move foreward through the A-32 Road, from Mannar to Pooneryn.
The theatre of war also moved along the road, northwards.
Mulankavil was situated on the road, because of which the entire
village was displaced to various places. They also, with some other
relatives were displaced to Kilinochchi. They erected a cottage
there, near to which they dug a safety bunker, as the other people
did.

One day in the early morning Suganya's mother prepared tea
for them in the makeshift kitchen, as usual, and brought it to serve
them. Suganya, her husband and her father had sat down on the
mat spread on the ground under the mango tree that stood in front
of the cottage. Child Ahrani was sleeping inside the cottage.

When her mother turned to go into the cottage to feed the
tea to the child, she rose to her feet, saying: 'Ammal! I'll feed her.
You canrest.'
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Her mother sat down on the mat cross-legged. She went into
the cottage, and crouched down beside her child to wake it up
gently.

Suddenly a spell of shelling broke out.

She heard the first shell blast at a close distance and then the
next one at five seconds interval.

She realized she had no time enough to shift to the bunker,
and flung herself over her child. As if to sheathe her child with
herself. She rested her forearms on the ground, not putting her
weight on her child. She was calling out loudly her God and
goddess- 'Amma Thaye... Kali Amma... Pillayare..Murugaa... save
us!'

Then she heard the sound of a shell blasting at a very close
range. At once she clamped her fists over her child's ears, with her
forearms resting still on the ground. Meanwhile the child woke up
and found itself under its mother. It looked at its mother, rolling its
eyes. With a feeling of happiness it clutched its mother's upper
arms.

She heard the sound of dust particles showering over the
roof of the cottage, subsequently could smell the odour of sulphur
burning. She realized their area was under shelling. It scared her to
think it. But she had no alternative but to intensify to pray to her
God and goddess for an end of the shelling. 'Pillayare... Murugaa...
KaliAmmaa...'

She kept shouting these three names repeatedly.

Fifteen minutes later the shelling ceased. Suganya dashed
outside to see what happened. Many branches of the mango tree
had snapped off. Most foliage of the tree was strewn across the
yard. She stood transfixed with shock.

Quickly recovering herself she lifted her child, walked up to
the bunker, shouting: 'Amma... where are you?'

Nobody was inside the bunker.

She stepped towards the foliage strewn, and heard her
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father groaning. She started crying out, put her child down on its
feet. Crying out, she yanked the branch under which her father had
been pinned, towards her. She found him injured, lying supinely on
the ground, bleeding from a gash on his groin. He asked, moaning:
'Whereisyour Pillai?"

'She isthere. Appa, we're unhurt.'

'Oh, god....I'm ok. See where Athaan and Amma are lying," he
said, breathing noisily.

At the moment the villagers had gathered together at the
yard. Two women held her in their arms. Her child stepped
unsteadily towards her. She hugged her child, crying.

The villagers cleared the branches off, as quickly as they
could. Her motherand husband were lying dead on the ground. But
Suganya was told that they were injured. Some other women also
clustered together around herto console her.

Then a tractor came there and stopped at the gate. Her
severely injured father along with her dead mother and husband
was hauled up onto the trailer of the tractor.

Not being hospitalized her father unluckily succumbed to his
injuries. On the way hospital.

Suganya was overcome with grief due to the loss of her
husband and parents, during which her mother in law and sister in
law were supportive. Her child was a great consolation to her.

She with her child joined the family of her sister in law in
order to have the rest of the journey of displacement. From
Kilinochchi, Visuvamadu thence to Puthumathalan on the east
coast of the Island. At the final phase of the war, they were
evacuated from there to the Zone 4 IDP'S camp (Internally
Displaced People's Camp). After two months, she with her child
was released from the camp because she was a government
servantattheintervention of the Department.

She resumed duties. Satkunam was helpful to her, so was
Kamala. She stayed with them for three months, and then shifted
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to this house. Ahrani was very affectionate towards them. She
called Satkunam and Kamala, Thatha and ammamma respectively.
This house was a rented one. The house owners lived overseas.
Suganya could get her back wages after herreturnto work.

'Amma... Amma...' Ahrani called softly, tapping gently on
Suganya's shoulder.

Suganya was jolted, breaking her train of thought.

'Amma, what are you thinking about?' asked Ahrani casually.

Suganya said nothing, but grabbed Ahrani's hand, and sat her
on the couch beside her. She hugged her daughter tightly. Tears
welled up in her eyes. She felt relieved. 'My clever girl, my love,
study well,' she said in a calm voice, kissing on her forehead
affectionately.

Two minutes later, Suganya loosened her big hug. They both
rose from the couch. 'Pillai! go and study. I'll have a bath and come
back quick,' said Suganya, looking around the pooja room. She saw
the oil lamp burning.

'Amma, | did it, not wanting to disturb you because you
looked sotired,' said Ahrani.

'Good!' Suganya said, went into the room, took her spare
clothes, and walked into the bathroom.
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Seven

At about fifteen past eight in the morning, Suganya pushed her
bicycle to the shed, where Maniyam and Ramesh had been
chatting with each other. Even as Suganya approached the shed,
they didn't pause their chatting.

‘Ramesh, any vehicle should be used. If we have avehiclenot
running, definitely the engine of the vehicle will get seized up, not
to be useful to anybody. Least idling is important to an engine,' said
Maniam.

'‘Must the oil be drained out of the sump?' asked Ramesh in a
serioustone.

'No, you need not drain the oil from this kind of engine,' said
Maniam, laughing, 'but all the parts of an engine must be
lubricated in order to protect against corrosion and rust.'

What they talked all was full of sexual innuendo. Suganvya
didn't care, and walked towards the office.

Ramesh was disappointed because she did not react to their
indirect remarks. 'Who is that vehicle reserved for? It'll become
useless. It's going to gather moss, but not rust," Ramesh said in
ratheraloud voice from behind her back.

There wasno reaction to what he said. She stepped towards
the office.
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'She is a tube light, no,' said Ramesh, looking at Maniam.

'No!' said Maniam, 'she must have understood. But she
pretended not to understand it. You don't know the philosophy of
women. I'm more experienced in this matter than you.' Maniam
laughed, winking at him.

Ramesh looked steadily into Maniam's eyes.

'As | see it, from my own experience, this horse is able to run
fast. You can try to fascinate her,' said Maniam, wiping the
windscreen with adamprag.

Ramesh was interested in her, but held it back from telling
Maniam.

Maniam took a glance stealthily at him, read his thought, and
sensed that he desired her. 'Ramesh!" he called out. And went on,
‘don't worry. A parched land welcomes water. She is like a parched
land, so you can try to accomplish your mission.'

" don't know how to move it,' said Ramesh, looking at his
face with great expectation.

'Everything depends onthe approach,’ said Maniam.

'Please, tell me how to approach. You're the master now for
me,' said Ramesh smiling, praising Maniam.

Having heard the word he said, Maniam smiled gently. A
tinge of happiness was on his face. He said: 'Ramesh, you have to
approach her in a friendly manner firstin order to impress her with
kindness, with politeness.

'‘One minute!' Ramesh interposed: 'I've behaved in a rude
way towards her. So, | wonder whether it's possible that she'll trust
me.' A questioning look was on his face.

'Try and try again. Don't lose your confidence.' said Maniam.

'If | were an officer | could achieve it easily. And I'm not so
much educated, no.'

'Education! What do you mean?' Maniam got irritated. 'Hey!
In this matter education is immaterial. You look smart, well built.
Don't worry about that bloody education. If you try you'll succeed -
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You should persevere in your task; shouldn't be shy; shouldn't
hesitate to bear your shame?"

Ramesh nodded, wondering what to do next.

'Ramesh!" Maniam called out. Ramesh looked at him.
Maniam said, twisting his lips with his thumbs up: 'anyhow, she's a
hot stuff!'

Then Sundaram came out of the entrance of the office to the
yard, looked at Maniam, and said: 'let'sgo!'

'Yes sir!' said Maniam instantly. He got onto the driver seat of
the jeep, and put the key in the ignition.
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Eight

Having taken a nap after lunch Satkunam got up, and walked into
the kitchen to drink water. Kamala was doing the dishes in the
kitchen.

He came out onto the veranda, and leaned back in the wicker
easy chair, taking the Sunday Times on the stool.

Half an hour later Kamala came there, and saw him reading
the paper. Wanting to gauge his mood she asked a question. “Today
is unusually hot, no?’

He lowered his paper to look at her, and said: ‘oh yes, the sun
is now moving towards the tropic of cancer. It reached the zenith in
Colombo on eighth of April. Today is on thirteenth. | think, the
zenith must be on Vavuniya.

Because he was in a bright mood Kamala was prepared to
discuss the matter.

“What do you think about our Suganya? We ought to do
something for her, said Kamala with a sigh.

“What do you mean?’ asked Satkunam, looking at her with a
puzzled frown on his face.

1want her to remarry, she said bluntly, and looked directlyat
him.

‘Are you joking?’ he asked her with surprise, and then folded
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the newspaper up, andtossed it on the stool.

‘No jokes, I'm serious?’

‘Think! She is a mother of a big child. How can she remarry
another man before her own child? Isit a right thing? How does our
society view this? People will be saying weird things, no?’

‘We need not worry about these gossips. Suganvya is like our
daughter. She's still young, no. Our daughter, even older then
Suganya by two, has conceived now. But what adamn sin! Suganya-
poor girl, said Kamala, wiping the tears brimmingin her eyes.

‘What can we do for her? It's predestined, may be fate or
kismet or whatever, | don't know. But one thing that | know is thata
remarriage is not suitable for her,’ he said decidedly.

‘First, we talk to her about this matter and will come to a
decision.” She gave anidea.

‘Okay, as you wish, you can do it. Let's see what will happen,’
he said half-heartedly.

@

In the evening at four o' clock, they both came to Suganya's
house.

Ahrani, chatting with Virushali at the porch, saw them open
the gate, and called out Suganya in a loud voice, ‘Amma!
Ammamma just coming!’ stepping up to them with a broad grin.

Suganya came out and welcomed them. Ahrani clutched
Kamala by the hand, and came skipping happily. Suganya said
Ahrani: 'Pillai, don't pull Ammamma's hand-she gets pain, no.'

'It's ok,’ Kamala said, smiling, and walked up onto the porch
with unsteady steps.

They sat down in the chairs. Ahrani saw Virushali creeping
into the hall because of shyness, and went after her into.

'You both came around here together. It should be anything
special,' said Suganya, leaning against the door frame,

Kamala looked at Satkunam, smiling. But he said: 'Why are
you looking at me? Speak to her.' He stretched his hand towards
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Suganya.

Kamala shifted her look from him to her, and said: 'Pillai, we
want totalk toyou about an important matter.’

Suganya looked puzzled. Kamala came straight to the point.
'Pillail You are younger than our daughter. She is due to give birth.
But you...?' she paused, swallowing hard and then went on, 'You
consider me as your mother. If it's true, you must accept what I'm to
say. | couldn't bear the sight of your bare forehead without pottu
and of your flowing hair without a string of flowers. | long to see
you again, 'Sumangali'- (meaning the state of a woman after her
marriage, until her husband dies)-with pottu and flowers. Pillai,
you are so young... so, will you remarry, please? for my sake...
please.’

On hearing what she said, Suganya lapsed into silence. Still
silence there. It lasted a few minutes.

Kamala broke the silence, 'Pillai! Give me your response. A
nod of your approvalis enough for me- I'll do the rest.

Suganya said: 'Aunty! | have no such an intention.' She poked
her head into the door, wondering if Ahrani was there so close that
she could overhear what they were talking. And then she went on,
'Aunty, | have a child, who is a great consolation to me and asset to
my life. The only mission in my life is to bring up my child well. That's
it.' She paused a moment, and then went on, 'Aunty, I've learnt how
to live with satisfaction. And also | have resigned myself to my fate.'

'Nowadays, after the war, remarriage is a common thing,
no?'said Kamala.

Suganya smiled at her for the sake of smile, and said: 'Aunty,
there are eighty thousand war widows in our soil, among whom
how many widows have remarried? Hundreds of them have done.
The others haven't. | have a job and a permanent income as well. In
this respect I'm very fortunate and luckier than most of the war
widows. The rest of my life will be for my child's sake.

Kamala didn't agree with what Suganya said. So, she insisted:
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'Pillai, I'm a married woman, and have been living with my husband
for thirty-eight years. | passed your age of thirty one long time ago.
You can't deceive me. But you are deceiving yourself. Please, listen
to me, Pillai.' Kamala was on the verge of tears. Her voice sounded
shaky.

'Aunty, you both are here to show me affection, like my
parents, and have been fulfilling me by doing all that lwant. And my
child understands me. So, I've no problem," said Suganya
categorically.

Then Satkunam interposed, and said, looking at Kamala: 'l
told you that Suganya wouldn't agree to this, but you didn't accept
it.' He showed Kamala his fingers splayed out, and said: look! these
fingers are notidentical.'

Suganya wiped the tears pouring from her eyes, and said to
Kamala: "Thanks for your concern for me. You are very kind to me”

Kamala stepped up to her, and hugged her affectionately.

After a while, Suganya walked towards the kitchen to get tea
for them. Kamala watched her walking, with a mixture of deep
affection and pity.
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Nine

There were three more days to the April new year, the
Sinhalese/Hindu new year. At about thirty past twelve, a double
cab vehicle stopped at the gate of the office. Suganya sat behind
the table, from where she could watch the gate, the vehicle and
Sanjayan stepping off the vehicle.

Looking at the driver through the side window, he said: 'okay,
Thambi, you need not stay her. Go home. After seeing my friends
here I'll catch a Point Pedro-bound bus at the bus stand, no
problem.

‘Happy New year, sir!’ the driver wished him with a grinning
face, sitting at his seat.

‘Thanks Thambi, same to you! Let's meet again in the new
year, Sanjayan wished him inreturn.

When Sanjayan entered the office Suganya greeted him with
awelcoming smile. ‘Good afternoon!” he greeted.

‘Good afternoon, Anna!’ she greeted back.

“Well, where is Vasanthi Akka?’ he asked, looking at
Vasanthi's table that was vacant.

‘She's on leave today, she said. ‘Take your seat, please,” she
said politely, pointing at the chair opposite her table.

‘No Suganya! | want to see my friends,” he said, and tried to
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move towards the technical room.

Atonce she said: ‘Anna, nobody isthere. Everyone has left for
lunch!

‘Have you got your lunch?’ he asked.

‘No, lhaven'tstill, she said with a smile.

‘Ithink I've come here at an awkward time?”

‘Annal You are still standing up. Please, sitdown, she saidina
polite voice.,

He adjusted a chair at the other side of her table, and sat
down onit, then placed his bag on another chair, saying: 1gohome
today, on my way home | wanted to see you all. Otherwise | have
no urgent matter.

‘Then, Anna, | heard something about you,” said Suganya
withasmile,

‘Oh, what's it?’ asked Sanjayan with a mixture of surprise and
interest, but not in confusion.

‘You made a donation to an orphanage,’ she said, revealing
the matter, with a feeling of pure delight.

‘Ohyeah, 1 did,’ he said, laughing, but did not feel excited.

His immediate reaction to what she'd said made her slightly
disappointed. Reading her mind, he said: ‘Suganya that is... well it's
nota greatthing, no.

‘Not a great thing!’ she exclaimed, looking at him with wide
eyes, then asked: ‘How much did you donate?’

"Two lakhs,” he said casually.

‘Two lakhs!’ she gaped at him.

‘Why are you shocked?’ he asked heramusingly, laughing.

‘It's a large amount that you'd donated, that's why...’ she
looked puzzled.

‘It shouldn't be called ‘Donation’ | gave the money swindled
out of the department to the orphanage. As if | had returned the
money that was not coming out of my labour. | deserved not that
money.
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she understood what he meant. ‘So, why did you take the
money from the department?’ she asked to clarify why he did so.

But his reply was a smile.

‘Anna, | don't compel you to tell me. | couldn't infer why you
did,' she paused, and then went on, ‘I mean, you could have
refused to take that money, no. If you don't mind, please tell me,
sheinsisted.

‘No problem to let you know the fact. When my superiors
and friends take it, | must doittoo. Doyou know why? If | refuseiit, it
should be that | proclaim myselfto be honest. They will feel inferior
to me, and then they begin to hate me. They think that | regard
myself as a man of principle. Consequently I'll lose my friends as
well as my peace of mind. So, | have to do it despite myself, he said
categorically, laughing, but wrinkling his face.

'Do allin your family know about this matter?' she asked.

'No, no... they don't know. My father is an honest person. He
is a retired school teacher. He taught me everything at my
formative years. He inculcated moral principles and social
excellence in me. | give my mother all my salary and then after, from
her | get money for my expenses. Apart from my salary | can't give
her even a red cent. If | happen to give any income to her, I'll have to
declare the source of it.'

'So, you donate your share, unaware of your family. But you
donate itinyour name, isita right thing?' asked Suganya, looking at
him expectantly.

'It's not sure whether God is omnipresent or not. But this
corruption is omnipresent,’ he said in jest, laughing, and went on.
'there may be corruptionin the administration of the orphanage. If
| put a big money in the charity box, whoever opens the box may
possess it, no. So | give itin my name to avoid an open invitation to
corrupt people. Am| correct?'

'Absolutely!' she assured, nodding her head up and down.

He went on, 'and also, nobody here knows about this matter.
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Only did Vasanthi Akka's husband know it, because he keeps in
contact with the president of the orphanage. So Vasanthi Akka
must have known via her husband, and then she must have told
you.'

She smiled at him, said: 'Yes, youareright?'

'Suganya! This is just between ourselves, ok?'

'Yes, Iwon'ttellanybody.' she promised

After a short pause, she asked: ‘Anna, can corruption not be
eradicated from our society?'

‘Bribery and corruption naturally arise out of the right to
private property. Everybody is looking for a way to accumulate
their private property, and most hate the names of 'BRIBERY,
CORRUPTION,' but not the act of bribery or corruption, So, people
call them different names - 'support, gift, present, reward' are the
nick names for BRIBERY; and 'Game' is for CORRUPTION, No one
feels ashamed of their act' he said with some irritation. After a
pause, he went on, 'some gentlemen also grease the official's palm
to expedite even their legal things, bypassing all rules and
regulations, which is the most dangerous thing. | asked those
people why they did it, to which they said: 'that is the system.' So, |
thinkit's hard to eradicate bribery and corruption.'

'What if the government is efficient?' she asked, staring at
him.

'Nothing will happen!' he said, 'leave the government aside,
think if we are good citizens of the country. Everybody should be
afraid of either God or his conscience, But neither... Drop the
subject.'

He nodded his head indifferently. 'By the way, how is your life
goingon? Satkunam sir gets on with you as usual?'

'Oh yes, that person is like God, so is Aunty. They both come
toourhome frequently. And he comes daily,' she said.

He watched her eyes sparkling with excitement. She went
on, 'He had a busy schedule before his retirement, and no longer is
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busy, which depresses him. Satkunam sir and Kamala Aunty filled
the void left by the loss of my parents. I'll never forget them until
my last breath. My daughter also has a strong attachmenttothem.’

He had the satisfaction of hearing what she said.

'Okay, Suganya, the lunch break is about to be over. Have
your lunch and do your work. I'm going to leave.’

'"Have you got your lunch?' she asked.

'No, notyet,' he said casually.

"t's too late for lunch,' she said, glancing at her wrist watch.

"'ve had just before a vadai and tea. So, | no longer am
hungry. And | phoned my Amma and told her that | would come
home. So, she's cooked lunch and been waiting for me,' he said,
smiling.

She smiled at him. He rose to his feet, and said: 'let's see after
the new year.'

He was not brave enough to wish her, 'A HAPPY NEW YEAR'
taking his bag he stepped out.
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Ten

It was the New Year Eve. In the morning at ten o'clock Satkunam
and Kamala came to Suganya's home. Suganya welcomed them.
Afteran exchange of greetings, they sat on the chairs on the porch.

Ahrani in the room heard Kamala's voice. At once she
stepped out onto the porch cheerfully. Satkunam dipped into his
trouser pocket and took out a bar of chocolate, and gave it to
Ahrani,

‘Uncle! Why do you give it to her? She is no longer a small
child. Whenever you come here, you bring a bar of chocolate for
her,'said Suganya, displaying a sign of rupture in her face.

Kamala said with a smile: 'Pillail You yourself tell him over
and over again, not to give her the chocolate. He himself does it,
not minding your words.'

Satkunam said dramatically: 'No one can stop me from
offering a chocolate to my granddaughter.' He looked at Ahrani,
said: 'haveit!'

Then Kamala opened the plastic bag in her hand, out of
which she took a salwar kameez and gave it to Ahrani. 'This is for
you.See how niceitis,' said Kamala.

The salwar was a butter colour; the Kameez with V-neckline
was maroon; the chiffon dupatta was an ivory colour. 'Ammammal
Ilikeit,' said Ahranicheerfully.
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| selected it, no,' said Satkunamin a proud voice.

'See how my selection is,' said Kamala, giving Suganya the
bag. 'Thereisasarifor you.'

Suganya dipped into the bag, drew the sari out partially, and
took a glance at it. The sari was yellow with a wide border
embroideredin golden thread on green.

‘Ammammal Amma doesn't like yellow,' said Ahrani
immediately, looking at Kamala.

Suganya got slightly irritated at her comment. 'Hey, talkative,
be silent,' she said to Ahrani.

'Don'tyou like this colour?' asked Kamala.

'It's ok, Aunty,' said Suganya evenly.

Then Satkunam interrupted: 'l know that Suganya doesn't
like yellow.'

'So, why did you keep silent when | selected this? You kept
looking on,' asked Kamala with an expression of feigned
annoyance. Then she rose from the chair, stepped up to Suganya.
'Pillai, give me the bag. I'll give you another one,' she said,
stretching out her hand for the bag.

'No problem, Aunty. | can wear it,'’ said Suganya, not
returning the bag.

Kamala said nothing, but twitched the bag out of her hand,
and then turned around to look at Satkunam, said: 'Please, take her
to Bazaar Street. Let her select asarias she wishes.'

He agreed. But Suganya was reluctant.

'Pillai, don't delay. Go and get ready.’ Insisted Kamala.

'|want to get tea for you,' said Suganya.

'Hey, tea is not necessary now... Get ready,' said Kamala,
shoving her inside through the front door.

Suganya entered the room, giggling.

Ten minutes later she came out, in a turquoise top and a
black long skirt. 'Pillai, you are beautiful in this dress,' said Kamala,
looking at her from top to toe, smiling without her lips parting.
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Then a sudden thought that Suganya was a young widow flitted
through her mind. Her smile on her face disappeared. A deep sigh
emerged from her. 'Oh my God, are you still present here?' she
mumbled to herself.

Satkunam got up to leave. Kamala looked at Ahrani, said: 'we
both willbe at home, won't we?'

Ahraninodded.

Satkunam and Suganya took leave of them, went out into
Goodshed Road. Walking along the road they reached Station
Road. On the other side of the road there were two three wheelers
waiting for hire.'Uncle! We can hire a three wheeler,' said Suganya.

‘No,' he said, 'let's walk to Bazaar Street. It's a walking
distance, no?'

‘Uncle, I have to cook lunch after returning home... so, we
would rather hire a three wheeler than walk.'

'It's not a problem, We'll take away something for lunch at a
vegetarian restaurant,’ he suggested in a tone of finality.

She agreed.

The drivers, standing next to their three wheelers, watched
both Satkunam and Suganya walking abreast along the road.

Satkunam looked sideways at Suganya, and said: 'Don't look
there! They've been watching us, since we came out of the gate.
These buggers come from dysfunctional community. | mean, most
of them belong to 'that side people.' They have now begun to
imagine that they have developed. Actually they are not heroes but
zeros. It's not my opinion, but acommon opinion..'

'Zeros!' exclaimed Suganya.

'Of course, they are of little value. That's Zeros,' said
Satkunam, laughing. And he took a glance once at the drivers with a
cheeky grin, looking down on them, and then turned his head to
her, said: 'Even though you travel by three wheeler, don't send your
daughter alone with them in any circumstances.'

She nodded her head, assured.
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They approached the clock tower junction, crossed Kandy
Road, into Kandasamy kovil Road, and turned to the leftinto Bazaar
Street after the Police Station. Bazaar street was not so broad, only
a hundred metres in length, linking Kandasamy kovil Road with
Horowupothana Road. On either side of the street there were
shops in line- textile shops, jewellers and jewellery marts, grocery
shops and a few restaurants. Due to the festive season, some other
makeshift stalls on the pavement had mushroomed. Crowds of
people poured into the street.

They entered a famous textile shop. A lady, one of the
salesgirls, welcomed them with a grin from behind the table. She
looked at Suganya, and asked: ‘Akke! Meyadda endako, Monawada
awne?’ - Akka! Please, Come here, what do you want? - in a polite
Sinhalese words.

"I'm Tamil,' said Suganya, smiling at her, exposing a set of
gleaming white teeth.

'Akka, Sinhala ladies also come here... Because you're in bare
forehead, without the prominent pottu... so, | thought you are a
Sinhala lady,' she tried to justify herself, grinning at Suganya.

'It's ok,' said Suganya, resting her hands on the glass top of
thetable.

Satkunam, standing next to Suganya, interposed and asked a
question towards the salesgirl: 'Okay, are all women who don't
wear the pottu Sinhalese?' he laughed.

'And also, Akka looks so pretty to see...' she said, smiling at
Suganya.

'Is it so? Are the Tamil women not pretty to see?' asked
Satkunam, frowning at her.

She didn't reply but smiled gently, looking at Satkunam and
Suganya back and forth.

A fellow customer next to Satkunam said instantly: 'It's a
commonly held opinion that Sinhala women are beautiful. Not that
a common opinion is completely true, nor is it scientifically proved.
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An opinionis notafact. That's it!"

'Oh, yeah!" said Satkunam indifferently, not looking at even
his face.

'Uncle!' called out Suganya, to attract the attention of him,
thinking that person's comment made him hurt.

Satkunam moved close to her, and stood silently.

'Can | help you?' asked the salesgirl, looking directly at
Suganya's face.

'Canyou show me a collection of cotton saries?"

'Sure,' she said, took a set of saries out of the glass shelf fixed
to the wall, and placed them on the glass top of the table. She
started spreading one by one.

‘Thankachchi, don't spread all the saries, you know, for the
convenience of yours.' said Suganya, and then chose three of them.

The salesgirl fanned out the saries Suganya had chosen on
the table, overlapping each other with the border of each sari
peeking out.

After carefully considering the eolours, designs and textures
of the saries, Suganya chose one of them, and asked her:
'Thankachchi, how much is it?"

She told the price, which was exorbitantly high. Suganya
started haggling over the price of it.

Immediately Satkunam interrupted: 'Suganya, do you like it
the most?'

"Yes Uncle, but the price...? Her voice trailed off.

'No, no!" he said, 'Don't worry about the price. Whatever we
like the most is priceless; shouldn't bargain.' He shifted his look to
the salesgirl, said: 'Pillai, pack this sari.'

She put the sari into a plastic bag on which the name and
address of the shop were printed, and shifted it to the counter.

Satkunam paid the bill, received the material, and gave it to
Suganya,

When they stepped out of the shop, he asked her: 'Suganya!
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I've forgotten to ask you. Have you got anything else to buy? Blouse
material or lining cloth?'

'Nothing else!' she said decidedly.

'Then, any underclothes?' he asked, looking at her.

Suddenly she blushed with embarrassment.

"Why do you feel embarrassed? Underwear is a type of
clothes that people put on. There is nothing to feel shy. Don't be so
embarrassed to speak openly about the factual things,' said
Satkunam, not exposing any feeling.

She was silent.

He went on, 'look here: Nowadays, for clothes there are
separate stores and outlets, such as gents' wear, ladies' wear, and
children's wear. The lingerie also isimportant to such an extentthat
a separate store or shop is opened forit. There are many outlets for
the lingerie Island wide. | know that you don't know about that.
Once you wear a high quality fashionable lingerie you can't resist
using it. You have a lot to learn about the lingerie, 1 think. You know,
there is a variety of bras, such as strapless bra, uplift bra, and push-
up bra for the maximum cleavage. And also a wide variety of
designs.'

He paused from his monologue, and looked at her.

Then too she remained silent. She didn't know the meanings
of the English terms of lingerie, uplift, push-up, strapless and
cleavage. But she listened to him, looking straight into his eyes,
thinking that there must be anythingimportantin what he said.

He went on again, 'the fashionable lingerie gives women
glamour and sensuality.' Finally he asked: 'What do you say? Any
opinion?'

'No special opinion,' she said instantly, 'Okay, let's move.
Uncle, it's getting late.' She wanted to skip the subject, moving a
few steps forward.

He moved abreast of her with a quick step. 'Hey! Don't worry.
You need not come there. Tell me your bust measurement and cup
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size. I'll get you a better one,' he said hurriedly. Before she could
reply to him, he looked steadily at her bosom.

She felt uncomfortable, hugged the bag in her hand against
her bosom.

'36and B-cup,' said Satkunam, laughing.

Suganya got a shock, didn't look at his face, but wondered
how he could judge it correctly by his look,

Helaughed for a few seconds, and then said: 'Suganya, look! |
know what you're thinking now about. You know, I'm an engineer.
So,lcansize up everything with my eye,'

'Okay, let's move!' she insisted, looking away.

But he continued, 'Suganya, if you wear a fashionable bra
with a right choice, you'll be more attractive thanyou're now.'

Suganya felt shy. 'Uncle, go away, always joking,' she said,
and walked towards Kandasami Kovil Road. He followed her, a few
feet behind.

She halted infront of the vegetarian restaurant at the corner,
where Kandasami Kovil Road met Kandy Road. He reached her, and
said:'I'veirritated you. I'm sorry.

She looked at his face which was lined up with worry and
disappointment.

'Uncle, what happened to you? I'll never get irritated with
you. | cantalk with my close friends about these things, but can't do
about that to the people whom | respect- | consider so,' she said,
'Uncle, you are not my friend but my godfather, | highly respect you
Uncle.

He felt relieved, and then said: 'Okay, it's getting twelve
o'clock. So, we both will have lunch, and take away two lunch
packets for them.'

'No Uncle!' she objected his suggestion, and went on, 'we'l|
take away for all of us and have at home itself. That's nice. And also,
onSundays | want to have my meals with my daughter, so does she '
She smiled happily. Astrange rapture arose in her mind.
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He realized. 'Ok, Suganya. As you wish we'll do it," he said, 'l
thought about the weight of the lunch packets. But | failed to think
about your sentiment. I'm sorry.'

'It's ok, Uncle,' she said, smiling.

They both entered the restaurant.

56

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

Eleven

It was a full moon day, a public holiday. At about one o'clock
Suganya finished cooking lunch and came out to the porch. The sun
was blazing down from the cloudless, clear sky, as if melting gold
mingled with liquid silver showering down on the ground from the
sky.

Ahrani had not still returned from tuition class. But it was the
time she had come back. Suganya wore a cap, and stepped up to
the clothes line in the back yard. She touched and saw if all the
clothes had got dry. They all had dried well, and felt like stiff card
boards. Taking them off the clothes line, she went into the room
and dropped on the bed, spreading out to soften them.

She removed her cap, and stepped out onto the porch. Afew
minutes later, the gate opened. She thought it was Ahrani, but
surprisingly Indrani walked in. At once Suganya stepped briskly up
to her, calling out: 'oh, Maami..'

Indrani hugged her tightly and kissed her on both cheeks,
with her eyes filling with tears. Suganya held her hand, and brought
her to the porch. 'Mami! You've come unexpectedly?' asked
Suganya with a questioning look.

'l was eager to see you both in the morning. Immediately, |
left Mulankavil and have come,' said Indrani, looking at her
affectionately. And then she peered in through the front door.
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There being no sign of Ahrani's activities inside the house, she
asked: 'Where s Pillai?'

'She went to the tuition. It's the time she came back,' said
Suganya, glancing at the gate. And then she said: 'Mami, you've
come, walking under the strong and direct mid-day sun- stay here,
'just coming back.' She went into the kitchen, and five minutes
later, came out with a mug of lime juice and offered it.

'Pillai, | myself wanted to drink a mug of lime juice... you
yourself have bought it. You've read my mind as always,' said
Indrani, laughing at her as a mark of appreciation. She started
drinking it.

Then Ahrani and Virushali approached the gate. In a minute
Virushalitook leave; Ahrani opened the gate and saw Indrani sitting
on the bench on the porch. Calling out; 'Appamma...' she came
running towards Indrani, and hugged her affectionately. Indrani
also embraced her granddaughter warmly with her eyes brimming
with tears.

Indrani was Suganya's aunt, younger sister of her father, as
well as her mother in law. Ahrani was chatting with her
grandmother. Indrani gave her a bag of Karuthakolumbaan
mangoes.

'Appamma, how long will you stay here with us?' asked
Ahrani, looking at her face expectantly.

Three days.'

Ahrani was disappointed in her answer. 'Please, stay here
longer than three days. At least a week today,' requested Ahrani.

'Don't worry. I'll come again after a week.' Indrani kissed on
the top of her head, patting on her back.

Suganya interrupted: ‘Mami, come to have lunch.” Ahrani
also asked Indrani to come to have lunch. Indrani rose from the
bench, laughing, to gointo the house.

@

After dinner Ahrani brushed her teeth, and sat at the table to
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study. After doing the dishes Suganya went into the bedroom,
started folding the clothes on the bed up neatly. Then Indrani
entered the room, and perched on the edge of the bed.

You're living alone...you're suffering...' said Indrani, with a
deepsigh.

Suganya smiled at her, thinking that she began to beat about
the bush and later she would come to the point, and said: 'I'm not
living alone. You all are here for me, and also my daughter is a good
companion forme.'

'Pillai, you shouldn't talk like this,' said Indrani softly.

Suganya said nothing. She took a pillow case, into which she
inserted a pillow and fluffed it up. Then she gave it to her. '"Mami,
this is for you." Indrani got it, and tossed it on the bed. 'This is very
important now,' she snapped with sarcasm.

Suganya smiled.

Indrani said in a peaceful voice: 'Pillai, listen to me. My
daughter is a good five years older than you. Every time she goes
wherever she wants, with her husband as a couple, my mind
shatters into a thousand pieces, thinking of you. So, you must
remarry. Pillai, this is not only my desire but also that of your sister
inlaw.'

Suganya remained silent.

Then Ahrani came to the room, sat beside Indrani, leaned
slightly against her, and then gradually rested her head on her
grandmother's lap. Indrani was pinching her cheek playfully and
tapping onit. Ahrani herself enjoyed it, closing her eyes.

Indranidropped the matter due to Ahrani's presence.

Suganya felt relieved.
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Twelve

Satkunam had leisurely leaned back in the easy chair, and was
watching the squirrels chasing each other across the branches of
the mango tree, jinking and jumping from one branch to another,
and running.

'Uncle, un...' called out Suganya.

On hearing her voice he was startled, and looked sideways.
There were Suganya and Ahrani standing in the veranda. Then
Kamala also came out onto the veranda. 'Come in, Pillai," said
Kamala, with a smiling face.

Ahrani went up to Satkunam, offered a present box to him
and stooped down to touch his feet.

'‘God bless you!' Satkunam blessed her, placing his right hand
onthetopof her head.

Then Ahrani gave another present box to Kamala, touched
her feet, and got her blessing itself.

"Today was our thirty - eighth wedding anniversary. | wish our
daughter and granddaughter were here,' said Kamala with a tinge
of disappointment.

Regardless of what she said, Satkunam, pointing at Suganya
and Ahrani, said: '‘When these people are here with you why are
you worrying? Our wedding anniversary falls once a year, no. You
can't expect them to come here every year because our son in law
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has a busy schedule. They however will come two days later. So,
take it easy.’

'l know that. | believe that | have two daughters and two
granddaughters, That's why | wish they all were here on this day,’
said Kamala with her eyes being moist.

'Aunty, don't worry. I'll do all for you being in the position of
Rohini Akka,'said Suganya, looking at Kamala.

Satkunam squinted at Kamala. 'Stop having arepetitious talk
like this with Suganya. You're boring her. Look at her face and
understand,' he saidin a disapproving tone.

Kamala looked at Sugaya's face. Satkunam winked at
Suganya from behind Kamla's back, unaware of which Kamala
asked Suganya: 'Pillai, am | boring you?'

‘No, | listen to you enthusiastically. Uncle is just joking,' said
Suganya, smiling.

Satkunam ripped the present box open. "Wow! Logk here,' he
exclaimed. He tooka blue colored shirt with pale blue checks, out ofiit.

Kamala opened her box. There was a maxi in a green colour,
batik design. She felt happy.

'Aunty, do you like it?' asked Suganya.

Yes, that's nice. And your love do | feel in your present, so |
like very much anything that you give me.'

Ahranitook a tub of sweet out of Suganya's handbag, opened
its lid, took a small cube of sweet, and tried to put it in Kamala's
mouth,

'‘Wait! Hang on a minute,’ said Satkunam suddenly, rising
from his chair. He went inside and came back with his smart phone.
Holding the phone in a position to take a photograph, looking at
Ahrani, he said: '"Now do it!'

Ahrani stretched her right hand to reach Kamala's mouth
with a piece of sweet. Kamala leant forward, keeping her mouth
wide open.

Ahrani fed it to her. Kamala managed to cram it into her
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mouth, and kissed her on the cheeks. Satkunam snapped some
shots. Then Suganya put a piece of sweet in Kamala's mouth. He
took a photoit.

satkunam returned to the chair. Ahrani fed a piece of sweet
to him. He encircled his arm around her shoulders, and took a
selfie.

He turned to look at Suganya, and said: 'Come here!'

She took a piece of sweet, stepped up to him, and tried to
feedit.

'Suganya, sit on this, 'said Satkunam, tapping on the leftarm of
the chair. She stood next to him, felt shy, with an embarrassing smile.

'Don't feel shy. Siton the arm,’' said Kamala.

'If you stand up here, it'll be difficult to cover your entire
figure in the selfie,' said Satkunam, looking at his phone.

Suganya perched on the left arm of the chair reluctantly. It
was difficult and uncomfortable to feed him with her right hand. He
got rather irritated, and said: 'Hey! Why are you hereinan awkward
position? Come to the right side in a comfortable position.

She rose to shift to the other arm. She gently rested her
bottom on it. He transferred the phone to his left hand. When she
put the piece of sweet in his mouth he snapped ashot.

'Pillai, why do you feel shy?' asked Kamala, giggling at her.

'‘Ammammal! Amma is photo - shy," said Ahrani, laughing.

s it so? But she is photogenic,' he said, and suddenly threw
his right arm around her back and grasped her right arm. She lost
her balance, then tipped leftward and rested herself on his right
shoulder. Keeping her inthe pose he took a selfie.

Kamala and Ahrani giggled at them.

Suganya however managed to gain her balance again and
rose to her feet. He showed her photos to all. To Suganya too.

As the others laughed, Suganya said: 'Uncle, deleteiit.'

'Why are you photo-shy? You're photogenic, no," said
Satkunam, laughing.
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'‘Beitso!'she said, 'Uncle, please deleteit,' she begged.

'Okay, you can delete it yourself,"' he said, and gave the phone
toher.

She didn't know how to manipulate a smart phone. She
returnedit to him, said: 'Uncle, deleteit.'

‘Don'tworry. I'lldoit, he assured.

Kamala then said with a smiling face: 'You both can come
here and stay with us, for good. You're a good com pany to us both.
Your difficulties of cookingin early morning before you go to work,
will not be here. I'll be looking after the culinary work. So what
else? Youneed not paytherentaswell.'

Suganyadidn't reply.

'Pillai, don't hesitate, feel free. Come here, no problem,’
insisted Kamala.

Ahrani kept gazing at Suganya. Before Suga nya could reply,
Satkunam interrupted: 'Kamala, your suggestion is not good, |
think. You women can't live in the same house together, with a
cordial relationship. Conflicts are bound to erupt. Then I'll have to
become entangled in your conflicts. I'l be like a drum receiving
severe blows on both ends.'

Suganya laughed. At once, Kamala said: 'l can be living with
my daughter.' She touched on Suganya's head affectionately.

'Aunty, it's not a problem that my daughter and | are there
alone, together. We have become accustomed to that life. We can
call on both of you, as always, frequently. So, don't worry,' said
Suganya, looking at her,

Satkunam interrupted: 'Kamala, what Suganya says is right.
Let her live there peacefully. And also, you watch all the Indian TV
serials. Ifthey are here, Ahrani will watch TVandspoil her study as well,

'It seems that you would not allow her to stay here even though
she said yes,' said Kamala, pretending to be angry with her husband.

Suganya smiled at Satkunam, then at Kamala.

Kamala smiled at her back, and said: 'It's your smile that has
mesmerized me.'
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Thirteen

It was a Monday evening. The office time was about to be
over. Suganya stacked her files up, and put some important filesin
the drawer of her table and locked it. She went into the washroom,
repaired herself, and returned to hertable.

Then Vasanthi still sat in her chair as if glued, doing
something with her mobile phone.

'Akka, we've overrun the office time by five minutes.'
Suganya reminded her.

'Okay, let's go,' said Vasanthi.

'You've immersed yourself into the phone for half an hour
unaware of your surroundings,' said Suganya, smiling.

"That's true,' Vasanthi said, 'Hey, buy a smart phone, eh.’

'Not necessary,' Suganya said, 'l think that's useless!'

'Don't say like that. It's useful but most people don't know to
use itin useful ways.'

I've got a normal mobile phone to communicate. | consider,
this big mobile phone is not a means of communication but a
means of killing time. And | have no time to pass,' said Suganya,
laughing.

Vasanthi put her phone into her handbag. They both walked
towards the bicycle shed.
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Maniyam and Ramesh were there in the shed, standing next
tothe jeeps. Watching Suganya approachingthem. Ramesh started
singing quietly, with a romantic look at her.

Vazhividu vazhividu vazhividu

Enthevivarukiraal...

Vilakidu vilakidu vilakidu

Enaithedivarukiraal,..'

Getoutofthe way getout of the way getout of the way

There mydarling comes...

Standaside stand aside stand aside

Seeking me she comes...

Suganya inserted the key in the lock of her bicycle, regardless
of his singing, not even looking at the place he was standing, but
she could hear him singing.

Vasanthi looked directly at him, where as he was staring at
Suganya. She got irritated. 'Thambi!' called out Vasanthi in a rather
loud voice.

He suddenly stopped singing, and looked at Vasanthi
anxiously. He hadn't noticed Vasanthi following Suganya.

‘Thambi! The song you sing is a lovely one; SP.
Balasubramaniyam sang the song, along with lllyarajah, amazingly.
But you sing it, out of time, in a wrong pitch. You spoil the song,’
said Vasanthiwith aslightly insulting tone.

He said nothing, and slunk to the otherside ofthe jeep.

Suganya and Vasanthi rolled their bicycles to the gate. When
they reached the Kandy road, Vasanthi looked at Suganya, and said
inan annoying tone: 'He sang that song for you.'

"Yes, | know it,' said Suganya casually. 'Akka, today is not the
first time they behave towards me like this. Every single time they
come across me, they behave like this. Sometimes it would be
worse than what you've seen today?

'‘How would it be?' asked Vasanthi with a shock.

'Obscene hinting and talkingin double meaning.'
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'Isit Maniyam too?' asked Vasanthiinan exclamatory tone.

'Yes'

"We must take action.'

'Not necessary.' Suganya said, 'if we take action that too will
make trouble for me. Akka, we have to think about the
consequences first before we women can do anything in our
society.'

"What do you mean?'

"They know for sure that I'm a war widow, but see how they
behave towards me. Because they are men. Moreover, that boy,
Ramesh is younger than me by six or seven years... that's because
he'sa man,' said Suganya with a vacantlook.

Vasanthi lapsed into silence, thinking about what she
meant.

Suganya, after pausing a minute, wenton, 'Akka, if | confront
them, they'll tarnish my image, attacking my character. Most
people, even women, will believe what they say. Infact , the other
people will want to believe what they say that I'm a bad woman.
That's the truth and the fact. Shame is only to me. So I'll tolerate
everythingas farasl can. And also, Vavuniya is not my native place,
so | can't withstand anything unpleasant, you know, with my
daughter.'

'Why haven't you told me this matter before?'

"It's a useless thing, complete nonsense. You've got no
solution for this issue as well. So, telling it to you is pointless. After
all  haven't told even Satkunam uncle and Kamala Aunty.'

'Yes, | realize your complicated situation,’ Vasanthi said, then
looked at Maniyam and Ramesh through the fence, murme- ring
furiously through clenched teeth, 'uncivilized barbarians!'

Suganya laughed, and said: 'Akka, they're civilized people.
There is no abuse in a barbaric community. Calling ourselves a
civilized community, we're doing all abuses and violations.’

'Yes, you're correct,' said Vasanthi, nodding her head.

They got on their bicycles, and rode off.
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Fourteen

Ahrani had got ready to school, before her usual time. She had
breakfast and sat in the couch in the living room, waiting for her
motherin the bathroom.

A few minutes later the bathroom door opened. Suganya
went over to the bed room. Ahrani followed her into, Suganya was
standing in front of the mirror fixed to the dressing table. Ahrani in
a second climbed on the dressing table top in order to equalize her
height to her mother's. She encircled her arms around her
mother’s neck, and kissed on both cheeks.

‘Today is my dearest mother's birthday. My loving mother,
who brings up me well with difficulties. Amma! Only you do | love
the mostinthe world,' Ahrani greeted.

Suganya hugged her daughter tightly with moist eyes, kissed
on her forehead and cheeks affectionately and said: 'Pillai, study
cleverly. That's my wish, so wasvyour father's'.

Suganva lifted her daughter down from the dressing table,
took two hundred rupees out of her handbag, and gave it to her.
'Pillai, buy some sweet or short eats from the school canteen, and
have them sharing with your friends, eh.'

Suganya came out to the living room, gently pressing her
daughter's head against her flank. Then Virushali opened the gate.

Standing at the gate Suganya watched them walking along
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Goodshed Road. Having lost sight of them, she returned to the
room to get ready for work.

She took her handbag to leave. Then she saw Satkunam
standing at the front door. She got a surprise. 'Uncle! Here | leave,
you're here,' she said in an exclamatory tone, with a broad smile,
wondering whether he must have come there in the morning to
wish herinher birthday.

'In the evening I'll come with Kamala. |'ve come here now to
wish you in the morning itself," he said, stretching his hand towards
her.

‘Many more happy returns of the day!' Satkunam greeted,
shaking hands.

"Thanks, Uncle!' said Suganya delightfully.

He took a bar of chocolate out of his pocket, removed the
cover wrapped around it, and broke off a slab of the bar. When he
tried to feed her it, she smiled: 'uncle, give meiit. I'll have it.’

'"No. | want to feed it to the birthday girl. On that day you fed
me, no- doyouremember the day?' he said, brought the slab close
to her mouth. She opened her mouth reluctantly, but smiling. He
putitin her mouth. She tasted it happily.

"Have one more,' said Satkunam, breaking off another slab.

'Uncle! enough!'she declined politely.

lgnoring her word Satkunam brought it again close to her
mouth. She kept her lips closed, turned her head sideward. The
chocolate in his hand was smeared on her cheek densely as a
brown paste.

'Hey keep your face still. I'll retrieve the chocolate paste from
your cheek carefully,' he said, wiped off the paste with his index
finger folded like a hook. 'Okay, go and wash your face thoroughly,
not to be sticky,' he said, sucked his index finger with the chocolate
paste, as she was looking on.

She was pleased to see what he did. Her heart was brimming
over with rapture. Tears misted in the corners of her eyes. Asudden
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thought of her father flitted through her mind.

She walked to the bathroom, and then made herself
presentable, and came back. He stepped down onto the porch. She
locked the front door behind them.

Tl lock the gate. You're getting late for the office,' said
Satkunam.

She took leave of him, got on her bicycle and rode off. He
padlocked the gate, and walked home.
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Fifteen

It was Sunday morning. Suganya steamed pittu using a piece of
bamboo tube as a steamer for breakfast.

Ahrani came to the kitchen.

'Pillai, will you have pittu with banana?' asked Suganya.

'Yes, I'll, Amma,' said Ahrani.

Suganya served her breakfast. 'Pillai, have it. I'm going to take
abath,' said Suganya.

Ahrani nodded.

When Suganya stepped into the living room, Satkunam
stepped up onto the porch. 'Uncle, comeiin, please,' she said with a
smile.

Satkunam entered the house.

'In the morning itself you've come here; you look
immaculate. Wherever are you to go out?' asked Suganya, smiling
athim.

'Hey stop asking so many questions continuously without
pausing for breath,' said Satkunam as if irritated, 'l don't go
anywhere. I've come here to see you? He laughed, and sat on the
couch.

He went on, 'What else can | do? After my retirement | find
my whole life boring. No body here even to chat with me. You
yourself go to work. Today being a holiday I've come here to chat
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with you. Can | always be chatting with Kamala? She's an old
woman, always talking about her grandchildren, which too is
boredom,’

'Uncle, don't worry,' she said, 'would you like to have 3 cup of
tea?'

'No, I've had my breakfast just now. After half an hour, give
meatea.'

ThenAhranfcamethere,calring:'Thatha...howareyou?'

I'm fine,' he said, not excited.

She sat onthe couch, next to him.

'‘Okay, remain you both here, chatting. I'm just coming,' said
Suganya. She went into the room, took her spare clothes and
walked to the bathroom.

When Suganya took a bath and came back, Ahranirose to her
feet, said: 'Thatha, Amma has come. I'm going to tuition.'

'When willyou come back?' asked Satkunam,

'By twelve o'clock. Please, wait here until | come back,' she
ordered him affectionately.

'Of course,' he said, laughing and tapping on the top of her
head.

Then standing at the porch, Virushalicalled out, 'Ahrah...'

‘Coming, just coming,' said Ahrani. She took her bag, and left
with Virushali.

Satkunam looked at Suganya, said: 'it seems that you've
come here hurriedly, not having dried your hair, which is dripping
wet. After catching a cold, then sneezing for four days... go inside,
anddryyourhairthcnroughly‘I

She smiled, then shifted to the roomtodry her hair,

He took the transmitter, switched the TV on, sat on the
couch, surfing TV channels. Flicking through the channels he found
an English channe!broadcastingsongs.

Fifteen minutes later she returned to the living room. He
asked: 'what sort of programme do you see on TV?'
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'Only news. Sometimes any Tamil songs. Mostly | read
books. As she's studying at the table, I'm reading a book too at the
other end of the table, which should be acompany for her.'

'Fine!'

When she tried to take a step into the kitchen, he asked:
'where areyou going?'

'"To make tea.'

"I won't have a tea now. Come here, sit down,' he said,
tapping on the couch.

She stood, leaning against the kitchen door frame.

He looked at her. She was wearing a white gown that was
collarless, round neck line, short sleeves; and low hemline below
her knee; with frills at the hemline and at the ends of the sleeves;
with a sash around the waist. Her hair which was loose cascaded
down her back.

'You're like a white pigeon,' he said, laughing.

She smiled gently.

Once again he looked at her from top to toe, and said: "You
look so beautiful in thisdress.'

She smiled slightly at the TV, feeling shy, exposing her upper
incisors. He flicked the TV off. She shifted her look from the TV to
him.

'Suganya,canyoudomea favour?' he asked.

'Please, tell me, I'll do it. I'm indebted to you and Aunty.
Actually, I'm waiting for an opportunity to return the favour,' she
said without hesitation.

'You're alone, without your husband, in the better part of
your life..." he said. Before he could finish the sentence, she said:
'Nothing can | do for that. That's my fate. I'm alive for my daughter's
sake, as|say often.’

"Yes, | understand what you say,' he said, 'your sacrifice for
your daughter, must be appreciated. But I'm worried about you -
you don't enjoy your life happily.' he glanced at her worriedly.

72

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

She wassilent, just looking at his face.

He went on, 'are you going to while your entire life away in
vain? The period of awoman's enjoyment of her life is shorter than
that of a man's. Women's carnal desire almost ends with their
menopause, but that of men's lasts their sixties. A man can satisfy a
woman sexually at his sixty itself. Enjoy your life, no matter
whether you remarry or not, And what do you think about me? I'm
stillayoung man.'

She could hardly believe her ears, the sense organ. She had
to pinch herself to make sure she was not dreaming. She kept
staring vacantly at him. Her mind went blank. She lapsed into
silence.

He interpreted her silence as acceptance. He rose to his feet,
stepped up to her, and grabbed the wrist of her left hand, with his
right hand. He said enthusiastically: 'Hey, woman, you deceive
yourself concealing your feelings. You have a big child, so you can't
remarry, | agree. Butwithout remarrying you should enjoy the rest
of your life. I'll come here as usual - nobody will suspect me. Don't
think that I'm an old man. I'll do whatever you want. Don't worry.'
Shelooked down, in a shocked silence.

He shifted his grab from her wrist to her upper arm.
Surprisingly, unexpectedly, he inserted his left hand between her
back and her flowing hair. His fingers splayed across her back
squeezed and pressed against her back. He hugged her, and kissed
on herright cheek.

She froze still in a state of shock. Both of her hands were
hanging down as if paralysed.

He kept kissing on her nape and across her collar bone.
Because she didn't cooperate with him, he stopped hugging and
kissing her. But standing close at her, pointing hisindex finger at the
bare area within the neckline, he said quietly: 'the skin colour of
this area is sexy.' Then touching on the upper arm at the end of the
sleeve and slowly hiking it up with his finger, he said: 'this too is a
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sexy colour, you know." His finger kept trailing across her upperarm
foraminute.

He stopped touching, and returned to the couch. She still
stood transfixed with shock, leaning against the door frame.

He said in a confident way: 'hey, don't be afraid. Don't feel
guilty about what happened here. When we do anything unusual at
the very first time, our conscience pricks us. Then day in, day out it
turns usual - we'll have become accustomed to it. So, don't worry
aboutthat.'

Her mind still was numb. She however managed to recover
herself from her emotional upset. She took a glance at his face. He
was leering at her. Afew strands of her hairhad become entangled
in the links of the stainless steel bracelet of his wrist watch. He
untangled the strands, and wrapped them around his index finger.
Sniffing at it, he said softly in a deep voice: 'we are from the earth
talking about the waxing and waning crescent moon. But the moon
is unaware of its appearance. Like wise, you are unaware of yours.
You've a good figure. You've picture perfect eyes, lips, bosom, hip.
So, you know, you look sexy!'

She suddenly looked at his face with a terrible shock. A
moment later, her face puckered. She burst into tears soundlessly,
but intermittently raised the sound of hiccup-like, with tears
flowing without restraint down her cheek.

'"Why are you crying? What happened to you?' he asked, rose
to his feet, and got close to her. She was disgusted even to see him.
She was staring blankly at the floor.

When he tried to touch her hand, 'don't touch me!' she said,
suddenly, in a crack voice, pulling her hand away, as if electrocuted.

'"What's wrong with you?' he asked.

'Leave me alone,' she said, sighing heavily.

'Okay, don't worry. I'll come tomorrow morning,' he said,
stepping out.

She however, in a matter of seconds, collected herself,
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walked up tothe front door,andsaid in a loud voice: 'excuse me!'

He turned aroundto look at her.

'Don't come here anymore,' she screeched, and shut the
door,

Buthe laughed and walked towards the gatetogohome,

She dashed into the bathroom, turned the tap on, and
splashed water on her face, collar bone, hand, and wherever he'd
touched. Her gown above the waist was almost wet. She came to
the living room, dropped on the floor as if a vine had lost its trellis.
She started to sob uncontrollably, tapping heavily on her forehead.
She felt as if all the supports of her life had completely shattered
into a thousand pieces.

She tried to recall her past memory. She sobbed. 'Aiyo! What
a fool I'm. I've embraced a venomous snake, considering it to be a
garland of flowers. I'm in the position like that of the man who had
swum across the deep ocean, later fell into 3 knee-deep water in 3
faint and suffocated to death. Aiyo... I don't know whom | can trust
inmy life,' she spoke to herself.

Shefeltasifa disgusting creature were crawling on her body.
As if his mustache were prickling her face. What he said all was
reverberating in her ears. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling
vacantly. After a while, she did getdeep sleep.

'‘Amma... Amma..." Ahrani called out softly,anxiously, patting
her mother's cheek.

Suganya woke up with a recoil and found her daughter
squatting down beside her. Suddenly she hugged her daughter and
startedtosob.

'Amma, are you all right? What happened to you? Why're
you sleeping here? Your gown is completely wet Did you slip over
on the bathroom tiles and fall down? Are you ok?' asked Ahrani

anxiously.
‘Pillai, don't worry. Nothing wrong with me,' said Suganya,
hugging her tightly.
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'"Then what makes you cry now?' asked Ahrani.

'Nothing, Pillai.'

'Because of old memories? About my father?'

Suganya said nothing.

Ahrani went on, 'Amma, don't worry. I'll look after you well,
not parting you?' Her eyes brimmed with tears.

Suganya made her daughter lie on her lap, patting her
daughter on the arm, on the leg, on the head affectionately,
sobbing.

Fifteen minutes later Ahrani got up and went into the
kitchen. There was no any sign of preparation for cooking lunch.
She found some pittu cooked for breakfast in a pan. She realized
that her mother hadn't had her breakfast. She took a plate, put the
pittu on it, and took two ripe bananas and peeled them. The pittu
had turned out dry. She crumbled the pittu, added some sugar, and
mashed the pittu and the bananas up with her hand.

Ahrani stepped up to her mother, carrying the food plate in
her hand, and sat down on the floor cross-legged. Suganya then
had sat on the floor, leaning against the wall. Ahrani fed the
mashed pittu to her mother. Suganya wiped off her tears, and
started to masticate it, placing her hands on her daughter's lap.
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Sixteen

Satkunam hadn't come to her home for two days. Suganya felt
relieved, not seeing his face. While she was cooking breakfast in the
morning, Ahrani came up to her asked: '"Amma, why didn't Thatha
come here for two days?'

I don't know why. | think, he'll come today,' said Suganya
airily, not taking her eyes off the frying pan.

'‘Amma, if he doesn't come here today shall we go there in
the evening and see what happened?'

'Pillai, let's think about that in the evening. Now, get ready for
school. It's about the time Viry came,' said Suganya, wanting to
delay her answer until the evening.

®

Inthe evening when Suganya returned home from the office,
surprisingly Satkunam was there sitting in a chair on the porch, and
chatting with Ahrani.

‘Here Amma comes!' exclaimed Ahrani.

He turned his head to look at Suganya. She looked down to
avoid eye contact, rested her bicycle onits stand, took her ha ndbag
out of the basket, and walked into the house, passing him, without
smiling at him for even for formality.

Inside the house Virushali sat on the couch, watching TV.
Ahrani followed Suganya into the house. Looking at Ahrani,
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Suganyasaid: 'Pillai, stay here with Viru.'

Ahraninodded.

Suganya placed her handbag on the table stepped down on
tothe porch, and closed the door behind.

'l told you not to come here, no. Then why have you come
here?'said Suganya in an emotionless voice, not looking at his face.

'You know, there is a Tamil proverb-'ahsai vedkam ariyaathu,
desire is unaware of shame-,' said Satkunam, laughing loudly, 'Ha...
ha..ha...

Getting irritated at his response, she took a glance at him. He
winked at her. Instantly she looked down, and said: 'You've
deceived me; calling yourself like my father, you behave like this.’

'I'm like your father but not your father,’ he said.

She was bitterly disappointed, more than ever.

He further said: 'you're like my daughter at the age but
actually not my daughter. You're a woman, I'm a man. I'm not
calling myself bheeshma, who took a wow of celibacy, in the
Mahabharat epic. | had copulated with a woman, and am the
father of a child. And you copulated with a man and gave birth.
That's the truth and the fact. Will you stop acting as if you knew
nothing?'

She didn't expect that he would talk like that. She saw his
new face.

He continued: 'you can say that it's our custom, culture,
tradition, or whatever sense. First, come to the material world. |
think, you're somewhere there.. ha.. ha.. ha.' He laughed,
pointing his hand at the sky.

She stood staring at her wrist watch, ignoring him. He smiled
at her act, and asked: 'Okay, |'ve visited your home- won't you serve
me even acup oftea.

She smiled wryly, and said: 'nothing will | serve you with my
hands anymore. My daughter doesn't know about you. 50, clear
off! Because you have no moral right tosit here.'
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‘Nice! You're so thankful,' he snapped with heavy sarcasm.

'I know | owed you a great debt of gratitude, for the sake of
which I've been treating you like this. Otherwise I'd have treated
you differently,' she said ambivalently.

‘Hey! Shut your bloody mouth!' he was furious at her. '"What
do you say? Otherwise, how would you have treated me? What can
you do? Bloody bi---," he said harshly, with his eyes blazing.

But she didn't lose her temper. Demanding for sexual favour
is not a gentleman's quality,' she saidina calm voice, looking away.

Satkunam sprang to his feet, pointing his index finger at her,
and said: 'You'll face the dire consequences.'

‘Noone can wet a person who have got drenched to the skin,'
she said softly.

I'll show you who I'm," he said firmly, walked towards the
gate.
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Seventeen

The next morning Suganya got off her bicycle at the gate of the
office and rolled it towards the shed. Standing in front of the shed
Maniyam and Ramesh were chatting away. As soon as they had
seen her coming inside, they turned into a cheerful mood, started
to make jibes at her, laughing inan unpleasant way.

'"What's the use of feeding the piece of sweet to an old man?'
asked Ramesh.

'An experienced person is welcome everywhere, or to every
field... what a lucky bastard!' Maniyam said, with a sigh, then went
on, 'Hey, | always like the mango nibbled by a squirrel. You know
why? Only can the squirrel identify the sweet mango.'

'That old bugger enjoys the life for the past five years,' said
Ramesh, 'l wish | were in the position of that old man.'

When she passed them, Maniyam said: Okay, Okay, no
problem. It's a common thing. Don't worry about that. Everyone
will have known about that in a day or two. 50, there is no
alternative but to brazenitout.’

They laughed, looking at her for her reaction to the jibes, She
heard all that they jibed at her, butdidn'treacttoit.

She couldn't afford to ignore their hints today, as always,
because a little bit of truth was there in what they jibed today-
she'd fed a piece of sweet to Satkunam. She wondered how they
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must have known it, and if Satkunam might have told them, She
was writhing with embarrassment. She felt as if she had staggered
to her feet. She tried to walk briskly to hide herself from their sight,
butitfeltasif hersteps had been freezed.

She entered the office. Vasanthi greeted her with a
welcoming smile: 'good morning!'

Suganya, as if to ignore it, walked up to her table, tossed her
handbag onit, dragged her chair and sat down on it. She closed her
eyes, placed her right hand folded on the table, and rested her
head on the arm with burying her nose in the crook of the arm.

Vasanthi immediately got up and stepped up to her. Placing
her hand on Suganya's shoulder, she asked anxiously:
‘Thankachchi, what's wrong with you?'

Suganya raised her head, clutched Vasanthi's hand placed on
her shoulder, looked directly into her eyes, and asked a single
question: 'Akka, can't a widow live in the world?'

'Hey, what're you talking like this? Those buggers standing at
the shed say something bad?"' asked Vasanthi with concern.

‘No matter what they're talking.'

When Suganya said, her lips quivered. Tears started to
dribble down an both cheeks.

'Control yourself- it's office,' said Vasanthi, looking around
the office.

But Suganya couldn't restrain herself from becomingtearful.

'Akka! | can't concentrate on my work today. I'm going to take
leave today,' she said quietly, almost inaudibly.

'Cool down... cool down. | come with you too,' said Vasanthi,
pressing Suganya's cheek against her waist.

Suganya watched, through the window opened, the drivers
standing at the shed still, and chatting away. She sat in the chair
again, took her handkerchief to wipe her tears off. 'Akka, shall we
go, after those men have gone out?' asked Suganya in an exhausted
voice.
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'Hey, get up! Don't be afraid of them. | also come with you,
no.'

Suganya got up to take a sick leave. Vasanthi took a short
leave. They both walked up to the shed. Maniyam and Ramesh kept
silent. Taking their bicycles, both Suganya and Vasanthi came out
into the road. Suganya rode her bicycle home. Vasanthi followed
her closely behind.

They entered the house, and sat on the couch next to each
other. Vasanthi asked: 'Tell me now what happened toyou?'

Suganya burst into tears, releasing her pent-up frustration.
Vasanthi hugged her tight, and left her crying. Suganya had been
crying for afew minutes, non-stop.

'Thankachchi, are you okay now?' asked Vasanthi softly,
wiping Suganya's tears with the end of her sari. 'Shall | get you a
tea?'

'Nothing do | want now,' said Suganyaina brokenvoice.

'Then okay, tell me now what happened,'insisted Vasanthi.

But Suganya was reluctanttoopenup.

'Don't suppress your feelings. Only if you open up can we find
a solution for all your problems,' said Vasanthi, pillowing Suganya's
head on her lap.

Suganyathen felt relieved.

Patting Suganya's forehead and cheeks, consoling, Vasanthi
said: 'Openup now!'

Suganya started to recount what had happened, in a calm
voice. When Vasanthi listened to the story, her face was a picture.
Vasanthi managed to imagine as if herself had turned Suganya.

At a point, before Suganya ended her story, Vasanthi got
absolutely furious with Satkunam. She couldn't control herself. She
opened her mouth to insult him. 'That bugger has been a cat. He's
been telling that you are like his daughter to everybody he sees,
even to me too, often. He's a wily old fox!" and then she asked: 'Why
couldn't you give him a slap across his face,? Her eyes blazed with
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fury.

'How can | do it, Akka? | considered him as my own father.
And do you mean to cut the hand that has fed me off?' said
Suganya, looking at her face.

'It seems that he has systematically planned everything, |
think, those drivers are better than this man.’

'Akka, I feel insecure.'

‘Don't break your heart. Relax! Everything will be ok.’

Suganya took her head off Vasanthi's lap, sat on the couch
upright, and said, looking into her eyes: 'Akka, | could tolerate all
that he'dsaid, but only onething.'

'What's it?' asked Vasanthi instantly, looking at her with wide
eyes,

'He told me, 'you look sexy: which | couldn't still swallow!"
said Suganya, started to sob.

'People like him would talk like that. Forget it, forget it,' said
Vasanthi, tapping her shoulder. She managed to hold back her
anger simmering inside her, and said some consoling words to
Suganya.

Suganya appeared relaxed. Vasanthi felt satisfied, took her
smartphone out of her handbag, and entered the group viber, in a
minute Vasanthi showed a photo uploaded by Satkunam on the
wall to her, in which photo taken as 3 selfie he sat on a chair putting
his arm around Suganya's shoulder as she rested herself on his
shoulder. Under the photo he put a note- 'Kadalika vayathu oru
thadaialla!'- Age is not a barrier to love!-

There was another photo of Suganya feeding a piece of
sweet to Satkunam, with a smiling face. Under the photo he wrote
inEnglish: 'Ayoung doe feeds an old lion...Ha...ha...ha...I'

On seeing the two photos Suganya got a terrible shock, said:
'Akka, these photos were taken at their wedding anniversary.'

'Yes, | understood. He deliberately uploaded only these two
photos.'
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'Oh yes, it must be. Because he didn't upload the other
photos such as the photo that | fed to Kamala Aunty in, and that
Pillai fed them both in. So, you're correct. And also | had begged
him to delete the photo that | rested myself on his shoulder in,'
Suganya explained the situation.

Having listened to Suganya, Vasanthi clenched her teeth, and
mumbled: 'cunning fox!" she wanted to give some advice to
Suganya, but she didn't, because that day was not suitabletodoit.

Clutching Suganya's hand affectionately Vasanthi said:
'Thankachchi, whatever happens... you know, that is..' she
stammered.

Suganya smiled gently, and then said: 'Akka, | realize what
you try to say. Whatever happens to me, | won't take any decision
cowardly, and won't leave my child behind asanorphan.

'Nice girl! Said Vasanthy, smiling, and kissed on her cheek.

Suganya went into the kitchen, and came back with two cups
of tea. Giving one to Vasanthi, she sat on the couch, sipping at her
tea.

After Vasanthi left, she remaind seated, waiting for her
daughter, without even changing her sari. Her mind was still
occupied completely by her past unpleasant memories.
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Eighteen

By teno'clock Sanjayan entered the Vavuniya office.,

'Good morning Vasanthi Akka,' he greeted. He was in a
cheerfulmood.

Vasanthi, who had been entering figures in the ledger, heard
his voice, looked up from the ledger.

'Good morning, Thambi,' she greeted him back, and then
asked: 'Why have you come in the morning?'

'lgo home today,' he said happily.

'Sit down,' said Vasanthi, pointing the ball point pen in her
hand at a chair next to her table.

'Akka, | want to show my face to my friends and the IE first.
Aftermakingsmalltalkwiththem,I'Ilcome back, ok?"

Vasanthi nodded herhead, smiling.

He walked to the technical room. Ranjan and Joseph were
there.

'‘Come in, sit down.' Said Ranjan happily. Sanjayan sat in a
chair.

‘How many days have you taken the leave?" asked Ranjan.

"Two days leave but four days including the weekend.'

‘Then, stay with me today.' Ra njan suggested.

'No, Machan,| want to go home today. On the way to
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Murunkan, I'll stay definitely with you.'

'Okay, you yourself go home after a month, why should |
forbid now from seeing your mother? First, see your mother, and
then leisurely come here,' said Ranjan, laughing.

After a while Sanjayan stepped towards the IE's office. The
room was empty. The fan from the ceiling rotated at full rp.m,
whirring. A newspaper on the table was turning its pages by itself.
Some scraps of paper under the paper weight were rustling. Then,
the peon, Indran came into the room. 'The IE has gone out,' said
Indran, looking at Sanjayan.

'"When will he return? Ask Sanjayan.

'He told me that he'd return after lunch.’

'Then, Ok,' said Sanjayan.

Indran went out. Sanjayan switched off the fan, and the
lights, leaving only one light burning.

He went up to Vasanthi's table.

'Hi, Akka, what's up?' he drew her attention.

'Sit down,' said Vasanthi, looking up at him.

He edged a chair close to the table, and sat in it. 'Where is
Suganya? Is she on leave today?' he asked.

'She is on leave for the past three days, as of Tuesday.'

'Why? What's wrong with her?' he asked with concern,
raising his eyebrows.

'Must tell you,' said Vasanthi. She told the story of Suganya to
him briefly, revealing the important matters.

Sanjayan fell silent. He rested the elbow of his right hand on
the table, cupped his forehead in the hand, and looked down.

After two minutes, Vasanthi broke the silence: 'Thambil'

"'m in a confused state of mind,' he said, 'l could hardly
believe it. | wonder why Satkunam sir behaved like that towards
her, the poor lady. It's dream like.' He paused for a minute, andthen
asked: 'Akka, do you know her whereabouts?'

'Yes!'

86

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

‘Akka, can you help me? If you come with me, we both can go
and see her. Because | can't go there alone, you know,' he said,
looking at her face expectantly,

‘Yes of course,' she agreed, 'shall we go during the lunch
break?'

'Ok, no problem,' he said, and took his phone and entered
the group viber application to see the photos Satkunam shared.
Sanjayan borrowed a push bike from Ranjan, and stood in the
shade of the king coconut tree by the wall, waiting for Vasanthi.

Duringthe lunch break Vasanthi came out.

'Akka, have you had lunch?' he asked.

T'llhave my lunch after returning,’ Said Vasanthi, walking
towards the shed to take her bicycle.

They reached Suganya's home. Suganya welcomed them.
They all exchanged their greetings, and sat on the chairs on the
porch. Suganya looked at them questioningly. Vasanthi looked at
Sanjayan.

‘As of Tuesday you didn't come to the office..." said Sanjayan.
His voice trailed off.

Suganya looked at Vasanthi, Nodding her head up and down,
Vasanthisaid: 'Yes, Thambi knows all the story. I've told him briefly.'
‘When will you return to work?' he asked with concern.

'I'm self-conscious, and | feel shy to see the other people in
the office,' she said, not looking directly at his face.

‘Time heals everything. It'll do your wounds. Don'tworry.'

She smiled wryly, and said: 'ves, it heals always my wounds,
but leaves the scars.'

'I'msorry,' said Sanjayan.

Suganya went on, 'now, I'm on no pay leave. I'll return to
work when my pain recedes to the level | can bear. In this male
dominant society, we women must willy-nilly accept the acts of
violence against us and adapt ourselves to the society created by
men, without uttering even a single word. If we don't obey, we'll be
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insulted; our image will be tarnished; character assassination will
be the result. Then what to say? Allmen are the same.

Vasanthi interrupted. 'Hey, what do you mean? Not all men.
Gentlemen also are here in our society.’

't pains me, Akka,' said Suganya, looking at Vasanthi.

Sanjayan, who had been staring at the floor, clicked his
tongue, turned his face to look at Vasanthi, and said: 'Akka, don't
disturb her. Let her unburden herself. She has been victimized by
some men and this male dominant society. Please, put yourself in
her position. Thenyou'l realize.’

‘Thankachchi, I'm sorry. Speak now,' said Vasanthi, looking at
Suganya. But she did not resume her monologue. She wiped her
tears with her palm.

"I'm sorry, said Vasanthi to him, twisting her lips.

It's ok, he said, 'Akka, you know, humans by nature are
omnivorous. Among the humans are vegetarians and fruitarians.
Vegetarians cannot say they're herbivorous.'

Vasanthi laughed. Suganya also smiled, twisting her lips, not
exposing her teeth.

Sanjayan went on, 'this is a male dominant society. In our
society there is room for maturity. So what Suganya says is
absolutely right!'

Suganya looked directly at him, and said: 'lt's the first time
you've visited our home. | regret that I'm unable to offer even acup
of tea to you who have come here by lunch time because today is
Thursday.' A guilty look was on her face.

"It's ok. Don't feel guilty, he said instantly.

There is a belief in the community that whoever visits one's
home at the very first time on Thursday won't be offered even a
glass of drinking water. If offered so, the relationship between the
one and the visitor will terminate soon.

Suganya shifted her look from Sanjayan to Vasanthi, and
asked: 'Akka, have your lunch withme?'
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'No," Vasanthi declined, and went on, 'Thangachchi, my lunch
boxis of full of rice and curry. So, now | can't.

After having made small talk, they three stepped up to the
gate. Vasanthi and Sanjayan got on their bicycles, and took leave of
her. Suganya stood at the gate until they were out of her sight.

Sanjayan rode abreast of her, and said: 'Akka, | want to see
Satkunam sir, and come to the office later.'

Before Vasanthi could respond, they reached Station Road.
When she turned her bike to the right, he turned to the left.

Sitting In a chair on the veranda, Satkunam saw Sanjayan
cominginthrough the gate.

'Comein,’ said Satkunam, waving his hand.

Kamala came out, and stepped down onto the yard, smiling.

‘Thambi, we hardly ever see you in these days,' said Kamala.

Asmilewasareply from him.

‘Thambi, have you had your lunch?'

'Ihaven'tstill.'

‘Then, please come to have lunch here.' Before he could
reply, she tried to go inside the house.

'Aunty, Aunty," he called her hurriedly.

She turned to look at him. .

‘Aunty, I'm just going home. I've come here to see sir. Amma
must have cooked for me,' said Sanjayan, laughing, stepping up
ontothe veranda,

Kamala went inside, laughing, to prepare tea. He sat in a
chair.

'Sanje, the Periya pandivirichchan dam is renovated, no. sixty
five point three million rupees have been allocated for the work.
It's good. You can gain valuable experience in the work,' said
Satkunam,

'Ok, sir," Said Sanjayan hurriedly.

Satkunam realized that Sanjayan tried to change the subject.

'Sanje, what are you thinking about?' asked Satkunam, with a
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questioning look.

'Yes, sir, | want totalk with you,' said Sanjayan.

"What about? Anything personal?'

'Yes, that's... about Suganya.'

Satkunam poked his head into the front door to check where
Kamala was. He heard the sound of rattling of eversilver plates
from the kitchen. 'Sanje, let's go out and talk about that," he said,
walked to the kitchen to tell her not to prepare tea. Then he went to
the room, put on ashirtand came out.

Satkunam and Sanjayan came out into the road. Sanjayan
pushing his bike, and Satkunam walked abreast along Station Road,
towards the Kurumankadu Junction.

They entered a restaurant, sat at an unoccupied table, facing
each other. When the waiter approached them, Satkunam looked
at Sanjayanface. 'l wanttea,’ said Sanjayan.

'A Coke 'bady' and atea,’ said Satkunam to the waiter.

Satkunam turned to look at Sanjayan, asked: 'okay, then
what'sup?'

'About Suganya?' Sanjayan's voice trailed off.

"Ithink, you've seen the photos.' Said Satkunam, smiling.

Sanjayan came directly to the point. 'Sir, what are you doing?
What happened toyou?'

'What do you mean?' Satkunam asked in an exclamatory
tone.

'Sir, you know, Suganya was in a difficult situation,' said
Sanjayan, clearing his throat.

Satkunam looked around the restaurant, and asked: 'can we
speakin English?’

Sanjayan nodded.

'Sanje, | know her better than you do her. Amagnet attracts a
piece of iron - you must have learnt. I'm a man, she's a woman.
What do you find fault with me?"’

The waiter served them what they'd ordered, as Satkunam
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was sucking up the Coke through a straw, Sanjayan was sipping his
tea.

There remained silent for a few minutes.

Sanjayan broke the silence. 'Sir, you try to exploit the
situation.’

Satkunam laughed scornfully, and then said: 'exploitation is
natural in the world. Tell me a single place where there is no
exploitation. Exploitation has existed through human history. Not
only the exploitation meant by Karl Marx, but also that exists in the
entire human life, in various forms. Every individual acts in their
own interests. Be it a family - humans are individuals in the world.
Even in a family, husband and wife exploit each other, which is a
mutual exploitation. After all a begger exploits others. He says
something admiring the egos of others in order to get rupees from
theminreturn. Then what else?’

'This exploitation is not relevant to the case,' said Sanjayan,
smilingasif notto acceptit.

'Sanje, you want to drive a wedge between her and me. It
seems as if you don't want me getting on with her,' said Satkunam,
winking at him.

'Sir, what do you mean?' said Sanjayan with a shock.

'Sanje, it's disgusting to stick your nose into one's private
life.'

'Sir, I'm afraid to say you aretelling lie?

'Youmean I'maliar?' said Satkunamin a disapproving tone.

'Sir, she highly respects you, and trusts you. But you lust after
her. It's not nice to approach a lady like your daughter” said
Sanjayanin acalm voice,

‘Hey man, age is not a barrier for lust, or to love. She's not my
daughter. She is a woman, I'm a man, that's it. Do you hate the
romantic relationship between her and me? That, as an old man, |
enjoy having sex with a young woman makes you jealous?'
Satkunam said casually.
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'Sir, | know all that happened.'

'Who told you?'

'Sir, it's no matter who told me. But, leave her alone as she
wants. Don't disturb her. Sir, she is a poor lady, an innocent victim of
the war. You have been supporting her for adecade...’

Before he could finish her monologue Satkunam interrupted.
'| still support her.'

Sanjayan got slightly irritated, and then continued, 'Sir,
whatever you justify yourself, what you did is not right. You've
betrayed her trust. It's wrong to upload the photos taken at your
wedding anniversary. It's unforgivable that you wrote those
comments underthe photos.'

'But not a fake photos! Said Satkunam, smiling.

'Sir, it doesn't matter whether the photos are fake or not. You
have deceived her in asubtle approach. At this stage of your life you
have to gototemple and engage in meditation.'

Suddenly Satkunam flew into a rage. His face twisted. He rose
to his feet with a jerk as if he had stepped onto red-hot ember.
Wagging the index finger of his right hand from side to side, with
struggling for words, he stammered, 'you... you... what." In a
moment he said in a harsh voice, 'Hey, are you complaining? About
me? | say, don't advise me! | can go wherever | want. It may be a
temple or brothel house. You don't worry about that. Shut your
bloody mouth and mind your own business.' He placed his index
finger on his lips, as a cross that was a warning sign of 'shut your
mouth!’

The other people in the restaurant looked at them.
Fortunately, they couldn't understand what Satkunam said,
because he spoke in English.

Sanjayan sprang to his feet, stretching his arms out towards
him, and said apologetically: 'I'm sorry, sorry. Extremely sorry, sir. |
shouldn't have told you like that. | apologized to you for what I've
said. Please sir, sitdown.'
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Satkunam sat down, so did Sanjayan,

Sanjayan said in a soft voice, looking at him: 'Sir, you are my
superior as well as my master, | still consider. | highly respect you,
You yourself know that. I'd learnt much professional techniques
fromyou. | will never everinsultyou. And also I don't want others to
insultyou. But, sir, How you've behaved towards heriswrong. She
has put her trust in you. You've spoiled everything. You've let
yourself down. Actually, you were the only man who earned her
trust. Sir, don't tarnish her image anymore. She is a widow, you
know.'

'Hey boy, have you ever slept with a woman?' asked
Satkunamin a harsh voice,

'Sir, what do you mean?' he got a shock.

'You are inexperienced in this matter. You are too young to
advise a person like me. And also you find fault with me. But you are
not a crusader of social justice, nor are you a defender of human
rights. You got your share of the money swindled out of the
Department. Why did you accept it? What you did is right? And,
who are you to her? Are you either her husband or brother? So, you
have no right to interfere in the problems between her and me.
Don'tplayapart. Clear off!'

'Sir, 1am not a person you refer to, noram | her own brother.
But I'm an element of this society. | believe that I've full rights to
interfere in this matter. | know about my social responsibility. | can't
stand idly by, when you torture her and approach her without her
consent,'

‘Without her consent!' Satkunam exclaimed, 'when | kissed
her, she neither pulled herself away, nor pushed me away. Didn't
she tell you that? So, don't worry. Stand aside, just looking on,
okay,' he said, 'don't come to me anymore, interceding with me on
her behalf.'

'l wonder why you don't know the reason why she behaved
like that when you touched her. We gave very different accounts of
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the same event. Our views are diametrically opposed on this
matter. So, it's useless to talk further about that. | regret to say you
thatyou are like a real crook!' said Sanjayan.

Sanjayan got up, and took his wallet out of his trouser pocket
to pay the bill.

'No, I'll do it,' said Satkunam in a tight voice, not looking at
Sanjayan'sface.

They parted at the restaurant itself, without saying even a
bye.

As Sanjayan rode off, Satkunam walked towards Suganya's
home.

Suganya had reclined on the couch, waiting for Ahrani's
return from school, keeping the front door open.

Satkunam popped in through the door. At once she got up
from the couch, looking at him with a mixture of surprise and
disgust.

'Hey, woman, being here like a witch, you do everything. You
get me threatened,' said Satkunam, loudly, angrily.

She looked puzzled.

'You, drama queen,' he screeched, 'don’t pretend that you
know nothing about that. Sanjayan has come to my place and
threatened me.”

She wondered why Sanjayan had behaved like this, and said
softly: 'l don't know that, but what he did is right, I think. If you can
threaten me, why can't he threaten you?'

'Oh yeah, you talk back to me, no. You should be ashamed of
yourself for having told him about what happened between us.
Who is Sanjayan to you? Whether he is your husband or brother?
He also is a man, no. How could you tell him unashamedly that |
kissed you.

She didn't want to reply. She was silent, looking down.

'Hey, Suganya, | did you a lot. But you are not prepared to do
me afavour,' he said.
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Sheremainedsilent.

He smiled at her, said: 'in the society all the restrictions have
been imposed on woman. Purity or Chastity, or whatever - only for
woman. You should realize that you are under the Illusion about
the purity of woman's body. Who do you reserve your body for? For
nobody, but for soil or for fire. Human body which comes out of the
elements turns back to the elements after tens of years. That's the
fact. Human's life span is negligible - nothing compared to that of
the world, youknow.'

He went on convincing her to approve of his idea.

He paused his monologue, and tried to step up to her.

'Stand still there!' she screeched, stretching her arm towards
him.

Though, he approached her, and grabbed both her wrists
with both his hands, said gently: 'I'm sorry.’

She wriggled her hands free, and said: 'nothing do | have to
talk with you.'

'Okay, okay," said Satkunam in a cool mood and came back at
the door, from where he asked, smiling: 'What do | want to do now
toyou?'

Suganya smiled wryly at him, and said firmly: 'you can speak
tillyou are blue in the face, but lwon't give in.'

'Do you want to get on with Sanjayan?' he asked, winking at
her.

'Heisa gentleman. He is not like you.'

‘Justa week ago, | heard from you that | was a gentleman’, he
roared, and then went on, 'hey, my girl, listen to me attentively.
Sanjayan is a gentleman, which | know. But he will not be a gentle
man any longer, because he's begun to get on with you. Who that
has seen you once won't be sexually attracted by you? Sanjayanisa
man too. If you wear a clinging dress that shows off your curves,
you'll be definitely like a model. You are so sexy! Please, humour
me, I'll show you the real world.' His voice oozed with sex appeal.
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She dropped into the couch. Her face crumpled up. She held
her face in her cupped hands and placed it on her lap, sobbing.

'Are you angry with me?' asked Satkunam playfully, slightly
ogling at her. He said: I'm waiting for a cordial relationship. | know
your weakness well-that's your daughter. If you don't say yes, I'll
turn Ahrani againstyou?

She raised her head from her lap. Her face was wet with
tears. A lock of hair was sticking on her wet cheek. She glared at him
silently.

'"No peacock sheds its feathers willingly; it’s feathers are
forcibly plucked!' He said withouteven a look of contrition.

Suganya shouted uncontrollably.

'Dowhat you can! Now get out of here! Getout!'

1"l achieve!' he said, smiling, ignoring her insulting word. He
wentout,

Then the Karumariamman kovil bell started ringing out.

No sooner had she heard it than she burst into tears.
Stretching her hands towards the direction of the kovil, she yelled:
'Are you still there watching everything? Why did you spare only
Pillaiand mealone?'

When Ahrani opened the gate, Suganya went into the
bathroom to wash her face.
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Nineteen

It was a Saturday night. At about eight o'clock. Suganya cooked
dinner, and came to the living room to take Ahrani to have dinner,
But Ahrani was not there, the table was vacant. Suganya walked
into the bedroom where Ahraniwaslying on the bed, groaning.

'Pillai, what's wrong with you?' Suganya asked anxiously, and
then touched Ahrani's forehead and neck with the back of her
hand. Ahranifelt hot and feverish,

Ahrani had felt feverish in the afternoon. Suganya as usual
had given her a pair of panadol, which had helped to reduce the
fever.

'"Amma, shalll pop two panadols again?' asked Ahrani.

'No, we had better go to the doctor now, 'said Suganvya, 'Pillai,
if you take panadols, the fever will be temporarily subside,but it
will surface in the mid night.'

‘0K, then please call Thatha to come here. He'll take me to
the doctor,' said Ahrani.

'Not necessary, I'll take you to the doctor," said Suganya
instantly.

'Amma, it's dark outside. How can we both goalone?

'No problem, we can go together,' said Suganya, gently
patting on her back.
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Suganya went to the bathroom. Ahrani got ready, and sat on
the couch. Suganya changed into a long skirt and blouse. She undid
her hair knot on the back of her head, combed the hair again and
wore it in a single plait. She powdered lightly on her face.

She took a new towel out of the wardrobe, came to the living
room, and gave it to Ahrani. 'Pillai, remain seated here. | go out to
hire athree wheeler, and will be back ina moment,' said Suganya.

Ahraninodded.

Suganya went out. Standing at the gate, she looked around,
and walked along Goodshed Road upto Station Road. She saw a
stationary three wheeler at the other side of the road, in front of a
restaurant. She immediately crossed the road, and approached the
three wheeler, which was empty.

Ayoung man came out from the restaurant, carrying a plastic
bag, and saw her standing beside the three wheeler.

'Akka, what are you looking for?' he asked politely.

' have to hire athree wheeler,' she said.

'Wheretogo?'

'To the private hospital at Thonikkal, on Quarry Road.'

'Akka, anything serious?' he asked with concern.

'My daughter feels fever.'

"Then ok, I'll come to your gate in a minute,' he said firmly.

'Do you know where our house is located?' she asked
doubtfully.

'Yes, that's right behind the Karumari amman kovil, at the
other side of the road. | know,' he said assuredly, hurriedly.

'"Thanks,' she said, and walked briskly home.

When Suganya entered the house Ahrani remained seated,
slightly shivering. 'Pillai, why are you keeping the towel in your
hand itself. | gave you it to cover your upper body up,’ said Suganya.

Suganya locked the front door behind them, and walked up
tothe gate, holding Ahrani'sarm. The three wheeler sat outside the
gate. They got into the three wheeler, and he drove it along Good
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shed Road, south wards.

A Police person on the road signaled the three wheeler to
stop, with a torch light. The driver stopped the three wheeler and
got off,

The Police person approached him, and asked in Sinhalese:
‘Anandan... oyada? Thang koheda yanne?

Anandan spoke in Sinhalese too.

"To hospital. A child feels fever.’

The police person looked inside the three wheeler, lighting.
Ahraniwas shivering, with her head resting on Suganya's shoulder.

'‘Aney! Pow ney,' he said, and turned to Anandan, said:
'putha, you can't go along this road now. We got a tip-off about
Kerala Ganja trafficking in this area, and rounded the area up. It'll
last at least half an hour. Use that lane to bypass.' He pointed to the
lane ahead with his torch.

Suganya was looking on.

Anandan drove the three wheeler again, and turned it ahead
intothe lanein orderto access Quarry Road.

'Doyouknow the police person?' asked Suganya.

‘Yes, Akka,' he said, 'being a three wheeler driver | meet the
police people frequently. The person you've seen just before is a
really nice guy, and have sober habits as well. No one can say he is a
policeman, because he doesn't behave rudely, and never uses filthy
language. He who should have been a monk has surprisingly
become a policeman. What a great contradiction.'

He stopped the three wheelerin front of the private hospital.
'Akka, I'm waiting outside until you come back, 'he said.

Suganya took Ahrani into the hospital. There were some
other patients to see the doctor. Suganya sat Ahrani on a bench,
next towhom she herself sat down.

It was nine o'clock when they could see the doctor and come
out.

'Akka, what's wrong with her?' asked Anandan expectantly.
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'Nothing serious. It's a normal fever. The doctor gave some
pills and capsules, to take the dose every six hours. And he's given a
dose now,' said Suganya.

Anandan drove the three wheeler along Quarry Road. Then
his mobile phone rang. He took it to see who the caller was. He
stopped the three wheeler on the left side of the road, turned
around to look at Suganya, and said: 'Akka! Wait for a moment;
calling fromhome.

Sitting on his seat, he spoke.

'Pillai, Appa is on the way home, just coming. Ok, chellam,
Appa coming right now... don't worry! Give the phone to Amma,’
he paused, amatter of seconds later, went on, 'hello, Priya, well, a
child had a fever. | had to take her to hospital, and now returning
from the hospital. I'll be there within fifteen minutes, ok?’ 'Ohyes, |
got take away kothu from the restaurant you me ntioned. You know,
Priyaa... don't let Pillai sleep until my return. Okay, bye!'

Then he looked at Suganya, said: 'Today is our daughter’s
birthday. When | left home in the morning she was sleeping. | had a
hire to Puliyankulam. I returned from there at eight o'clock. When |
came out from the restaurant, with take away kottu, you were
there and told me that your child had a fever. | couldn't say no to
you. There were no other three wheelers. Solcame.’

"Thanks, Thambi. I'm sorry,' said Suganya regretfully.

'Akka, don't feel sorry. It's our social obligations to sustain
you during this hard time. Akka, | know well the difficulties of
bringing up a child without husband,' he said, driving the three
wheeler.

She got a shock, and was confused, wondering how he could
know about her. She wanted to get rid herself of the burden of her
confusion.

"Thambi! | don't know how... about me..." her voice trailed
off.

'l see you now and again and often see your daughter going
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to school and tuition. You are in the position of my own elder sister
who is a war widow of having three children. That engineer's family
is helpful to you. Ifrequently see that engineer taking you with him,
like his own daughter. | think he is very supportive of you.
Whenever | see you | remember my sister, ‘he said briefly with a
sigh,

'Where are you from?' She asked,

'My native place is Visuvamady. After the war | settled here
at Veppankulam on Mannar Road. This is where my wife was born
and bred. We have a child offour," he said, smiling,

‘Then, where is your Akka living?" asked Suganya expectantly,
with concern.

'She was there at Visuvamadu.'

Isshe alone?' asked Suganyain surprise of tone.

'No," he said, 'Amma is there with Akka. My elder nephew is
fifteen, The youngest is a niece at five. When my brother in law
died, she wasin my Akka's womb,' he saidina shaky voice.

Tears welled up in Suganya's eyes. She wiped with her palm.

He continued: 'Akka, all of them are studying cleverly, My
Akka rears four cows. | also do something. Only hand to mouth life.
It'll last until my nephews grow up. Akka, | don't try to talk to you.
It's not so good. You know why, needless to say. You're educated,
no. By the way, Akka, as usual geton with that engineer's family for
the sake of security, youknow hisnameis Satkunam, no.'

Suganya winced when she heard the name, Satkunam. She
gotslightly irritated within herself,

He stopped the three wheeler in front of the gate. Holding
Ahrani, Suganya stepped off the three wheeler, and gave two notes,

He returned a note, said: '| charged you for only hire, except
for waiting. That's because | charged you for the sake of charge.!

Suganya understood what he meant.

As soon as they entered the house, and locked the door
behind them, he drove off.
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Twenty

Satkunam had been hanging around at Station Road, watching the
top of Goodshed Road from two o'clock on, so as to see Ahrani,
who was due to return from school.

He saw Ahrani and Virushali crossing the railway track.
Pretending not to see them, he turned his back to them, and looked
atalorry enteringinto the Goodshed.

A few seconds later, 'Thatha...' called out Ahrani from behind
his back.

Satkunam turned around tolook at her. 'Hello! How are you?'
asked Satkunam in a tone of suprise as if their meeting had
happened accidently.

Virushali stood at few feet ahead of them. Ahrani grinned at
her. Virushali understood the meaning of her grin, said: 'l leave and
will be at your house at three thirty sharp.’ She walked.

'Thatha, why don't you come to our home?' asked Ahrani
expectantly, looking at his face.

'"Must tell you everything,' he said, 'Let's walk up to that tree
and talk about that.

They crossed Station Road and stood in the shade ofthe tree.
Satkunam went to a shop, after a minute came back a box of
chocolate, and gaveitto her.
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Whenshe putitinto herschool bag, hesaid: 'Openthe box!"

‘Thatha! Amma told me not to eat anything in streets,' she
said.

'Why don't you come to our place?' he asked in a calm voice,
keeping his face worried.

'Because you don't come to our place,’ said Ahrani, getting
angry with him playfully.

'Don't you know the reason? Did your Amma tell you
anything?'

'lasked her, but she didn't,' she said with her eyeswide open.

'How can she open her mouth to that?' he said, laughing
scornfully.

Ahranilooked puzzled.

Satkunam asked: 'Do you know $a njayan?'

'Yes, Sanje uncle. | know him.,'

"Your motheris going to remarry him,' he said bluntly.

She blushed with embarrassment. She could hardly believe
what he said.

He went on, 'l told her not to remarry. She's refused my
advice but | advised her over and over again. 5o, she's told me not
to come to your home. Well, you know, on Thursday he came to
your home after you went to school. Did your mother tell you that?'

She wondered why her mother hadn't told her it, and lapsed
intosilence.

'Okay, you look hungry. Go home and have lunch," said
Satkunam,

She walked home.

As soon as she'd entered the house, she phoned Suganya's
mobile.

'Hello, Amma!'

'Pillai, why have you called at this time?" asked suganya, in a
tone of surprise.

'"Amma, | want to talk with you.'
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Ahrani's voice sounded shaky on the phone. Suganya asked
anxiously: 'Pillai, what happened? Any problem? Are you okay?'

'Nothing, but | want to see youright now.’

'Ok, I'll be there within ten minutes.'

Suganya disconnected the phone.

Twenty minutes went by.

Suganya stepped up onto the living room, and saw Ahrani
sitting on the couch, not even changing her school uniform.
Suganya sat down beside her, asked softly: 'what's wrong?'

'‘Amma, | saw Thatha on my return from school." Ahrani
initiated the talk.

"Then what?' asked Suganya indifferently.

'Amma, he said something about you? Her voice trailed off.

'What did he say?' asked Suganya, not paying attention, with
avacantlook.

'Amma, he told me that you're going to remarry Sanje
uncle...'

'Nonsense!' Suganya said, 'don't believe what he said.’ She
thought that he'd intended to spread malicious rumours about her.

'Amma! Sanje uncle had come here on last Thursday... he
told me...' Ahrani stammered.

"Tellme,' said Suganya, staring into her eyes, expectantly.

Ahrani told her all that he'd said. Then she asked:'Amma,
why did you tell Thatha not to come here?'

Holding back the tears that welled up in her eyes, Suganya
said: 'Pillai, you're too young to understand this matter. After
you've grown up, merely three years you'll be mature enough to
realize that what Amma did is absolutely right!’

Ahrani remained silent. Suganya, patting on Ahrani's back,
said: 'Pillai, change your uniform, wash your hands and come to
have lunch.'

Ahrani took the box of chocolate out of her school bag, and
gave it to Suganya. 'Amma! Thatha gave it,' said Ahrani, walking
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towards the room to change her uniform.

Suganya took a glance on the box of chocolate, on which box
was printed, 'surprise’. She got irritated, chucked it on the couch,
and walked into the kitchen.
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Twenty - one

Two days later, in the evening Suganya got tea and served it to
Virushali first, and thento Ahrani. Both Virushaliand Ahranisaton
the bench next to each other with their legs dangling over the side
of the bench, sipping their teas.

Suganya came out onto the porch, satin achair, with her tea.
'Pillaikal, it's a bad habit to dangle your legs when eating or drinking
something,' she said softly.

They stopped dangling their legs, and went on sipping their
teas. Suganya enquired as to their studies.

Then Kamala opened the gate.

"There Ammamma comes!' Ahrani exclaimed, jumped down
from the bench, and stepped briskly towards Kamala. Suganya cast
awelcoming smilein Kamala'sdirection, and rose to her feet.

When Kamala stepped up onto the porch, Virushali went into
the kitchen, collecting the empty cups; and came back to the porch,
sidled up to Suganya, and said quietly:'I'm going to leave now.’

Suganya nodded. Virushalitook leave.

Kamala and Ahrani sat on the bench, next to each other.
Kamala held Ahrani's handsin hers.

'Aunty, would you like to have a cup of tea?' asked Suganya
politely.
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'No!' Kamala declined, and went on, 'l've come here to
enquire as to why you both don't come there to see us.'

'Aunty, I've a plenty of work. Leisurely we'll come', said
Suganya, smiling.

'Hey, don't tell me a lie. I'll hit you,' said Kamala, biting her
lower lip, and in a dramatic way, raising her arm and slapping in the
airasif to hit Suganya.

Suganya smiled at her. Ahraniwas just looking on.

Kamala said: 'Pillai, don't hide me anything. What's the
problem between you and him? | asked him, to which he told me to
ask you. What's going on here?'

'‘No problem, nothing!" said Suganya, 'l have some
disagreements with him.' She wanted to keep the matter secret
fromKamala.

'You two are like school children...' Said Kamala, laughing.
Then she continued: 'He is an old man, no. Can'tyou give in to him?
There s a Tamil proverb: 'Vidduk koduththavan keddup ponathitiai'
Who givesin will not be spoilt.'

Suganya said nothing, but smiled with her lips closed. Then
she asked: 'Have a cup of tea, Please, Aunty.'

It seems as if you won't let me go homeifidon't have the tea
that you make,' said Kamala, laughing, 'ok, bring yourteal'

Suganya went into the kitchen. Kamala started to chat with
Ahrani.

A few minutes later Suganya offered a cup of tea to Kamala.
They made small talk.

When the east sky began to turn red, Kamala got up to go
home.

'Iwantto go tothe grocery at Station Road', said Suganya.

'"Then, come with me.'

Suganya went into the house to take a bagand her purse, and
then returned there, and said: 'I'll come back in a moment. Pillai,
stay inside the house."'
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Ahrani nodded affirmatively. Kamala hugged Ahrani tight
and kissed her on either cheek, before leaving.

Kamala and Suganya walked abreast along Goodshed Road
toreach Station Road.

Kamala parted at Station Road and walked home. When
Suganya crossed the road, she saw Anandan, the three wheeler
driver, standing at his three wheeler. He saw her too, but ignored
her, looking down, not even a smile of formality.

She realized why he behaved like that she smiled within
herself and go to the grocery.
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Twenty - two

It was in the morning ten o'clock. When Satkunam approached the
Commercial Bank, a voice asked from behind him- 'Sir, why are you
here?'

Satkunam looked back. Maniyam was there, laughing.

‘Mani!' Satkunam exclaimed, and then said: 'l want to
withdraw some money. And | have to ask you the same guestion.'

'Oh, sir, the IE went into the bank. I'm waiting for him,’
Maniyam said, 'sir, | have something to ask you and make it clear.'
He laughed cheerfully.

'What?' asked Satkunam, staring at him, with his eyes wide
open.

'Sir, you ask me what, as if you knew nothing,’ Maniyam said,
laughing, 'you too pretend not to understand what | mean. That is,
that clerk woman fed you...the sweet'

'Oh yeah, you Know a little. Yet, much had happened,' said
Satkunam indifferently, as if he had neglected Maniyam's remark,
because he wanted to make Maniyam inquisitive.

'Sir, what do you mean?' asked Maniyam, laughing.

‘What you asked me is a tip of the ice berg, you know,' said
Satkunam cryptically.

'Sir, anything interesting between you and her?' asked
Maniyam. What Satkunam said fired him with enthusiasm for the
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matter.

'Hey man, how can a cat protect a parrot?’

'Sir, then what? Whether short eats or full meal, | wonder,'
asked Maniyam, curiously, laughing with exposing his betel
stained teeth.

'Do you think that I'm an old man?' asked Satkunam,
narrowing his eyes.

'Sir, is that true?' asked Maniyam to reassure the matter.

'Hey man, it's natural that Sugar ant is crawling with - itisn't
questionable. But if salt is crawling with ants - it's unusual, as to
which you can ask a question why,' said Satkunam.

'How long hasitlasted?' asked Maniyam enthusiastically.

'Don't ask me such question?' said Satkunam, winking at
him.

'Sir, please tell me if it still goes on,' said Maniyam. 'Sir, | don't
mean to pry into your private life. I'm interested in the matter,
aboutthatwoman.'

'Now, she hates me. Even if | visit her home she doesn't
welcome me,' said Satkunam with his lips twisted.

"Is it so? What's the reason why she behaves towards you?'
asked Maniyam with a questioning look.

Maniyam had asked the question that Satkunam wanted him
to ask.

' think, she wants to remarry, that's why she's started to hate
and neglect me,' said Satkunam.

'"Whom is she due to remarry? Do you know about it?'

'Our Sanjayan,' said Satkunam, bluntly, clicking his tongue.

'lsittrue?' Maniyam asked. He got a terrible shock.

'Why getashock?'

'‘Because he is a nice guy-handsome and educated too. He
can marry a bride in Jaffna with a fat dowry. He need not marry a
widow. Sir, advise him not to marry her,' said Maniyam with
concern over Sanjayan.
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Satkunam was confused. He didn't know what to tel| him, nor
did he expect that Maniyam would react like that.

‘Well, | advised him in all the possible ways | could, but no
avail.'

Then, IE leyarajah came out from the bank, greeting
Satkunam with a smile. They made small talk. Then after Satkunam
entered the bank, Jeyarajah gotinto the jeep.
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Twenty-three

It was at about eleven o' clock. Suganya had immersed herself in
her work at her table. |E Jeyarajah called her into his office.

When she went into his office, he looked up from the paper
he was reading, greeted her, smiling, 'Good morning! come in.'
Then he pointed at a chair at the other side of the table, and said:
'take your seat.'

She sat down in the chair, looked at him, wondering why he
asked hertocomein.

| heard something about you. It's good. Having heard | felt
happy,' said Jayarajah, smiling.

She was confused, and looked at him in perplexity.

'You look perplexed as if you knew nothing,' he said, raising
his eyebrows,

'Sir, actually | don't know what you're referring to,' she said.

'Satkunam Annai told me the matter that you're going to
marry Sanje.'

She got a terrible shock. She was to the verge of becoming
unconscious. She smiled faintly, looking at the paper weight on the
table. She wondered what to say next.

Jeyaraja went on, 'Sanje is a good boy. He'll look after your
daughter herself. So, you need not worry about that. Anyway, wish
you all the best!
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'No sir, that is...' Suganya was strugglingto find words. Her
heart started to beat fast. In a moment her entire body was
throbbing. She felt weightless. Beads of sweat began to appear on
herface, neckand arms.

‘Are you ok?' asked Jeyarajah with concern. He placed a glass
of wateron her side of the table.

Suganya realized that the situation had become more
complicated and worse so that she couldn't disentangle herself
fromit.

'Sir, can | go out?' she asked a permission politely.

'Ok, youmay go!' he said immediately.

She rose to her feet, stepped up to her table, and sat in her
chair with a shudder.

Vasanthi wondered why she had flagged after her return
fromthe IE's office’ and went up to her.

‘What happened? Have you made any mistake? Did the IE
scold you?' asked Vasanthi without a pause.

'No, nothing, Akka,' said Suganya in a calm voice.

Vasanthi put a chair beside her and sat on it. 'Thankachchi,
tellme what happened?'

Suganya told in a muted voice what had happened in the IE's
office,

Vasanthifell silent, looking at her face pityingly.

Suganya went on, 'Akka, | don't believe that | can restore the
status quo anymore. But | can't quit the job itself. | don't know what
to do next. Thinking of myself | wallow in self-pity. What a great
shametothatmantoo!'

Shereferredto Sanjayanas'thatman.'

Vasanthi offered a few words of comfort to her, patting on
herarm.

‘Thankachchi, let's talk later about this matter Now wash
your face to look fresh. Whoever sees you may understand in a
different sense.
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Suganya got up from the chair. Vasanthi watched her going to
the wash room from behind her back with a mixture of sympathy
and sorrow. She tried to analyse the problem to find an appropriate
solution in every possible way she could, but every way took her to
a dead end. She didn't know what to do next. She now felt
impotent. Her feeling of impotence that she couldn't solve the
problem moved herto tears.

Suddenly in her mind flitted a thought that she could call
Sanjayan to consult with him about the problem at that juncture.
She thought that he would be able to find the best solution to a
problemin any circumstances. He was her last hope.

She wiped her eyes with her handkerchief. Taking her mobile
phone, she got up from the chair and stepped out onto the front
yard. Standing ata secluded spot she called him.

'Hello Akka,' called out Sanjayan.

'Sanje, how?' Vasanthi's voice was rather shaky.

'Akka, anything wrong?' he asked hurriedly, instantly, in a
tone of surprise.

Vasanthi recounted what had happened all for the past few
days since he last left Vavuniya until now. He listened to her
carefully.

She finished recounting the story. He was silent without
uttering even a word.

'Hello, hello... Thampi,' called out Vasanthi, wondering
whether the line went dead.

'Staying on the line itself. I'm just thinking about what to do
next', said Sanjayan softly. 'Akka, now my positionisasifl wenttoa
river to bathe but returned smearing mud on my entire body. I've
never expected that Satkunam sir, like a third class person, would
behave like this. I'm bitterly disappointed, Akka. Everything has
gone wrong. Suganya's position has become worse as if she jumped
out of the frying pan into the fire. She is a poor lady, no. I've really
messed up her character,'said Sanjayan, inatone of regret.
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'Are you busy now?' asked Vasanthi.

'Oh yes, I'm in the field. Setting out to reconstruct the
channelsis progressing.'

'So, I've disturbed you, no. Can we talk later?' asked Vasanthi
with a guilty feeling.

As if ignoring her words Sanjayan said: 'Akka, | want to see
Suganya. I'm just leaving here. But | won't come to the office. Can
you take her toyour home?'

'Of course! I'll take her to our home,' said Vasanthi firmly.

"Then ok, I'll take a short leave after lunch, and come there by
bus.'

She cut the line and walked into the office. She saw Suganya
sitting in her chair and looking rather relaxed.

'Cometo have lunch?' asked Vasanthi.

'Akkal ) don't feel hungry,' said Suganya twisting her lips.

'Hey, what do you say? You have to look after your body
yourself. Nobody else won't,' said Vasanthi in atone of advising.

‘Have your lunch, Akka, I'll doit later,’ said Suganya.

'Later!' Vasanthi exclaimed, and said: 'the lunch break is
abouttobe over. Thenwhat?'

Suganyadidn't reply but got up to wash her hands. Vasanthi too.

®

At about three o' clock Vasanthi's mobile vibrated in her
hand bag. She took it out and spoke for a few seconds. Then she
approached Suganya and said:'I'm goinghome.'

"Why?' asked Suganya with a questioning look.

'I'm going to take you to my home,' said Vasanthi.

'Akka, no problem. | won't commit suicide,' said Suganya,
looking at her cupped palms.

'Thankachchi! Sanje comes to our home. He wants to see you
right now.'

'Why?' asked Suganya, with shock.

'l think that he must have heard something. You know, about
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this matter,' said Vasanthi.

'| feel odd to see him,' said Suganya in a timid voice, nipping
atthe tip of herright little finger, gently.

Vasanthi watched Suganya's face blushing with
embarrassment. She smiled at her without parting her lips.

They both left the office.

Vasanthi's house was located at Rambaikulam, one
kilometre from the Vavuniya town, on Horowupothana Road,and
in close proximity to the Holy family Convent.

They both rode their bikes along Horowupothana Road,
reached Vasanthi's home. Vasanthi opened the gate and entered
in. Suganya followed herin.

Suganya sat in a chair on the veranda. Vasanthi went into the
house. Her husband hadn't still returned from work. Her son was
fifteen and daughter thirteen. They both had gone to tuition
classes. Her mother came out to the veranda, laughing at Suganya.
They greeted each other.

Vasanthi came out, said:' 'Thankachchi, | called him. He told
me that he would be here within five minutes.' She sat in a chair
from where she could watch the gate.

A few minutes later, Sanjayan opened the gate. Suganya and
Vasanthi got up from their chairs.

'Thampi, come in... sit down,' said Vasanthi, casting a
welcoming smile.

Sanjayan satina chair.

"Thampi, have you got your lunch?' asked Vasanthi.

'Yes, I've had it just now.'

'"Then, can you have a cup of tea?' she asked again.

'Yes, of course, but now | want to talk to her," he said, looked
at Suganya. She was standing beside the chair, looking down.

'Okay, you can talk to her,' Vasanthi said, and then looked at
Suganya, said: 'Thankachchi, sit down.’

Suganya smiled at her for the sake of smile, and sat down in
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the chair. Vasanthi and her mother walked into the kitchen.

Sanjayaninitiatedata!k,breakingthe silence.

'Suganya! How are you?'

His question made her laugh. She said nothing.

He went on, 'Suganya, I'm sorry. I'd talked with Satkunam sir
about the matter. But | didn't really expect that he would behave
like this." With a rueful smile he looked at her.

'I know you'd done it for my good. But that a vain attempt
brought disgrace on you. | don't still understand why he turned
nasty, and behaved like this,' she said. Her voice trembled with
sadness. Her eyes were brimful of tears. She wiped her tears with
her handkerchief.

'Suganya, don't worry!' he breathed.

"I couldn't help worrying,' she said softly,

They remained silent for a couple of minutes.

He broke the silence.

'Suganya..." he called out softly.

She looked directly at him, silently, calmly.

'Suganya, | don't know what you think about me. But | want
to be frank forever. Satkunam sir has spread a rumour everywhere.
I'want the rumour to turn true. You know, if you don't mind, | want
tomarryyou!"hesaid in a calm voice.

A strange rapture flashed through her mind, then
disappeared. Her eyes dropped to her lap on which she'd placed
her hands fidgetting with her handkerchief.

He went on, 'I've come to this decision, not because of
having pity on you. Not even because of that thereis no alternative
other than to disentangle myself from the shaming rumour.' He
pausedtolook at her. She kept looking down still.

He continued, 'My parents go on match making for me. |
must marry a woman. If that woman is you, I'll be happy. | can't
compel you to marry me. It doesn't matter if you don't like to
marry me, But, despite the fact if you like to marry me, if you deny
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my proposal for your daughter's sake, or for the sake of anything
else, | can hardly accept it. I'll look after Ahrani, there is no doubt
aboutit.'

He paused his monologue. She was still silent.

He resumed, 'looking at a man, no one can judge him. But
human life is based on mutual trust. | don't know to weigh my
words... You know, you can put your trust in me. And | won't
interpret your silence as acceptance. Because you are in a confused
state of mind, | know. No one can take a right decision with a
confused mind. So, consulting a person who gained your
confidence on this proposal, you can take the final decision. |
expect your responsein two days.'

ShestiHkeptIookingdown,withoututteringasingleword.

'Suganya...' he called out in a soft and deep voice, 'please,
look at me once.’

She instantly looked up and glanced at his face. His eyes were
bright, like achild's. 'l blush to say, | love you very much!' he said. He
looked down, so did she, simultaneously.

At once he rose to his feet. 'Vasanthi Akka," he called out.

Vasanthi came out. He stepped up to her, said: 'Akka, | leave
here.'

"What's the hurry? Please, have a cup of tea before you leave.
| haven't served tea before, because | shouldn't disturb you both,’
said Vasanthi.

'Akka, it's not a problem. I've talked with her about an
important matter. So | can't stay here any longer. | go to Murunkan,
now,' he said, and walked towards the gate, not expecting herreply.

Vasanthi looked at Suganya. She was sitting in the chair
silently, looking down. Vasanthiwent up to her.

"Thankachchi,' she called out gently.

Suganya looked up. Tears were wellingupinher eyes.

Vasanthi was surprised. 'Thankachchi, what did Sanje say?
What happened here? He never hurts others,' asked Vasanthi,
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expectantly and curiously.

Suganya told her all that he'd spoken. Vasanthi's eyes were
shining with excitement.

‘What's your opinion on this proposal?' she asked with 3
questioning look,

‘Akka, I'm in a disturbed state of mind. I'm unable to think
deeply,' said Suganya, staring at her with a blank expression on her
face.

Vasanthi said in a confident way: 'Suganya! Sanje is honest,
straight forward, and broad minded. He is a boy of discipline and
doesn't know how to think wrong. Thangachchi, I've never
requested you to remarry. But now | beg you to marry him. You'll be
happy-more than happy. Don't worry about your daughter. He'll
look after Ahrani well, | assure you. Put your trust in him. He'll be a
good husband, as well as a good companiontoyou.'

Suganya was still silent,

Vasanthi got slightly irritated, and went on, 'Mm... that's your
weakness. You must tell something as a response. 'Mounam
sammatham'- silence is acceptance- is a Tamil proverb. Please,
change this attitude. This is the reason why that man, Satkunam
hugged and kissed you.'

Suddenly Suganya gave a broad grin, exposing a set of her
white teeth, cupping her eyes and nose with her hand.

'Hey woman, take that grin off your face!' said Vasanthi In a
dramatic way, waving her hands towards her. She bit herlips to hold
back herlaughter, but she couldn't.

Suganya kept smiling on.

Vasanthi rose from the chair, stepped up to her and pinched
her nose playfully.

'Ah...h... Akka, | feel a pain in my nose. Aiyo... stop pinching
please,'shouted Suganya, keeping her mouth wide open.

Vasanthi took her clawed hand off Suganya's nose, and said:
‘Thankachchi, go home now, think deeply. We'll discuss it tomorrow.”

Vasanthi's mother served them tea. After tea Suganya got up
toleave.
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Twenty-four

The following day Suganya came to work. When wheeling her
bicycle to the shed she saw Maniyam and Ramesh standing at the
shed.

They didn't utter a word beween them till she parked her
bicycle and walked past them. After she passed them, from behind
her back, Maniyam asked Ramesh: 'l can see a change in you-why?'

'Yes, she's going to marry Sanje sir. She's his future wife, no.
He'd been helpful to me during my hard time while my mother had
been hospitalized,' said Ramesh sheepishly, inaudibly.

But, she managed to hear what he said. She felthappy. When
she entered the office Vasanthi welcomed her with a broad smile,
asked eagerly: 'you seem in a bright mood - has the decision been
made?"'

Suganya smiled, not parting her lips. And then said: 'Akka,
give me his mobile number.’

Vasanthi took her mobile, and selected the name list. Then
two men entered the office to see the IE. She didn't like to read out
his number to her in front of them. She took a scrap of paper and
jotted his number down.

Suganya walked up to Vasanthi, and got it and put it into her
hand bag.

Vasanthi was rather disappointed, asked: "Why? Don't you
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speak to him?'

It's getting eight-thirty. Our talk may last half an hour. |']|
have to take the working time. So, I'll talk to him during the lunch
break.'

You're the fittest woman for him," Vasanthi said, 'first call
him and tell your decision.'

Suganya agreed. Taking her mobile phone she stepped out to
theyard, stood by the exterior wall and pressed his number.

Sanjayan was in the Murunkan office. His mobile rang. He
took it out of his trouser pocket and looked at the screen. It was an
unknown number-notin his name list.

With a surprise, thinking it may be a wrong number he
accepted the call.

‘Hello' he said gently.

‘Hello, good morning,' greeted Suganya.

Hearing a female voice, he got confused. 'Yeah, good
morning,' he said hesitantly,

'I'm Suganya speaking,'she saidinafriendly manner.

'Oh... ok... ok, he said enthusiastically.

'How are you?' she enquired formally but with a tone of
concern.

'Fine!' one word answercame from him.

I've to tell something to you. When will you come to
Vavuniya?'

'Imust be here today because of the channel work to be done
today itself. And nobody is here to manipulate the theodolite,’ he
said, after a pause, went on, 'l want to See you too, but no way!
Whattodo? So, canlcometomorrow after lunch?'

‘Then ok,' she said instantly.

‘And this is your mobile number?' he asked.

'Yes, thisis mine!' she confirmed.

'Can I save your number?' he asked hesitantly.

'Yes, of course,' she said, I3 ughing.
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"What about my proposal?' he asked gently in an expectant
tone.

'Will you believe it only if | open my mouth to say
affirmatively?' she said, giggling, and then said: 'Yes, green light!'

'Ok...nice...i'm glad," he said quietly.

They both were laughing for a couple of minutes, not
speaking.
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Twenty-five

It was the next day at about one o'clock. Sanjayan came to
Vasanthi's house as he'd said. Suganya and Vasanthi welcomed
him.

They exchanged their greetings.

He sat onachairontheveranda.

Vasanthi looked at Suganya, said: ‘why are looking on? Sit
down!'

Suganya perched on the edge of a chair. 'sit comfortably,'
said Sanjayan, looking at her. She shifted into a comfortable
position in the chair with a smile.

'Okay, stay here, talking. I'm going to make tea,' said
Vasanthi, walking towards the kitchen.

Sanjayan and Suganya had sat, facing each other, a mere two
metres apart. But they were silent. Each one wanted the other one
to speak.

'Suganya, why are you silent?' he broke the silence.

'Onlyyou havetotalk,'shesaid,twisting her lips as if to smile.

'I'd told you before about my parents. | have an only brother.
He is elder than me by five. He is an accountant. His wife is a school
teacher. They have a daughter wha's five. And now Anni has
conceived; the baby is due by the first of September said Sanjayan.
(elder brother's wife is called affectionately'Anni')
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'Good,' she said, smiling.

'And | go home today. I'll let them know about this proposal,’
he said.

'Do you expect them to agree to this proposal?' she asked,
instantly, expectantly.

"To be frank, | won't expect that they all will agree whole
heartedly, immediately. My father himself taught me to behave like
this. You know, to be honest, to be duty conscious and to be socially
conscious. So, he won't object,' he said, smiling, 'l think my brother
will say something disapproving. Let's wait and see what will
happen.'

She said reluctantly: 'l think that you don't know a lot of
things about me. So | want to let you know. But I don't know where
to begin.' Her voice trailed off, but her smile stillwas on her face.

'Not necessary,' he said, 'l'll never ever reopen old wounds. |
know about you briefly-that's enough - Needless to say.'

'l have a problem,' she said.

'Your problem is mine. You can say ‘We have a problem.’
Don't worry about it. Share it with me. Let's find a solution for it,' he
said casually, but confidently.

' have to let my daughter know about it,’ she said.

'She may be very surprised when she learns about this
matter. Sometimes she will be upset herself,' he said, trailing the
fingers of his right hand across his forehead, and then asked: 'Do
you have any idea how to approach this matter?’

'I am afraid of upsetting her. Mami always insists me to
remarry. | call her to come here. I'll tell her this problem. She can
convince my daughter,' she said, 'meanwhile the scholarship exam
is around the corner. So, after the exam we can tell her. | think, that
should be the right moment to reveal this matter to her. What do
you think?'

'‘Absolutely correct! Now it's July. The exam will be next
month. We can wait for a month, no problem. If we hastento do it,
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she will sometimes get upset and spoil her study,' he said, agreeing
altogether with her,

They further discussed some other important things they
have toface.

Vasanthi came out and asked him to have lunch. 'Akkal
Amma has cooked for me. I'm going to leave now,' he said.

"It however takes three hours to reach Point Pedro,' said
Vasanthiwith concern.

'It doesn't matter. Amma has been waiting for me,' he said
smilingly.

‘Then, have a cup of tea, please.'

'Yes, of course.'

Vasanthi served tea and biscuits to him and to Suganya.

Sipping his tea, Sanjayan said: 'Akka! | cannot meet Suganya
in public places before our marriage. So, if we have to meet we'll

= come here, to your house. This house is the rendezvous for us until
our marriage.'

He laughed. Suganya smiled at Vasanthi. Then Vasanthi said:
'you are welcome -more than welcome. It's a pleasure to help you.'

He took leave of them, went out into Horowupothana Road
andtook a shortcut to walk to the bus stand- walking along the wall
of the Holy Family Convent, and turning into Kandasamy kovil road,
thence to the AS and the bus stand.

He got on the Point Pedro-bound bus that was about to
leave, and sat by the window comfortably. The bus, ten minutes
later, started to travel northwards, along Kandy Road. Passing
Mankulam, Kilinochchi, then Elephant pass, it reached
Kodikamam, the + junction, and made a right turn into Kodikamam-
Point Pedro Road, offthe AS.

By thirty past three, the bus pulled at the Point Pedro bus
stand. The driver perched wearily on the driver's seat, resting his
hands on the steering and kept watching the passengers getting
down.
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When Sanjayan alighted from the bus, he looked at the
driver, and said: 'Thanks, Annai.'

The driver was pleased with him. 'You're welcome, Thampi.
Take care!' he said enthusiastically.

Sanjayan must catch another bus to go home. His home was
on the route- no: 751 that runs to Jaffna from PointPedro, through
the Coast Road up to Valvettiturai, thence turns to the left off the
coast.

He got on the 751 route bus that was the next turn to leave,
and took his seat on the window side, right behind the driver's seat.

When a few minutes went past, the driver turned the ignition
key on and drove northward the bus. A minute later the bus
reached the northern most coast of the Island.

Point Pedro is the northern most city of the Island. There is a
harbour: correctly speaking it's a jetty. Because the sea, the Palk
Strait at Point Pedro is not so deep so that a ship can come to the
quay. The ship is anchored at least one kilometre off this rocky
coast. Barges ply from the ship to the quay, and vice versa.

During the war period, it was a hub harbour. The ship and
barge services had been in operation to carry people and cargo
from Point Pedro to Trinco malee, and vice versa. The City of Trinco
was a passenger ship; and the Sigiriya, Kumana, Lanka Sri,
Habarana were cargo ships. And also the Lanka Mudidtha was
operated for both passengers and cargo.

Hartley College, a famous boys' school, is located on the land
side of the coast road, Kankesanturai Road, next to the harbour.
And Methodist Girls' High School is next to Hartley College.
Between those two schools runs College Road that is perpendicular
to Kankesanturai Road.

Sanjayan watched the sea through the window. The sea was
calm because of prevailing 'Chozhaham'- the strong wind blowing
from the south- west to the north- east. The narrow stretch of lime
reef was protruding from the surface of the water at about forty
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metres off the coast, and was parallel to the coast line.

The bus passed both schools, reached Supparmadam- a
village, and then approached the crematorium for Hindus and the
cemetery for Christians. They were next to each other, without any
demarcation.

Passing the cemetery Sanjayan got down from the bus, and
walkedinto a narrow road, southwards. There was a rice mill on the
left side of the road, at fifty metres off Kankesanturai Road. The
vegetable plots, especially onion and chilly, flanked the road.

On the right side of the road there was an Amman kovil, next
to which was a kerney-a rectangular well with steps inwards to
reach the water of it.

Sanjayan saw his friend, Arul, standing in the shade of the
banyan tree that stood opposite the temple. Arul also saw
Sanjayan, and walked briskly towards him. Some other people
were there in front of the kovil. They exchanged greetings with
Sanjayan. Then after, Sanjayan and Arul moved away to a secluded
place.

'Machan, | want to discuss a matter with you,'said Sanjayan.

'‘Any problem?"' asked Arulin atone of surprise.

It's not a problem, but an important matter that | must
reveal you.'

'Okay, by the way, have you had your lunch?'

'No, | haven't still.’

'Then, goand have your lunch first. We'll talk leisurely.'

Sanjayan took leave of him, walked along the road and
turned to the left. He passed four houses, and turned to the right
into a lane to reach his house.

Murugesu, his father, standing at the front vard saw him
open the gate.

‘Thampi!' he exclaimed, and then turned to the house, called
out his wife, Danalakshmi, 'Danam! Thampiis here.'

Danalakshmi came out at once, stepped down onto the yard,
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up to him. Taking his bag in her hand, she said: 'Thampi, |'ve been
waiting for you since cooking lunch atone o'clock. Why solate?'

Sanjayan sat in a chair on the veranda, stretched his legs.

‘Thampi, don't sit in the chair; go and have a bath,' said
Danalakshmi.

'| feel utterly exhausted," he said.

"Then, have your meal now. One hour later, you can have a
bath,' she said with a questioning look.

"lwant to have a bath now,' he said, rising from the chair.

He went into the room, took his towel and sarong, and
stepped up to the wellinthe north-east corner of the backyard.

Half an hour later, he came to the kitchen. 'Thampi, don't
wait any longer. Gas will be produced in your empty stomach,' said
Danalakshmi with concern.

'Amma, | had a cup of tea with some biscuits. My stomach is
not empty now,' said Sanjayan, smiling.

He took a small rectangular wooden plank, placed it on the
floor in a comfortable position, on which he sat down cross-legged.
She placed a plate before him, served rice and curries- chilli fish
curry, brinjal curry with fried fish. He started to have his meal. She
placed a sempu of water on the floor beside his plate, and was
looking on with a great affection.

Then he wondered how to open up the matter, having his
meal.

Danalukshmi cleared her throat, and said: 'Thampi, we've
received a horoscope matching well with yours, eighty percent.
There were some photos of hers on the table. If you say yes, we can
proceed with the proposal.' Her face was bright with happinessand
satisfaction.

'l think that you don't need this proposal,’ he said softly,
looking atthe plate.

'"Why? What do you mean?'she askedinasurprised tone.

'l want to marry a lady in Vavuniya,' he said, not taking his
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eyes off his plate. His voice trailed off.

She didn't get angry, nor irritated, but on the contrary she
smiled and said: 'Thampi, look at me!"

He looked up from the plate.

'Thampi, why have you not told me this before? If you had
told us, we would have married you to her.'

'I decided onlytwo daysago.'

'It's ok', she said, 'let's talk to Appa about it.’

'Amma, you yourself talk with him," he said, feeling shy.

'What about her?' she asked with a questioning look,
curiously.

'She is a clerk in the Vavuniya office. Her name is Suganya.
Sheisanice lady," he said, giving the firstinformation.

Having had his meal, he went into the living room and sat at
the table. Five minutes later he heard the sound of his parents
talking with each other outside. His heart was beating fast.

After a short while, Danalakashmi came into the living room,
said: "Thampi! Appa ask you to come out.'

He went out to the veranda. He couldn't look directly at his
father's eyes because out of embarrassment. He stood beside the
door frame, looking down. His father's legs and feet were visible to
him.

'Thampi, sit down here,' said Murugesu, pointing at a chair,
sensing the reason why he felt so embarrassed.

Sanjayan sat down on the floor cross- legged, rested his back
on the wall. He was still looking down to avoid eye contact.

Murugesu said: 'Thampi! Amma told me about it. We have
no problem. Let's move this proposal properly. We want to see her
parents. Tell her to ask her parents to come here to our place, or
otherwise tell us her where abouts. We'll go and see them.'

Sanjayan was silent, still looking down.

‘Thampi, any other problem?' asked Murugesu, in an
enquiring voice.
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'Yes, Appa,' said Sanjayan affirmatively.

Then Danalakshmi interrupted. Thampi you're telling a
different story now..." she looked at Sanjayan, then at Murugesu.
Her eyes were dull. Her face looked upset.

Murugesu looked at her steadily, and gestured her to keep
calm.

'"Thampi...' called out Murugesu, gently.

'Appa!' said Sanjayan asareply.

'Thampi, you yourself have to speak,' said Murugesu softly,
looking at him expectantly.

Sanjayan raised his eyes to look at his father's face reluctantly
to guage his mood and reaction. Murugesu was staring at him with
apuzzledlook on his face.

'Appa, she is a war widow. During the Vanni war, her parents
and husbhand had died because of shelling.' He stopped speaking,
and looked down, expecting his parents' response.

Asudden silence fell. It lasted a couple of minutes.

Murugesu broke the silence, asked: 'Thampi, is she younger
thanyou?'

'Yes, Appa, by three years younger thanme.'

Danalakshmi looked at her husband. Murugesu said:
'Danam, call Moothavar to come here.’

'Moothavar' meaning 'elder man'. Murugesu referred to
Dananjayan as 'Moothavar'

Before she could rise to her feet, Dananjayan opened the
gate.

'"There Moothavar comes!' she exclaimed.

Dananjayan stepped up onto the veranda, asking Sanjayan:
'"Thampi, when did you come?' he sat down in a chair.

Sanjayan said nothing, looking down.

'What're you thinking of? What's wrong with you?' asked
Dananjayan, looking at him.

Before Sanjayan could reply to him, Murugesu interrupted.
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Looking at Dananjayan, he said: 'We're discussing an important
matter. Now we expected youto be here.'

'Oh, what's it?' asked Dananjayan.

Danalakshmirevealed the matter to him.

Expressing his dissatisfaction with the proposal, Dananjayan
said: 'Thampi, nowadays it's common to marry a widow. Only does
the widower remarry the widow. Does any bachelor marry a
widow- |'ve never heard. You're an eligible bachelor, educated as
well. you're of high value in the matrimonial market. So, why need
youmarry a widow?'

Sanjayanremained silent.

‘Thampi, what's your answer?' asked Dananjayan, looking at
him. '"What's the meaning of your silence?'

Murugesu looked at Dananjayan, said: 'Everybody has a right
to pick his life partner. llayavar wants to marry her. Let him do it.'

'llayavar means 'Younger man.' Murugesu referred to
Sanjayan as 'llayavar.'

Dananjayan argued with his father for fifteen minutes, and
finally agreed with him.

'Okay,' said Dananjayan, looking at Sanjayan, 'l accept your
proposal too, because Appa and Amma are prepared to do it.'
Sanjayan was not happy but rather satisfied. Looking at his father
he said: 'Appa! I have one more thing to reveal you.'

Murugesu stared at him, raising a questioning eyebrow.
Danalakshmiand Dananjayan looking at him, puzzled.

'Appa, she has a child itself..." said Sanjayan. His voice trailed
off.

Murugesu fell silent. Dananjayan got annoyed at him, and
rebuked. 'You want to marry the mother of a child. Why didn't you
think about your self-prestige or our family respect? | really
couldn't understand you!'

Danalakshmi looked at Sanjayan, and said: 'Thampi why are
you telling the story little by little? Disclose everything first.' Then
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she asked: 'How old is the child?'

'It's a girl child. She'll sit the grade five scholarship exam in
August,' said Sanjayan.

Dananjayan got aterrible shock. 'Hey boy!" he said with some
irritation, 'she is ten, a good five years older than my daughter. |
thought you're smart and intelligent. But you are a fool. You've
done a sheer stupid thing. Have you taken leave of your senses?
What a shameful thing to do!" he cupped his forehead in his right
hand, and looked down.

After a moment, he looked at Sanjayan, asked: 'ls she of our
religion?'

'Yes, Hindu,' said Sanjayan.

'What's her caste?'

'l don't know,' said Sanjayan softly, but casually.

'Dai peyaa!'- Hey fool- said Dananjayan furiously. 'Are you
mad?'

Murugesu said, looking at Sanjayan: 'Goinside!’

Sanjayan got up, walked inside and satat the table.

"We made a mistake, for which we should blame ourselves,'
said Dananjayan.

'What do you mean?' said Danalakshmi, with a surprised
look.

'Yes, Amma. We should have married him off at the right
time,' he sighed.

'Why are you talking like this?' said Danalakshmi, 'for four
years we've been seeking a good bride for him. No horoscope
matched with his. Then what can we do? Everything in lifeis fated.'

'‘Ammal! | think he has got entangled with her. She must have
set a trap for him,' said Dananjayan, 'Amma, does he go to her
house frequently?'

'Hey, Thampi, you're talking nonsense! said Danalakshmi.
'He is your brother. He'll never behave like a third class man. | think
there may be somethingelse,’ she said firmly.

132

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

Murugesu looked at Dananjayan, and said: 'Thampi, what
Amma says must be right. He has a problem that he cannot share
with us. Otherwise he is a man of principle. And also I've never
received any complaint against him from anybody until now. He is
honest and perfect. He being my son, | don't say this. That's the
truth.’

'‘Appa, I'm sorry,' said Dananjayan apologetically, 'l know him
very well. | spoke out of anger at him.'

'Yes, | see it,' said Murugesu, and then asked: 'Well, what's
your final opinion about this proposal?'

'Appa, to be frank, | don't want him to marry her,' said
Dananjayan.

Murugesu nodded his head indifferently, and shifted his look
from him to Danalakshimi, asked: 'What do you say about that,
Danam?'

'Thinking about what the people in our village will be talking
in different senses | feel embarrassed but, after Ilayavar gave her
the word that he would marry her, can we do, nothing’ she said
with a mixture of sadness and embarrassment. After a pause, she
went on, 'You have a knowledge about our society better than me.
So, your decision will be mine.'

Murugesu realized that his wife was unhappy. He was staring
at her sympathetically.

'‘Appa!’ called out Dananjayan. 'Appa, what do you say?' he
asked.

'He has a right to choose his life partner. We can't forbid him
from marrying her. | have no objection to him marrying her,' said
Murugesu earnestly.

‘Appa, do you speak like this? If he marries her how can you
face oursociety?' asked Dananjayan confused.

'He knows too what you say now. | believe for sure he will
make a right decision under any circumstances,' said Murugesu.

'Appa, how can you take it so easy? | can't!. And he doesn't
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know her caste as well,' said Dananjayanin arather loud voice.

Danalakshmi interrupted. 'Thampi, speak quietly. The next-
door neighbours can easily overhear what you say,' she said gently,
inaserious tone, once looking around.

Looking at Dananjayan, Murugesu said: 'l know your feeling,
and | do realize your situation you'll have to face. But, | taught my
students that they shouldn't discriminate on grounds of race,
gender, religion or caste. How can | go back on my teaching now?
We should practise first what we preach. So, we shouldn't try to
find out her caste by enquiring secretly.’

Dananjayan remained silent with an expressionless face.

Danalakshmi said to him: 'Thampi, her village is not the
proximity of ours, far away from here. Her community is unknown
to ours. Her people are unfamiliar to ours. So, it's manageable.'

Dananjayan said in a disapproving tone, looking at his
parents: 'okay, if we marry him to her, we'll have to hang our heads
in shame. This marriage will bring a lot of problems.

Murugesu told Danalakshmi to call Sanjayan. ‘Thampi...
called out Danalakshmiloudly.

Sanjayan came out to the veranda, and stood at the door,
leaning against the door frame.

Murugesu looked at him and said: 'Thampi, both Amma and|
won't forbid you from marrying her. But Annadoesn't acceptit.

Sanjayan turned his head to Dananjayan.

'Thampi, firstly she's a widow whereas you're an eligible
bachelor. Secondly, she's the mother of a child, who has grown
bigger as well. And thirdly you don't know about her caste. Don't
forget that we're living in a caste- ridden society. You have to make
a decision after weighing the pros and cons. There is no harm in
thinking over your decision once more,' said Dananjayan, in a calm
voice, looking at Sanjayan. Dananjayan's face lined with worry.

Sanjayan replied confidently: 'Anna, you see this problem in
black and white. There should be an adjustment for anything. You
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know, she's a war widow, as well as an innocent victim of the war.
You have to see the things from her position. If she were your sister
orsisterin law, you would talk differently.’

'Her problems are not ours,' said Dananjayan instantly.

'No, you can't say like that,' said Sanjayan, 'as she is a war
widow her problems are ours. It's our collective responsibility, no?'

'I'm not a progressive like you, nor conservative. I'm an
ordinary man, running parallel with our society,' said Dananjayan.

Sanjayan smiled wryly, and said: 'Anna, | can't run parallel
with our society.'

'Thampi, are you going to do the shameful thing?' asked
Dananjayan softly.

'I've promised to marry her' said Sanjayan instantly,
confidently,

Dananjayan got irritated. 'So, you don't ask permission for it
but give us information about it. If we object it, will YOu go against
our wishes?' he asked.

Sanjayan said nothing, looking down.

Dananjayan went on, '| wonder why you are so adamant that
you can't understand what | say. What did you see so much in her?'
his voice was harsh.

Sanjayan didn't expect that Dananjayan would ask such an
awkward question. He was disappointed with his brother. He
nodded his head gently, looking down.

Murugesu gestured for Dananjayan not to speak further with
Sanjayan.

They remained silent for a few minutes. It was a pregnant
silence,

Murugesu broke the silence.

'Well, Thampi, your decision is final,' he said, looking at
Sanjayan,

Sanjayan said: 'Appa! You yourself taught me- 'Do whatever
you thingright.' So, Iwant to marry her, which is the rightthing too.'
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'Then ok, you candoit,' said Murugesu.

Sanjayan felt happy, but still kept looking down.

Murugesu went on, ‘Thampi, she is a widow, which is not a
problem. But she has a big child, which is the problem. You know
why, we can't have a wedding ceremony for you both. Neither the
wedding procession nor the rituals that have to be performed at a
wedding dais cannot be made in front of our people, before her
own child. We cannot invite our people properly to the wedding.
And she won't like it too. You know why.'

'Yes, | understand all what you say,' said Sanjayan quietly.

Dananjayan interrupted. '‘Appa, how can you talk about the
wedding? The world will laugh scornfully at us,’ he said, and then
looked at Sanjayan and said: 'Later on you'll regret for your
impetuous decision, and realize that what | say now is correct. But
then you'll fall into the abyss that you can't escape.’ He said so
vehemently, rose to his feet and walked briskly towards the gate.

Danalakshmi got up and went after him, calling, '"Thampi...
Thampi... stop!' Murugesu signalled to her to come back, notto call
him.

She stepped back up to him.

'Danam, let him go. We'll talk with him later,' said Murugesu,
casually.

'He goes out raging with anger... you tell me not to stop him,'
said Danalakshmi with a questioning look.

'He's bitterly disappointed at our decision on this matter.
Anyhow we can convince him. He's our son, no. He'll go nowhere
leaving you,'said Murugesu.

Sanjayan looked so worried.

Murugesu glanced at him worriedly for a few moments, then
said: 'Thampi' it's pointless to worry about that now. We can't find
fault with your brother. Needless to say you why. Living in this
society he fears forit.'

Sanjayan nodded, regretfully.
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Then they heard goats bleating from the backyard.

'The goats have started bleating. | have to feed them now.
We'll talk later,' said Murugesu, rising from the chair to go to the
backyard.

Danalakshmi got up too, said: 'It's getting dark. I've some
domestic chores. Let's talk later.' She went into the house.

Sanjayan stepped down onto the front yard. He looked at the
west sky. The sun stood poised like a red hot coin on the horizon,
peeking above the palmyrah grove at a distance. There was not a
single ray of the sun, but only the dusky light spread all over the
surroundings. There was a single palmyrah tree that stood at the
corner of the front yard. It creaked and groaned in the chozhaham-
blowing strongly from the south- west. Its dry leaves were hanging
along the stem, whenits tender leaves stood vertical. All the leaves
had created an ellipse, nearly a circle like a man with dishevelled
hairand beard. The circumference of the ellipse looked serrated.

He watched the fluffy redish orange cloud in the west sky
drifting towards the sea. The wind was wheezing in his ear
incessantly. Their pet dog kept sniffing at his calves, wagging its tail.

He stood quietly musing on the events of the day.
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Twenty-six

The following day was Sunday. At about nine o' clock Sanjayan,
after his breakfast, walked towards his brother's home that was
located onthe same lane, fifty metresfrom theirs.

When he opened the gate, Dananjayan came towards the
gate, rolling his moter bike, and passed him not speaking to and
looking away.

Sanjayan looked at him, but didn't speak to him. He stepped
onto the varanda. Devi, Dananjayan's mother in law, saw him first.
'"Thampicomein... sitdown,' she said with a smile.

'Mami, where's Anni?' he asked, looking around, and sat
downin a chairintheliving room.

'"Thampi, she's inside the room. She's had a bath just now. |
think she's changing clothes,' she said, knocked gently at the door,
and said: 'Pillai, Sanjey hascome here.’

'Yes, coming. Tell him to hang on for a moment,' said Rajini
from behind the door.

Five minutes later, Rajini opened the room door, stepped
out. On seeing her Sanjayan stood up.

'"Thampi, sit down,' said Rajini with a gesture at him, smiling.
She, heavily pregnant, walked slowly at a steady pace up to the
chair opposite his, and sat down on it. She rested herright hand on
the bump of her stomach, with her leftarm onthe arm of the chair.
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After she settled comfortably in her chair, he sat in his chair,
until which he remained standing up.

He cleared his throat and asked softly: 'Anni, did Anna say
anything?'

'Yes, | know,' she said. Her lips curved into a tentative smile.
She looked around and said: 'Thampi! Anna told me everything last
night.'

He was silent, looking at her, as if to expect her to say
something.

She went on, 'He and | discussed the matter last night inside
the bedroom. At first he set his face against the marriage. | tried to
convince him to agree to it. We stayed up late. Yes, we did sleep
only early morning three o' clock.

'What's his stand point? When |'d entered the gatelsaw him.
But he looked away and went out, not uttering a single word,' he
said, wondering whether he set still his face againstthe marriage.

'This only goes half way to convincing him. I'll try whenever |
meet him alone. Don't worry about that. Let's wait and see!' she
said smiling,

‘Thanks, Anni', he said, paused for a few seconds, and then
wenton, 'I've come here now to let you know about the matter. But
you notonly gauged everything before | tell you, but have also tried
to convince Anna. It's like a miracle. I've to pinch myself to make
sure that!'m not dreaming.' He smiled, looking down.

‘Thampi, It is no miracle. Anna told me everything- what
you'd said, what Mama had said, what Mami had said, and what
you all had conversed with each other at your home. So, | realized
all,' she said laughing with short breaths as if she would suffocate.

Then Devi came there carrying a cup of tea and offered him
it. "Thampi, stay here talking with your Anni. It's a relaxing moment
for her. But | have plenty of work," she said, laughing, and returned
to the kitchen.

Rajini said: 'Thampi, as Mama had said, we can't have a
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traditional wedding ceremony. So it should be a simple one. I think
that we had better have the wedding function at Vavuniya with a
handful of people, that is, our family members and friends. | hope
you understand it.’

Sanjayan nodded his head affirmatively.

She smiled at him, and asked: 'Thampi, what happened to
you? Can you tellme whenand whereyoumether?'

He smiled back at her too, and then related the story in
chronological order. Her face was a picture. At the end of the story
tears welled up in her eyes and dribbled down her cheeks. She
burrowed her face in the left sleeve of her maternity gown and
wiped hertearsonit.

'Anni,' he called out.

She looked at him.

He said: 'Anni, this is between ourselves. |'ve told you
everything because you must know it. As a woman you can realize
it

'She is my sister. I'm supportive to you and to her too,' said
Rajiniin a confident way.

"Thanks, Anni.'

'Don't say thanks. When Anna told me about the matter, |
realized that you wouldn't have made any mistake, because | know
about you. That's why | tried to convince him,' she said.

'But, | was afraid of upsetting you because Anna didn't accept
it. You also would stand for Anna..." his voice trailed off.

She laughed, then said: ' | always stand up for my husband.
No doubt.' She went on, ' because this is our intra-family matter, |
myself have a duty to solve the problem of our family. Only my
husband sets his face against your marriage. So | have to convince
him. Our daughter is younger than Ahrani, which, he sees, is a
problem. But that's not a big problem, | consider. His anger will
slowly drain away. Thampi, | won't reveal this matter even to my
mother. I'll tell her only the final decision. Whatever will happen
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shallalso happen well. Don't worry.' She paused her monologue.

'‘Anni, if only we have the marriage after three months can
you participate in it, no. What do you say about my opinion?' he
asked, looking at her expectantly.

‘After the final decision has been taken, why should you
delay? It's pointless to delay the marriage. And also, the longer you
delay, the worse her situation gets. You had better discuss this
matter with Suganya, and fixasuitable date,' she said.

‘Anni, will you, however, convince Anna?' asked Sanjayan
with asmile,

‘Thampi, I'll try my best,' she said firmly.

Rajini's daughter, Varshi, emerged into the living room, and
saw him sitting in the chair. She came running towards him,
shouting, 'Sithappa...'

'Sithappa' means 'Younger father.’

He hugged her. She encircled her arms around his neck
affectionately, and nuzzled his nose. 'Sithappa... your nose is like
the beakofaparrot,' she said with a slight lisp.

‘Your nose alsois like that,' he retorted in jest, smiling.

Then Devi entered the living room, saying: 'both of your
noses look very similar. Like Danam Machal's nose.'

Sanjayan gave a chuckle of delight, and pinched gently her
chubby cheeks playfully. Rajini smiled at them both.

By ten o' clock Dananjayan opened the gate. 'There Thampi
comes!' Devi exclaimed, and walked towards him.

Dananjayan gave hera bag full of vegetables, and rested his
motor bike onits kick stand.

When he came into the living room, Sanjayan looked directly
athim. But Dananjayan wentintothe room, looking down.

Sanjayan wrinkled his face, and looked at Rajini. '"he won't
agree with it,"he mouthed, resting his chin on Varshi's shoulder,

'Don"tworry,' said Rajini, waving her left hand at him gently.

Sanjayan got up from the chair, removing her arms around
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his neck. Varshistood up aside.

''m going to leave now,' he said.

'Bye Sithappa,' she said, waving her hand.

'"Anni, you're my last hope. Everything rests in you,' said
Sanjayan, looking at Rajini. He walked towards the gate, not
waiting for her reply.

Sanjayan reached the Amman kovil, and stood in the shade
of the banyan tree, waiting for his friend Arul. The main road was
visible to him. Though there appeared the mirage over the road, in
the shade of the tree the climate was a cool. The wind was blowing
unceasingly with an irregular speed- lightly or strongly. The wind
murmured in the banyan tree and some other trees- Vahai (a sirissa
tree), Marudhu (Arjunatree).

He met Arul and conversed with him about the things that
might have yet to be done. Their conversation lasted a couple of
hours, which was interrupted several times by some of the
devotees as well as passers-by. They all were living in his village,
and made small talk with him- as always their questions were,
'"When did you come from Murunkan?,' 'Then, Thampi, when will
you goto Marunkan?'

Sanjayan and Arul took leave of each other at one o' clock.
When Sanjayan returned home Danalakshmi had sat in a chair,
waiting for him to serve him lunch.

He changed into sarong and came to the kitchen.

Over lunch...

'"Thampi, what did Anni say?' asked Danalakshmi, smilingly,
with a questioning look.

'She's agreed to it. Only Anna objects it. But Anni tries to
convince him.'

'I'll convince him too,' she said confidently. 'Thampi, what's
her daughter's name?' asked Danalakshmi with interest.

'Ahrani.’

'How about her?"
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'She's clever, and a well brought up child. She'll pass the
scholarship exam.'

'What about Suganya?' she asked with a smile.

'‘Amma, she is a nice lady of exemplary character. She has
never hurt any person mincing with words. So kind and highly
sentimental. Once you get to know her you'll like her," he said in a
serioustone.

"Thampi, what about her appearance? Her complexion?' she
asked, smiling.

'Neither fair nor dark,' he said, laughing.

'She hasalong hair?' she asked enthusiastically.

"Yes, yes, it's wavy and long,' he laughed with amusement,
'‘Amma, the hair that grows outside the scalp is not important but
the brainthatisinside the scalpisimportant.'

'What you say is right, but our women give the greatest

. importance to the appearance' she said. ‘Thampi, do you have
their photos?’she asked eagerly.

'No, | have got no photos. I'll send you later,' he said with a
kind of guilty feeling.

After lunch, he took his phone and went to the back yard. He
stoodatthe goat shed. He called Suganya.

When her phone is ringing, suddenly a thought floated into
his mind that Ahrani might pick up the phone. When he was about
to cut the line off Suganya's voice sounded at the other end. 'Hello,
how are you?' she asked pleasantly.

He had butter fliesin his stomach.

'I've been afraid of Ahrani, wondering if she would pick up
thephone,' he said.

'Don't worry. She never picks up my phone,' she laughed. 'If
she happens to hear my phone ringing, she'll take it to me, not
pressing 'ok’ button. Actually, that's what has happened now,’ she
said softly, with happiness.

‘Nice!' he said. 'Where is she now?' he asked with concern.
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'She is now having lunch in the kitchen. I've come out from
the kitchen.'

'I'think, I've called you untimely," he said with a sense of guilt.

'It's not a problem,' she laughed. 'Okay, any special reason to
call now? What do your Appa, Amma, Anna and Anni say about
that?' she asked quietly, in a questioning tone, with eagerness.

'Don't worry about that. Everything is fine here. They want to
see your photos,' he said. His voice trailed off.

She fell insilence.

'Suganya,' he called out softly.

'Yes, | should have given you the photos. Actually it's my
mistake. I don't know how to send them now.’

'It's not a problem, eh. Send them to me via phone,' he said
casually.

'Butldon't have asmart phone,' she said, giggling.

'Oh, that's another problem,' he said, 'you can seek help
from Vasanthi Akka.'

'Mm... | understood what you meant. I'll sent you the photos
tomorrow, because Vasanthi Akka went to Colombo yesterday
night-she'llreturn tonight.'

'Ok.'

'Will you be there tomorrow?' she asked with a feeling of
doubt.

'No!' he said, 'I'll go to Murunkan tomorrow early morning.
You can send the photos to my mobile. Then I'll forward them to
Anna.'

'Then, ok!'

'One more thing,' he said, 'Please, send Ahrani's photostoo.'

She said nothing, but laughed. The laughter was meaningful.
He realized itand laughed.

'Ok, I'lldoiit,' she said.

'well, I'll call you tomorrow from Murunkan." He
disconnected the line and turned around.
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Then Danalakshmi came towards the shed, carrying a basin
of water and placed it on the ground. The goats in the shed pulled
hard on the tetherstowards the basin, bleating in chorus.

There was a sack of rice bran in the corner of the shed. She
took the rice bran out of the sack with her cupped hands and put it
into the basin. She thus did thrice, added a bow! of coconut oil cake
ande stirred using her hands.

He placed his phane on a bench, came up to her, and asked:
'‘Amma, where is Appa?" he lifted the basin up, stepped up to the
goats, and placed it before them so as to water them.

They started to drink the water quickly. He poured much
more water into the basin with a bucket. They drank it and licked
the bottom of the basin clean- no more dregs of the rice bran. Then,
they raised their heads from the basin, bleating as a mark of
satisfaction. Two kids were there frisking around his legs. The male
goat tied to a post reared up, giving the tether a yank, with a deep
bleat.

He washed his hands. Danalakshmi went up to him, and
asked: 'Thampi, who have you spoken with? Is it the lady?'

'Yes, | asked her to send her photos,' he said casually.

'Have you told her that Anna opposed the proposal?' she
asked, with a questioning look.

He smiled at her, and said: 'l haven't and | won't. If | tell her it
she'll get a bad impression of Anna. She thus will keep him at arm's
lengthin her entirelife.’

‘Then, ok. This is what | thought to tell you,' she said, nodding
her head.
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Twenty-seven

It was Monday evening by four o' clock. Sanjayan was standing on
the bank of Giant's Tank. The wind made waves on the tank. The
choppy waters glittered in the evening sunlight. The birds kept
wheeling above the waters in the golden sky, with occasionally
skimming over the surface of the waters to catch fish. Several
fishing canoes were floating in the tank, spreading over a wide area
of the waters. A man or two appeared in every canoe, paddling.
Some other people enjoyed watching the scenery.

Then Sanjayan's phone rang. Suganya was at the other end.

'Hello, how are you?' she asked in a soft voice, giggling.

'Fine!' he said, 'surprisingly you've called me from the office.'

She laughed, and then said: 'well, | send you some photos
from Vasanthi Akka's phone.'

'Nice!' he said in a tone of satisfaction, 'what's Vasanthi Akka
doing?'

'She tries to send the photos,' she said, 'bye, I'll call you later.

@

It was the same day at five o' clock.

Murugesu and Danalakshmi were chatting with each other.
Then Dananjayan opened the gate. Rajini stepped in through the
gate. 'Here Pillai comes too!' exclaimed Danalakshmi with a
surprise. She got up and walked towards her daughterin law.
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Murugesu, sitting on the chair, was just locking on, smiling.

Rajinisatin achair.

‘Pillai, you should be careful of walking the streets during this
period,' said Danalakshmi with a mixture of happiness and
strictness,

'‘Mami, I've walked here along the lane with utmost care,'
sighed Rajini, smiling.

Danalakshmi turned to Dananjayan, asked: ‘Thampi, why
have you taken here this heavily pregnant woman?'

Before he could reply, Rajini interrupted. 'l want to see you
both,' she said.

'If you had sent word that you wanted to see us, we both
would have been there in a moment,' said Danalakshmi, smiling at
her, with a feeling of pure delight.

'We have to discuss a matter with you both. We can't do it in
our house. There is no privacy. That's why...? Said Rajini, wrinkling
her forehead. Then she looked at Dananjayan, said; 'So, I've come
here with him.' And again she looked at Danalakshmi, and said:
‘Mami! Thampi sent me some photos.' She smiled at Dananjayan.

"Yes, Appa. He sent the same photos to my phone itself. He
was soadamant,'said Dananjayan, laughing,

‘Show me them!' said Danalakshmi, stepping up to him.

Murugesu said nothing. But his face was bright with
excitement. He took his glasses out of the case, and wore them.

Dananjayan realized that his father was keen to see the
photos. He got close to his father and squatted down next to the
arm of the chair he'd sat on in order to show the photos clearly.
Danalakshmi sat next to the other arm of his chair.

Dananjayan moved the screen of the phone with his index
finger, holding the phone in front of them.

There popped up a Suganya's photo in which she was in a
lightgreen sari.

"This is the latest photo, | think,' said Danalakshmi, 'because
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she is without wearing a pottu on her forehead.' Both regret and
sympathy mingled togetherin her voice.

On seeing the photo Murugesu smiled, without his lips
parting.

Dananjayan swiped his finger across the screen. Another
photo of hers appeared. 'Hey Thampi, why do you not let us see the
photo?' said Danalakshmi disapprovingly.

'Amma, there're fifteen odd photos. See all the photos first.
Then let's come again for the second round,’ Dananjayan said,
smiling,, looking at the phone.

'Ok, ok, said Danalakshmi, looking at the photo.

Sitting in the chair Rajini locked her eye on three of them,
smiling, with great satisfaction.

'Thampi, show me the little girl,' asked Murugesu.

Dananjayan touched on an Ahrani's photo. The photo came
inthe frontin larger size. 'Poor girl,' Murugesu murmured. Then he
looked at Danalakshmi and said: 'Danam, this too is our grand
daughter.'

'Yes, yes,' said Danalakshmihappily.

They both were looking at Ahrani's photo. Dananjayan
looked at Rajini. She nodded her head, watching her parents inlaw
proudly.

After seeing all the photos, Murugesu said with satisfaction:
'she's ok, no.?"

Danalakshmi turned to look at Dananjayan, and asked:
'"Thampi, what do you say?'

'Amma, you all have agreed to this marriage. | think it's
pointless that | remain opposed to the marriage. I'm compelled to
tolerate it for the sake of you all,' he said disapprovingly.

Murugesu looked at him, and said: 'Thampi, | know about
llayavar. He is not unrelenting. There may be a lot of things that he
cannot share with us. He may be even a victim of circumstance. |
don't know, but | feel like that. Anyhow, she must be a nice lady
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because she has fascinated him. He is prepared to live with her
together. You or |, or somebody else cannot forbid his marriage. I'm
his father. | was an instrument for him to be born here in this world,
Even then, | cannot possess hm. | cannot dictate terms to him. Heis
amanwith all the rights. That's the fact. | hope you understand.'

'Appa, we are Tamils living in Jaffna. Qurs is a Caste-ridden
community,' said Dananjayan.

'Yes, | accept what you say. Worrying about the community
we cannot ostracize him, we have to get on with him. | don't know
whether she is our caste or not. But, one thingis true that whom he
marries, is my daughter in law,' Murugesu said, then looked at his
wife,

Danalakshminodded her head approvingly.

Dananjayan fell silent.

Murugesu went on, 'Thampi, we don't know still about that
lady. Once we get to know her we may like her. Then we'll say that
he'd taken a good decision. So, it's premature to talk about the
result, First we have to believe that he's taken a right decision.'

Alook passed between Dananjayan and Rajini. Taking notice
of it Danalakshmi looked at Rajini, and asked: 'Pillai, what're you
thinking of?'

Murugesu also looked at Rajini.

Rajini said: 'What Mama said is correct, and the fact. Actually
we don't know abot Suganya. She may be the most suitable for
Thampi. No one thrust this marriage on him. Thampi wants to
marry her. He himself can understand whatever we understand. So,
it's pointless to talk further about the matter.'

'What Pillai said is right,' said Murugesu, nodding his head
approvingly.

Dananjayan looked at his wife, and asked: '"What about the
caste problem?'

'Caste is still deeply rooted in our society, | agree. But Thampi
is important to us, more than our society. We cannot be shunning
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him for the sake of the society. We shouldn't lose him in the name
of caste. And also, Thampi is a gentleman as well as a community
responsible person. We appreciated everything that he did. Now if
we are opposed to the marriage he'll definitely be disappointed.
But one thing, if we are opposed to the marriage he'll go against our
wishes. No doubt!' Rajini paused her monologue.

Dananjayan remained silent, contemplating.

She went on confidently, looking at him: 'l don't know why
you're so adamant. But | hope we can be living in concord with
Suganya. Don't worry about the society. Things will change with
time. | plead with youto agree to the marriage wholeheartedly.’

The other three were staring at Dananjayan's face
expectantly. Eventually he gave a nod approvingly, and said: 'ok!’

Murugesu stared at Rajini. 'Pillai, you've understood llayavar
well," he remarked, raising his brow in surprise.

Her smile lifted the corner of her mouth. She said: 'Mama, |
was born and bred in this village itself. Before my marriage | called
him Sanje. After the marriage | call him Thampi as my husband
does. Most of the people in our village like him very much. In our
village, as far as | know, there was not a single social event that
Thampi didn't participate in. If Thampi leaves this village for good,
this village will feel the loss of him.’

Dananjayan silently agreed with what she said.

Murugesu looked at his wife, smiling. Danalakshmi felt
euphoric, and was proud of her son. She got up from the chair,
smiling.

'Mami! Where are you going?' asked Rajini, in a tone of
surprise.

'Pillai, you have to go home before the dusk. So, I'm going to
get tea foryou all,' said Danalakshmi. She went into the kitchen, not
waiting for her reply.
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Twenty-eight

It was a Wednesday night. Seven o' clock. Ahrani was at the
table, writing an essay, Her grandmother, Indrani, was looking on,
from at the end of the table. Suganya was in the kitchen preparing
dinner. The entire house had fallen silent.

Indrani walked up to the kitchen door, and stood there
clutching the door frame, watching Suganya.

Suganya turned her head to the door, smiled at her, and then
looked at the frying pan again,

Suganya had called Indraniin the morning and pleased her to
come immediately to Vavuniya. She hadn't told even the reason
why she'd called her. But, at once Indrani had left Mulankavil,
excited, and arrived at Vavuniya at about two o' clock. But until now
Suganya didn't tell anything to herasto why she called her, nor did
Ahrani. And also everything was going on as usual. How ever
Indrani didn't fail to sense that a bizarre situation prevailed in the
house. She was patient, awaiting for Suganyato open the subject.

Half an hour later, after dinner, Ahrani resumed her study. As
Suganya went into the room, Indrani followed her into. Suganya sat
on the bed, from where she could see Ahrani sitting at the table in
the living room through the door that was ajar. Indrani saw conflicts
in her eyes,
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Suganya cleared her throat, and said: 'Mami, | want to talk
with you about a matter.’

"Tell me what,' said Indrani, with concern, and sat on the bed,
nextto her.

'"Mami, I've taken a decision without consulting you,' said
Suganya apologetically.

'Pillai, you need not worry about that. Tell me whatever you
want to,' said Indrani, soothingly, resting her hand on Suganya's.

Suganya wanted to tell her the full story. But she felt shy to
reveal the matter that Satkunam had desired her. So, she decided
to keep the matter about Satkunam secret from Indrani. She bagan
totell the story hesitantly.

Every now and again she stopped speaking due to the over
whelming timidity during which she took a pause, looking down;
and then resumed speaking.

Indrani was listening to her carefully, not disturbing her, not
even during the pause. Her moods kept varying- contrasting
moods-now happy, now sad. Her face was a picture.

When Suganya finished speaking, Indrani's eyes grew misty.
'Pillai, your decision is absolutely right. |'ve been asking you to
remarry. But every single time | asked, you didn't accept it. So, now
I'm happy, more than happy with your decision. I'llbe supportive to
you, don't worry,' said Indrani in a soft voice, patting on Suganya's
back.

'Mami,' called out Suganya quietly.

'Pillai, what? Tell me.'

'I haven't told Pillai about this. | don't believe that she'll take
it lightly,' said Suganya, gazing at her daughter sympathetically,
throughthe door.

Indrani followed her gaze, said: 'Pillai, don't worry. Iwill deal
with the problem.’

'Mami, we must be careful of handling this matter. We
shouldn't be in haste,' said Suganya.
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‘Pillai, sooner or later we must let her know it. Leave things
tome, I'll convince her,' said Indrani confidently.

'Don'ttalk to her about that now,' said Suganya firmly.

'Why?' asked Indrani, looking at her with wide eyes, then
went on, 'Pillai, after we have decided to do an action, we shouldn't
delay it. If we do it so, that action will definitely fizzle out. So we
have to finish an action as soon as possible. I'll convince her now,'
said Indrani, rising from the bed.

Suddenly Suganya grabbed Indrani's arm, and sat her on the
bed again, said: 'Mami, listen to me, please. Not even a month for
the schlorship exam. We shouldn't disturb her on the eve of the
exam. We had better talk with her about the matter after the
exam.'

Indrani thought for a moment. 'Yes, you're correct,’ she said
in an assured voice, and then asked: 'Pillai, have you told this
matter to the engineer and his wife?'

'No, | haven't' said Suganya airily.

'Why haven't you told them?' asked Indraniin a disapproving
tone.

'Must tell them,' said Suganya instantly.

'If they know about it, they'll feel so happy,' said Indrani.
Then she asked: 'Do they come here as usual?'

'Yes!'Suganya lied to her wittingly.

'Then ok,' said Indrani, 'Pillai, I'll leave tomorrow and come
back on the eve of the exam, preparing to stay here for a week.'
'Ok, Mami.'

When they both gazed at Ahrani simultaneously, she was
studying for her exam with determination, unaware of the fact,
that they were discussing a matter involving her.

Suganya took pity on her daughter. Tears sprang to her eyes,
she looked down, wiping her tears. Indrani said a few comforting
wards to her.
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Twenty-nine

Danalakshmi opened the gate, came in, carrying a big bag full of
culinary goods in her arms. She struggled to shut the gate behind
her but she couldn't, because of the heavy bag in her arms. So, she
left the gate open, went into the kitchen, put the bag down, came
outtoshutthe gate,

Murugesu sat in a chair on the veranda, contemplating. It's
seemed as if he was unaware that she passed the veranda twice.
She stepped up to him, asked gently: 'What're you thinking so
deeply about?'

Her voice broke his train of thought. 'You've come!' he
exclaimed, twisting his head to look at her. 'I'm thinking of our
llayavar.'

'About llayavar!' she exclaimedin a tone of questioning.

'Has he got money on him?' he asked with a questioning look.

'l gave him only five thousand rupees when he left home last
Sunday.'

'He'll have to spend thousands of rupees on the wedding
preparation,’ he said.

'He doesn' have that much money on him.'

'We have to deposit money in his bank account'

'Ohyes,' she said, 'We mustdoit.’
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'Why not do it now? It's ten o' clock now. | can go to Point
Pedro and transfer the money from my account to his,' he said, and
gotup fromthe chair.

‘Tuesday is not suitable for auspicious matters,’ she
reminded him instantly. _

'Oh, I've forgotten it,' he said, sat down in the chairagain.

I want to talk something with you,' she said smiling.

He looked at her face, raising his eyebrow.

‘Shall we go to Vavuniya and see that lady?' she asked
eagerly.

He thought for a moment, and then said: 'Danam, | think,
there is a problem. Ahrani hasn't stil known about the matter.
Should we go to Vavuniya we ought to see both of them, both
Suganya and Ahrani. And Thampi knows what to do. So, we can go
there when he invites us to come there.'

Realizing it she nodded her head approvingly.
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Thirty

It was the Grade five schlorship examination day. Suganya took
Ahrani to school in her bicycle. The other students came there with
their parents- either father or mother:; uncle or aunt; or elder
sibling.

Suganya parked her bike, walked along with Ahrani up to the
tree that stood in front of the exam hall. Virushali had already come
there with her father. Seeing them, she came running towards
them.

"Viru! At what time did you come?' asked Ahrani cheerfully.

'Five minutes ago,' said Virushali hurriedly, then looked at
Suganya. 'Aunty,’ she called out delightfully, bowed low to her with
her open hands together.

Suganya placed her right hand on Virushali's head and
blessed her: and then asked with concern: 'Who have you come
with?'

"With Appa,' said Virushali, pointing to the spot where her
father was standing.

Suganya turned to look at him. They looked at each other,
smiling, nodding their heads. Ahranistepped up to him, and got his
blessing. They both came to the place where Suganya and Virushali
were present.
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Ahraniand Virushalifellinto chatting with each other.

Virushali's father looked at them, and said: 'Pillaigal, the
exam is about to start. Talking distracts you, and spoils the
freshness of your mind. So, don't talk until the exam is finished.
Please, besilent!'

('Pillaigal'is the plural of 'Pillai'-"Child")

They both took his advice, and fell silent.

The supervisors and invigilators of the exam made all
arrangements. Then they allowed the students to enter the exam
hall, attheright time.

When Ahrani and Virushali were ready to walk towards the
hall, Suganya wished them: 'good luck'

'Wish you all the best' greeted Virushali's father.

Both Ahrani and Virushali walked, waving their hands.
Suganya and Virushali's father were looking at them till they
disappeared into the hall,

The parents gathered together in front of the hall. Every
parent seemed to be overwhelmed by the thought of the exam,
whereas every child student was cheerful, appeared unworried
and relaxed, without exam fever, It seemed as if the exam were for
parentsthemselves,

One of the parents spoke in a loud voice to those gatheringin
front of the hall. 'Please, listen to me. The supervisor tells us to go
away, and to stay at the entrance, keeping ourselves out of our
children's sight.'

The crowd started moving towards the entrance. Suganya
and Virushali's father walked together up to another tree that
stood behind the wall of a building of the school. Then Virushali's
father left, leaving her alone.

Those who took the students to the exam hall started
chatting with each other, in separate groups. But Suganya wanted
to seclude herself from the other people. The potential problems
concerning the marriage continued to occupy her mind.
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Virushali's father came again nearer to her. 'Thankachchi,' he
called outinagentle voice.

'Yes, Annai,' said Suganya with a jerk, being aware of the
surroundings.

'Only ten minutes more for the first part to finish, he said.

'Then they'll come out,' she said, glancing at her watch to
make sure of the time,

"We can offer some refreshments to them, no. So | go out and
buy something to eat or drink," he said, and turned to go out.

'No, you need not go out,' she said instantly, 'l've got two
cartons of milk. That's enough for now.'

Having seen the students coming out in twos and threes, the
parents started to move towards them eagerly. In a minute they all
got together. There was a din of excited chatter.

Ahraniand Virushali had cometo their parents.

'Amma, everything is good,' said Ahrani cheerfully.

Suganya looked at Virushali.

'Aunty, some questions are doubtful,' said Virushali.

'Don't worry about that now. Do the next part well,' said
Suganya, tapping on Virushali's head. She undid the zip of her hand
bag, took a carton of milk, and offered it to her. 'Pillai, drinkit.' Then
she gave another one to Ahrani.

'Ahrah... what's the answer for the third question?' asked
Virushali, removing the straw sellotaped to the carton.

"Third one is the answer,' said Ahrani confidently, inserting
the strawinto the hole of the carton.

'Oh, I've marked the second one?' said Virushali, twisting her
lips with a disappointment.

Virushali's father, who'd been looking on as yet, interrupted.
'Pillaigal, don't talk about the question paper you've answered.
Finish the exam first.'

They both fell silent, started sucking up the milk through the
straw. Having drunk the milk Virushali belched.
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‘Amma, | want to rinse the taste out of my mouth,' said
Ahrani, looking at Suganya's face.

Suganya gave a bottle of water. Ahrani took a mouthful of
water, swirled it around her mouth and swallowed. She did so once
again, and gave the bottle to Virushali.

Virushali passed the bottle to Suganya.

'Why?' asked Suganya with a surprised look, 'Don't you want
todrink water?'

'No, Aunty,' said Virushali, smiling,' | like the aftertaste of
milk, But | want to wash my hand and lips because my fingers and
lips feel sticky.’

‘Ok, useit’. said Suganya, holding out the bottle.

‘No, Aunty. This is drinking water. Please keep it with you. At
the other side of the school premises there is the tap water to
wash.’safd\/irushali,nottakingthe bottle.

Viru, I'm coming with you too. My hands also fee| stickly,'
said Ahrani, getting the empty cartons and staws from Suganya.

They both walked up to the tap, put the waste in the litter
bin, washed their hands and mouths, and wiped with their
handkerchiefs.

The exam resumed after an interval of fifteen minutes.

Virushali's father looked atSuganya, and asked: 'Why are you
here standing alone? You may go that side and stay talking with the
other people. What're you thinking of? Your face lines with worry,
Don't worry about Ahrani. She'll finish top in the exam. So, forget
aboutthe exam.'

Asmile flitted across her face. 'No, nothing,'she said.

'Okay, | go that side,’ he said and moved away.

Then Suganya's mobile vibrated inside her hand bag. She
took it out and looked at the screen. It was Sanjayan calling.
Suddenly she felt a strange happiness. Her heart started throbbing
quietly. There was a sparkle of excitement in her eyes,

She pressedthe 'ok' button.
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'Hello,' she said softly.

'Yah, Suganya,' he called casually. "Well, where are you? at
the school?' he asked.

'Yes, at the front wall of the school.’

'| think that the first part has been over. Have you met her?
Have you offered her anything to drink? What's she said about the
paper?' he asked a set of questions without pausing for breath.

She was delighted that he paid proper regard to Ahrani. She
answered him enthusiastically. 'She's done the first part well, she
says. I've offered a carton of milk. Now she's writing the second
part.'

'Are you feeling happy now?" he asked a formal question so
asto guage her mood, and the state of mind.

She herself could understand why he asked such a question.
She didn't want to tell a lie to him. 'Mm... I'm not sure | feel happy.
Well, actually not happy,' she said, 'she is cheerful now, thinking of
the exam being over today. But she's unaware of a bitter
disappointment waiting for her. That matter will make a profound
impact on her, | know for sure. I'm afraid even to imagine how she's
going to react. She's going to kill me with her questions,’ she
breathed.

'Sorry, Suganya... I'm extremely sorry," he said in a soft voice
with regret.

'l don't say this to make you worry. I'm just telling you what |
feel, and it's my obligation as well to let you know whatever | feel,’
she said quietly.

' know the feeling,' he said, 'the child's world is totally
different from the adult's. A child has an exaggerated sense of its
own importance. In this respect Ahrani will set her face against the
marriage. But you can convince her, | think. The problem is that you
can't intercede yourself with her for you. Someone else can do with
her on your behalf. If you try to convince her, she may be suspicious
of you. I think, your Mamicandoit.'
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"Yes, she's come yesterday itself.'

‘Then, no problem. Don't worry about that. And, have you
any problem, don‘tforgetto callme, okay?'

'lunderstood!'

‘Then ok, relax! Everything will be ok.'

They ended their telephone conversation,

She took a quick glance at her wrist watch. There were only
five minutes remaining for the exam to be over. She tried to relax
herself with the thought of the exam. But the impending problem
preyed an her mind.

The students came out of the hall, walked in file along the
narrow passage, and spilled into the front yard of the school,
chattering. They walked briskly, looking for their people, like white
pigeonsflutteringtheirwings.

Ahrani came running towards her mother in a euphoric
mood. 'Amma... I've done well,' said Ahrani confidently, with her
face wreathed in smiles.

Virushali came there with her father. They all made small
talk.

‘Ahrah, shall we go to the theatre in the evening?' asked
Virushali.

Ahrani looked at Suganya's face for the response. Suganya
nodded her head approvingly.

'Then ok, I'll be at your home at four o' clock,' Virushali said
hurriedly, and followed her father towards their motorbike.

'‘Amma, what happened to you? You look unhappy. Your eyes
are dull. It's uncharacteristic of you,' said Ahrani, looking at
Suganya.

'No, nothing,' said Suganya, 'I'm happy.' She placed her hand
onAhrani's head.

Then, a classmate of Ahrani walked up to her, smiling, with
her mother.

‘Ahrah... what about the exam?' she asked.
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'It's ok!' said Ahrani, smiling.

'You'll pass the exam definitely. Any exam is a cakewalk to
you, no,' she said, and then looked at her mother, and said; 'Amma,
thisis Ahrani.'

Her mother laughed at Ahrani, then at Suganya.

Ahrani looked at her mother and said:' 'Amma, this is
Sumanchala, my classmate. Thatis her mother.'

Sumanchala's mother said: 'Pillai talks often about Ahrani.
That's why | want to see who that Ahraniis.’

When they took leave of each ther, Ahrani said: 'anyhow, the
examis over. That'sit!'

Suganya thought that her daughter's exam was over whereas
her exam was due tostart.

Suganya and Ahrani were walking towards the bicycle shed.

]

Standing at the porch, Indrani saw Ahrani open the gate, and
Suganya wheeling the bike in through the gate.

'"What about the exam?' asked Indrani, sounding genuinely
interested, casting a welcoming smile in their direction.

'Appammal I'll pass the exam with higher marks,' said Ahrani
confidently, cheerfully, walking briskly towards her.

Indrani hugged her tight and kissed on her forehead. 'l know,
| know,' said Indrani, 'Come, have lunch.' She kept hugging her
granddaughter, took herinside the house, chatting jovially.

Suganya entered the living room and reclined on the couch.
She was not in the mood even for changing her sari. She sat there
staring blankly.

'Pillai', called out Indrani softly.

Suganya looked at her with a slough of despair.

‘Pillai, come to have lunch', Said Indrani.

'Mami, | don't feel hungry. Please serve it to her,' said
Suganya. At that moment as though she wanted to seclude herself
fromthe entire world.
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Then Ahrani came there too, having changed out of her
school uniform. 'Amma, why are you here, not changing out of the
sari. Please, come to have lunch together today. Amma, get up,
please get up,' said Ahrani with 3 brimful of energy, pulling her
mother by the hand.

But Suganya remained sitting, refusing to budge.

Indrani interrupted. She looked at Ahrani and said; 'Pillai,
leave your Amma alone. It seems that she is thinking of something
else. Come with me, we both shall have lunch. She'll have herlunch
later when she feels hungry.’

Indrani and Ahrani moved towards the kitchen. Suganya
heard them talking inside the kitchen.

‘Appamma, | have no tuition class for a week, today on. No
school, no tuition, no exam. I'm going to sleep soundly,
continuously for three days,’ said Ahrani, laughing, '"Appamma, You
Know something, I'm going to the theatre today with Viru's father
toseea Vijayfilm.'

'Ok, Pillai," said Indrani, '8o wherever you want. Now have
your meal.'

After lunch Indrani and Ahrani came out of the kitchen,
closing the door behind them.

Suganya still kept sitting on the couch. Ahrani got close to
her, asked: 'Amma, why are you here still?'

T'll have my lunch after half an hour," said Suganya, fanning
herself with the end of her sari.

Indraniinterrupted. 'Pillai, leave your Amma alone,' she said,
'we'Irgointotheroom‘!wanttochatwithyou.'

Indrani tried to go into the room, gripping Ahrani'sarm.

'‘Appamma, leave me for a moment,’ said Ahrani, wriggling
her hand.

Indraniloosened her grip, and let her g0o. Ahrani switched on
the ceiling fan and turned the regulater knob to the maximum.
Suganya's stray hairs began to flutter; and the loose parts of hersari
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were fluttering. Ahrani felt satisfied.

'Appamma, please come. We can go now," said Ahrani,
holding Indrani'sarm.

They both stepped up to the room door. Suddenly Suganya
turned around to see Ahrani. But she could see her daughter's back
only. Indrani closed the door behind them.

Inside the room Ahrani sat on the bed cross-legged. Indrani
perched on the edge of the bed.

'Pillai, you have to listen to me carefully. | know you're a
clever girl. You have a keen mind. So, you can understand what |
say,' Indrani said in a calm voice.

'"What about?' asked Ahraniinstantly, lookinginto her eyes.

'About your mother.’

‘About Amma!' exclaimed Ahrani. She looked puzzled. 'Well,
Amma looks so worried. But she doesn't say anything. Do you know
why?' asked Ahraniin atone of surprise.

Indrani started speaking. Ahrani listened to her carefully.
Indrani didn't want to put the matter bluntly. So she was beating
about the bush. Ahrani's mind was wandering to see the point. But
she kept her ears open for the matter.

It had taken Indrani half an hour to come gradually to the
crux of the matter.

Sitting on the couch, Suganya could hear the dull sound of
Indrani talking inside the room. But it was not so clear that she
could understand. It was like a distant rumble. Every now and again
she took a glance at the wall clock and at the door closed, back and
forth. She wondered how her daughter would react to the matter.
Then she experienced a high level of anxiety that she'd never felt
before. She was a nervous wreck.

The room door opened with a light sound. Out stepped
Ahrani, being followed by Indrani. Ahrani walked slowly up to
Suganya. Indrani had halted by the wall.

Ahrani stared at her mother silently. Suganya's eyes had
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already dropped to her lap. But she was fully aware that her
daughter was standing beside her. Her heart started beating fast,
She felt it pounding inside her. She was not brave enough to look at
her daughter's face directly.

‘Ammachchi...' called out Ahrani in a soft voice. She sat on
the couch next to her.'Ammachchi... are you going to rema rry?' she
asked, coming straight to the point.

Suganya wasn't shocked to hear it but was tormented by a
guilty feeling. She kept silent.

Ahrani felt an intense sense of sadness at her mother's
silence. She touched her mother lightly and affectionately on the
lap.

Suganya was deeply moved by Ahrani's affectionate touch.
She looked at Ahrani’s hand on her lap. Her entire body felt as if it
would be electrocuted.

‘Ammachchi... Appamma told me that you are going to marry
Sanjay Uncle. | know that's a barefaced lie. Thatha also had once
told me like this, about you. | asked you, remember? You said no,'
said Ahrani, looking at the side of Suganya's face. 'Ammachchi...
lookat me,' said Ahrani gently.

Then too Suganya didn't look at her face. Ahrani held her
mother's chin lightly and turned the face towards her.

Despite Suganya's face towards Ahrani's, Suganya kept
looking down, emotionless.

'‘Ammachchi, look at me... please, look at me Ammachchi,’
begged Ahrani.

Suganya was overwhelmed by feelings of sadness. Tears
brimmed in her eyes. She tried to check her tears.

‘Ammachchi, look at me, say something. Don't be silent,
please, Ammachchi,'she begged again, holding her mother's chin.

Suganya was unable to hold back her tears. A tear drop or
two fell onto Ahrani's arm. Then Ahrani realized without a shadow
of doubt that her mother had decided to remarry. She spoke in a
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shaky voice, shedding tears:'Ammachchi... what happened to you?
I'll look after you in the last years of your life. I'll become a doctor.
You need not worry about that. You tell me that you are living for
my sake. What wrong am | doing? Don't leave me alone.
Ammachchi, don't leave me alone, please. Why do you want to
marry him? | begyounotto...'

At that moment, in Suganya's heart swelled with a feeling.
The name of the feeling was not yet known. Sadness; sorrow;
dismay; despair; shame; hate; helplessness; or a mixture of all
those feelings. Her heart was beating fast with in her rib cage like a
big bird trapped in a small cage. Her breath was ringing in her ears.
Her inner world shattered into a million pieces. She buried her face
into her cupped hands with her elbows resting on her lap, sobbing
soundlessly. Her face was wet with tears behind her cupped hands.

'Ammachchi... Ammachchi... look at me, please,' Ahrani
sobbed.

Suganya remained motionless in that posture. Indrani kept
looking on, leaning against the wall, with tears welling up within
her eyes.

Ahrani failed to make her mother talk to her, even look at her.
She stood up with a feeling of hopelessness and rolled her eyes,
looking for her grandmother. She saw Indrani standing immobile by
the wall. She looked at her grandmother with a glimmer of hope.
But Indrani looked at her granddaughter with a feeling of pity. They
both started moving briskly towards each other, simultaneously.

'Appamma... Amma says nothing... why?' asked Ahraniwith a
despairing look.

'Pillai, your mother is a poor woman. Don't disturb her, my
child,' said Indrani, wiping Ahrani's tears dribbling down the
cheeks, with her hands.

Ahrani hugged Indrani tightly with her arms encircling
Indrani's waist, pressing her face against Indrani’s stomach,
sobbing. Indrani was patting affectionately Ahrani on the head and
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back, saying a few consoling words.

After a while, they both slipped into the room, hugging each
other. The room door closed with a click.

On hearing the sound of clicking, Suganya turned around to
look at the room door. She started crying louder, being tortured by
her inner feelings, slapping on her forehead repeatedly. She was
sweating heavily, even as the ceiling fan was rotating overhead in
full r.p.m.

Half an hour later, Indrani came out of the room, and found
that Suganya still kept straring vacantly,

'Pillai, are you still here?' asked Indrani in a gentle voice and
she satonthe couch.

Suganyaturned her head to look at Indrani. Overwhelmed by
feelings of guilt about not responding to her daughter's questions,
and not even looking at her face, she started to sob uncontrollably
with her shoulders heaving.

‘My child begged me to look at her- 1 couldn't. | was not brave
enough even to see her, Then how can | respond to her innocent
questions. My innocent child has left this poor mother, having
come to her own conclusions. What an unlucky woman I'm, Aiyo...'
she breathed.

Indrani put her arm around Suganya's shoulders. It
comforted Suganya to feel Indrani's arm around her. She rested her
head gently on Indarni's shoulder. 'Mami, what's she doing?' she
sobbed.

'Pillai, | tried to convince her. Lying on the bed with her head
pillowed on my lap, she's been listening to me patiently. Her
sobbing subsided. Afterwards she went to sleep. I've put her head
down gently on the pillow, and come out.'

Suganya gradually ceased sobbing. Indrani got up from the
couch, walked to the kitchen, and returned with a glass of water,
'Pillai, drink some water!"

Suganyatooka gulp of the water.
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'Pillai, get up and have a plate of rice," said Indrani softly.

'Mami, | have no appetite. But | have a splitting headache
with a tingling sensation inside my head. My mouth feels bitter,'
said Suganya, clutching her forehead.

'That's because you're under stress. Don't think too much,
Pillai. Change your sari first. Get up... Pillai, get up! Go to the
bathroom and refresh yourself with a bath,' said, Indrani, tapping
on Suganya's shoulder.

Suganya rose to her feet and stepped into the room, where
Ahrani was sleeping soundly in a supine position. Suganya stood
beside the bed and looked at her daughter steadily, closely,
affectionately, and sympathetically.

A couple of minutes later, she wiped the tears brimming in
her eyes, took her spare clothes and walked to the bathroom.

After a refreshing shower, Suganya went into the kitchen.

'Pillai, come and sit down to have your meal,' said Indrani,
taking a plate.

'‘Mami, | don't want to have rice,' said Suganya instantly.

Indrani gave a questioning look at her, holding the plate in
her hand.

'l want a cup of tea. That's enough for now,' said Suganya,
wrinkling her face up.

'Ok,' said Indrani. She made a cup of strong tea, and gave her.

Suganya drank it, came out onto the porch, sat down on the
floor, and leaned against the pillar, stretching both legs. She then
watched a jasmine vine on the trellis swaying gently in the breeze.
She felt as if the vine had comforted her by waving by itself.

She closed her eyes with a sense of relief. She then only could
see her inner world, where her frustrations and stresses persisted,
still not fading away.

'Aunty... Aunty... Aun...

Suganya opened her eyes with a jerk, and found Virushali
standing on the porch, looking at her.
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'‘Aunty, why are you sitting down on the floor?' asked
Virushali, narrowing her eyes.

I wanted to stretch my legs. | have dull pains in the knees,’
said Suganya.

‘Yes, Aunty,' said Virushali, 'l know. Appa told us that you'd
been standing until the exam was over.'

Suganya looked at her with just a suggestion of smile.

'Aunty, where is Ahrani?' asked Virushali.

‘'She's sleeping inthe room,' said Suganya.

'Sleeping! exclaimed Virusali. We want to go to see the flim
today,' she said, walked towards the room, not waiting for
Suganya'sreply.

Being in the kitchen, Indrani had seen Virushali pass the
kitchen door, she closely followed her, wondering whether Ahrani
would reveal the matterto her close friend.

Inside the room Ahrani had woken up from her deep sleep.
She felt as fresh as a morning lotus. But it lasted only a moment.
The next moment, the feeling of despair began to creep up in her
mind. Her thoughts turned to that fateful afternoon.

When she saw Virusali entering the room, her thoughts
stopped wandering.

'Ahrah, why didn't you get ready? Appa will come here to
take us to the theatre. It is a good film with several fighting scenes.
Surabitold me that she'd seen the filmin the Vasanthi theatre,' said
Virushalijovially.

Indrani, who had followed Virushali, halted by the door,
locking on.

Virushali perched on the edge of the bed, next to Ahrani.
Looking closely at Ahrani's face, Virushali got a shock, and then had
the sense that Ahrani was worried about something. 'Ahrah, you
look as though you have cried your eyes out. What's wrong with
you? Haven't you done the exam well?' she asked anxiously,
slipping her hand into Ahrani's.
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"Wiru, I've done the exam well. I'm angry with Amma. That's
why...? Said Ahrani, casually, gazing at Indrani, who stood by the
door, looking on, from behind Virushali's back.

Virushali turned around to follow Ahrani's gaze. She saw
Indrani standing there, said: 'Appamma, why are you there? Come
here.'

Indrani stepped up to the bed, laughing, and saton it.

'Ahrah, you'll come with me to go to the cinema, won'tyou?'
asked Virushaliwith a questioning look.

'l can't come today, ' Said Ahraniwith a flinty look.

'Don't worry. | can ask Aunty to go to the cinema. She'll say
yes definitely,' said Virushali confidently, rose to her feet,

'Don't go there. I'm not in the mood for seeing a film,' said
Ahrani listlessly.

'Okay, we'll go to the cinema another day. I've told Appa to
come here to take us to the theatre by five thirty. So | have to tell
him not to come here,' said Virushali. She got up from the bed,
came to the living room, called her father on the land line in order
toinform him of the cancellation of their programme.

Then Indrani asked, looking at Ahrani: 'Pillai, will you have a
cupoftea?’

'Yes, of course,' said Ahrani, 'but | want you to get tea for me.
If anybody else makes tea for me, | won't drink it. You know who I'm
referring to, don't you?' said Ahrani adamantly, with her arms
flailing angrily, in an adult-like manner, which amused Indrani. But,
with an expressionless face, Indrani nodded and got up to go out.
No sooner had she come out of the room than she smiled broadly
by herself with a sense of relief. Virushali, who put the receiver
down and turned around, saw her come out of the room with a
broad smile.

'Appammal Why are you smiling by yourself? Asked
Virushali, laughing.

'No, nothing,' said Indrani, 'well , stay with your friend. I'm
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going toget teaforyou.' She hurried past her to the kitchen.

Virushali rejoined Ahrani in the room. After Indrani offered
tea to them, she came up to Suganya. 'Pillai, it's getting four o'
clock. Come to have your meal,' asked Indrani with kindness.

‘Mami, | am not hungry now. | had better have dinner,
skipping the meal now' said Suganya in a dry voice. After a
momentary pause, 'Mami, what's she doing inside the room,’ she
asked expectantly, taking a deep breath, with a note of desperation
in her voice.

'Pillai, don't worry. I'll manage to convince her. It shocked her
once she had heard about the unusual news like this.

A flicker of hope appeared in Suganya's mind. She tried to
calm herself down. But she couldn't. Her face lined with worry.

'Pillai, please keep yourself calm. | know she can't hate you,
neither can you. She'll accept it but not instantly, which we can't
expect. So, don't worry. Take it easy,' said Indrani soothingly.

Ahrani and Virushali then stepped down onto the porch.
Virushali came up to Suganya. 'Aunty, why do you still keep sitting
on the floor? You still have the knee pain? Massage will reduce the
pain. Il know how to massage the aching muscles and joints with oil.
I massage Ammamma's legs frequently. Shall | do it foryou? asked
Virushali, squatting down beside her.

‘Not necessary.” said Suganya, Placing her right hand on
Virushali's head, affectionately. ‘Pillai, at what time are you going
tothecinema?’ She asked.

'‘Aunty, we've cancelled the programme. Because Ahrani is
not in the mood to see a film. We both want to see the film
together, chatting with each other. Then only we can enjoy the
film," said Virushali, smilng, then turned around to look at Ahrani.

Suganya also looked sidelong at her daughter, wondering
how she reacted. But Ahrani was staring at the jasmine vines
spread across the trellis as if attracted by them. As if she had found
them very firstin her life.
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'‘Aunty, she's angry with you. But she's overhearing us,’
whispered Virushaliin Suganya's ear, giggling.

At five o' clock Virushali took leave of Suganya and Indrani,
walked towards the gate, flanked by Ahrani.

'Ahrah, why are you so angry with Aunty? Poor Aunty... go
and talk to her,' said Virushali with a kind of sadness.

'0Ok,' said Ahraniinan emotionless voice.

Virushali started to walk home. Ahrani shut the gate, walked
into the house, not even turning her head towards the porch. But
Suganya watched her walking past. Indrani entered the house,
following Ahrani.

Suganya kept sitting on the porch, lostinthought.

'Pillai, why are you here sitting in the darknees?' asked
Indrani. Her voice interrupted Suganya's train of thought. She
became aware of the surroundings.

The darkness had descended on the ground. The bright light
in the living room projected on the porch like a rhomboid. A dim
light spilled from the kitchen window. A male voice with a peculiar
style of speaking announced in both languages over the loud
speaker of the railway station. A locomotive idling on the rails made
aroaring sound, rhythmically, at a constant pitch.

Suganya got up, walked into the living room, switched on the
porch light, and went into the Pooja room where she saw the
standing lamp before the god and goddess in the picture frames
burning with a steady flame. When she came back to the living
room, she heard both Indrani and Ahrani talking in the kitchen. She
went into the room, took the towel, and stepped into the
bathroom.

She reclined in the couch again. She was in a sombre mood,
staring blankly atthe television turned off.

By seven o' clock, Indrani came up to her. 'Pillai, come and
have your meal,' she asked.

'Has she had dinner?' asked Suganya.
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'No, she hasn't. And it's seven o' clock, no,' said Indrani, 'I'll
give her later.'

Suganya took a glance at the wall clock, and said: "Mami, I'll
have mydinner after her.'

‘Pillai, she had her lunch. But you didn't have even your
lunch,'said Indraniin a disapproving tone.

It's ok, Mami, let her have her meal first,' said Suganya
firmly.

Indrani returned to the kitchen, not saying anything to her,
and served Ahrani her dinner.

After dinner, Ahrani came into the living room, saw Suganya
sitting on the couch, and went over to the room, pretending not to
notice. But Suganya managed to see Ahrani walking past, out of the
corner of her eye,

Indrani followed Ahrani into the room. Suganya rose to her
feet and walked into the kitchen. Couple of minutes later Indrani
returned to the kitchen.

'‘Mami, what's she doing?" asked Suganya with a questioning
look tinged with regret.

'She went into the bathroom to brush her teeth,' said Indrani
casually, taking a plate.

Suganya took a deep breath, sat down on the floor cross-
legged, and started to have her meal, silently.

Indraniwas looking on.

After dinner, Indrani went into the room, where Ahrani was
lying on her side in the bed, and said, looking at her: 'Appamma,
sleep beside me in the bed. Anybody else shouldn't come here to
sleep.'

'Ok," said Indrani. She came to the living room, up to Suganya,
who'd satin the chair. 'Pillai, I sleep inside the room beside her,' she
said.,

'Yes, Mami. You have much things to talk with her,' said
Suganya, noddingin approval.

173

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



The Innocent Victims

'Pillai, don't worry. Thinking too much is useless. So, sleep as
early as possible,' said Indrani, patting on her head, and then
walked into the room, closed the door behind her.

Suganya turned off all the bulbs inside the house, leaving a
single bare bulb burning dimly at the porch. She wondered why
Sanjayan hadn't still called her. The living room being dark, she
fumbled around to walk up to the front window. She however drew
back the curtain. The porch light spilled over to the darkened living
room from the window. Despite the light in the living room was too
dim, it was enough for her to walk up to the table and take her
mobile phone.

She settled herself on the couch, and pressed Sanjayan's
number.

'Hello,' called Sanjayan gently.

'It's me, said Suganya softly, and went on, 'l had expected
your call, but you didn't. So, | callyou.'

'You would be in a problematic situation. | didn't want to
disturb you by calling. But I've been waiting for your call. When |
saw your name pop on the screen of my phone, | really went hot
and cold. To be frank with you, I'm anxious and in a state of panic.
And | eagerly anticipate the result,’ said Sanjayan with a kind of
enthusiasm mingled with nervousness.

"Well, | tell you what happened here first. Afterwards we'll
discuss the matter,' she said.

Suganya began to relate what happened there from the
beginning, since he last called her when she was in the school. Her
voice faded to a whisper-inaudible to Ahraniinside the room.

Sanjayan listened to her, silently, paying the most attention,
notinterrupting her.

She ended her monologue with a deep sigh.

He remained silent. They both heard each other's breath.
About a minute went by. 'Why are you silent?' she asked quietly,
'say something.'
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'Are you ok?' he asked gently.

‘Mmm... ok,' she breathed.

'lletyou calm down,' he said, 'well, don't worry. The problem
has been solved!'

'Solved!' she sounded surprise.

"Yes, absolutely!" he said with conviction.

'How can you hope so?' she asked softly.

'We have to analyse the events that happened today
logically, from a ten-year-old child's point of view, and come to the
conclusion. Ahrani is intelligent and extraordinary at her peer
group. But the matter is that she is too young to understand this
particular problem. A couple of years later she will come to realize,’
he said, 'Suganya, you know, I had expected that once she got to
know about it she would suffer from stress, and feel frustrated and
depressed. But on the contrary, only her anger is the reaction to it
50, don't worry about that.'

'l cannot understand clearly what you say,' said Suganya in a
questioning tone,

'You know, suffering from depression, mental stress,
frustration and such is dangerous for people, especially for
children. A long term mental stress, and depression influence the
children's personality development. But angeris a not problem. It
recedes with time, gradually. That's what | meant.'

'Yes, lunderstand,' she said.

'Passion turns compassion; compassion turns passion. Both
are two sides of the same coin. That is, both feelings come out of
the same energy source,' he said, 'Suganya, even though Ahrani got
angry with you she had done her daily routine. She had her meal.
Even brushing her teeth at night is a part of her daily routine. So,
her anger at you will recede and she will talk to you as usual. But
you have to wait for a day or two.'

She felt relieved.

He went on, 'so, don't worry. When her passion turns
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compassion she'll come up to you by herself. Well, she loves you
the most. She can't hate you!'

She got a surprise. 'I'm surprised by what you say that she
can't hate me. You know why? Mami also said the same to me,' she
said. The surprise still persisted in her voice.

'That's the fact!' he said, laughing, 'two and two make four,
but not five. Indrani Amma concluded from Ahrani's reaction and
expression. And | came to the conclusion logically by what you said
to me. The same answer arrived by different methods.'

'Yes, that's right,' she said approvingly.

"There's another reason as well,' he said, laughing.

'What'sit?' she asked softly.

'Ahraniis Suganya's daughter, no. How can she hate others?'
he said, laughing.

She giggled at his remark, and then asked with concern:
'have you had your dinner?"

'No, | haven't,' he said airily.

'Why haven't you?' she asked with kindness, in a tone of
surprise.

'| got a food parcel for dinner. It lies on the table. | was not in
the mood to have my dinner before knowing the result from you.
How could | have my meals when you were in hot water? So, | had
neither lunch nor dinner, he said with a laughter, which was a sign
of satisfaction.

Her eyes grew misty.

'Do you feel hungry?' she asked kindly.

'l had a cup of tea that was offered in the office in the
evening. The tea took the edge off my appetite,' he said, gently
laughing.

She took a glance at the screen of the phone. 'It's past nine o'
clock. Please, go and have your meal. Sometimes the food parcel
may smell bad,' she said hurriedly.

'It may be. Only the curry packed in a small bag may smell
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bad. It's ok, | can have the dry pittu with a glass of water,' he said,
smiling.

She remained silent. She had no words in her mind to say at
thatmoment.

He wenton, 'Don't worry. After the marriage, you'll serve me
wonderful meals, won't you? | heard you can cook deliciously.'

She gave achuckle of delight. He laughed quietly.

'‘Okay, I'll call you tomorrow. Please go and have your dinner,'
she said with concern.

Their conversation ended.

She placed her phone on the stool in front the couch. She
was in a little relaxed mood. She heaved a sigh, reclined on the
couch, musing on the events of the day.In amatter of minutes, she
drifted into sleep.
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Thirty-one

Twao days went by.

Ahrani hadn't still been prepared to speak to Suganya. She
had avoided even eye contact with Suganya. Indrani had played an
intermediary role in the situation in the house for the past two
days.

Thethird day broke.

In the early morning, as usual, Suganya began to sweep the
frontyard. Indrani, who'd slept beside Ahraniin the bed, got up and
slipped out of the bedroom, not disturbing Ahrani's sleep, and then
wentinto the bathroom.

By six o' clock Ahrani woke up. The pale light of dawn spilled
from the window. She heard birds chirping outside. She didn't want
to rise from the bed. There was no important work for her to do
today because her exam was over.

The school vacation was to last two weeks more. The tuition
classes also were suspended until the next week, only for those
who'd sat the scholarship exam. Ahrani had anticipated eagerly
that vacation for months to enjoy going to the cinema, visiting her
friends, playing with them, and chatting cheerfully with each other.
But, what she'd thought and what happened were diametrically
opposite. Her best friend Virushali herself couldn't enjoy
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thoroughly that vacation. She had come there for the past two days
to persuade Ahrani to speak to Suganya, despite being completely
unaware of the matter beween Suganya and Ahrani. And also she
didn't like to pry into the matter. All she wanted was to make Ahrani
speak to Suganya.

Ahrani was still lying on the bed, staring vacantly. Suganya
stepped up onto the living room, saw Indrani speaking on the land
line. She wentinto the kitchen, boiled the kettle and made tea.

Indranithen came to the kitchen.

‘Mamil! I've got tea today after two days. Please give her a
cup,' said Suganya, smiling, 'I'll drink my tea later.' She went out of
the kitchen, not waiting for Indrani's reply.

She went into the room to take her spare clothes. Ahrani,
lying on her back in the bed, saw her come in, and looked sidelong
at her mother's back.

Suganya turned around to go out. Then she found Ahrani
casting a sidelong gaze at her. At once Ahrani turned over onto the
frontdramatically.

Suganya walked towards the bathroom. Indrani entered the
room with a cup of tea. 'Pillai, have your tea,' said Indrani, looking
atAhrani's back.

On hearing Indrani's voice Ahrani raised herself up on both
elbows and sat upright on the bed cross- legged. She took the cup
of tea and had a sip. Suddenly she experienced a strange feeling of
pleasure. She finished drinking and gave the empty cup to Indrani.

Indrani nodded her head, and walked towards the kitchen to
prepare breakfast.

After having a bath Suganya entered the kitchen. 'Mami, has
she drunk the tea?' she asked expectantly,

'Oh yes, said Indrani, laughing, 'l didn't tell her that you'd
made thetea.'

Suganyafeltrelieved, smiled at her.

'Pillai,' called Indraniin a soft voice.
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Suganya looked at her.

'Pillai, | must go to Mulankavil today.'

'Why? Any problem?' asked Suganya in a tone of surprise,
with wide eyes.

'No problem,' said Indrani, 'well, at the second phase under
the housing scheme for the war victims, our names have been
included in the list. | must sign the form today before the Grama
Sevaka- 'Head of the village.' So, | go there today and will come back
tomorrow, ok.'

'You must go there,' said Suganya in a dry voice, 'l don't know
what she'll say. Please, go and talk to her about the matter.'

Indrani went into the room. A couple of minutes later she
returned to the kitchen. 'Pillai, she says she's going to come with
me to Mulankavil,' she said, looking at Suganya's face, expecting for
areply.

Suganya thought in a moment, and said: 'Okay, take her to
Mulankavil. After the exam, she's staying at home, going nowhere,
poor girl. Mami, please take her to visit our relatives at Mulankavil.'
Hervoice was shaky. Her eyes were brimming with tears.

They both remained silent for a few moments, gazing at each
other.

Breaking the silence, Suganya said: 'I'm going to get ready for
work.' She wentout, wiping her tears.

When Suganya entered the room, Ahrani was not there.
She'd gone into the bathroom. Suganya changed into a sari, got
ready for the office, came to the living room, and sat on the couch.

Indrani then finished cooking breakfast, came up to Suganya,
and said: 'Pillai, have your breakfast.'

'Mami, I'll have it after you both have taken leave,’ said
Suganya instantly.

Indrani went into the room where Ahrani was taking her
clothes out of the wardrobe and stuffing them into her satchel.

'Pillai, come to have breakfast,' said Indrani.
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They both went into the kitchen, had their breakfast, and
gotreadytoleave.

Suganya walked up to the gate and opened it. Indrani and
Ahranifollowed her behind, carrying their bags.

Indrani hugged Suganya and kissed on her cheeks. Ahrani
stood a few feet ahead ofthem, onthe roadside.

Indrani stepped up to Ahranij, said in a disapproving tone:
'Pillai, what're you doing now? Don't behave like this at the
moment of parting. Say somethingto Amma.'

Ahrani went up to Suganya. 'Bye, see you,' She said in a dry
voice, emotionless, not even looking at her face. There were no
hug, nokiss, no affection - nothing in what she did.

Suganya didn't fail to notice that the word 'Amma’' had
gone missing in what she said, which tugged at her heartstrings.
She didn't utter a word. Ahrani turned around and walked up to
Indrani. Both Indrani and Ahrani were walking along Goodshed
Road. Standing at the gate, Suganya kept watching them. They
both reached the top of Goodshed Road and turnedthe corner,

Suganya lost sight of them. But she remained standing,
motionless, with sadness.

Ahrani halted at the street corner on Station Road.
‘Appamma, hang on a second,' she said, looking at Indrani,
wrinkling the face; and then moved towards the fence of the good
shed premises. She looked at the gate from behind the shrubs by
the fence. She saw her mother stand immobile by the gate, gazing
blankly at the point where they'd disappeared.

A strange melancholy descended on her. Tears started to
brim in her eyes. She felt Indrani's hand on her shoulder, and
turned aroundto look at her.

'What happened ?' asked Indrani, with a surprised look.

Weeping uncontrollably, Ahrani said:' Appammal
Standing at the gate, Amma is watching the point where we've
disappeared. She looks unhappy... poor Amma. Look at her. She is
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wiping her tears with the end of her sari. All the people going in
the street look at her, But Amma is completely unaware of the
surroundings. Appamma, | can't come with you, leaving Amma.
I'm going to return home now?"'

Not waiting for Indrani's reply, Ahrani began to retrace her
steps towards the home. Indrani followed her close behind.

Suganya was astounded to see them pop at the corner of
Goodshed Road. She wondered why they were coming back,
watching them approaching her, with a surprised look.

When Ahrani got close Suganya, she looked down and
walked past her into the house. Indrani halted beside Suganya,
told her what happened, and took leave of her again with great
satisfaction.

Suganya felt relaxed with a kind of happiness mingled with
excitement, She shut the gate behind her, and walked back briskly
into the house to see her daughter.

Meanwhile, as soon as Ahrani entered the room, she
chucked her satchel in a corner of the room, sprang herself onto
the bed, and lay in a prone position, hugging the pillow. She heard
her mother's foot steps approaching her.

Suganya got close the bedside with measured steps, and
perched on the bed, and then placed her hand on her daughter's
head.

Ahrani then felt an inexpressible feeling. All of sudden she
shifted her head from the pillow to Suganya's lap, rolled her face
onto her mother's stomach, with her arms encircling the waist,
and hugged her mother tight pressing her face against the
stomach affectionately. She couldn't restrain herself from
weeping with her head along with her trunk heaving.

Suganya was patting her daughter affectionately on the
head, back, arms and legs. Tears welled up in her eyes and began to
dribble down the cheeks.

Ahrani rolled her head onto her mother's lap, and looked
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at her face intently. 'Ammachchi... ' called out Ahrani softly, with
kindness.

Suganya threw her arm around her daughter's shoulders,
raised them a bit upwards, hugged tightly, and showered kisses on
her, affectionately, sobbing.

She spoke in a voice, throbbing with emotion. 'Pillai, you're
still in a child's world. The child's world is the diametrical the
opposite of the adult's. You are now a truly extraordinary girl. A
year or two later you can get to realize that what Amma does is a
right thing. | love you the most, more than this whole world. | want
to express myself now, here to you. But you're not mature enough
to understand it. | have no alternative now but to apologize to you,
if I hurt your feelings. Pillai, forgive me... my child, forgive your
mather... forgive this poor woman.'

She closed her eyes tightly. Two beads of her tears
dropped on her daughter's cheek. Ahrani wiped her mother's tears
with her hands, and said: 'Ammachchi, don't cry... I tell you? Don't
worry, | couldn't hate you. | wanted to retaliate by ignoring you. But
Icouldn't... Ammachchi.' She was weepingincessantly.

Suganya wiped Ahrani's face with the end of her sari.
‘Pillai, you haven't had my cooking since your exam was over. If |
cook lunch for you, will you have it?' asked Suganya, patting her
arms.

"You say, | haven't had!' Ahrani exclaimed, then laughed
with an amused look on her face. 'Amma, in the morning
Appamma offered me a cup of tea. | know, that tea was not
prepared by her, but only by you,' said Ahrani, cheerfully, putting
her arms around her mother's neck. Her wet eyes sparkled in the
light.

Only asheepish grin could Suganya give her,

'Amma, can we go to the cinema today?' asked Ahrani,
nuzzling Suganya's nose.

'Yes, of course!' Suganya agreed, nodding her head. "We
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will go forthe matinee show.'

‘I'm going to call Viru,' said Ahrani cheerfully. She sprang
out of the bed, and picked up the receiver of the phone.

'Hello Viru, how are you? |'ve started to speak to Amma...'
she went on, laughing.

Suganya took her mobile phone, and pressed Vasanthi's
number.

'Hello, Akka, I'm going to take French leave today?' said
Suganya, laughing.

"What happened?' asked Vasanthi expectantly.

Suganya told her what happened in the morning. Then
after she called Sanjayan. They spoke for only two minutes
because he wasin the field.

Suganya changed back into her maxi, came out of the
room, and saw her daughter sitting on the couch comfortably and
singing now, after the past few days.

Suganya stood by the couch, looking at her daughter. The
song Ahrani was singing soothed her, and took her to an entirely
differentworld.
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Thirty-two

Just a week before the wedding, Sanjayan had come to Vasanthi's
house, in order to discuss the arrangements for the wedding, with
Suganya and Vasanthi.

Vasanthi, her husband and Sanjayan had sat in the chairs
ontheveranda, chatting away about different things.

Every now and again Sanjayan took a glance at his wrist
watch to check the time.

Vasanthi and her husband laughed at him. Vasanthi said:
‘Thampi, it's just nine thirty. We told Suganya to come here at ten
o'clock. I'm sure she won't be late. She'll be here at ten o’clock
sharp. She is a woman of punctuality.'

Sanjayan Smiled at them, not saying any thing.

At five to ten, Vasanthi saw the front wheel of a bicycle
peek through the gate. 'Oh, here she comes!' exclaimed Vasanthi.

Sanjayan and Vasanthi's husband turned their heads to
look at the gate. Suganya entered the yard, pushing her bike,
smilingat them.

They three stood up to greet her. Suganya rested her bike
onits stand, and stepped up onto the veranda,

They all sat in their chairs simultaneously, and then began
todiscussthe arrangements.

'How many people do you intend to invite to your
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wedding?' asked Vasanthi, lookingat Sanjayan and at Suganya.

'Only a select few,' said Sanjayan, looking at Vasanthi, then
shifted his lock to Suganya.

Suganya nodded in affirmation.

Sanjayan went on, 'Akka, we don't have a wedding
ceremony in a hall. | mean it's not a ceremonial occasion. We have
to inform our relatives and friends that we marry. So, it's like a small
party. Neither a wedding hall nor a wedding dais. We don't need a
printed invitation as well.’

'Yes, | understand,' said Vasanthi.

Suganya was looking at Sanjayan's face, with her face
lining with a strange regret.

'Thampi, do you like to invite Mr. Satkunam?' asked
Vasanthi, looking at Sanjayan and Suganya back and forth with a
questioninglook.

Sanjayan looked at Suganya briefly, and then shifted his
look to Vasanthi.

Vasanthi went on, 'What he did is unforgivable and
intolerable. We shouldn't show him a little sympathy. He is a
venomous snake. But now defanged.'

Suganya felt ambivalent towards Satkunam whereas she
was affectionate towards Kamala. Sanjayan and Suganya
exchanged glances.

Sanjayan looked at Vasanthi, and said: 'Akka we can't
forget the good that one does to us. Satkunam sir was my superior
and my master. | had learnt much professional techniques from
him. That's why I'm a good TA now and in the future definitely will
become a good engineer as well. But in Suganya's case he was
wrong. He betrayed her trust because of his fickle mindedness. So,
he was bound to suffer. But | didn't want him to be insulted by other
people.

| just intended to help him to change his mind himself. |
tried my best... but to no avail. He had gone the wrong way. In the
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world there is neither a good person nor an evil person. Actually, in
every person there is a mixture of good and evil things with a
certainratio. That'sit.'

They all fell silent.

A minute later, 'Thampi, I'm sorry,' said Vasanthi softly,
regretfully, breaking the silence.

'Akka, you needn't to say sorry. What he did is wrong,
unforgivable. Suganya can't get on with him anymore. So, neither
can |. Because she becomes my wife and my better part. What ever
he justifies himself to what he did, it's an absolute betrayal. In retro
spect, he'll realize that he was wrong. But there will be no recovery
for it,’ said Sanjayan. After a pause, he went on, 'l think, his guilty
conscience may prick him now.'

Vasanthi's husband, who kept looking on as yet, slightly
nodded his head approvingly.

Vasanthi looked at Suganya, said: 'Why are you keeping
silent ? Tellsomething about it'

'Akka, | have nothing to say. | believe that he'll take a right
decision,'said Suganya, taking a look at Sanjayan.

Vasanthi looked at Sanjayan, and asked: 'Thampi, who do
you extend the first invitation to?'

'The first invitation should be extended to a person of a
kind heart. | think, Kamala Aunty is such a person,' said Sanjayan
andthenturned his head tolook at Suganya.

'I'm deeply indebted to Kamala aunty. She is a well-wisher
of mine', said Suganya with a kind of happiness mingled with
regret.

Sanjayan said: 'Akka, and also I'd promised Satkunam sir
that I'd extend the first invitation of my wedding to him. So, | want
to keep my promise whatever happens.'

Vasanthi and her husband exchanged glances, and smiled
ateach other.

Suganya looked down, fidgetting with her handkerchief.

187

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



The Innocent Victims

She thought that she was indebted to Satkunam too. Tears started
towellupin her eyes.

'Suganya,' called out Vasanthi.

Suganya raised her eyes to look at her, wiping her tears
with her hand kerchief.

'What happened?' asked Vasanthi, looking at Suganya,
with concern.

'No, nothing,’ said Suganya instantly, not steeling herself to
tell what she thought.

'Thampi, when will your parents come to Vavuniya?' asked
Vasanthi, looking at Sanjayan.

'Appa and Amma have intended to come to Vavuniya
tomorrow to see Suganya. Thereafter they'll come again on the
wedding day,' said Sanjayan.

'Where will they meet Suganya?'

'At her house.'

She turned to look at Suganya, and asked: 'who'll be there
atyour house to receive them?'

'Mami has come yesterday from Mulankavil,' said Suganya,
with the suspicion of a smile, slightly embarrassed.

'Okay, Stay you both here and talk', said Vasanthi's
husband, rising to his feet, smiling, and went into the house.
Vasanthifollowed himinto.

Sanjayan looked directly at Suganya's face, asked: 'where's
Ahrani?'

'She's at home with her friend Viru. And Mami also.'

'You mention the name 'Viru' frequently. | want to see that
Viru,' he said with an amused look on his face.

'After a week tomorrow, you'll get to know her,' she said,
smiling.

'By the way, shall we extend our first invitation today?' he
asked: 'that's because my Amma and Appa will come tomorrow.’

'No problem, we can go today' she said.
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‘Atfour o'clock ?' he asked, with a questioning look.

'Yes!'

'Suganya, | won't visit your home. I'll be there in front of the
Vairavapuliyankulam Pillaiyar Kovil, waiting for you. Bring a tray
with you, it's enough. We can buy the things necessary for us from
the stall in front of the kovil.'

She nodded.

'Well, I'd told you before ... you know, the Thali, and Koorai
have been procured, and kept here safely. Do you want to see
them?' he asked, feeling a surge of excitement

['Thali'- a turmeric smeared cord or a gold cord with a gold
pendant (thali) tied by the groom around the neck of the bride at
the wedding day. 'Koorai' a silk sari worn by the bride at the time of
wedding when the groom ties the thali ]

She smiled at him, rounded her lips without parting. The
wrinkles like round brackets appeared on either cheek around her
mouth,

He had a puzzled look on his face.

She went on, 'Okay, no problem. I can be waiting for a week
tomorrow to seethem'.

He was rather disappointed at her response, and
wondered why she was not interested in looking atthem. He didn't
like to bother her asking the same question once more.

She realized that he'd been confused about her reaction. '|
shouldn't see the koorai and thali,' she said, smiling.

‘Shouldn'tyou?' he exclaimed.

He looked puzzled.

She wenton, 'don't you know it yet? A bride should see her
kooraiand thali on the wedding day, which is a ritual.’

'Oops, I shouldn't have asked you,' he said awkwardly,

She smiled gently, and changed the subject.

'By the way, tomorrow... you will come with your parents?'
she asked with a smile.
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'No, | won't," he said, 'Only Amma and Appa?’

"What will they ask me about ?' she said in a nervous voice,
Smiling shyly.

'Don't feel so embarrassed. No question will they ask you,'
he said, laughing at her, 'it's like a courtesy visit. You had better see
them before the wedding day. And Amma wants very much to see
her llaya Marumahal.' [llaya Marumahal means the wife of
younger son]

She giggled at the remark that he referred to her as 'llaya
Marumahal.'

He smiled at her with a strange pleasure.

[ ]

As the evening progressed, Sanjayan had arrived at the
Vairavapuliyankulam Pillaiyar kovil, on Station Road at ten to four,
just ten minutes ahead ofthe time they'd fixed.

He stood opposite the kovil. It being a Saturday evening,
the road was not so busy. The golden rays emitted by the evening
sun poured down on to the ground, and shone brightly on every
surface. On the foliage of trees, on the buildings, on the tarmacked
road.

He was standing in a pool of direct sunlight. His body began
to be damp with perspiration, which made him feel sticky and
uneasy. He crossed the road, and stood in the shade of the outer
wall of the kovil, to avoid the glare of the sun.

At five to four, he saw Suganya, clad in a Sari in a paler
shade of green, approaching him, smiling. He smiled backather.

'Suganya, Call Kamala Aunty to make sure whethersheis at
home,' said Sanjayan.

She nodded and took her mobile.

'Suganya, sometimes Satkunam sir will be at the other
end,' he said with a note of caution.

'I'm going to call her on the land line. | know for sure he
doesn't pick up the receiver of the land phone,' she said, looking at
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him.

She pressed the number:

'Hello', said Kamala.

Suganya nodded at him, smiling. After Speaking to Kamala
for nearly two minutes, she turned off the line.

They both went up to the stall in front of the temple, from
where they bought the things. A coconut, three betels, three
arecanuts, flowers, turmeric and a bunch of banana. And placed
them onthetray she'd brought.

'Let's go inside the kovil,' she said, looking at him.

'I'm in trousers now. | don't go into any temple without a
white verti," he said with an apologetic smile for refusing her
request.

'Okay, stay here. | go inside,' she said, removing her flip-
flops beside him

She walked up to the small water tank adjoining to the
outer wall of the kovil, turned the tap on, and washed her feet. She
entered the kovil, carrying the tray in her arms.

A few minutes later she returned and rejoined him. They
started walking towards Kamala's house.

Standing at the front yard, Kamala, who had been waiting
for them, saw them appear at the gate. She stepped briskly up to
the gate and opened it with a blissful smile.

'‘Come, come in, come inside,' she welcomed, exposing a
set of teeth.

Suganya stepped on to the veranda, and tried to offer the
tray to her. Not stretching her arms to get it, Kamala said: 'Pillai, it's
an auspicious thing. And you've come here after a long... come
inside the pooja room. She clutched Suganya's upper arm gently,
and took herinto the pooja room.

Kamala lit the five wicks of the standing oil lamp on the
slab, in front of Hindu deities in the picture frames worshipped for a
few minutes, and then got the tray from Suganya, and placed it on
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theslab.

Kamala took some holy ash, and smeared on Suganya's
forehead. Then she took a betel on which she placed a piece of
turmeric and one hundred and one rupees, and offered it to
Suganya.

Kamala blessed her. Suganyabowed low before her.

They both came out to the veranda where Sanjayan was
sitting in a chair alone. 'Pillai, sit down,’ Kamala said, looking at
Suganya, and then wentinto the room.

Satkunam, who had woken from his nap, lying on his back
on the bed, saw. Kamala entered the room. He locked at her with a
questioning look.

'Suganya and Sanje are here, sitting in the chairs on the
veranda. Please, come out...' she said in a soft and hurried voice.

He said nothing, just looking at her.

'Please, come out. She is like our daughter. He was your
student. Those two children are going to marry next week. We
ought to bless them wholeheartedly. Why do you behave like this?
You must forgive her whatever mistakes she made...""

'Ok, Ok. Il come out,' said Satkunam, interrupting her
monologue.

"Then Ok, she said with a smile of satisfaction, and went
into the kitchen to get tea for them.

A few minutes later, she went up to the veranda, taking
three cups of tea. She was disappointed to find that her husband
was absent at the veranda.

Meanwhile, on seeing his wife go over to veranda,
Satkunam rose from the bed, and stepped outonto the veranda.

As soon as Satkunam appeared there, Sanjayan sprang to
his feet. Suganya stood up hesitantly, looking at Kamala.

'Sit down,' said Satkunam.

Sanjayan and Suganya sat down. Kamala smiled at her
husband, standing at the door frame.
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'When did you come from Mannar?' asked Satkunam a
question of formality in a dry voice.

'Yesterday night,' said Sanjayan, smiling.

Kamalainterrupted :' Thampi, then where're you staying?'

'Staying at Ranjan's home,' said Sanjayan, in a lively voice.
Then he looked at Satkunam and said: 'We intend to have our
wedding on coming Sunday. We invite you to the wedding. As|had
told you already that I'd extend my first invitation to you, | do it now,
sir.'

Satkunam nodded indifferently, and then asked: 'What
about your work?'

When Sanjayan was answering the question, Satkunam
castasidelongglance at Suganya. But she was locking down.

Kamala got close to Suganya, and whispered in her ear:
'Pillai, why are you too stubborn to speak to him? Invite him to your
wedding.'

Suganya looked up at her with a bland smile,

'Pillai, | know he has a hot temper. Sometimes he must
have hurtyou. He is like your father. Why can't you give in to him? A
waoman shouldn't entertain a haughty attitude’, she further said.

Suganvya looked at her in mild surprise.

Kamala went on, 'Pillai, if you speak to him, he will
definitely speak back to you. Please, resume your relationship with
him from today on. What do you say?'

Suganya wished to say that 'if a snake once sloughs its skin,
it'll never take it again with its body.' But nothing did she say but
smiled at her asif for the sake of smile.

'Pillai, tell me your answer,' insisted Kamala .

'Sir, we're going to leave now,' said Sanjayan in a calm
voice, rising to his feet,

At once, almost simultaneously, Suganya got up from the
chair with a sense of relief.

Kamala held Suganya's hand gently. They both stepped
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onto the yard together. 'Pillai, go... go there ... go and asked him to
come to your wedding.' insisted Kamala again

Suganya hesitated, wondering what to say. Kamala turned
around to look at her husband. Satkunam was not there. He'd
already slipped into the house.

Kamala was bitterly disappointed at the hopeless situation
that she couldn't break the deadlock. She looked at Suganya, and
said: 'l don't know why you both still harbour resentment against
each other. | think, school children are better than you twa'.

She laughed gently at Suganya's expressionless face.
Suganya laughed back at her blandly,

Sanjayan walked slowly towards the gate. Kamala and
Suganya followed him, holding hands.

At the gate Sanjayan and Suganya took leave of Kamala.
Standing at the gate Kamala watched their receding figures,
affectionately.
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Thirty-three

It was Sunday, the following day, at nine o'clock, Ahraniand
Virushali were sitting on the couch and chatting away cheerfully.
Indrani wasin the kitchen.

Suganya wore a cotton sari, made herself presentable, and
perched on the bed, waiting for Sanjayan's parents, with a kind of
feeling, which was a strange feeling-happiness mingled with
sadness and shyness.

Her mobile started ringing. Sanjayan's number was on the
screen. With a sigh of relief, she pressed the 'Ok’ button,

'Hello,' she said nervously.

'Suganya, that is, my Amma and Appa have arrived at
Vavuniya, and now getting on a three wheeler. They'll be there
within a few minutes,’ he said hastily.

'Ok, I'mready,' she said, smiling.

'So, I'll call you later," he said, and turned off the phone.

She went into the kitchen, told Indrani about his calling,
andreturnedto the room.

Indrani came up to Ahrani and Virushali and said: 'Pillaikal,
they are just coming.' She sat on the couch beside them.

In a matter of minutes, the three wheeler halted in front of
the gate,

'There comes the three wheeler,' exclaimed Virushali.
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They three got up from the couch. Indrani walked briskly
towards the gate. Murugesu and Danalakshmi got off the three
wheeler. They were in the national costume. He was wearing a
white verti and shirt. She was dressed in a yellow silk sari with a
gold embroidered border and a blouse in cream colour, was holding
a tray of things- delicious food, fruits and some other auspicious
items- covered with a clean silk cloth. He was carrying a bag.

Indrani opened the gate with a welcoming smile. 'Aiya
come in, Amma come in,' she said in a soft voice with her face
blossoming.

'You are... Indrani?' asked Danalakshmi, smiling. Her voice
trailed off.

'Yes, Yes, it's me' said Indrani, exposing a set of gleaming
teeth. She took them into the house. Danalakshmi offered the tray
to her. Taking it, Indrani went into the Pooja room, placed it on the
slab before the deities, and returned to the living room.

Murugesu and Danalakshmi sat in the couch next to each
other. Ahrani and Virushali were standing by the wall of the kitchen
side, next to each other. Murugesu and Danalakshmi were looking
atthem, smiling.

'Pillai, come here,' said Indrani, looking at Ahrani, with her
sweeping hand.

Ahrani moved two steps forward so that she could be
identified by them.

'This is our granddaughter,' said Indrani meaningfully.

Danalakshmi rose to her feet, walked towards Ahrani,
smiling, calling out delightfully: 'Pillai..." Ahrani also stepped
towards her, stooped down and touched Danalakshmi's feet.

Danalakshmi said the blessing, hugged her and kissed on
her cheeks affectionately.

'Do you know who she is?' asked Indrani, looking at
Danalakshmi, pointing at Virushali.

'ves, | know,' said Danalakshmi instantly, 'this is Virushali,
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who is the best friend of our granddaughter.' She looked at
Virushali, smiling.

'How did you know it?" asked Indrani with a look of
surprise,

‘Thampi told me everything,' said Danalakshmi, smiling.
Then she turned around to look at her husband, and found him
standing behind her. 'Oh, you're here!' she exclaimed.

Ahrani went up to him and got his blessing. With a feeling
of pure delight, Virushali followed suit.

Indrani smiled at Danalakshmi, and said: 'Neither Virushali
nor | have seen your son as yet. But he'd told you everything about
us'.

Virushali wanted to see Sanjayan. 'After a week, | can see
Sanje Uncle', she spoke to herself.

Danalakshmi held Ahrani's hand with her right hand as well
as Virushali's with her left, and returned to the couch, flanked by
them both. She took two bars of chocolate out of the bag and held
them in her cupped hands. 'Take one, please,' she said, looking at
them both.

Ahranitook one first and gave it to Virushali. Virushali took
the other one and gave it to Ahrani.

‘This is what | expected. | realize you're good friends,' said
Danalakshmi, smiling at them. They both smiled at each other.

Murugesu, sitting on an armchair opposite the couch, was
looking on. Indrani also kept looking on, smiling.

Inside the room was Suganya alone. Although the room
door was shut, she could hear their voices and so could she
distinguish each voice from the other ones but she couldn't make
out what they were talking. She was still perched on the bed, just
wanted to remain staying there until Indrani would come up to her
and ask her to come out to the living room.

Danalakshmi meanwhile looked around the living room as
if to look for somebody, and eventually looked at Indrani with a
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broad smile.

Indrani could interpret her broad smile. She nodded her
head slightly with a smile, stepped up to the room door, knocked at
it gently, and opened it. On seeing Indrani at the door, Suganya rose
to her feet.'

'Pillai, come out,' said Indrani softly.

Suganya came out to the living room flanked by Indrani.
Murugesu saw her first, at once got up from the chair as a mark of
warm welcome. Danalakshmi followed his gaze, and saw her. She
stood up, so did Ahraniand Virushali.

Suganya stood next to Indrani, in front of them.
Danalakshmi was deeply moved by Suganya's widowed
appearance - without wearing a pottu and flowers. For a few
minutes she remained stunned, looking at Suganya with a feeling of
pity. Her eyes brimmed with tears. She wiped her tears with the
end of hersari.

Suganya had a glance at Murugesu. Then he was gazing at
his wife, who kept staring at Suganya.

Suganya looked at Danalakshmi's face. Danalakshmi
placed her hand on Ahrani's head, gently pressed it against her
waist affectionately, and mouthed: 'Isit Okay?' She smiled at her.

Suganya nodded her head slowly, with a single oscillation,
smiling back gently ather.

'Pillai, come and sit down,' said Danalakshmi, looking at
her, pointing at achair opposite her.

' Suganya walked quietly up to the chair and sat down.
Danalakshmilooked directly at her face. Suganya smiled to conceal
the fact that she was embarrassed. But her wonderfully
expresssive eyes expressed her embarrassment.

For the first time Ahrani and Virushali saw Suganya being
embarrassed. They exchanged glances, then giggled quietly behind
their hands.

'Pillai, feel comfortable,' said softly Danalakshmi, looking
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at Suganya.

'No, no, | feel comfortable,' said Suganya instantly. She did
look at Ahraniand Virushali. But, she remained silent. Danala kshmi
asked some formal questions to persuade her to talk freely with
them. Suganya answered all the questions she'd asked. After
answering every single question, she fell silent again. She didn't ask
back her any question.

Suganya got up from the chair. Danalakshmi gave a
questioning look. Suganya excused herself and walked into the
kitchen to get tea for them.

When she boiled the kettle Virushali entered the kitchen.

'Where'syourfriend?' asked Suganya, smiling

Virushalilaughed, thensaid: " She's been attached to her?

Suganya looked at her face and said : 'I've been surprised to
see you sitting next to her, because you're too shy to meet any
person unfamiliar to you. | wonder how you can be so attached to
her within a few minutes.'

'She has been un familiar to me before halfan hour. But |'ve
eagerly awaited to see her because she is like my grandmother, you
know why ? Ahrani's grandmother is my grandmother And also, she
was warm and friendly.'

Suganya hugged her and kissed on her forehead
affectionately, and said: ' May the bond of your friendship continue
forever!'

‘Aunty, doyou know something ?'

Suganyalooked at herface expectantly,

Virushali said, laughing:'she brought two bars of chocolate
with her. They were identical too. She's already heard about both
of us.'She told her what happened.

Suganya cast a look with respect at Danalakshmi through
the kitchen door ajar. Danalakshmi was chatting with Ahrani.
Murugesu and Indrani kept looking on.

Ten minutes later, Suganya served them tea, and returned
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to the kitchen. Danalakshmi placed her tea cup on the tray on the
stool, and stepped into the kitchen. 'Pillai, what's going on?' She
asked from behind Suganya's back.

On hearing her voice, Suganya got a slight shock, and
turned around to look at her, smiling.

"What're you doing here?' asked Danalakshmiagain.

'I'm going to cook lunch for you all,' said Suganya.

'You need not cook lunch for us. We're going to leave in,
half an hour?'

Suganya gave a questioning look.

Danalakshmi went on, 'it's enough for now that you've
served ustea.'

'How can you travel to Point Pedro without having lunch?'
asked Suganya. Her voice trailed off.

'Pillai, it's OK. Don't worry,' said Danalakshmi.

Suganya looked puzzled.

Danalakshmi went on, 'Pillai, after the wedding you can
serve us lunch or dinner or whatever. And also, you'll have to serve
me three time meals and look after me till the last years of my life,
won'tyou?'

Suganya smiled at her, and looked down shyly,

'Pillai, then come out ?' said Danalakshmi.

'Ok’ said Suganya.

'Pillai, call me 'Mami'. In your answers, the word 'Mami' is
missing, said Danalakshmilaughing.

Suganya didn't reply but smiled at her. She turned off the
cooker. They both went to the living room.
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Thirty-four

The wedding day itself arrived.

The venue of the occasion was Suganya's home. The
wedding invitation had been extended to only a select few,
Accordingtothealmanac,theauspicioustimeforthedaywasfrom
nine o five till ten thirty-five in the morning. ‘Thali kaddu'- tying the
thali was fixed for ten o'clock.

In the morning at eight o'clock Kamala had arrived there
first. Five minutes later Virushali's parents and Virushali had come,
and then Vasanthi and her mother came. They all were helpful for
Indraniin makingarrangementforthewedding.

Suganya had had a shower, wore a cotton sari, and perched
on the bed with a feeling of timidity. As the auspicious time was
nearing she felt more and more timid. Every now and again she
tookaglance at her wrist watch, fidgeting the end of her sari.

Thenshe heard the room door being knocked.

'Yes, comein,' she answered.

The door opened. Vasanthi walked in. On seeing her
Suganya stood up.

'Sit down, sit down,' said Vasanthi, smiling, resting her
hand on Suganya's shoulder. "You felt sweaty, why?' She asked,
surprised, 'are you excited?'

I'm not feeling excited,' said Suganya casually.
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'Then what? Anxiety ? I'm not satisfied with the look on
your face. Your sparkling eyes have turned dull,’ said Vasanthi with
aquestioning look.

'Akka, | feel shy. I'm so timid that | cannot come out and
look atothers.'

Suddenly, surprisingly Vasanthi fell silent.

Suganya went on,'Akka, it's my second marriage... in front
of my daughter... in front of my former husband's mother. I'm
writhing with embarrassment. That's the reason why | haven't
invited anybody from my native place. Because they all had
witnessed my first wedding and they all know about my first
husband.' She swallowed hard.

"“Thankachchi, | know the feeling,' said Vasanthi in a shaky
voice, hugged her affectionately, and continued, 'there're some
basic traditional rituals that have to be performed in a wedding,
which cannot be omitted, however simple the wedding takes
place. So, you must be prepared willy-nilly to accept the basic
rituals.'

Suganya smiled at her, and said: 'Akka, who says I'm not
prepared ? Everything takes place here with my consent,' then
went on, after a pause, 'l express you my feeling beyond the
rational thought. Now | wonder how | can pass this day. So, I'll grit
my teeth and come out.'

'Did Sanje talk to you?' asked Vasanthi, changing the
subject.

'Yes, he called me early in the morning. They'll come here
atten pastnine.

'How does he feel?' asked Vasanthi, smiling.

'‘Akka! I'm really surprised at how cleverly he handles a
matter, a person or asituation. | can't evenimagineit,’ said Suganya
with a surprised look, 'Akka, actually | needn't express myself to
him. Before | could express my feelings he's realized. | don't know
how. He hasan understanding of all matters.’
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'After the marriage, you've no problems,' said Vasanthi,
laughing.

‘Yes, definitely," said Suganya in a serious tone, and then
went on, Akka, he said that our people generally wouldn't attend at
any event right on time. They'd come later than the time fixed,
sometimes even halfan hour late. Likewise they'd start their events
late. They don't care about punctuality. Probably our wedding
would have been over before allinvitees could come here.'

Vasanthi laughed, and said: 'what he said is absolutely
right. We're not punctual. | don't still understand why. That's what
happens always.'

'It's getting nine o'clock,' said Suganya glancing at her wrist
watch.

'Ok, we'll get ready. Thankachchi, be cool. | g0 outside to
seewhat's goingon,' said Vasanthi, rising to go out.

®

By ten past nine, a van halted at the gate. Watching the
gate through the kitchen window Indrani said: 'Here comes the
van.' And then she said, looking at Kamala and Vasanthi's mother,
'please will you both go there to welcome them.'

They both walked towards the gate. Murugesu,
Danalakshmi, Dananjayan, Sanjayan, Arul, and Devi. Dananjayan
was carrying his daughter, Varshi. They were all welcomed.

Indrani also came to the living room. They all exchanged
greetings. Afew minutes later Vasanthi went into the room.

In a matter of seconds, Suganya stepped out of the room
flanked by Vasanthi and saw Sanjayan standing next to his parents.
Then, she looked down and walked up to him, slowly, quietly.

Danalakshmi toted a tray on which there were some
auspicious things including the Koorai. Sanjayan got the tray from
her, and offered it to Suganya. Having got it Suganya walked back to
the room flanked by Vasanthi.

Dananjayan saw Suganya for the very first time. Varshi
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asked: 'Appa, who'sshe?'

'She's your Sithi," he said.

'Sithi' means the wife of younger father.

'l want to talk to her,' she said, wriggling herself to
disengage from her father.

'Pillai, don't get into mischief. You can talk with her later.
She is changing dress now inside the room’, said Dananjayan, not
letting her down on thefloor.

Danalakshmi got close to her husband and whispered : ' |
want to help them. There may be plenty of work to be done at this
moment?

Murugesu nodded, and sat in a chair quietly in the living
room. Dananjayan stood at the porch, talking to Virushali's father.
Sanjayan and Arul saton the couch, talking.

Danalakshmi stepped into the kitchen where Indrani was
preparing tea.

'Can | help you?' asked Danalakshmifrom behind Indrani's
back.

Indrani turned around to look at her, smiling, and said: Not
necessary. Just relax! You've come here just now, having travelled
from Jaffna. And everythingis almost finished.'

Then Virushali's mother and Kamala came to the kitchen.
Indraniintroduced them to Danalakshmi.

Virushali's mother walked towards the living room,
carrying a tray of tea.

After a few minutes of being introduced Danalakshmi and
Kamala were chatting away jovially. They shifted from the kitchen
to the Pooja room to check the rituals.

Inside the room, Suganya wore the koorai and perched on
a stool. Vasanthiwas making her up slightly. Then Ahranialong with
Virushali entered the room, saw her mother wearing a crimson
coloured sari embroidered with gold thread, and giggled at her
mother. She sprang onto the bed and sat on it cross-legged.
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Virushalifollowed suit.

At five to ten, of those being invited to the wedding, less
than half had arrived there. Sanjayan was taken into the pooja
room. He was wearing a Hindu wedding suit Silk white verti with an
embroidered stripe with gold thread on the border, a national shirt
and a turban. Murugesu, Dananjayan and Arul had come with him.

Suganya was taken to the pooja room flanked by Vasanthi.
Kamala, Virushali's mother and Vasanthi's mother followed them.
No sooner had she entered the pooja room she wore the garland
she was holdingin her hand round his neck.

At ten o'clock sharp, in front of the deities in the picture
frames, Sanjayan tied the thali around Suganya's neck. At the same
time the bride and groom were showered with auspicious rice by
those clustering around them. And then the groom put the tip of
the middle finger of his right hand in the small bowl of Kunkumam -
a vermilion powder, and placed it on the middle of her forehead to
form a pottu. The bride and groom exchanged garlands.
Dananjayan took photographs of the event.

Murugesu and Danalakshmi stood next to each other. The
bride and groom stooped down in front of them and touched their
feet to get the blessing. Then the bride and groom got the blessing
fram Indrani, and then from Kamala.

Ahrani and Virushali were watching from behind Indrani's
back. Ahrani, for the first time in her life, saw her mother wearing
the thali, kunkumam and flowers. She was thrilled at the
appearance of her mother. Virushali whispered in her ear: 'Ahrah!
Aunty looks very beautiful now, doesn't she?’

Indrani held Ahrani's hand, and took her to Suganya,
Ahrani looked at her mother's face, hugged her tightly, throwing
her arms around her mother's waist: and started, sobbing. Suganya
put her arms around her daughter's shoulders, looking down at her
daughter with a strange feeling of sadness. Her body rocked with
sobs.
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Tears sprang to all the eyes clustering around both of them.
A couple of minutes later Indrani got close to Ahrani, and said
softly: 'Pillai, leave Amma ... leave now.'

Ahrani stepped aside and looked at Indrani. 'Pillai, turn
around to take a photo,' said Indrani, wiping Ahrani's face with the
end of hersari.

Ahrani stood next to her mother. Dananjayan took a photo.
Suganya called Virushali to come close. Virushali came and stood
next to Sanjayan. Dananjayan took another photo.

At ten fifteen, the registrar of marriage arrived. Assoon as
the registrar sat at the table in the living room, the bride and groom
were taken to the living room. The registrar looked at them, smiling
and said: 'Sitdown.

Indrani was still standing in front of the deities in the
picture frames.

'Oh God! Let the rest of her life be peaceful! | won't ask you
anything more than this,' she intoned her prayer. Suddenly,
overwhelmed by her past thoughts of her son, she started sobbing.
Tears were trickling down her cheeks.

Then Ahrani entered the pooja room, looking for Indrani
'‘Appammal Appam... ma?', She called out from behind Indrani's
back.

Indrani wiped her tears with her hands, and then turned
back and embraced her granddaughter, choking her sobs back, and
emotionally kissing her on both cheeks.

Two minutes later, they both stepped out to the living
room, where the registrar took the document partly prepared out
of his brief case, and then filled up the blanks in the document, and
placed it on the table in front of the bride and groom for signature.
They read and signed the document. Vasanthi's husband and Arul
signed the document as the witnesses.

The registrar rose to his feet and so did the bride and
groom. The registrar read out the document to them for
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acceptance. The bride and groom exchanged the rings in front of
theregistrar.

Within fifteen minutes, the registration of marriage was
over. The registrar smiled at them and said: | really appreciate your
punctuality. Thanks for not delaying me. Today | have another
wedding. Our people don't respect the time. We still have a lot to
learn...?'

Then Vasanthi walked up to the table, and placed a tray on
the table, on which there were a cup of tea and some delicious
short eats.

'Oh... no thanks. I'm sorry to say,' said the registrar, tipping
the head backwards, disapprovingly.

'Akka, what're you doing now?' asked Sanjayan, looking at
Vasanthi, wrinkling his face slightly. 'He's come here for the sake of
profession. He is not our guest, no. Nothing should we offer him
when he doesn't request us!'

'I'm sorry," said Vasanthi, looking at the registrar, smiling
apologetically.

He smiled at her back, then said: 'OK, | will have a cup oftea
only for the sake of him'. He took the cup and started sipping. He
looked at Suganya and said in a serious tone: 'He's mature!'

Suganya smiled at him as a mark of thanks,

After having the tea, the registrar took leave.

The next event was 'Soru koduthal'- serving rice on a plate
to the bride and groom- which should be the final part of the
wedding.

The bride and groom were taken to the kitchen. They both
sat on the floor cross-legged, next to each other. The top part of a
banana leaf was laid in front of them, on which leaf Suganya put
rice and seven curries, pappadams, fried chili, a spoonful of curd
and tri fruits- mango, jak fruit and banana, which was a full course
vegetarian meal for lunch.

Leaning against the wall, Ahrani was looking at her mother,
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Suganya had the oddest feeling that her daughter was present
there. A look passed between Vasanthi and Suganya. Vasanthi
nodded her head, went up to Ahrani, and asked quietly: 'Ahrah, |
have some work to do. Canyou help me?'

'Yes, Aunty,' said Ahraniinstantly. At once Virushalisaid:'I'll
come with you too.'

Vasanthi took them out of the kitchen. Indrani had already
slipped out of there, not wanting to be present in front of Suganya.

'Are you OK now?' asked Sanjayan, smiling, looking at
Suganya, havingread her mind.

She nodded, with a hint of smile.

'| know the feeling,' he whispered near to her ear, "it's an
unavoidableritual. Let's finish it quickly before she can return.’

'No photos, please. Tell your Anna not to snap,' she said
quietly.

'No problem,' he said instantly, casually, 'I'll keep these
photos safe and secret so that she cannot find them. A few years
later we can show them to her. Then she'll get to understand?’

'"Thampil! Pillai! What're you talking now about?' asked
Danalakshmi, to attract their attention, standing in front of them.

They both looked up at her, smiling.

Suganya put her right hand in the leaf, took a portion of the
rice, to which she added a small quantity of each curry and mixed
all together so as to form a combination of six tastes, such as sweet,
spicy, salty,sour,bitter and astringenttastes.

She took some mashed rice with her clawed hand and fed
itto him. Sodid hein return. They finished the rice on the leaf.

The bride and groom were taken to the living room again,
and made to sit on a two-seater sofa, adorned with maroon velvet
drapes. Behind the sofa was the wall of living room on which a
pictorial screen hung down.

All who'd been present stepped forward to offer their
congratulations to the bride and groom. Some elderly people gave
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their blessing. Only friends shook hands and congratulated.

Kamala, Vasanthi and her mother, and Virushali's mother
were the moving spirits of the event. At the dining table, they were
serving a hearty and wonderful lunch to all who had come to the
wedding, not at one sitting but taking turns.

Arul stepped up to Sanjayan, gave him Sanjayan's mobile
phone, and said: 'Rajini akka calling?'

Sanjayan got it and answered the call. 'Hello ! Thampi,
switch onthevideo,' said Rajini.

'Ok, Anni," he said, and then clicked the video icon on the
screen, enthusiastically.

Rajini popped on the screen of his phone. She was sittingin
a wicker chair with a band of holy ash as well as a big sandal and
kunkumam pottu on her forehead, wearing sari.

‘Thampi, she's invisible to me,' said Rajini, smiling.

Sanjayan looked at Suganya and said with a smile : Anni is
talking now. Please get close so that we both can be visible to her.

Suganya edged a little closer to him and rested her
shoulder on his. Their heads tilting sidewards, towards each other.
They were brushing against each other.

‘Now | can see both of your faces,' said Rajini, laughing, and
then gave herblessing to them.

They accepted with a deep sense of gratitude. 'Anni, we
wish you were here with us at this moment,' he said, clicking his
tongueinaslight disappointment.

'Don't worry about that. Even though not physically
witnessing the wedding, | can see both of you in the cultural attire
appropriate for a wedding. And also, my blessing to you forever,'
said Rajini. After a pause, she went on,' Well, you're busy now. I'll
callyou later.'

The conversation ended.

Then Varshi walked up to Sanjayan, and stood between his
knees, looking at Suganya and then said: 'Sithi.'
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Suganya scooped her upin herarms, and sat her on her lap

@

By one o'clock the wedding guests started to leave in twos
and threes. Sanjayan's friend Ranjan with his wife, Reka and
daughter came up to the bride and groom, and said: 'Sanje, we're
going to leave.' Shaking hands, he went on, 'everything was fine.
But | regret that we couldn't participate in the thali kaddu.

"Why were you late?' asked Sanjayan.

'Ithought it would be late.’

' won't accept your lame excuse,' said Sanjayan, smiling at
him. 'l had informed you that the thali kaddu would be at ten
o'clock sharp.'

'I didn't expect that the wedding would be so punctual.

'So, | didn't make a mistake, no?

'Okay, Okay... it's my mistake. And how can we know that
you're punctual like white people,’ said Ranjan, laughing.

Sanjayan said: 'Machan, I'd expected that our people
would come late but | didn't expect that you would be late. And
also, punctuality is not applicable to only white people.'

Before he could finish talking, Ranjan interrupted:
'Machan, don't punish me... leave me.' He raised both hands up as
if to surrender, in a kind of dramatic way, amusingly.

Suganya and Reka were looking on, laughing. Ranjan
looked at Suganya, and said: 'He is honest. | can't be an honest man
like him. But I'm proud of being his friend. No jokes, it's an absolute
truth.'

Suganya smiled as amark of acceptance.

Sanjayan said: 'Hey Machan, leave me. | feel uneasy and
embarrassed that you praise me tomy face.'

'For that, | can't come here another day, can |?' said Ranjan
dramatically.

They all laughed.

'Annai, why didn't your Anni come here?' asked Reka,
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looking at Sanjayan, with a questioning look.

'I'm sorry, | should have told you before', Said Sanjayan
apologetically, that's because she's pregnant.'

'Oh, what a good thing,' exclaimed Reka.

After Ranjan's family took leave, Kamala came up to the
bride and groom, exposing a set of teeth. 'Pillaikal, I'm going to
leave too.'

Sanjayan and Suganya got up from the sofa. 'Sit down, sit
down,' said Kamala, touching Suganya's shoulder.

'Aunty, all the people we invited have come, but Satkunam
sir,' said Sanjayan, looking at Kamala.

'He told me yesterday that he wanted to see our daughter
and granddaughter. But, at that time itself, | knew for sure that was
a pretext for not participating in the wedding. | said nothing to him.
So he went to Colombo', said Kamala briefly.

Suganya remained silent without any reaction to what she
said. Kamala took notice of her emotionless reaction, and was
disappointed. But she didn't want to talk anything unpleasant at
that time. She talked to Sanjayan. Then Suganya looked at her
worriedly.

Indrani then came up to Kamala, and held her hand, said:
‘Ammal I'll never forget you and your husband. You both were
helpful to my niece and granddaughter. | could be peaceful there at
Mulankavil, leaving them because you both were with them for
company as well as godparents for them. I'm deeply indebted to
both of you for all your help and support. Thank you very much! |
wish the engineer were here. Anyway, please convey my gratitude
tohim.'

Kamala's face blossomed. 'lt's OK,' she said smiling,
'Suganya and Ahrani are good company for us. We exchange our
affection mutually.' She laughed, with her eyes flicking from face to
face, and then said: 'I'll come later, after four o'clock.' She pecked
Suganya onthe cheek, and left.
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Then after Vasanthi along with her family came up to the
bride and groom. Sanjayan and Suganya sprang to their feet, and
expressed their gratitude for her unwavering support. 'Akka...
called out Suganya affectionately in a shaky voice. Her voice trailed
off. A few seconds later, she couldn't see Vasanthi's face clearly that
tears blurred her eyes. She fluttered her eyelashes. A few beads of
hertearsrolled down hercheeks.

Vasanthi hugged her, kissed her on both cheeks and
whispered in her ear: 'Don't worry. Only good has happened to you.
You'll be happy.'

They made small talk, then Vasanthi's family took leave.

The guest, one after another, kept coming up to the bride
and groom and thus taking leave of them. It was at about two
o'clock when the last guest had left.

There remained only the household, with whom was Arul.
They all sat on the chairs in aring in the living room, chatting away.
Suganya was silent, just gently smiling, but not continuously.

After an hour, Suganya rose to her feet, walked into the
kitchen as the others kept chatting away. She boiled the water to
prepare tea for them.

Fifteen minutes later she came to the living room toting a
tray of tea.

'Here Pillai comes with tea!' said Danalakshmi in a tone of
surprise, delightfully.

The rest of them looked at Suganya. She served tea to all of
them.

Sipping his tea, Murugesu said, looking at his wife: 'Good
mixture!’

'Yes, of course!' Danalakshmi seconded it. The others
nodded approvingly.

At the moment Suganya couldn't fully understood the
word good mixture.' she looked at Sanjayan puzzled.

Sanjayan looked at her, and said: "that's, the taste of a tea
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depends on the mixture of tea leaf, sugar and milk powder. Good
mixture means that those three have been mixed together with
proper ratios. In essence, the tea you made is absolutely
wonderful.'

They all laughed. Suganya also did smile gently with a slight
embarrassment. She returned to her chair beside Sanjayan's.
Varshi, who was sitting on Sanjayan's lap, looked at her. Suganya
stretched her arm, smiling. Immediately Varshi shifted from
Sanjayan'slap to Suganya's.

The otherslaughed.

She said :'Sithi, you and sithappa come with us to go
home.'

Suganya brushed her cheek against hers, and said queitly:
'we'llcome there, but not today.'

‘Why not come today?' Varshi asked, looking upatherface.

Suganya felt difficult to answer the question. Before she
could reply, Danalakshmi interrupted: 'Pillai, don't disturb Sithi,
asking your questions. Let her drink her tea.'

'Sithi, drink your tea. | won't disturb you', Said Varshi
looking up at Suganya.

Indrani commented, smiling. 'She was talking like a grown-
up child.'

At once Murugesu said: 'Yes, not only she but also
nowadays all children are very intelligent. I'm surprised at them.'

They all kept chatting away happily, sharing the light
moment.

The time they had to take leave approached. They all got
up from the chairs, and started exchanging their parting words,

Danalakshmi got close to Suganya, took her hands into
hers, and with concern, in a tone of advice, said: 'Pillai! Thampi has
a good opinion of you . He speaks highly of you. Now | realize that's
true. And it's not so good that | speak proudly of my son myself. But
at this moment | must say something about him. He's very under
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standing and cares about other people. He doesn't hurt others. He
does whatever he thinks right, and doesn't yield to anything
wrong.' After a pause she went on with a smile, 'he will have
whatever you cook, without complaining, and he likes fish curry
very much. Pillai, only thing | ask you is that you shouldn't induce
him to earn more money than his salary. If you do so, you'll lose
your honest husbhand. Pillai, I've handed Thampi over to you from
today on. Look after him well. If you've had any dissatisfaction with
him, have a heart-to-heart exchange with him. He'll get to realize.
He will be agood husband.'

Suganya nodded her head slightly, humbly.

Danalakshmi hugged her and kissed on her cheeks
affectionately. Then she stepped up to Ahrani, and kissed her,
patting her back with kindness.

Meanwhile Murugesu gave some advice to Sanjayan.
'"Thampi, | believe that you know your situation. You're on the
razor's edge. Your life is a challenge. You shouldn't become a life's
loser. Be strong! Face everything confidently. Shouldn't reopen old
wounds. Shouldn't talk about her past. And you must keepitinyour
mind that her old wound still is raw, weeping under the scab.'

'|understand, Appa,' said Sanjayan humbly.

'Yes, | know that,' Murugesu said. 'You're mature enough
to overcome all the obstacles. As your father, advising you is my
obligation. That's why | had to tell you these things.’

The van that would take them home was waiting for them
atthe gate on Goodshed Road.

Suganya and Sanjayan stood at the porch, next to each
other, watching the others walking towards the van. Indrani and
Ahranistood atthe gate.

Danalakshmipecked Ahranionthe cheekas she gotonthevan.

The van began to move towards Station Road amid tears.
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Thirty-five

Just a week went by after the wedding. It was Sunday night,
when Suganya was cooking dinner: Ahrani was studying at the
table in the room and Sanjayan was sitting on the floor in front of
the empty shelf placed by the wall of the living room.

In the early hours of the day Sanjayan had brought his
belongings there from his quarters in Murunkan. After lunch
Sanjayan and Suganya had been engaged in arranging the things in
the house attractively.

Among his belongings brought from Murunkan, he
considered the book shelf was the most important. So, he spared
the leisure time to arrange it comfortably, ina relaxed mood.

All the books had been packed in two big cardboard boxes.
He untied the boxes and took the books out and went on sorting
them into fiction, non-fiction, technical ones, religious ones.

Then Suganya came there. 'You've got a lot of books!' she
exclaimed, and sat on the floor cross-legged.

He looked at her with a faint smile, and said: 'Not a lot of
books! You didn't see some other people's home libraries. That's
why you're talking like this,'

"They are born to study, aren't they?' she said, laughing.
"Youtoo,' she laughed, pointing her chin at him.
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"Then you ?' he asked with anamusinglook on his face.

She smiled, saying nothing, and then asked: 'shall |
browse?'

'Yes of course,’ he said instantly. 'Don't ask me such
question again.'

She took a book, opened it, and said: 'It's an English book,
no.'

He turned to look at the book, and said: 'that is my field-
related book, no. Look that side!' He pointed at a pile of Tamil
books.

As he was dusting the shelf, she was looking at the books
one by one.

Then his mobile on the table started ringing. 'Wait! | bring
it,' she said and got up. She took the phone, and said: 'Anna calling!’

She gave itto him and walked into the kitchen.

Five minutes later, he called out to her. She came out. He
was in a bright mood.

She looked at his face eagerly, expectantly.

'Suganya! Anni is blessed with a baby boy, he said
cheerfully.

'Oh good!' she exclaimed. 'Are mother and baby fine?' she
asked with concern.

'Yes, yes,' he said, 'by five o'clock she had got the labour
pains. At once she was taken to hospital. At six fifteen she gave
birth. It was an easy delivery.' His face was blooming.

"We must visit her, mustn't we?' She asked and looked at
hisface.

'Yes, we must!' he said, ' but we can't go to her home in our
village, before we're formally invited there. So, we can go to the
hospital tovisit her.'

'Yes, | understand,' she said.

'She'll be discharged from the hospital after twenty-four
hours after delivery. So, let's leave here to Point Pedro tomorrow
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morning.'

She nodded.

'We'll have returned here before three o'clock, he said.
'And can Ahrani stay here at home alone?' he asked with concern.

‘That's not a problem. Viru will stay here with her till we
come back.'

'Then, ok.'

She went into the room to inform the matter to Ahrani. He
was stacking the shelf with the books.
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Thirty-six

Murugesu and Danalakshmi came to the Amman kovil in
the morning. When he was in a white verti, bare-chested, she was
dressed in a sari. Their faces were blossoming. They both stood
opposite each other in front of the kovil, and worshipped, looking
at the sanctum through the threshold. They didn't enter the kovil
because of the thudakku.

"Thudakku' means the days of taboo. When a child is born
the thudakku lasts thirty days for the father's relations, on which
daystheycannotenter the temple.

Murugesu held a coconut with the crest concealing the
tripores, and smashed it down on the stepping stone. The kernel
was pure white, which was a good sign of the future. They felt
happy.

Having worshipped they turned around. Arul was there
standing in front of them. They exchanged greetings, and had small
talk.

Then Kasilingam, a respectable person of the village,
walking towards the temple, happened to see them talking. He
approached them, smiling. '"Master, you've come to the kovil early
in the morning,' he said, looking at Murugesu, and went on, 'l
heard agood news that you have gotagrandson.'
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'Yes, yes' Murugesu laughed delightfully. Danalakshmi said
nothing, but was smiling happily.

After they talked about different things, Kasilingam asked:
‘Master, why didn't you formally invite Sanje to your home on the
fourth day since the wedding ?'

"Thampi, we must invite them,' said Murugesu,' to be frank
with you, we have some practical problems. Anyhow, after the
period of thudakku, we'll doijt.’

'Good, good,' said Kasilingam happily. 'Master Sanje did a
brave progressive deed. | appreciate him.'

Danalakshmi felt happy more than her husband did. Arul
was looking on with satisfaction and happiness.

Murugesu and Danalakshmi took leave of them, and
started walking home.

Kasilingam and Arul remained chatting.

‘Thampi! Sanje didn't invite me to his wedding,' said
Kasilingam with a slight regret.

'Don't misunderstand him. He'd invited a select few,' said
Arul, trying to justify Sanjayan's decision.

'‘Am | not in the select few?' asked Kasilingam, giving a
worried look,

'Aiya, | don't mean,that' said Arul,'you have to realize his
critical situation. He wanted to do it at the household level. | was an
exception. Sanje and | have been intimate friends since our tender
age.'

Then Selvan came out of the temple, and walked up to
them, smiling broadly with tristripes of white holy ash and 3 big
yellow pottu gleaming on his forehead.

'How are you? you have started chatting in front of the
entrance of the temple in the morning itself?' he asked, beaming at
them.

Before Selvan got close to them, they dropped the subject.

Selvan asked, looking at Arul : 'Tham Pi, your best friend got
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married stealthily, | heard. Isittrue?"

'No, it's not a stealthy marriage but an ordinary marriage,’
said Arul instantly with a slight disappointment.

'You stand up for your friend. Why couldn't he have his
wedding grandly? That was because the bride was a widow. Am |
right?' Selvan laughed scornfully and once looked at Kasilingam's face.

Arul didn't say anything.

Selvan wenton, 'Arull I heard another thing. He has bought
cow with its calf, hek... hek... hek.' He sniggered, revealing a line of
teeth.

Arul got angry at his remark. But he managed to hold back
his anger.

Selvan still continued, 'l won't say that seeking a woman is
wrong. If you want to drink liquor, you need not buy a bar. A bottle of
liquor is enough, more than enough. But Sanje purchased the bar. |
know for sure, Sanje must have gone there and got trapped. Maybe
sheis pregnant. That's why the wedding has been finished secretly.'

Arul was so furious at what he said, that he couldn't
control himself. 'You ... you... fool! How dare to say this ... about my
friend... in front of me,' he stammered. As he got close to Selvan,
Kasilingam quickly interposed himself between them in order to
avoid afight.

Kasilingam also got irritated at Selvan's comments, but he
wanted to avoid a fight in front of the kovil. Looking at Selvan, he
said: 'think before you talk. Sanje is a progressive. Marrying a
widow is not a wrong thing. Sanje is our boy. We shouldn't insult
him whatsoever. Go...go away... don'tstay here.'

Selvan started to walk away, not uttering a single word
back. Arul was looking down so as to avoid to see Selvan, until his
temper had cooled.

'"Thampi, he's gone,' said Kasilingam, 'yvou know, he is a
gossip. Get rid of what he said'

Arul looked up at him vacantly and said: 'now you've
realized why Sanje didn't invite all to his wedding.'

Kasilingam nodded his head gently, approvingly.
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Thirty-Seven

The Examinations Department had released the results of
the Grade five scholarship Examination last night on its website.

Ahrani had got through the exam with higher marks,
obtaining the second place in the Vavuniya district whereas
Virushali hadn't got enough marks to pass the exam. She was three
marks short of the cut off.

Ahrani couldn't celebrate her success because Virushali
was unsuccessful in passing the exam. She neither met Virushali
nor called her since the morning. She kept tossing and turning on
the bed all morning.

Suganya also didn't look so happy. The fact that Virushali
was unsuccessful overshadowed Ahrani's success. She did her daily
chores mechanically. Virushali's face had been in her mind, since
theresults were released last night.

However she managed to cook lunch, and went into the
room where Ahraniwas still lying on the bed.

'Pillai, come to have your lunch,’ she said, patting her on
the head.

'‘Amma, | don't feel hungry. I'll have it later,' said Ahrani,
moaning.

'Pillai, come out will you?!'

'Amma, I'll have my lunch later,' sighed Ahrani.
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Then Sanjayan wassitting in a chair onthe porch.

Suganya came up to him, and asked to come to have lunch.

He looked her full on her face, asked: 'Has Ahrani had her
lunch?'.

'She said she'd have later' said Suganya listlessly.

'Suganya, why are you so unhappy?' he asked. 'The Grade
five scholarship exam is a competitive exam, no. All the candidates
cannot passitand thisexamis notan end of the career or study. So,
don't worry thinking too much. Let's go to Virushali's house in the
evening. Tell Ahrani to have lunch, and get ready to go there.'

She nodded, and walked towards the room. He saw Ahrani
stepping into the kitchen with Suganya.

Fifteen minutes later, Suganya came again up to him, and
said:'She'shad herlunch. Please, come to have lunch now.'

'Ok, I'm coming,' he said, and got up to go into the kitchen.

Over lunch, he said: 'we have to buy some gifts for Ahrani
and Virushali. So, by two o'clock, shall we go to the town to buy
something?'

She agreed.

@

By four o'clock, Suganya and Sanjayan with Ahrani went to
Virushali's home. Virushali's mother welcomed them. She
congratulated Ahrani, and kissed her on both cheeks.

They all sat on the chairs in the living room. Virushali's
father and grandmother appeared there. But Virushali hadn't been
present asyet.

'Aunty, where's Viru?' asked Ahrani,

'Sheisinside the room.'

Ahraniwalkedinto the room, and came out with Virushali.

Virushalilooked tired and untidy, as though she'd cried her
eyes out. Having seen her appearance Suganya felt sad, rose to her
feet, stepped up to her, hugged her tightly, and kissed her on both
cheeks. She returned to the chair, pressing Virushali against her
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body, and then sat heron her lap. 'Don't worry! This exam is not an
end of your study,' said Suganya, combing Virushali's hair with her
fingers.

The others kept looking on silently.

Suganya gave a bag to Virushali and the other bag to
Ahrani. Both of them opened their bags simultaneously, and
looked inside eagerly. There were a salwar Kameez and a box of
chocolatein each bag.

Suganya looked at Virushali, and said: 'what | gave you and
what | gave Ahrani are almost identical. Both of you are my
daughters. Well, have you had your lunch?'

Virushali didn't respond, but looked at her mother.
Snganya followed her gaze.

Virushali's mother said: ' no, she hasn't still.’

'Why?" asked Suganya, looking directly at Virushali's face.
"Your friend also had been lying on the bed since the results were
released last night because you didn't pass the exam.'

The rest of them looked at Ahrani, instantly, delightfully.

Suganya went on, 'Pillai, go and have a bath, and then have
your meal. Let's go to the cinematonight, Ok?'

Virushali looked at her mother again. Her mother nodded
approvingly. Virushali lifted herself down from Suganya's lap, and
walked towards the room.

Suganya looked at Virushali's mother, and said: ' Viru also
was a consolation to me whenever | suffered.' She wiped the tears
welling up in her eyes with her handkerchief.

"Allis well,' said Virushali's mother.

Virushali's father looked at Sanjayan and Suganya, and
said:' Thanks?'

Sanjayan looked at him, and said: 'As far as students are
concerned they are under tremendous pressure when they are
unsuccessful in the exam. And also when we celebrate the winners,
the losers feel that they're inferior to the winners. We never
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considerthe child'sworld.'

'We should honour the winners, in order to encourage
them, shouldn't we? And also they deserve the honours', said
Virushali's father, don't they?.

'Of course, we should," said Sanjayan, 'but we shouldn't
disturb the losers. I've seen posters and banners of the students
who have done well at the exam in schools. This will hurt a child
who couldn't perform well at the exam. We must celebrate the
winners, but it should be inside the school premises. The posters
displayed outside the school, and the photos of the winners being
published in the daily news papers are publicity for the school
administration, and advertisement for the private tutories.
Consequently the parents want their children's photos to appear
on the banners and in the newspapers. So they put pressure on
their children, which is a major source of stress.’

The others kept looking at him silently, carefully listening.

He went on,'You see, now Ahrani passed the exam where
as Virushali failed. They both are our children. How can we say that
Ahraniis better than Virushali ? Neither Suganya nor | can consider
that Virushali is inferior to Ahrani. That's the reason that makes
everybody feel sad. | want to say something toyou all that Suganya
didn't enjoy Ahrani's success. She had been thinking of Viru all day
while Ahrani didn't have her breakfast. The mood of our house was
completely strange. They both hesitated even to see Virushali's
face.

Then Virushali's grandmother stepped up to Ahrani with a
quick step, hugged herand kissed.

The others looked at them.
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Thirty-eight

It was a Friday evening. Sanjayan returned home from
work, feeling exhausted. He refreshed himself with a shower to get
rid of his physical exhaustion, wore a sarong, and sat in a chair on
the porch.

Suganya offered him a cup of tea. He smelt the vanilla
essence of the tea and took a sip.'Fantastic!" he said, continuing to
siphistea.

She took his empty cup, and walked into the kitchen. She
came out again, and sat on the bench opposite his chair.

‘Whereis Ahrani?' he asked, looking around.

'She's gone to Viru's house.'

He nodded.

'Ihave something to talk to you,' she said.

He looked at her with a questioning look.

She went on, 'the house owner phoned me up last night
and said that they were going to sell this house. If we wanted to buy
it we could do it. Otherwise we would have to leave the house
before three months. You know, December thirty-first is the
deadline for vacating the house!'

Her face lined with worry. She looked at him with a sense of
resignation.

‘Don'tworry!" he said instantly, and asked:
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'Do you want to buy this house?'

'Yes, but..." her voice trailed off.

'What about Ahrani?'

'She also wants this house very much.'

"Then Ok?' he said, 'we both are employees. So, don't
worry.'

'"We haven't got that much money on us,' she said.

'Yes, there'll be a shortfall in what we need,' he said, 'we
can get money from Appa and Anna. We are going to buy an asset,
no?'

He took his phone, and talked to Murugesu for a few
minutes.

Suganya was looking at his face.

'Ok, it's done!' said Sanjayan, with a smile of satisfaction.

'What has Mama said?' asked Suganya, expectantly, with a
look of surprise.

"In essence, 'both Ahrani and Varshi will inherit our family
fortune from us. Don' hesitate to ask me Ahrani's share of the
family fortune. How much money do you need? When will | have to
deposit in your account?" This is what Appa said,' he said, with his
face wreathing in smiles.

She looked at him with tears welling up in the corners of
hereyes.

Then Ahrani opened the gate, and walked straight past into
the house, dropping her eyes down.

Suganya looked at him. Her face looked worried.

'Don'tworry. She'll get torealize soon,' he said airily.

'l couldn't comprehend why she avoids you, even eye
contact with you. In the ordinary way she is a sportive and friendly
girl. She is getting on with all people but you," she said with a
perplexed expression.

'Suganya, she is really a nice girl, no doubt,' he said
instantly, 'you need not be confused about her behaviour towards
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me. She is uncertain of the relationship between her and me. She
doesn't want to call me uncle as she calls Viru's father, nor does she
call me Appa. She is not still prepared to call me Appa. As far as
she's concerned her relationship with me swings between Uncle
and Appa. Poor girl, she's struggling with her inner self. | can sense
her feelings.'

She nodded approvingly.

'Suganya, do you know something?' he said, smiling,
‘before our marriage you called me ‘Sanje Anna'. Now you have no
word to call me. You feel shy to call me 'Athan.'

She, all of asudden, giggled behind her hand.

Then Ahrani stood at the front door, inside the living room
to be visible to Suganya, and mouthed, 'Amma ... please come
here!'

‘Just a minute, she's calling me,' said Suganya , looking at
him.

She went up to Ahrani. They both went into the room.
Sanjayan took the news paper and started reading the editorial .

Ten minutes later Suganya returned to the porch. Sanjayan
lowered the news paperto look at her.

She cleared her throat and said: 'her friend's elder sister
attained age. Their family is going to have a puberty ceremony
tomorrow. Her friend has invited these two girls, both Pillai and
Viru. So, Pillai asks me whether she will go there.'

'Yes, she must go,' he said firmly, 'because they have
invited her. We shouldn't turn down any invitation, which is a great
insultto those inviting us. So, let hergotothe ceremony.'

'Who takes them there to the ceremony ?' asked Suganya,
and then went on, 'Viru's father has gone to Jaffna. you're to go to
Colombotonight.'

'Which is the venue for the ceremony?' he asked.

'Attheir house at Veppankulam.'

‘That's not a problem. Veppankulam is very near, on
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Mannar Road, at one kilometre off the Kurumankadu junction.
They can hire a three wheeler and go there," he said, and then
asked:'Isthere any three wheeler that is familiar to you?'

'Yes, | know a three wheeler,' she said. She told him about
Anandan, who had once taken them to the hospital.

'| think, from what you said, he's a nice guy," he said," I'll go
and talk to him about the hire.'

He got up, changed out of his sarong, and walked towards
Station Road. There were two three wheelers on the other side of
the road. He approached them, and asked: 'Can | meet Mr.
Anandan, please?'

'Yes, it'sme,' said ayoung man, coming forward.

' want to hire your three wheeler. Not now, | want it
tomorrow,' said Sanjayan.

'Oh sure,' he said, 'at what time? and where to?' He looked
atSanjayan's face.

'At nine o'clock in the morning. To Veppankulam,' said
Sanjayan.

'Ok, my three wheeler will pull up in front of your gate at
nine o'clock sharp,' said Anandan, smiling.

'And also, you'll have to fetch them after the ceremony
fromthere.'

'0k, at what time will they return?'

'I'm not sure,' said Sanjayan, 'l won't come. Our two girls
will come.’

'Yes, | know them,' said Anandan, 'Annai, So, | need not
wait there. They can call me when they want to return. I'll go there
and pick them up, Okay?'

Yes, that's right.’

Sanjayan got his mobile number and saved it in his name
list.

"Thampi, do you know our whereabouts?' he asked.

'Yes, | know,' said Anandan, smiling, 'Ahrani house.'
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Sanjayan looked puzzled.

'Annai, | know about Ahrani. She got through the
Scholarship exam, obtaining the second rank in our district. I'd seen
inthe news paper, 'said Anandan, smiling gently.

They made small talk.

Sanjayan stepped into the house.

‘Everything fine. He'll come here at nine o'clock sharp,' he
said, looking at Suganya, taking off his shirt. 'He's 3 nice guy as you
told me. He knows all about us.' He told her everything that they
talked.

She felt happy, and then said: ‘Satkunam sir once had told
me, the people like Anandan are zeros. They think themselves
they're heroes. But really they're zeros.'

Sanjayan laughed, shaking his head.

'What's meant by the zero? All the drivers are considered
zeros ?' asked Suganya with an innocent look.

‘Not that he meant that the drivers were zeros,' he said,
'mmm... you have a lot of things to learn.' He went up to the book
shelf, and opened it. He fished out a book out of the top row of it.

He gave the book to her, and said: 'read jt.'

She read out its title 'Poochchiyam poochchivamalla'- The
zerois not zero, written by Theniyaan,

This is his autobiography. If you read it you'll find the
meaning of the zero,' he said.

'I'm going to start reading it from today on,' she said, with
theinterest kindled by him.

He walked into the room to make travel arrangements for
the mailtrain that he'd have to catch.

L

The following day in the morning at nine o'clock Anandan's
three wheeler halted at the gate. Suganya gave her mobile phone
to Ahrani, and said: 'in case of need, call me! And you should call me
when you've reached their house; and when you leave there.
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Understand?'

Ahraninodded.

Suganya looked at Virushali.

'"We'll do it as you say,' said Virushali.

Both Ahrani and Virushali got on the three wheeler.
Standing at the gate, Suganya waved bye to them.

Suganya walked back into the house. There being some
pittu and curry left over from the breakfast, she thought that she
didn't need to cook lunch for only her, and could manage the
leftover for her lunch. So, she reclined on the couch, waiting for
theircall.

A few minutes later Ahrani called her and told that they
had reached their friend's house.

Suganya felt relaxed, and resumed reading the book. After
three and a half hours uninterrupted reading, she had her lunch.
And then she continued reading until Ahrani called her again by
two o'clock.

'Amma! We're about to leave here?'

'Is the threewheeler waiting outside?' asked Surganyaina
tone of surprise.

'Yes, Anandan Uncle is waiting outside. We're going to get
onthethree wheeler.’

"Then. Ok,'

Suganya cut the line. There remained only one page in the
book. But she couldn't still fully understand the title of the book.
Then last paragraph revealed the secret, which read as followed...

"Y'm a Srilankan writer who, as the voice of the oppressed
people, has been writing their problems continuously until now.
These oppressed caste people had been viewed by the caste-ridden
society as being of little value, valueless zeros. |, one of them, have
made it realized that they're not zeros by relating the tracks of my
life and my literary memoirs."'

-Sahithya ratna K. Theniyaan -
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She grasped now the meaning of the word Zero. As soon as
she closed the book with a sigh, the three wheeler stopped at the
gate, Ahrani got out of it.

'Thanks Uncle,' said Ahrani.

Suganya stepped up to the gate, and asked: 'Where is
Viru?'

'Akka! I've dropped her at the gate of her home first,' said
Anandan with a smile.

She paid the fare. With a nod, he drove off. She weighed
him up in her mind.

231

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



The Innocent Victims

Thirty-nine

In the morning by eight o'clock, Murugesu sat in a chair on
the veranda, reading the daily news paper. No sooner had he heard
the sound of the gate opening than he looked up from the news
paper and cast his look in the direction of the gate. Having seen
three of highly respectable people in their village entered the front
yard through the gate, he wondered why they'd come together in
the morningitself. With a shade surprise, he rose to his feet, walked
afew steps towards them, and welcomed them.

'Please, comein ...comein,' he said, smiling.

They three smiled back at him, and stepped up onto the
veranda,

'Please, sitdown!' said Murugesu, pointing at the chairs.

They three sat in the chairs, across each other, opposite
whom he himself sat down, and then asked: 'May | know why
you've come here in the morning? Anything important matter?' His
eyes flicked from face to face.

'Master, it's an important matter but | don't know how to
start it," said Kasilingam, one of them, and then looked at the other
two faces.

'Don't worry, tell me whatever it may be' said Murugesu.

"The RDS as well as the trustees of our Kovil have suggested
that Sanje with his family be formally invited to our village. But we
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wondered ifit's a right thing to invite them to our village before you
formally invite them to your home. That's why we've come here to
converse with you,' said Kasilingam.

'RDS' Stands for Rural Development Society.

Murugesu looked into Kasilingam's eyes.

Kasilingam went on, 'Sir, Sanje is an asset to our village. It's
a good and progressive thing that he married a widow, which we
must appreciate. And also, Sanje has stopped coming here after the
marriage. | won't tell that what he does is wrong. You told me in
front of the Kovil that you were to invite them to your home after
the thudakku is over.'

Murugesu remained silent with his eyes wide open, with a
feeling of happiness. He cleared his throat, and said: 'we're prepa
redtoinvite them home, and are waiting for his consent.’

'Why? Doesn't he want to come here?' asked Kasilingam in
a tone of surprise. And the other two looked at each other
confused.

Murugesu said: 'not that | mean like that. Actually he wants
to come here. | think, he is not in a position to come here, There
may be some problems to him. He'll definitely solve the problems
and come here with his wife and child as soon as possible.'

'We don't want to bother you with our prying questions.
We'lltry to understand what you mean. We can be waiting forthem
until they want to come here together,' said Kasilingan and then
looked atthe other two.

They also nodded,

'Thanks,' said Murugesu,'anyway, I'll speak to Thampi
about this matter. But the final decision will be uptohim.'

Then Danalakshmi stepped down onto the veranda,
carrying a tray, and served them tea. She placed the tray on the
smallstool infront of them, and went into the house.

They dropped the subject they'd been talking about, and
started chatting about different things. About their families, the
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monsoon, the onion cultivation, the present political climate, on and
on.

One and a half hours later they left. Danalakshmi came out
to the veranda and enquired as to why they'd come there.
Murugesu told everything to her.

She felt happy, and said: 'let's ask Thampi to come here.'

'It's up to Thampi,' he said.

'Our villagers themselves want to invite him to our village.
Then what? Everything fine,' she said.

'0k,' he said,' take the phone.’

She stepped briskly into the house like a hyperactive child.
He laughed quietly behing her back. She came back with the
phone.

He talked on the phone with Sanjayan for ten minutes, and
then gave the phoneto her.

'What does he say?' she asked enthusiastically and
expectantly.

'He's in the field in Mannar. He told me that after returning
home in the evening and talking about this matter with them, he
would say.'

'0k,' she said.

®

In the evening by seven o'clock, Sanjayan returned home,
refreshed himself with a shower, and then sat on the couch.
Suganya offered him a cup of tea.

Sipping his tea, he said: 'why're you standing up ? sit down.’

She satin the arm chair opposite the couch.

'Appa called me in the morning...' he told her all that they'd
talked on the phone with his father.

She looked at the pooja room door. Inside the room Ahrani
kept worshipping.

Reading her thoughts he said: 'we both cannot go there
alone without Ahrani. She's a part of us. Neglecting her, we
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shouldn't take any decision. Until she consents wholeheartedly to
go there, we must wait. We have no alternative.'

She nodded.

He went on, 'go and speak to her about this matter. Just
listen to what she says. Don't try to convince her. If you do so, she'll feel
asifto be marginalized by us. So, inform her what | said, let her speak.'

"Yes, lunderstood.'

Then Ahrani came out of the poojaroom, and sat atthe table.

Sanjayan shifted to the porch. Suganya walked up to the
table and satin achairacross Ahrani's,

Ahrani looked sideways at Suganya, asked: 'Amma, have
you got any office worktodo?'

‘No work,' said Suganya, 'but there's an important thing
that | wanttotalk toyou.'

'Please tell me,’ said Ahraniinstantly, with anintent gaze.

Suganya began to tell the matter. Ahrani listened carefully
to her, and then asked: 'Amma, must | come too with you two ?'

'How can we go there without you?' asked Suganya,
lookinginto her eyes.

Ahraniwrinkled her face, and said: 'if | come there, all their
people will look at me as if looking at an exhibit, and enquire as to
me. Amma, | won't come there. | feel embarrassed to be seen by
those people.’

Suganya pursed her lips and nodded, looking down.

Ahrani glanced worriedly at her mother. Suganya got up
fromthe chair with a feeling of helplessness.

'Amma,' called out Ahranisoftly.

Suganya placed her hand on her daughter's shoulder, and
said: 'Pillai, sit here and continue your study.' She walked towards
the porch.

Ahrani watched her mother going away from behind her
back, feeling a deep sadness.

When Suganya approached the porch, Sanjayan asked:

235

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



The Innocent Victims

'What did she say?'

'She's not prepared to come there with us, said Suganya, and
thentold the reason why Ahranicouldn't come there.

Nodding approvingly his head, he said: 'what she said is
true. When she comes there at the first time, she'll be the centre of
attention, but not at the next time. Our people will be so keen to
see her and enquire as to her as a matter of interest. And they'll be
so curious to see you too.

That's because they've never seen both of you before.
Once they see you, their curiosity will have receded. Anyway, you
both must come there, after a week or after a month or even an
year. You must encounter our relatives and villagers whenever you
comethere.'

'You're right. Can | try to convince her?'

'Not necessary.'

She looked puzzled.

He went on,'We can't ask her why she's embarrassed. As
time goes by she'll recover from this kind of trouble, until then
which we must wait. A fruit should ripen by itself, we shouldn't
make it ripe by hitting with a stick. There's no hurry - she can take
her own time to recover fromit.'

'Then what are you goingto saytothose people?'

'Appa will realize. Don't worry,' he said casually.

She nodded with satisfaction, and then rose to go into the
kitchen.

'l also come with you to help you cook dinner,' he said,
laughing.

'Is it so?" she said smiling, 'it's not a difficult task to cook
dinner for three people.'

'It's ok. | want toshare the burden,' he said, and rose to his feet.

She giggled.

They both walked into the kitchen.
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Forty

It was Sunday. At about seven o'clock in the morning
Sanjayanwasstill in bed, because he had stayed up late last night
until one o' clock- he'd been working on the compu ter.

The bedroom door then opened slightly. Suganya
squeezed herself into the room and closed the door behind her
quietly. The dusky light was inside the room. She neither switched
on the light nor drew back the curtain in order to keep the room
dark for his comfortable sleep. She tiptoed across the room up to
the wardrobe so as not to disturb his sleep.

But the sound of the door opening roused him from his
sleep. He cocked one eyebrow and watched her come in. She had
wrapped a towel around herself, after having a bath. When she
took her clothes out of the wardrobe and tried to change into
them, 'Excuse me! I'm staying awake,' said Sanjayan. He roared and
burstinto peals of laughter.

With a jolt she turned around to look at him. 'No problem'
she jerked out, giggled.

'Switch on the light. Pull back the curtain to let the sunlight
in," he said with a guttural moan.

She did what he said. Morning light streamed into the
room. Then the room was very bright.

'Should | go out ?' he asked in a serious tone but amusingly.
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'Not necessary,' she said instantly, looking away.

Lying on the bed, he gazed at her face in order to gauge her
mood. She seemed happy. 'Where's Ahrani?' he asked.

'She's just gone to the tuition class.'

After making sure that Ahrani wasn't in the house he
wanted to play with her.

'Baby! You look more beautiful in this dress than any other
one you wear. Thisdress is like a tube top.'

'Tube top? What's it like ?' She asked, standing next to the
window.

' must tell you,' he laughed. 'it's a women's dress that is
made of cloth that stretches and covers the chest.’

She felt so embarrassed at his remark.

'Don't feel so embarrassed. I'm just going out. You can
change out of your towel. Out of your tube top,' he said and tried
to pretend as if to get up from the bed, smiling.

'No, you need not go out. Stay here.' Even though she said
so, she was notprepared tochange.

'Baby! Love! Don't feel shy. I'm your husband, eh. You can
change into your gown ... in front of me," he said in a deep romantic
voice, getting pleasure from her shyness.

She hugged her spare gown against her chest, and said: 'l
know you're my hushand, which is true. But now, at this moment,
you're not my partner, nor my man. You're not a partner but a
witness,am | right?'

' Then, you mean I'm a peeping Tom?' he asked as if
seriously.

'Not that | mean,' she squawked, shaking her head in
negation.

'0k, you need not change,' he said without his lips parting.
"Your hairis still wet and plastered to your head. No matter whether
you change or not, but dry your hair. After catching a cold, nothing
canyou do...expect sneezing all day, for four days.'
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She giggled at him, and then asked: 'how can | dry my hair
without the towel?'

'No problem. Take your towel off and dry your hair off,' he
said, notsmiling.

'Oh yeah,' she said instantly, and then asked: Can you help
me, please?'

'‘Must | comeuptoyoutohelp?'

'Ihaven't meant that help,' she smiled.

'Ok, thenyou can go to Ahrani's room and change, right?'

She was still standing by the wardrobe shyly.

'‘Baby, what do you want now? You neither allow me to g0
out of the room, nor are you yourself prepared to go to the next
room. So, ldon'tknow what todo.'

She wanted to tell him that she didn't want to disturb his
romantic mood. She remained silent, smiling, exposing a set of
gleaming white teeth.

'Ok, let's compromise. | won't see you until you changeinto
the gown and say Ok', he said and turned himself into a prone
position, not waiting for her reply, and then pressed his face
againstthe pillow.

She giggled, turned around and changed into her gown.
'Ok, you may turn yourself into supine position,' she laughed,
drying her hair with the towel.

He rolled onto his back. She'd stood at the bedside. Her
eyes were bright and excited. Her face was as fresh as a lotus flower
that bloomed in the morning. The natural freshness of her face,
sans the talcum powder, with her hair loose and still not being
combed.

He gazed at her silently. A pleasant smile spread slowly
across her face.' Sitdown,' he said, smiling, lying on the bed.

She perched on the edge of the bed. He looked into her
eyes, and she did look back into his. A silent look lasted a few
minutes. She felt embarrassed and looked away at the door. But the
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silence continued. He ran his eyes over her. Over the right side of
her body. Her temple, ear, cheek, neck, on and on. Finally he locked
his eyes on her slightly wet locks flowing down over the nape of her
neck, and her back like a dark water fall.

A few minutes later he stretched out his right hand to
touch her right hand rested on the bed with the fingers splayed.
When he put his hand on hers, she felt as if electrocuted. Her hand
suddenly clawed at the sheet. She was excited, but still kept looking
away.

'Baby, my love! Lookatme,' hesaid asif begging.

She turned to look at him, smiling, not parting her lips.

'Show me your teeth by which I'm always mesmerized.
Why're you so stingy in exposing your white teeth like gems,' he
breathed.

She had a fit of the giggles with her mouth behind her
hand.

He smiled at her, and went on, 'your face without a smile is
like a tea sans sugar. | really like your smile the most in you. Please,
remove your hand from your mouth to let me watch it, please...
please... my baby please.' Wrinkling his face, he said in a soft voice,
with a gesture as if begging her to show her mouth.

She shook her head in negation, but on the contrary she
took her hand off her mouth, smiling brightly.

"Wow! Your face looks so beautiful now as if the full moon
came out of a nimbus. And also, your teeth glean white like a sickle
moon; your lips curve like a crescent moon; your eyebrows bend
like a half moon. All the moons exist on your single moon like face.
The wholeness appears on your face itself.’

'Not all the moons?,' she laughed,'Amavasai nilavu is
missing somewhere, right''Amavasai nilavu' means the new moon.

'Not missing it anywhere,' he said, 'your pupils look like
new moons. Am | right?'

'Wow! What a poetry!' she exclaimed, and asked:' Can you
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write a poem?'

'No,' he said,'God hasn't given me that boon?'

'But you speak poetically,' she said in a serious tone. Her
eyes dilated with surprise.

'Is it s0? Sometimes I've become a poet after | married
you,' hesaid, smiling.

'Be it so!' she said, not smiling, as if to got angry playfully.
'Well, tell me a poem about love,' she asked, with a hint of a smile.

‘Love? what love do you mean about? Whether about a
real love or a fantastic love?' he asked, putting his left arm behind
the back of his head.

‘About real love.'

'Baby, fantasy is more attractive and impressive than
reality. What do you say?'

'lwantthereal love,' she insisted.

'Thenok...

Icouldn't have my breakfast because of you;

Icouldn't have my lunch because of you;

I'couldn't have my dinner because of you;,

lcouldn't have my sleep because ofhunger!’

She chuckled at his poem. 'because of hunger but not the
darling,' she said repeatedly. Her shoulders heaved with laughter

‘That's the reality,' he said.

'Then what about lust?' she asked. 'l want to know your
view. You'll say something differently.’

‘What do you think about lust ?' he asked, at once, looking
at her.

'It's an evil thing that should be overcome but cannot be
overcome by people'.

He said nothing, but pursed his lips, shaking his head in
disapproval.

'What | said is wrong?' she asked.

‘Then what do you think about love?' he asked another
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question.

'Love is pure and divine. A man and a woman are attracted
to each other because of an absolute love.'

'So, what's the difference between love and lust?'

'Noidea,' she said, 'nothing do | know except for what I told
you.'She looked into his eyes, expectantly.

'Lust is not a taboo thing. Not an evil thing. It's a beautiful
phenomenon. Love and Lust are the two sides of the same coin,
and cannot be separated from each other. Those two things make
the wholeness of love. So-called pure love is partial, not whole. The
wholeness of love comes complete with conjugal love. Sex appealis
the beginning and the most important reason for being in love. If a
man and a woman are not sexually attracted to each other, they
won't begin aromantic relationship,' he said.

After a brief pause, he went on, 'my darling, you know
something? Actually | love lust. That's because the lust makes us
intimate. Lust is the motivation for copulation. If you hate lust,
you'll hate the love itself. We won't touch each other without lust;
amlright?'

Suddenly she came over all shy, and then looked down,
nodding approvingly.

'Hibaby, look at me,' he said in a deep warm voice.

Shedidn'tturntolook athim.

Suddenly he leaned forward, grabbed her arm pushed
against the bed to support herself and yanked her towards him. She
leaned against him. Her flank was against his rib. Her hand was
against his chest. Her locks were trailing across his torso. A sparkle
of excitement was in her eyes. Her lips were twitching with
amusement.

He burst out laughing throatily. She tried to push her hands
on the bedto lift herself up, and then managed torise to her feet.

'Ok, I'm forgetting myself. | haven't offered you the bed
coffee,' she said, smiling, and swept back her hair with both hands
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andtucked itinto a hairslide behind the nape of her neck.

'No, I don't want a coffee,'he said, 'it's time for breakfast.'

She gave him a questioning look.

He went on, 'I'm going to have a bath.' He got up from the
bed, and walked into the bathroom.

A few minutes later, he returned to the room. Then she
remained staying inside the room. She was standing in front of the
window, holding the grille gently, her back to him, looking out.

'Hibaby?' he called out cheerfully.

She looked round for a moment, and then looked out
through the window again. He stepped up to her back, and saw her
wiping the tears with her hand.

'What's wrong with you ?' he asked with kindness.

She didn'treply.

He edged closer to her back. His arms encircled her waist
with his interlacing fingers, and his trunk touching her back. He
rested his chin on her shoulder, brushing her ear with his. She smelt
the scent of his love.

‘Hibaby, what's wrong with you?' he whispered.

'l'wantto aska question’, she murmered.

'Sure, asked me.'

They both were talking, not looking at each other, with
their faces across each other.

'Doyouwantachild ?' She asked softly.

‘Yes, of course,' he said, 'l want a child. you can believe it
without a shadow of adoubt.'

I know for sure that every man wants to see his first child,
and waits for it eagerly. The first child is his dream. When | put
myselfin your position | feel guilty. So, | want to be prepared to fulfil
yourdream,'

'Don't feel guilty,' he said,' Ahrani must get over herself
first. Then after we three shall g0 together to Point Pedro, to my
native place, and meet my parents and relatives, After that I'l|
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request you to bear me a child. But that child should be not my first
child but the second.

All of a sudden she turned herself around within the circle
of his arms to look at his face. 'I'm sorry,' she said, put her arms
around him and hugged him tightly. He tightened his hug.

A couple of minutes later, he whispered in her ear: 'Are
you okay?'

'Mm, okay!' She breathed.

They gently detached themselves from each other. 'Let's
have breakfast,' she said, and then looked at herself in the mirror,
and checked her face and her dress.

She readjusted the neckline of her gown to conceal the
shoulder strap of her bra that peeked out on her shoulder and then
turnedtolook athim.

He was smiling at her.

'Why're you smiling at me?' he asked with a smile.

'No particular reason, just smiling for the sake of smiling?'

'Ok, how am | in this dress that you bought for me?'

'It fits well. You look very nice. You're like a nellicrush bottle
or like a green parrot,' he laughed. 'But that tube top you've worn
earlier in the morning fitted you better than this gown.'

She squinted at him as if looking at a thousand - watt bulb.
Her mouth tightened into a thin line. In a second a smile lifted the
corner of her mouth, then beamed a broad smile. 'Okay, what to do
now? Shall I change out of this gown into that towel as you expect?'
she asked, wrinkling her eyes,

'No, | don't want to bother you,' he said, getting onto the
bed, looking at her.

'No problem, I'm going to change,’ she said, took the towel
in a dramatic way and held it spreading ahead of her like a screen.
She tried to hold back her laughter. But her mouth quivered in a
hint of a smile.

'Okay, darling, then how can you conceal the shoulder
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straps of your bra that peek out?' he asked.

She giggled and looked at him.

He went on, 'before you want to wear an off-the-shoulder
dress or bare shoulder dress you have to weara strapless bra.'

'Strapless? How do you know these things?' she asked,
staring at him with wide eyes.

'No, no, don't suspect me. Don't stare at me like that.'

'Then what do you know?'

'l read in the papers and magazines. Otherwise I'm
innocent.'

'l trust you,' she beamed, 'and | have some doubt about
ladies' wear.'

‘Come, come here. I'll clarify your doubt,' he said, taking his
mobile phone.,

She got onto the bed, sat cross-legged next to him
enthusiastically like a schoolgirl.

‘Ask your doubts, one by one, OK.' he said, looking at his
phone.

'But one condition.'

"What's it?'

'Please explain in Tamil."

'Ok.'

She asked; he told. She listened to him, giggling.

'Ok, that's it," he said, putting his mobile down on the bed.
'The special design of the lingerie is in order to boost the sex
appeal, and to alter the physical appearances?' he laughed and
then went on," 'Darling, you wear a sari, salwar kameez, gown or
skirt and blouse. You're never going to wear a clinging dress, a top
with a plunging neckline or other dresses that show off your figure.
Your figure is camourflaged by the loose clothes you wear. So this
kind of stuff is useless to you, right? If you want to wear the sexier
clothes beyond your comfortable zone, you can do inside the room
and feel happy, looking at yourself in front of the mirror. Anyhow
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it's useless for you who doesn't wear even a Tee shirt. You're notan
actress, nor model, nor even an ultra modern woman. Then what?"

She fell silent, resting her head in her cupped hands.

'Hi baby, any problem?' he asked, giving a tap on her
shoulder.

'Nothing,' she said, still looking down.

He cupped her recede in his right hand and raised her face.
Her eyes brimmed with tears. 'What happened to you,' he asked
with shock.

Shedidn'trespond.

'I've been loving the way that embarrassed you. I'm really
in love now. It's not my intention to taunt you. My lady, have you
been offended? | castigate myself for having teased you,' he said
apologetically.

"I've cast my mind back to my past day.' She looked at him.

He wassilent

She went on 'Satkunam Uncle once tried to buy a push-up
bra- for maximum cleavage for me. On that day | didn't know these
things. But now I've realized his intention. I'd trusted him, and
considered him as my father. But he behaved differently towards
me. He'd wanted me to look sexier.'

Tears were dribbling down her cheeks.

He threw his arm around her shoulders, pulled her against
his shoulder and said: 'I'm sorry. I've rekindled your past. I'm so
sorry, control yourself please’

He wiped her tears with hishand.

A couple of minutes later, he wanted to make her mood
change. So, he cajoled her into returning to her normal stage. But
she didn't recover.

As a last resort, he clutched his stomach, and screeched:
'Ah... Amma...’

"What? What's it?' she asked with a shock, looking at his
face.
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'I didn't have my bed coffee, nor had | breakfast. Can you
serve me atleast brunch?' he asked, and then laughed.

'Even brunch?' she laughed, 'Ok, come, I'll serve you.' She
got out of the bed, checked herself in the mirror, stepped up to the
door, twisted her head around to look at him, smiling, and said:
'Please, wipe the smudge of kunkumam on your bare chest and
shoulder, and come out of the room."'

'Ok, Ok, I know,' he said, laughing.

She giggled, and went out.

He took his damp towel to wipe the smudge of vermilion.
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Forty-one

When Sanjayan returned home from Murunkan by seven
o'clock in the evening, Suganya was in the kitchen, preparing
coconut sambol. Ahrani, who was in the living room reading her
text book, looked up at him and again dropped her eyes to go on
reading, not speakingto him.

He stepped up to the kitchen door. Sunganya saw him
standing at the door, and asked: ' you came just now?' It was a
formal question.

'By six o'clock | came to the town. | met Ranjan and have
been chatting with him.'

'"Will you have a cup of tea?' she asked.

' feel sweaty. | want to refresh myself now with a shower
and then have a cup of tea,' he said, and moved towards the room.

After ten minutes, she got tea for him, and poked her head
out of the kitchen door to check where he was. She saw the
bathroom door closed. She thought he was still inside it, and came
backto the hearth, leaving the door wide open.

She placed a small wok on the hearth, poured some
coconut oil carefully into it, and then put the finely chopped onions
inthe hot oil, which, started sizzling.

Then Ahrani walked into the kitchen, stood next to her,
watching the wok. Suganya added a fistful of curry leaves, a little

248

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

cumin seeds and a pinch of mustard seeds, and was stir-frying them
with a spoon. Then she saw him sit on the couch. She at once
looked at Ahrani, and said: 'Pillai, watch the wok until | give him the
teaand come backin asecond'

'No, | cant. I'll burn the mixture,' said Ahrani instantly.

'Pillai, | can't move away, leaving this - And the tea is getting
cold. He wants a hot tea very much'

Ahrani didn't reply, but took the cup of tea, went up to him,
and stood in front of him, not calling him. He looked at her.

'Please, take it. Ammais busy with her cooking,' she said.

Meanwhile Suganya looked at him through the door, from
behind Ahrani's back, exposing a set of teeth, delightfully. It was
the first time Ahrani had served him tea since he'd come here.
When Ahrani turned to walk into the kitchen, her back to him, he
smiled at Suganya back

Ahrani stood by Suganya, peering at the wok. At the
moment the mixture in the wok browned, Suganya put all the
coconut sambol in the wok. There was a strong sizzle again. She
kept tossing the sambol in the onion gravy, and then poured the
dilute tamarind juice over the sambol and tossed it well again with
a spoon until it turned paste. She performed this process called as
Thalithal.

The tantalizing delicious smell from the kitchen wafted
towards Sanjayan. The smell reminded him of his mother's
cooking.

Suganya was ready to make ghee thosai for dinner. Early in
the morning, before she went to work, she'd made a paste by
mixing wheat flour; black grains and fenugreek seeds that'd been
soaked overnight, and then ground into a pulp; some baking soda
and plenty of watertogether.

She stirred the mixture well and checked if it had
fermented. She felt satisfied. The more it turned sour, the softer
the thosai would be.
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She took the 'thosai kallu' - baking plate - a thick and round
aluminum plate with a handle, like a small gong, and placed it on
the hearth, and then left it for a couple of minutes to turn hot.

She took a small ball of cloth, dipped it partially in gingelly
oil, and then smeared the surface of the baking plate with coconut
oil using the ball. She took out a spoonful of the mixture from the
pot after stirring well and then poured it over the baking plate,
placed the outer surface of the bowl of the spoonon the mixture on
the baking plate, and moved it round and round in concentric
circles until it became apancake like afull moon.

A thosai appeared on the baking plate. The suface of the
thosai rose, and became light, on which a lot of small holes
appeared. She took a tea spoonful of the ghee- melted, drizzled it
over the thosal and spread evenly with the bowl of the spoon.

She then took another spoon, at the end of which spoon
there was not a bow! but a round, flat and thin plate. She inserted
the spoon under the thosai and moved around to strip it from the
baking plate, not tearingit, and then turned it over.

She baked the first crisp ghee thosai, and put it downon a
tray. Ahrani leaned forward, inhaled deeply, and said: 'mmm... the
thosai smells good and looks very tempting. | can have it with this
smell, without even that sambol. The ghee smell makes my mouth
water.'

'Pillai, take and have it,' said Suganya, turning the next
thosaiover.

'‘Amma, I'll have later,' said Ahrani, shifting her gaze from
the thosaito her mother's face.

'"Why? Take it now as it is hot and crisp,' said Suganya with
an approving look.

Ahrani twisted her head to glance at him. He sat still on the
couch, reading a book. Then she turned her head to look at her
mother. 'Amma, he looks exhausted. And also he was at Murunkan
for the past four days. He couldn't have tasted this home cooking.
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So we serve him first and then let's have dinner together,' she said
quietly, wrinkling her face, with a feeling of pity.

Hearing what Ahrani said, Suganya was surprised. But she
managed to check her surprise. Not turning to look at her daughter,
shefelt happy and appreciated her attitude.

Ahrani went on, 'Amma, when the ghee smell drifts from
here and reaches his nose, it'll make his mouth water.' She giggled,
went up to the plate rack and drew a plate out of it.

She washed the plate and dried it up.

' Amma, the thosai is now hot and crisp. Please, serve him
before it turns cold and soft. You know, a hot and crisp thosai is
tastier than a cold and soft one,' she said, shifting the thosai from
thetray to the plate.

Suganya smiled, not parting her lips, and asked: 'Pillai, can
you watch this baking ?'

‘Yes , | can,' said Ahrani,' | can turn a thosai over but can't
pourthe mixture forthe next one.'

Suganya went up to him and asked him to have dinner. He
said: 'What's the hurry? Let's have dinner together after you've
finished your cooking. I'm no longer hungry -1had tea, no.'

'Pillai wants you to have some hat and crisp. thosai,' she
said, smiling.

'Isitso?' he asked with an exclamation of surprise.

She told him what Ahranisaid, briefly and happily.

'Bring them. | want to have them now,' he said, rose to
wash his hands,

She served himdinner.

'l have this dinner for her sake - for Ahrani's sake,' he said
delightfully, 'Fantastic! What a tasty sambol. What a smell of the
gheethosail’

When she returned to the kitchen, Ahrani asked: 'Am ma,
what does he say about the dinner?’

'He said fantasticl' said Suganya, smiling.

251

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



The Innocent Victims

Sanjayan had his dinner, stepped out onto the porch and
satin a chair, relaxing himself with his thought.

Half an hour later Suganya came up to him, and said:
'before | forget, my aunty had called me from Mulankavil in the
evening, and invited us to her daughter's wedding on next
Saturday. She looked at his face, expecting him to speak.

'Suganya, we ought to respect those who respect us. It's
not only a common courtesy but a moral obligation as well. Your
aunty has respected by inviting us to the wedding, so we ought to
respect in return by participating in the wedding. If Ahrani says yes,
we three can go together to Mulankavil and take part in the
wedding.'

'Butonething...' Her voice trailed off.

'Tell me what.'

'l wish we three should go together to Mulankavil, but first
of all we ought to go together to your home, to Point Pedro. | feel
our wedding is still incomplete and will end with our visit to your
home, ' she said in a calm voice.

'So do | feel,' he said, 'don't worry, we'll go to Point Pedro
soon. Yes! definitely we can. well, what have you intended to
handle this matter?'

'Pillai and | can go there. What do you say?' she asked,
looking at him.

'That's right,' he said affirmatively,

'| haven't still talked to Pillai about this matter,' she said,
and then excused herself and walked up to the table Ahrani was
sitting at.

Suganya told her the matter. Ahrani has listened to her, and
said:' Amma, there'sa problem -the termtestis duetocommence
since Monday on.'

'"The test starts on Monday, eh. We'll have returned here on
Sunday,' said Suganya.

'Amma! Viru and | are planning to have a combined study
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all day long on Saturday, and Sunday as well. Those two days will be
study leave.'

Suganya said nothing, and looked at her.

Ahrani went on,'Will he come with you?'

'No, hewon't.

'Then he's going to stay at home alone?' said Ahrani in a
questioning tone, then went on, ‘Okay, Amma, please go to
Mulankavil alone.'

'I'm going to stay at home.'

Suganya came out to the porch, and perched on the bench
infrontof him. She told him what Ahrani said.

He thought foramoment, then said: 'You've been acting an
intermediary between her and me. Now she js prepared to stay
here together with me for two days while you're out. Actuallyit's a
sign of improvement in her behavior. No problem, go to Mulankavil
and participate happily in the wedding. I'll be here until you come
back. I'm going to take a leave on next Friday'

She felt happy and relieved.
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Forty-two

It was the following Friday. Suganya took leave from work
to go to Mulankavil for the wedding. Sanjayan also was on leave.
He'd arrived home the previous day.

As usual he got out of bed early in the morning by five
o'clock, and swept the front yard and then the small backyard.
When he went over to the bathroom, he saw Ahrani sitting at the
table in the living room and Suganya heating the kettle in the
kitchen.

Having had a bath, he went into the kitchen. Suganya
offered him a cup of hot tea with froth on top. Taking it, he asked:
Has Ahranihad hertea?'

'I've already given,' she said.

He nodded, sat on the floor cross-legged, and started
sipping histea.

She took a coconut and broke itintwo.

'Can | help you cook breakfast?' he asked.

"I've cooked breakfast,' she smiled, 'I'm going to cook lunch
now.'

'Lunch ? you need not cook lunch now. I'll do it later,' he
said in a confident way, with a concern for her.

'No problem, usually | cook both breakfast and lunch in the
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morning before going to work.'

'Asyou wish,'hesaidina disapproving tone.

She smiled at him, and said: 'l don't want to annoy you. And
alsothere's ample time to leave home.'

He nodded slightly. His mouth quivered in the suspicion of
asmile.

He stepped down onto the porch and sat in a chair. It was a
bright morning. Fluffy white clouds in various shapes were drifting
continuously across the blue sky from the north-east towards the
south-west. A light breeze was blowing. Although the sun was
shining in the east the climate was pleasant. The entire
atmosphere was cool. There was a cuckoo calling, hiding itself in
the dense green foliage of the portia tree, whereas there was a
crow perching on the fence, not hiding itself, cawing incessantly.

A few Jasmine vines with flowers that overhung the trellis
were gently swaying in the breeze. The jasmine flowers appeared in
the luxuriant green vines as if stars were twinkling in the night sky,

He rose from the chair, walked into the house, and came
out again with a stool and a small basket. He put the stool down on
the ground under the canopy of the vines, hitched himself onto it to
reach the vines. He picked flowers as much as necessary to make a
streamer of jasmine, and filled the basket.

He returned to the chair on the porch and started making a
jasmine streamer.

Standing in front of him, Virushali called out: 'Uncle!’

He raised his eyes from the thread that bound the jiasmine
streamer, greeted her with a smile, and stopped his work. They
made smalltalk.

Five minutes later Ahrani stepped out, and said: ' Viru, let's
go.'

'Where's Aunty?' asked Virushali, glancing behind Ahrani.

‘Amma is having a bath now," said Ahrani.

'Then let's go,' Said Virushali, and then looked at him, said:
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'Uncle, bye !'

'Ok bye! Take care,' he said.

Ahrani stepped down onto the yard, not saying a bye to
him. But she had qualms about passing him without saying bye. She
suddenly halted, then turned around to look at him, and mouthed a
word 'bye' at him.

He nodded his head, looking at her with a suggestion of a
smile, and watched them until they passed the gate.

He resumed his work. After ten minutes he made the
jasmine streamer of four feet long and hid it in a box so as to be
invisible to Suganya.

They both had breakfast together in the kitchen. Then she
went into the room to get ready for the journey. He satin a chairin
the living room, and waited for her, gazing attheroomdoor.

Twenty minutes later the room door opened. Out she
stepped. Fascinated by her look, he immediately rose to his feet as
if forgetting himself, and watched her walking towards him. As she
stood in front of him, he ran his eyes over her, up and down, thrice.
His eyes came to rest on her face.

"You're so beautiful,’ he breathed, 'you look so immaculate
that | can't touch you without washing my hand’

'Isitso.?" she smiled,' butyoucan.'

' have a surprise for you.'

'Surprise!' she exclaimed.

'Ohyes, turnyour backtome.’

She turned around and let him look at her back.

'I'm going to adorn your hair,' he said, took the jasmine
streamer, coiled it into a loop so as to reduce its length and increase
its thickness, and then tied it to her raven hair. The black hair and
the white jasmine provided an amazing contrast.

She turned again to look at him with a smile and then
asked: 'when did youmakeit?

'"When you were in the kitchen and in the bathroom,' he
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said, smiling.

She placed her hands on the jasmine streamer to feel how
nice and smooth it was.

"Your hair smells of jasmine. You have a fragrant hair now,’
he said, laughing.

‘But, how long will this smell last in my hair?' she asked
playfully and giggled at him.

"Your fragrant hair lasts as long as the streamer is on your
hair without withering'

'So, until | get on the bus.'

'Why?' he asked, looking at her with wide eyes.

"This jasmine streamer will be sandwitched between the
back rest of a seat on the bus and my back. These fresh floweres
would have crumpled and withered. The white colour of the flower
willturn brown,' she said, laughing; and looked at him expecting his
amusing response.

He stood mute and looked into her wide luminous eyes.
She stopped laughing and looked back into his eyes. Moments later
she looked down.

'Why? Why are you looking down?' she cooed, 'Darling,
lookup...?'

'You've stared me out,' she said in a small voice.

He smiled, and asked : 'Shall | accompany you up to the bus
stand?'

'‘Why not?' she said, looking up at him with a smile.

'But, one thing,' he said, 'l won't hire a three wheeler, nor
willl give you alift on the bike. You must say yes to be strolling along
the road up to the bus stand - | want to spend some more happy
moments with you,' he said with a dramatic gesture.

She nodded with a smile, delightfully.

'You're wearing a beige colour sari with a blouse in brown
colour. So, | want to wear a black trousers and a beige shirt. That'll
match.' he said, looking at her sari. 'Give me five minutes to get
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ready,' he said, and walked into the room with a quick step.

From behind his back she was watching him, smiling, with a
kind of happiness.

®

In the evening at thirty past five Sanjayan had sat in a chair
on the porch reading a book. Hearing the sound of gate opening he
lifted his eyes from the book. Virushali and Ahrani walked in. He put
the bookmark between the pages, closed the book and rose to his
feet, casting a welcoming smile in their direction.

They both perched on the bench across each other. When
he tried to move from there, Virushali asked: 'Uncle, where're you
going ?'

'I'm going to get tea for you,' he said, twisting his head to
her.

'Tea! Canyou make tea?' she asked in an exclamatory tone.

'Suganya aunty told me to give you tea. So, | must offeryou
tea. That'sit,' he said, laughing and wentinto the kitchen.

They both kept chatting away. A few minutes later he came
with two cups of tea, and served them to Virushali first, then to
Ahrani.

Then he went into the kitchen, came back with his tea, and
satin achair opposite their bench.

'Uncle, a wonderful tea!' said Virushali smiling, 'Uncle, my
Appadoesn'tknow how to make tea.'

He nodded his head, smiling, not failing to take a glance at
Ahrani. She kept sipping her tea, looking at Virushali. Whenever he
looked at her she turned her head to Virushali. When he shifted his
look from her to Virushali, she looked at him. He realized that she
wanted to avoid eye contact. So, he stopped looking at her, and
spoke to Virushali.

"Viru, do you watch Indian tele dramas ?' he asked.

'No, | don't I' she said, 'Amma and Ammamma watch those
dramas. But, Appadoesn'tlike.’
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'Good,' he said. 'Doyou like to read story baooks?'

'Yes, Uncle'

' You should read something. Only reading will enlarge
your vocabulary. The more you read, the more you can build up
your vocabulary - the better you can write and speak. So, you
should fill your spare time reading something story books for
children or any news papers, he said, ' And also this is the age for
you to learn. You've heard a Tamil proverb, 'llamayil kalvi; silaiyil
ezhuthu' that means, what you learn in your younger days is in your
memory lifelong as the letter inscribed on a stone. | hope you
understand.'He gave some more advice.

By six o'clock Virushali left. Ahrani collected the empty tea
cups, and went into the kitchen. He sat in the chair contemplating
whathe'd haveto do nextweekin the field.

An hour later, he got up, padlocked the gate, walked into
the house and shut the door behind him. He poked his head into
the pooja room door and saw the standing lamp on the slab
burning with a tiny steady flame.

Ahranihad satatthe table in the living room. He went up to
her. She turned her head towards him. 'I'm going to steam some
string hoppers for dinner,' he said. She nodded to agree to it. He
walked into the kitchen to cook dinner.

Having finished cooking, he went into the bathroom to
have a quick wash. Then she went into the kitchen to have dinner.

He had dinner, and then sat on the couch, resumed reading
the book that he'd read ealier, Ahrani kept studying, sitting at the
table. There was the sound of the wall clock ticking continuously
with the rustle of paper as they turned the pages. Otherwise the
house wassilent.

Half an hour later the telephone started to ring piercing the
silence of the house. She picked upthereceiver. 'Hello! Amma... I'm
fine,' she answered cheerfully.

After a minute she said; 'Amma, please, cut the line. | will
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callyou back right now - calling from here is cheaper, no.'

In the middle of her conversation, she looked at him, and
then her voice dropped to a whisper. Having realized that she felt
uncomfortable that he was present, he went into the room and
shut the door behind him so as not to overhear her speaking to her
mother.

She felt relieved, and became more talkative. At the end of
the conversation, she asked: 'Amma, shall | hand the receiver to
him?'

'Not necessary. I'm going to call him on his mobile," said
Suganya, 'I'll call you tomorrow.'

Ahrani put down the receiver and returned to the table.

Sanjayan's mobile started vibrating. 'Hello, how? What're
you doing now ?' he asked hurriedly

'Slow down, slow down,' she said, laughing.

'| heard you're an excellent tea maker.'

He laughed.

She went on,' Pillai told me everything that happens there.
Shefeels happy...'
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Forty-three

The following day was Saturday. In the morning by eight
o'clock Virushali had come to have a combined study. Both Ahrani
and Virushali sat at the table in the living room studying for their
term test,

Sanjayan had been doing all the household chores himself
since morning. It was one of his traits that he would take pleasure in
whatever work he did. After watering the plants he stepped into
the house. Surprisingly the house was silent. Momentarily he felt
asifhe'denteredachurchor library. It surprised him that those two
talkative girls had fallen silent, and remained studying.

He went into the kitchen and did the dishes carefully, not
raising a rattle of pots and pans, because he didn't want to disturb
them in any way. Every now and again he heard them conversing
about their subject.

He had a bath, had his breakfast, satin a chair onthe porch,
and was deeply engrossed in the article about the Upper Kotmale
project in a weekly news paper until he was interrupted by the high
sound of a train horn tooting long from the station. He took a
glance at the wall clock. It was quarter past ten. He saw them
studying with interest. He walked into the kitchen to prepare tea.

He went up to the table, excused himself and offered them
tea.

261

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



The Innocent Victims

"Viru, how about your lunch' he asked.

"Uncle, I'll go home for lunch, and then come back.'

'"Why not have lunch with your friend?'

'"No problem, uncle. | will,' she said instantly, delightfully,
then looked at Ahrani, smiling.

Ahraninodded, and said: 'We can have lunch together.

"What do you prefer? Chicken or sea food ? ' he asked,
looking at Virushali.

'| prefer sea food,' said Virushali. Ahrani nodded totellhim
yes.

"Then which one do you prefer fish, cuttle fish, crab or
prawn?' he asked.

Ahrani and Virushali whispered, and then Virushali looked
at him andsaid: 'prawn.’

iru, first you should inform your mother that you won't
come home for lunch. Otherwise your mother will cook your lunch,
and also will be waiting foryou,' he said.

'Ok, uncle,' said Virushali, getting up to phone her mother.

'Uncle? Amma said ok.'

'Then Ok, he said, 'l have to go to the market now." He
walked into the room.

[ ]

At eleven o' clock his cooking was in progress. There was a
pot of boiled rice, streaming. He was engaged in cooking curries.

He stir-fried the finely chopped onions in a pan until they
softened, and then added a level tablespoon of fenugreek seeds,
curry leaves and cumin seeds. Then he put the small prawns that he
had nipped the head and tail off and removed the shell as well, and
washed thoroughly. Adding salt, tamarind, and chilli powder he
stir-fried until they mixed well, and then poured coconut milk in the
pan and closed it. As the curry kept boiling, as it turned red, he
opened the lid of the pan, and left the curry to simmer for a few
minutes and consequently the curry turned tastier.
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He was ready to make the second curry that was a non-
spicy brinjal curry, which was a good combination with the prawn
curry.

He took a pan into which he put a few brinjals cubed, an
ash plantain diced in order not to be mushy, some onions chopped,
some green chilli slit instead of chili powder,salt, coconut milk, and
some other condiments - turmeric powder, garlic, curry leaf, cumin
seeds and mustard seeds. And then he boiled the pan closed with a
lid to make a tasty brinjal curry. Finally, when the curry had cooked
well he added some lime juice to it and lifted the pan down from
the hearth,

At half past twelve he was ready to serve a delicious lunch.
Both Ahrani and Virushali went to wash their hands. He brought
the dishes to the table. There were rice in a pan with a big spoon
and the two curries in two separate bowls with a3 spoon in each
bowl, as well as two plates for the two girls.

As they came to the table he put rice on the plates and
served curries over therice.

'Hmm, the prawn curry smells good,’ said Virushali, and
then pinched a prawn in the curry on her plate and put it in her
mouth to try it. 'Mmm... Uncle, fantastic!’ she exclaimed, widening
her eyes.

‘The prawn has its own flavour and the fenugreek seeds
gave extra flavour to the curry. The stir-fried onions made the curry
tastier,' hesaid, then looked at Ahrani.

Ahrani also tried the prawn curry but she said nothing
being busy with her meal looking down at her plate. He realized
that she was overhearing carefully what Virushali and himself were
talking.

He stood at the end of the table, keeping a sharp eye on
their plates. He didn't know how much rice they could eat. When
their plates were low on rice and curry, he served immediately,
scooping them up himself, until they said enough.
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At a point, Virushali looked at him, smiling, and said:
'Uncle, enough, more than enough!’

'Ok,' he said, and then as he inched the curry bowls across
the table towards Ahrani, she held her left hand over the plate as if
to cover it, glanced at his face and said: 'Enough!' She lowered her
eyes on the plate again.

When she glanced at him, he didn't fail to observe a smile
flit across her face. She finished the remains on the plate off.

Virushali looked at him, smiled, and said: 'Uncle, you've
served us awonderful meal.'

He smiled at her, and then looked at Ahrani. She was
drinking water, looking down.

He started to collect the dishes. When Virushali tried to
help him, he said: 'You needn't help me. Just wash your hands and
continue studying. I'll clear the tables.'

®

It was seven thirty in the night. After cooking dinner
Sanjayan sat on the couch doing his office work on his laptop.
Ahrani went into the kitchen, had dinner, and returned to the table
to continue studying for the test.

Half an hour later the phone started ringing. She picked up
thereceiver.

'Hello, Amma! How are you?'

He shut down his laptop, took his mobile, stepped down
onto the porch, leaving the dooronthe latch, andsatonachair.

The porch was not so dark. The moonlight reflected from
the surfaces cast a paler light on the porch. There was a waxing
moon floating in the sky, from which yellowish white metallic light
was pouring down on every surface, but had absorbed the natural
hues of the surface, and looked silvery black. Only the jasmine
flowers on the vine looked white. Many a silvandu- a type of beetle-
were in the foliage of the portia tree, humming. An owl had
perched on the fence silently. The station was still busy. Roaring
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and honking locomotive accompanied by the loud speaker
disturbed the silence of the night.

His mobile vibrated. Suganya's name popped on the
screen. He accepted her call.

'Hello, how are you?' he greeted cheerfully.

'Fine, Fine... 'she said with a chuckle of delight.

They both were in buoyant mood. She told him briefly
about the wedding. 'Well, you've served a wonderful lunch for the
two girls, and also cooked a delicious prawn curry. Pillai told me
that she had never tasted a prawn curry like this before,' she
laughed quietly.

'l should be grateful to Amma. This curry is one of the
severalitems in my mother's recipe book," he said, smiling.' And I'm
to cook the other dish tomorrow for the girls. That's a crab curry.
Once you taste the gravy of the curry youwon't forget it and will ask
me to cook it over and over again,' he said, laughing.

'How could you learn to cook these items?' she asked in a
tone of surprise.

'‘When Amma cooked, | used to peer over her shoulder at
the hearth,' he said instantly, laughing. Our hands flawlessly do
that which our eyes watch. Am | right?'

'‘Absolutely !

They both laughed quietly.

'Ok, when will you come to Vavuniya?" he asked.

'I'll be there tomorrow by ten o'clock’, she said,' Please,
cookthecrabcurryforme.'Shegiggled.

"Yes of course,' he laughed, 'come, come here, my love. I'm
waiting here to welcome you. Without you, this house stands
empty, Itoo feel empty. | miss youterribly:' he breathed.

'Me too,' she said softly, 'I'll come there catching the first
bus tomorrow morning'

Theyfell silent, hearing each other's breath.

She broke the silence. 'It's well past nine o'clock. You
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haven't still had your dinner. Please, go and have it. Pillai told me
everything. Ok, bye!'

'Bye, good night " he said.

They ended the conversation. He topped up her mobile
phone by transferring money from his, went into the house and
locked the front door. Ahrani wasn't there in the living room. He
watched a sliver of light show under her room door. He went into
the kitchen to have his dinner.
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Forty-four

The next day dawned. Early in the early morning Sanjayan
prepared tea and came out to the living room with two cups of tea
in either hand, placed a cup on the stool in front of the couch and
stepped up to the room door. He knocked gently at the door. Ahrani
opened it and took the cup of tea from him, with her eyes on the
cup, and returned to the room, leaving the door on the latch.

Then Suganya called him and told that she'd got on the bus
bound for Mannar. She had to catch two buses - Mulankavil to
Mannar, and thence to Vavuniya.

He sat on the couch, sipping his tea. He was very keen to
see his wife and felt happy visualizing her arrival, her entering
through the gate with a smile unique to her. He smiled to himself.

All of a sudden the sound of retching inside the room
interrupted his train of thought. He got a shock momentarily and
then placed his tea cup on the stool. He heard her retching once
again, He scurried up to the door. 'Ahrani, what's wrong with you?
Any problem?' he askedin a hurried voice, knocking at the door.

‘Oh...mmm..."-yes- her voice sounded as if she was
moaningin pain.

At once he opened the door and stepped in. He found her
lying on her back in the bed with her legs draping over the edge of
the bed. She had vomited her tea up on the floor at her feet as
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though the entire tea had spilled out onto the floor. The vomit was
spreading slowly across the floor; unable to seep through the
cement floor. And also there were a number of spots of her vomit
that splattered across the floor, by the wall, under the bed, like
islets.

Standing at the bedside, he called out her in a soft voice:
'Amma... AhraniAmma... What's wrong with you?"

She pushed her elbows against the bed to lift her back from
the bed, and managed to perch on the edge of the bed. She looked
up at him and said: 'last night by two o'clock | had a high fever as
well as headache. | popped a pair of panadols and drank a glass of
water, which had reduced the fever. Then early in the morning |
felt slightly feverish with headache. As soon as I'd had my tea |
threw the whole cup of tea up.'

'Amma, then why didn't you tell me this? Had you told me
it before | wouldn't have given you this tea. You know, the milk tea
has made you vomit,' he said, looking at her worriedly, 'don't take
panadols. We had better see a doctor now.

She nodded.

He went out, and came back with two plastic buckets - one
was half full of water, the other one was empty. He took a rag,
blotted the vomit with it. And then he took water out of the bucket
with his cupped hand, poured over the place where the vomit had
spread and mopped the floor. And again adding water he mopped
the floor and wiped thoroughly until it was clean - not sticky, not
smelling bad.

She was watching him cleaning the floor. He looked at her
and said: 'Please go to the bathroom, wash your face and get ready
tosee adoctor.’

She got up from the bed and stepped up to the door. She
staggered to her feet.

'"What happened?' he asked with a jerk, suddenly
stretching his arms across her as if to support her preventing her
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fromfalling down on the floor.

She managed to grasp the door handle, stood still, looking
down, and said: 'l feel dizzy'

‘Thensitdown,' he said.

'Not necessary, I'm just recovering from the dizziness,' she
said. After a minute, 'I'm okay now,' she said, took her spare clothes
and walked slowly towards the bathroom., He followed closely
behind up to the bathroom door. Before she entered the bathroom
he asked softly: 'Amma, can you have a secure foothold on the wet
floor?'

She looked at his face and nodded.

He noticed that her vomit had splattered across the front
of her gownitself. 'Please, close the door, don'tlock it.'

she nodded again, saying nothing walked into the
bathroom, keeping the door closed, unlocked behind her.

He sat in a chair in the living room from where he was
watching the bathroom door. Five minutes later he went up to the
bathroom door and asked gently:'Amma, are you all right ?'

'Yes,' she said instantly.

'‘Amma, come out quickly. You needn't wash your clothes,
puttheminto a bucketand come out. Ammais coming here, no. So,
don'tworry,' he said against the door.

'Ok, she said.

He heard the sound of her wet clothes falling splatinto the
bucket. He couldn't remain calm and started pacing up and down
across the living room. At that juncture he wished his wife had been
there with him. It bothered him that Ahrani fell ill while Suganya
was away.

Then he saw Ahrani going over to her room. A few minutes
later she got ready to go to hospital, walked slowly towards the
living room, slightly shivering, and sat on the couch.

He gave a small plastic bucket to her, and said: 'Amma, if
you feel you're sick, please, vomit into this bucket, holding it close
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to your mouth, so your vomit not splattering across your dress.'
And he gave a lime, and said: 'keep smelling this lime. The smellofa
lime doesn't make you vomit. Well, please stay here, not moving.
i'll come in aminute.' He walked quickly into the bathroom.

She then found that half the tea in his cup on the stool had
turned cold. She realized that as soon as he had heard the sound of
her vomiting he'd stopped drinking his tea and come to her room.
She twisted her head, and craned her neck over the back of the
couch in order to see him. He was then inside the room. A minute
later, when he stepped out from the room she took a glance at him.

'I'm ready. Don't worry,' he said, wearing his wrist watch.

He made a call to Anandan to come there, then took his tea
cup and gulped down the rest of his tea.

'wanttotalkto Amma,' she said in a shaky voice.

He thought for a moment, then said in a soothing voice,
looking at her sympathetically: 'Amma is travelling now. If you tell
this matter she'll worry about you and feel sad that she's happened
to be out when you're ill. Then she will have to spend the rest of her
travelling with a deep sadness. So, we'd better not tell her about
this matter. However she'll have come here before ten o'clock,
don'tworry.'

She shook her head affirmatively.

Then Anandan stopped his three wheeler at the gate.

She got into the three wheeler and sat in the center of the
seat. Sanjayan sat on the left. Even though he was talking to
Anandan, he kept a watchful eye on her, and kept looking sideways
ather frequently. She took notice of it.

The three wheeler reached the Vavuniya General Hospital.
Sanjayan got out of the three wheeler first, and stood at the near
side of it. She then carefully stepped off it.

'Annai, call me if necessary. I'll be around the town,' said
Anandan.

Sanjayan waved his hand, and said: 'Ok, Thambi'
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Anandan drove off with a smile, with a nod. Both Sanjayan
and Ahrani walked into the hospital, seated themselves on a bench
next to each other. There was half an hour for the OPD: Out-Patient
Department to be open. He turned his head to look at her and
asked: '"Amma, can you bear the fever and headache ?'

'Yes, | can,' she said with a nod.

After that they were silent until they waited for their turn
andsee the doctor.

'Goed morning, doctor' greeted Sanjayan, smiling gently.

‘Good morning, come in, sit down,' said the doctor.

Sanjayan looked at Ahrani, and said: ‘Amma, sitdown.'

She sat in the seat next to the doctor's right side, 'What's
wrong with you?' asked the doctor.

She told the symptoms. He checked the temperature and
said: 'lgive you some pills. Take a dose every six hours.'

'Excuse me, doctor’, said Sanjayan.

"Yes!'the doctor looked at him.

'Doctor, She's got the third term test. It starts tomorrow
on?'

'Isitso,' he said, 'take a dose after she has a light breakfast.
we'll testherfordengue.

‘Thanks doctor,' said Sanjayan.

Both Sanjayan and Ahrani came out of the doctor's room,
and went up to the dispensary. There was a queue, Hetold herto
sit down on the bench by the wall and joined the queue to get the
medicine.

He returned to her and said: 'Have a dose now, before
which you have to have a light breakfast, even two string hoppers
because you shouldn't take these pills in empty stomach.'

They went to the canteen. He bought string hoppers and
coconut Sambol, and offered them to her. They sat at a table across
each other. She could have only three string hoppers.

'Why? you feel vomiting?' he asked with a questioning look.
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'No, butit'senough!'

He gave a dose to her. She took it. He had the remains of
her breakfast. They went up to the blood testing room, sat on the
bench, waiting for their turn. When her name was called, they rose
to step intothe room.

She sat on a stool next to the chair the nurse was seated on.
He stood beside her. The nurse took a polythene packet and cut it
open with a pair of scissors. Then she took a syringe and needle out.
Ahrani watched her coupling the needle to the syringe. All of a
sudden she felt a cold shiver of fear run through her.

'Stretch your arm,' said the nurse, looking at Ahrani.

Ahrani didn't want to stretch her arm, but on the contrary
she turned her head towards Sanjayan with a scared look.

Realizing the fact, the nurse said: 'as | prick your arm with
this needle, you'll feel as if an ant would bite you. So, don't get
excited.'

But Ahrani hadn't still stretched her arm. Looking at her,
Sanjayan said: 'l know you're a strong girl. Be strong! It's a simple
thing, don't worry.' And then looked at the nurse and said: 'It's the
first time. That's why.'

'Ithought so"', said the nurse, smiling.

Sanjayan bent forward to whisper in Ahrani's ear. 'Amma,
please don't imagine what it'll be like to prick your arm. You should
be strong to face reality. Then only you can get to realize the fact
that imagination is pointless. Imagination always frightens us and
is a barrier to face reality. So, don't worry - stretch your arm
bravely.'

She stretched her arm over the table. The nurse wrapped
the tourniquet around her upper arm and pinned the forearm
against the table, and said: 'don't look here.'

Ahrani turned to look at Sanjayan with a nervous glance.
He moved too close to her, signalled her to keep calm and
mouthed: 'Not to worry.'

272

Digitized by Noolaham Foundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



Siva. Ahrooran

Suddenly she grabbed his forearm, screeching: 'Aiyo...
Amma... She grimaced at him asthe needle wentin,

The nurse pulled the plunger gently back to get a syringeful
of blood, and then drew the needle out of herarm muscle.

'That'sall!" said Sanjayan, looking at Ahrani.

The nurse covered the needle hole with a cotton wool to
absorb the blood oozing out of it, and bentthe arm at the elbow.

Ahranirose to her feet.

'Say thanks,' whispered Sanjayan in her ear. She turned to
look at the nurse, smiled at her, and said: 'Thank you, sister.'

'Good, good, you're welcome,' said the nurse, smiling,
'keepitup!"

They both went out and sat on the bench by the wall of the
room. His mobile started vibrating. He dipped into his trouser
pocket and took his mobile out.

'‘Amma calling,’ he said, looking at her.

'Hello, where're you?' he asked.

‘The busis approaching Vavuniya,' said Suganya cheerfully.

‘Then get down in front of the hospital’ he said casually,

'Where're you? Anyproblem?' she asked anxiously.

'No, nothing," he said, and then told her everything briefly,

Ahranisuddenly became aware of herself holding his arms
tightly. At once she relaxed her grip on his arm, and removed gently
her hand from his arm. She cast a sidelong glance at his face to see
if he'd been aware of her doing. Though he managed to notice all
that she'd done, he pretended not to notice, smiling to himself, and
kept talking on the phone

He cut the line and turned his head to her side and said:
'Amma is going to get off the bus. She'll be here within five minutes.
Now are you happy, eh?'

She nodded. A smile touched the corner of her mouth,

'Youfeel better now?' he asked with concern.

'Yes, | feel better. No fever, no headache after popping a
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dose,' she said instantly, touching her neck with the back of her
hands.

'Have you still got a pain where the needle pricked?' he
asked, smiling.

'No, the pain has faded away. Almost no pain.'

"You know, imagination is more dangerous than reality. Our
imagination prevents us from facing the reality. You should be
prepared to face the reality in the world, then only you can learn to
stand up for yourself - for your rights - for other people. Your
mother doesn't want you to become an ordinary woman, nor dol.'

She listened to him, looking directly at his face.

Suganya entered the hospital, and walked slowly along the
corridor of a wing, looking for them, twisting her head left and right
with a kind of excitement.

It surprised her to find that they were talking to each other
casually. She couldn't believe her eyes. Momentarily she stood
transfixed with a gaping mouth by the wall of the corridor. Her
heart lifted at the sight of them sitting on the bench next to each
other, so close as if her shoulder gently touched his elbow. She
headed for them.

'Here Amma comes !' exclaimed Ahrani.

Sanjayan looked at Suganya witha smile.

Meanwhile, an orderly poked his head out of the door and
signalled Sanjayan to come in. He rose to his feet. Then Suganya
approached them. He tapped her gently by the hand, and said:
'nothing to worry. Stay here with her. | think they've called me to
issue the report.' He entered the room.

Suganya placed her bag on the bench and got close to her
daughter. Ahrani, sitting on the bench with her arms encircling her
mother's waist, burrowed her face into her mother's flank, and
started weeping uncontrollably with her shoulders heaving.
Suganya patted her on the head and back, saying: 'Pillail Control
yourself. Amma has come, eh. Don'tworry ... Pillai don'tworry.'
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Awomanwho had sat on the bench next to Ahrani moved a
bit to make a space, and looked at Suganya, said: 'Pillai, sit down."

Suganya smiled her thanks to the woman, and sat on the
bench between the woman and Ahrani, wiping her daughter's eyes
and face with her handkerchief.

The woman looked at Ahrani sympathetically.

'My Amma,'said Ahranito her with happiness.

‘Then who's he that went inside?' asked the woman,
looking at Suganya.

Before Suganya could reply, Ahrani said instantly: 'He's my
Appa!'

Suganya hugged her daughter tightly, affectionately and
kissed her on both cheeks and the forehead.

Then Sanjayan came out with a smile, and returned to the
place he had sat on the bench. Suganya and Ahrani looked at him
simultaneously. He said: 'Nothing to worry. It's not dengue fever. So
we can go home now'

‘Appa!’ called out Ahrani, looking at him casually.

He looked at herin rapture.

Shewenton, 'Appa when will we go to PointPedro?'

'Pillai, finish your term test first, thereafter | want to
celebrate your birthday which falls on the Sixth of December.
Eventually we all can go to PointPedro,' he said, placing his right
hand on her head, and ruffled her hair affectionately.

Suganya was just looking on. Her emotions spilled over.
Her tears streamed down her face. She rested her chin on her
daughter's shoulder, looking at his face.

He looked back at her face delightfully with tears trembling
unshed from the corners of his eyes.

Ahrani slipped her right hand into her father's left, as well
as her leftinto her mother's right. The three got up from the bench
toreturn home!

Theend
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Innocent victims is unbelievably, Siva Ahrooran’s first novel in English.
The protagonist Suganya is a war-widow who has a ten year old
daughter. Fortunately, she is a working woman. That gives her the
stamina and fortitude to withstand the onslaught made by the
Society at different stages of her life.
The Society is represented by the many characters who criss-cross her
life. Satkunam, elderly, influential and respectable man whose sinister
design is bared by and by dominates the first part of the novel.
Sanjayan, the bold, idealist who stands by Suganya, gives her the
strength to face a hostile conservative society. Selfless, simple and
compassionate, he is the opposite of Satkunam.
Sanjayan’s father Murugesu is a liberal, who is ahead of his times.
Dananjayan elder brother is opposed to his bachelor — brother marry-
ing a widow. It calls for a lot of cajoling on the part of his wife Rajini to
make him come around. )
The female characters of the novel are flexible and rounded. Even
Suganya’s mother in — law is very supportive. She persuades Suganya
to re-marry and convinces Ahrani to accept it. Vasanthi, Suganya'’s
office — mate is a tower of strength for her.
The most important strand of the novel is the maturation of Ahrani.
She has apprehensions about the man who is to marry her mother.
She shies away from him at the start. But when her mother leaves her
for two days in Sanjayan’s charge — and she experiences first hand his
love and concern for her — she becomes a transformed girl.
Written in simple, lucid English, Innocent Victims is really an enjoy-
able novel. '
-S.Pathmanathan (Sopa) -
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