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  Saraswati




  There is a small park outside the town of Sirsa in Haryana, India. It is near the corner of the rough, dusty, potted road

  that forks off to Ottu. You might miss it. The turn-off for the park, that is. For that corner, shaded by a large banyan tree, has long been the haunt of the most impolitic of youthful gangs. Only

  this gang is slightly different to the Mafioso-style street-dweller you’d find in cities like Delhi, Mumbai or Kolkata – for it is a gang of young male bulls.




  They are typical for Indian bovines, really: all angles, skin and bone. Their fine, almost fragile appearance belies their strength, agility and intelligence. They sit in the cool shade of the

  tree – mooing dispassionately, complaining of the poor quality of grass in the neighbouring fields, swatting flies way with a bored flick of the tail – waiting for their prey. A human

  in a hurry.




  All pretence of lethargy is abandoned, however, at the sight of their quarry: a bronzed, saree-swathed woman with a large bale of cotton precariously balanced on her too-delicate head and neck.

  They watch carefully. For it is easy enough to mistake the figure of a woman reflected in the waves of heat rising from the arid ground with those shadows cast by large, fluffy clouds overhead.




  It is the unmistakable tinkling of bells strapped to the ankles of field workers that gives the whole game away. The woman would know of the dangers posed by these militant bovines. Of course

  she would. Local legend would have warned her. But the rapidly sinking sun and the desperate need to deliver her load to the cotton depot a little way over the hill to earn a few meagre coppers to

  feed her hungry children would have strengthened her resolve. Maybe they won’t notice her. Maybe they won’t charge.




  As night will follow day, the herd allow the woman to go a few feet past the corner, lulling her into a false sense of security, just before the youngest gang member bellows out his war cry. And

  in a flash, they charge.




  The woman, clutching her precious load of cotton on her head, starts to run too. Maybe she’ll make it through the rapidly closing doors of the depot before the young bull impales her with

  his horns. Maybe she won’t, and her bale will be abandoned by the wayside as she saves her own life at the expense of her children’s empty bellies.




  So, if you are brave enough to out run these bullish thugs and drive past – fast – in your new Maruti, you may find the park.




  Once you get there, rest for a moment. Under the large kikar tree that stands guard like a sentinel to the west. Sit. Quieten your mind. Feel the pulsing of the mighty Saraswati River

  that once flowed all around. Tha thump. Tha thump. Tha thump. The rush of her flow that once brought wisdom and grace from the very roof of the world.




  Then open your eyes and look. Carefully. She hides among a clump of turmeric plants or maybe even among the foliage of a bhrami tree. A little statue. No higher than your waist. A holy

  remnant of the great Harappan civilisation that thrived in the surrounding Indus Valley some four millennia previously.




  She sits on a simple dais, a worn boulder acting as altar for the odd person who remembers she is still here and brings her an offering – Saraswati of the Sirsa Plains. The mother of the

  Vedas. She who needs no consort, for she is the one who is whole in and of herself.




  It is difficult to make out the detail, but she sits on a lotus in full bloom. Of the four arms she is usually depicted with, only two remain. One hand holds a lute, the other, papyrus, because

  Saraswati is the patron goddess of the arts, and of wisdom forever lost to antiquity.




  Of the remaining two hands, one lovingly caresses a peacock – the goddess’s totem animal and chariot. And the other hand – well, it is hard to say, but she holds out her arm

  like a weaver about to cast her first pass. Full of purpose and passion. For she is also the patron goddess of the weavers. Those who create something out of nothing.




  But there is intent in her eyes. What is she weaving? Who are the threads on her loom? Will she hide the main colours on the first pass, only to bring out beautiful patterns later? Or will she

  brutally cut those threads that serve ill and bring not joy? What is her design?




  Come now, let’s follow just a few of her threads as she weaves her endless saree of life, for we all start at one end and finish at another. We are all connected in this garment, threads

  on her celestial loom of humanity.




  





  The Knot




  Colombo, Sri Lanka, 1981




  





  

    No one had ever called Nila Mendis beautiful. That title belonged to her younger sister, Rupani, doe eyed and fair skinned – the jewel of

    her mother’s heart. Nobody had ever called Nila smart either. That was her elder brother Herath, who was studying to be an engineer at Colombo University. No one had even described her as

    vivacious – no, all ebullience had been inherited by her other brother, Manoj, who seemed to use his gifts down by the street corner swindling shopkeepers or flirting with the girls who

    attended the convent down the road.


  




  All earthly graces seemed to have escaped Nila’s inheritance. Aunties, uncles, grandparents, neighbours and even her own parents murmured complaints, behind smallish hands that could

  hardly muffle loud voices. ‘Oh, Nila,’ they despaired, ‘your parents simply don’t have the money for a big enough dowry!’




  Nila’s fate would have been thus sealed, had Mrs Helma Vasha, their elderly Burgher neighbour, not taken an interest in the young child, who was all too often found at the well, crying at

  the slights daily heaped on her head. ‘Come now, child, help me with my sewing,’ Mrs Vasha would say as she led a sobbing Nila away.




  By and by, the childless Mrs Vasha taught Nila everything she knew. She taught the young girl to sew by seaming saree remnants and offcuts. ‘Never waste, child, learn to darn and draw life

  together by the tiniest of threads.’




  She also taught Nila how to tat using a simple bobbin to make lace from hessian string taken from old gunnysacks. ‘It doesn’t matter what you start with,’ Mrs Vasha insisted.

  ‘It’s what you make of it.’




  Not that Nila’s mother appreciated the time the good lady spent with her daughter as the years flew by. ‘What good will sewing do her when she is married?’ Vera Mendis snapped

  at Mrs Vasha once Nila reached a marriageable age of twenty-two. ‘I’d rather she learn to spilt wood or shell coconuts. Looking the way she does, she cannot expect to find a rich

  husband who will let her spend her days making lace or decorating cushions!’




  ‘It doesn’t matter how you dress a pig,’ her brother Manoj had jeered the day Nila wore a frock she’d made all by herself. ‘A pig is still a pig.’




  So Nila took her family quite by surprise that Thursday evening when she shuffled into the house holding her saree by bunching the yards of fabric together in her fists.




  ‘What? You? A job? Doing what?’ Manoj had asked incredulously, loungeing lazily on a planter’s chair.




  ‘It’s actually an apprenticeship,’ Nila called out as she dragged the tangled blue chiffon through the house, undoing the whole mess with relish in her room. ‘At a saree

  mill.’




  Unused to wearing saree for a full day, Nila had managed to step on her hem several times, despite Mrs Vasha’s expert pinning, and the whole thing had almost come apart on the train.




  ‘How did you get it?’




  ‘Mrs Vasha’s cousin has a friend at the mill,’ Nila replied coming back into the main room that served both as a living and dining room.




  ‘Shah! I didn’t know Mrs Vasha found jobs for people. Maybe I should ask her to find me a job!’ Manoj mocked. ‘So tell me, what kind of place is this? Is it a

  bunch of old hags sitting around weaving? You’ll fit right in!’ he laughed as Nila went over to open the ornate armoire in the corner next to the dining table.




  ‘They are all probably prettier than her,’ Rupani giggled nastily from her spot at the head of the table, before looking archly at Manoj, ‘but at least she’s got a job.

  Something you haven’t managed.’




  Manoj stood up abruptly to pull Rupani’s ear but was intercepted by their father, Mervan.




  ‘Rupani does have a point. What happened to that interview you went to at the port?’ Mervan asked, standing up to retie his threadbare sarong at his hips.




  ‘Shiva Dhanapalan, he was a year ahead of me at school, got it.’




  ‘Tamil?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘What about that job at the cement mercantile?’




  ‘It’s owned by a Tamil family and they don’t hire Sinhalese.’




  ‘This country is going to the dogs,’ Mervan observed sourly. ‘What about the job you went for at that rubber factory in Kurunagala? Have you heard back from them

  yet?’




  ‘The job was given to the son of one of their businessmen in town,’ Manoj replied glumly.




  ‘What are you looking for, girl?’ Vera asked Nila irritably when she moved aside the plate of dried fish Vera had been cleaning.




  ‘That tablecloth I made last year,’ Nila replied, setting down a stack of bedsheets and pillowslips.




  ‘The large one with the ribbon you threaded through the bottom edge?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I gave it to Rupani to make into a dress for temple. It’s far too large for our little dining table,’ Vera said offhandedly. Nila looked over at Rupani, who was indeed hemming

  a shapeless shift she’d fashioned from Nila’s work.




  ‘But Amma!’




  ‘Don’t you talk to me in that tone of voice!’




  ‘But Amma, I needed that tablecloth! They asked me to bring samples of my work on Monday!’




  ‘Why can’t you take the other things you’ve made?’




  ‘Like my blouse?’ Nila cried. ‘The one that Rupani accidentally poured tea all over the other day? Or the pillowcases that Manoj and Rupani used to catch fish down by the

  canal?’




  ‘No need to get angry with me! If that tablecloth was so valuable, you should have said.’




  Nila took a deep breath and sat down on the old mahogany chest by the doorway to the kitchen. ‘Can I please have some money for some cloth, then?’




  Vera grudgingly reached for the drawstring purse she kept tucked in the waistband of her underskirt.




  ‘Amma, the modalali told me to remind you that there’s still ten rupees outstanding from last month’s grocery account.’ Manoj stood abruptly with his hand

  outstretched to collect money for the local shopkeeper.




  ‘Give the man five rupees and tell him I will settle the rest by the end of month,’ Vera replied, rummaging for coins. As Manoj took off into the inky darkness, Nila knew he would

  not return till the early hours, half cut and reeking of beedee.




  ‘Amma, I need a rupee for that botany trip next week,’ Rupani piped up.




  With a sigh, Vera tipped what was left in her drawstring purse into Rupani’s outstretched hand as Nila’s heart sank.




  ‘Amma, what am I going to do?’ Nila asked.




  ‘How should I know? Maybe it’s better you didn’t go for this job at all!’ Vera growled. ‘Men don’t like marrying women who have worked!’




  Nila slumped on the old chest. This was always the way. She’d no sooner get an opportunity to escape her family than it was dashed away. Like the time she had been forced to miss her

  interview for teacher training college because she’d been needed to nurse Manoj through his first hangover.




  ‘You think only of yourself, Nila! Your brother is dying and you want to go to an interview!’ Vera had screamed.




  Then there had been the time Nila had been asked to accompany the elderly Mrs Gamage from across the street to India on a pilgrimage. The older lady had said that there would be several wealthy

  people on the pilgrimage too who were looking for permanent companions. Only no one had been able to find Nila’s birth certificate in time for the passport to be made. Several months later,

  Nila had found it among Rupani’s things.




  And just last month her mother had insisted she not accept a position as a trainee nurse at Colombo General Hospital.




  ‘No decent man will want to marry a woman who has already seen another man naked. It is not respectable!’ her mother had insisted.




  Nila was trapped between respectability and an urgent need for respite from her home and family. And a job at a saree mill had been perfect. No one could fault that. Sure, she could ask Mrs

  Vasha for the money, but the widow was barely making ends meet herself. Just the other day Nila had found out that the old woman been reduced to taking her heart medication every second day instead

  of the prescribed daily dosage.




  As she leant forward, holding her head in her hands, the lid of the chest she was sitting on creaked, sparking an errant thought into an idea. Nila jumped to her feet, threw open the lid and

  knelt down in front of the old box.




  ‘Have you gone mad, girl? There is nothing in there for you!’ Vera barked as Nila started to unpack the crockery.




  ‘Look at all that dust!’ Rupani sneezed as Nila sent clouds of it into the air.




  What Nila was looking for was at the bottom of the camphor-lined ark, in among the yards and yards of moth-eaten sarees put in to cushion the crockery from unexpected bumps.




  ‘Amma, may I have this?’ Nila triumphantly asked her mother, lifting an old white cotton cloth from the very bottom. It was a remnant left over from Rupani’s layette, fragranced with dried jasmine – six yards of soft, white, fluffy cotton fabric – so fine that it was transparent, yet

  strong.




  ‘Nila, this is old! Look – it’s covered in stains!’ Vera cried.




  ‘I will work with what I have. May I have it?’




  ‘As you wish,’ Vera said – thinking Nila quite mad – as she went into the kitchen to see to the evening meal.




  





  

    The day was young and cool but the cloudless sky above held the promise of the searing heat to come. As Nila walked up from Panadura station to

    the saree mill along the river road, her arms throbbed with pain and her legs tingled with discomfort. She had been up at the crack of dawn to draw forty pails of water from the well behind the

    house to fill the earthen jars that provided water for her family. She’d only had a quarter of an hour to get ready before her two-hour journey from Kotahena on the north side of Colombo to

    the little seaside town of Panadura some twenty miles away to the south.


  




  Unused to wearing saree and without the help of Mrs Vasha so early in the morning, Nila had had to drape her saree herself. The result was poor, held together by innumerable pins, and she could

  barely take a step forward without tripping and falling. She had to kick the pleats out of the way as she walked so as not to step on them, which meant she wasn’t walking to the mill but

  rather shuffling along at pace.




  ‘Aiya, can you let me in? This is my first day,’ Nila said a little breathlessly to the watcher at the gates of the mill.




  ‘What’s your name?’ the man asked brusquely.




  ‘Nila Mendis.’




  The man tore his eyes away from the road to look Nila up and down with disdain before opening the large rusty gate. Nila paid him no mind – she was used to being dismissed for her dumpy

  figure, unfashionably dark skin and the odd-shaped eyes that sat on her face at angles to each other.




  The saree mill was a large old Dutch house built at the turn of the eighteenth century to house the visiting members of the van Rickles family, whose interests stretched from Persia to the

  Solomon Islands.




  Once the Dutch left Ceylon in 1802, the house had been taken over by an administrator from the British East India Trading Company, a perpetually sunburnt bachelor who felt more at ease with the

  natives than with his own kind. He preferred to catch the weekend packet to Ceylon than risk the matchmaking mamas of the Madras social circuit.




  Nadesan Nair, a shrewd young Tamil, often accompanied the memsahib to his island retreat in Ceylon. Nadesan had started working for the British man as a valet, but worked his way up to become

  his chief native clerk in the Madras. While the ageing trader saw peace and solitude in the river, and the estuary just beyond – both teeming with fish, crabs, prawns and the seabirds that

  preyed on them – Nadesan saw unbridled opportunity.




  The river was, in fact, perfect for washing and dyeing sarees. The cool brisk sea breeze would make small work of drying thick hanks of cotton even during the wettest of humid monsoons. The wide

  verandahs that encircled the house were perfect spaces for weavers. Protected from the elements, they could work the heavy looms in comfort with the silk and cotton feeder threads running the full

  length of the house.




  And the ballroom that had once been the glittering salon was a spacious enough for artisans to embroider or block print sarees. The library at the back of the house could be converted into a

  change room, complete with ornate mirrors, so that the saree makers could see how their work would be transformed by the female form.




  So when the old man started making noises about wanting to move back to England and see his motherland before he died, Nair had made him an offer he could not refuse, for he had been saving half

  his salary for many years.




  Nair had moved to the island with his widowed mother and young wife. In Ceylon he would make his fortune unencumbered by the caste pecking order; caste did not seem to matter as much on the

  Buddhist island. The daring enterprise nearly went bankrupt several times in the first twenty years – the first lot of sarees sold to the modalalis of Kandy had all arrived in their

  stores moth-eaten and mildewed – but more than a hundred years later, the fourth generation of Nair saree makers were still the chetties of the mill.




  Nila shuffled along nervously and stood with the chattering group of sixteen or so young women and men who were waiting outside the mill.




  ‘I am so glad I got this job,’ one girl babbled. ‘My father died two years ago, and my mother could really do with the money.’




  ‘What are you good at?’ another girl asked coolly. She was dressed in a crisp pink chiffon saree that was meticulously ironed and draped. The potta was carefully pleated and

  pinned to her shoulder and cascading down her back in a narrow stream. ‘I won the Gampaha district batik dyeing competition two years running. You may have heard of me. My name is Renuka

  Weeraratne.’




  She looked around to see blank stares but was interrupted by a petite, bouncy country girl filled with dimples and smiles. ‘I do macramé. I have been selling my work at the Nuwara

  Eliya craft market for some time now,’ she giggled.




  ‘My mother won’t let me sell my work. She says that common people don’t appreciate its artistic value,’ Renuka said.




  ‘So are you planning on keeping all the sarees you make here, then?’




  ‘Yes, actually. I am getting married next June and my mother thought it would be lovely if I could do all the sarees for my trousseau.’




  ‘Why? Can’t your family afford to buy them for you?’ a third girl asked brazenly. She was dressed in a pale floral saree that glowed next to her dusky skin. Unlike Renuka in

  her pink chiffon, she’d only pinned one edge of her saree to the back of her shoulder, letting the potta cascade over her like a fine sheen of water.




  Renuka’s eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to deliver a stinging rebuke, but quickly shut it again. For while everybody had been distracted getting to know each other, nobody had

  noticed the big wooden door of the mansion swinging open.




  A tall woman in a purple saree stood before them, holding the heavy mahogany door wide open. ‘Come through,’ she said in a deep, melodious voice, and they all filed in

  obediently.




  ‘Kaalai va nakkam, Aibuwan, welcome to Nair & Sons Sarees – the only full-production saree house in Ceylon. My name is Gauri Nair and my father owns this company,’

  the woman said, inclining her head gently towards a framed picture of a bespectacled old man with many Shiva stripes of holy ash on his forehead.




  ‘You are here because you may have the talent to be a saree maker. A master saree maker. To be a master, you must be able to design, weave, dye, work and drape a saree. Five skills –

  pancha dakshata. You will be taught all those skills here in the next six months and you will need to master all five of them before the exhibition in September. There are only four

  positions with the mill on offer and you need to win a place in the exhibition to earn one.’




  Miss Gauri bowed deeply to a fair-skinned middle-aged woman who’d just come through an anteroom from the back of the house.




  ‘Guru Lakshmi is our master designer. She will show you how to transform that picture in your head into fluid fabric.’




  ‘Is this the new group, Gauri?’ the woman asked.




  ‘Yes, Guru,’ Miss Gauri replied.




  ‘Just make sure they are in time for the pooja,’ Guru Lakshmi sniffed. She looked pointedly from the large clock behind Miss Gauri to the road outside and then back at Miss Gauri.

  The guru sniffed again before gliding away to the salon behind her. Nila counted five students in the back room, waiting eagerly, their sharpened pencils poised over large design boards.




  Miss Gauri turned on her heel and walked off briskly, the members of the group scurrying behind her like mice. Out on the verandah, she nodded towards a bald dwarf dressed in a white sarong and

  tunic.




  ‘Now, Guru Sindhu here will teach you how to spin and weave,’ Miss Gauri sang, picking up a puff of raw cotton from a large bale. ‘He’ll teach you the magic of the

  baana and thaana – how to treadle a loom and create cloth from fluff.’ A coterie of barefooted weavers click-clacked away on the verandah, their rhythmic slapping

  adding the bass to Gauri’s melody.




  The guru was too busy threading a large complicated loom to give the new group anything beyond the barest of nods, though he too looked briefly at the road and back at Miss Gauri.




  She danced away again, leading the group out through the house and down to the river, where sarees of every hue were being dyed in great vats of pigments over open fires. ‘Guru Hirantha

  here is our dye master – he’ll teach you how make the colours of the sun from the fruit of the earth,’ Miss Gauri called out. She pointed to a hulking bare-chested man who was

  stirring a vat with a massive paddle. It was a hypnotic sight – yards and yards of fabric gently boiling away in the vats, iridescent blues, bright magentas, ruby reds and eye-watering

  yellows all competing for attention against the verdant backdrop of the emerald river – and a few of the students stood transfixed.




  ‘Come along now,’ Miss Gauri sang out, smiling, and made her way towards a small clearing near the river. In the centre of the clearing, surrounded by thick green shrubs, was an

  amphitheatre with the statues of the gods Saraswati Devi and Lord Ganapathi on a central dais. ‘There is a formal shrine in the house,’ Gauri said, ‘but this is where I love to

  pray. I feel closer to her here.’




  ‘Her? Surely you are praying to Lord Ganapathi?’ Renuka asked, pointing to the elephant-headed god.




  ‘No, Saraswati Devi is our patron goddess. She takes care of artists, weavers and musicians – those who create something out of nothing. We start every morning with prayers in the

  main temple but try to come down here every few days to pray to her.’




  ‘I am coming here to learn how to weave sarees, not to become a Hindu,’ Renuka muttered as the group moved on. ‘Tamils are like that, you know – they like to make

  everyone like them.’




  ‘I come from Kotahena – I have no problems with Hindus,’ Nila said, distracted. She’d been almost dumbstruck by the beauty of the statue of the goddess. Carved from white

  marble, it was almost lifelike. In the flickering early morning light, Nila had imagined that the goddess smiled at her.




  ‘My best friend is Tamil. We grew up together. They are no different to us,’ said a girl in a yellow saree as they all made their way back into the house. ‘My name is Devika,

  by the way.’




  ‘I am Nila.’




  The little dimpled country girl who had spoken earlier introduced herself too. ‘My name is Punsala,’ she said.




  There was no further time for introductions as Miss Gauri led them into a large shrine room on the eastern side of the house, where Guru Lakshmi, Guru Hirantha and Guru Sindhu were already

  seated facing the stone deities. They were joined by another woman, tall and svelte.




  ‘This is Guru Sakunthala, she will teach you all the skills of embroidery, block printing, appliqué, lace making and saree blouse stitching,’ Miss Gauri informed them, but she

  sounded vague now, her eyes straying towards the gate. The members of the group had started to mimick her, ducking and peering around each other for a glimpse of the road, though nobody quite knew

  who they were looking for.




  ‘I will have to introduce you to your draping master later,’ Miss Gauri finished quietly.




  Everyone sat on the floor, as with a very audible grunt of displeasure, Guru Sindhu bowed his head deeply and started his chant, first addressing Lord Ganapathi.




  ‘Om gam Ganapataye namaha! Om gam Ganapataye namaha! Om gam Ganapataye namaha!’




  Nila wasn’t usually given to serious religious practice. Members of the Mendis household visited the local Buddhist temple each full moon, for Poya, but did not disturb its saffron-robed

  officials at any time in between. Nila was pleasantly surprised now by the rhythmic beauty of the Hindu chant of praise. Her eyes closed of their own volition, her body swaying as the tempo changed

  and the more melodic dedication to the goddess Saraswati began.




  ‘Om aim maha Saraswatyai namaha! Om aim maha Saraswatyai namaha! Om aim maha Saraswatyai namaha!’




  Nila was so carried away that she didn’t notice the deep rumbling noise of the motorcycle as it roared up the river road. She didn’t even notice the loud backfiring until the

  chanting in the temple died away, and was the last to join the rustle and tussle to get a good view of the commotion.




  Out the front, just inside the mansion’s gate, a tall, broad-shouldered man dressed in a riding jacket and a crisp, low-slung white sarong helped a young white woman alight from the

  monstrously large machine. To the scandalised horror of everyone watching, the woman flung herself at him, pulling his head down to kiss him on the lips.




  ‘Deyo Buddhu sale!’ Punsala shrieked.




  He gently disentangled himself from her before firmly sending her on her way out through the gates of the mill to the little track that led down to the tourist huts on the beach just beyond.




  ‘What a rake!’ Renuka said under her breath.




  As he turned around, he shrugged off his jacket to reveal his Saliya Brahmin thread – a thick white cord encircling his right shoulder and muscled torso. On his left shoulder was a large

  tattoo of a spider bearing a lotus on its back.




  ‘Handsome devil!’ Devika whispered to Nila.




  ‘That is your saree draping master,’ Gauri sang as the man drew close. ‘My brother, Guru Raju.’




  





  

    If Saturday mornings were Nila’s favourite time of the week, it was surely because the afternoons were the time she liked the least. Week

    after week, month after month, for nearly two years now, Saturday afternoons were when prospective grooms came to the Mendis household to inspect its wares. And week after week, month after

    month, year after year, young men would turn their eyes away from Nila and look besottedly at her sister instead.


  




  ‘So is your mother going to send Anoja to me this afternoon?’ Mrs Vasha asked as Nila walked through a decidedly large hole in the stick fence that separated the two houses. Mrs

  Vasha always referred to the younger Mendis sister by her given name, Anoja, instead of her nickname, Rupani, which meant beautiful. It’d been Nila herself who’d coined the

  nickname after seeing how pretty her sister was as a baby, but Mrs Vasha bristled whenever she heard it, saying the young girl had enough airs as it was.




  Nila sighed. ‘No, she says she needs Rupani’s help with the tea things.’




  ‘What utter nonsense! Anoja wouldn’t know the pouring end of a teapot from the end of a broomstick! The only reason your mother keeps her there is to see if one of your grooms will

  offer for your sister instead!’ Mrs Vasha harrumphed as she sat down on the concrete step at the back of her kitchen next to Nila.




  ‘Well, almost all of them have,’ Nila said.




  ‘The only reason your mother has not parted with Anoja is that none of them have been wealthy enough!’




  ‘I thought the Obesekera boy’s family made a respectable offer,’ Nila said as she picked up a clove and wrapped the pointy end in faille tissue. This was their Saturday ritual

  – Mrs Vasha would help Nila wrap cloves for the grooms while discussing their potential. Nimal, Mrs Vasha’s skinny servant boy, loitered about sweeping the garden, stopping periodically

  to scratch his wormy bottom or to finger his slingshot.




  ‘No matter how much I feed him, he does not put on weight,’ Mrs Vasha muttered as the lad went about his business. ‘But you’re right, it was a very good offer

  for your sister! The Obesekera family is a very respectable family.’




  ‘But poor. Their land has been pawned to educate the relatives, who are all in government jobs.’




  ‘Think about the respectability, Nila. To be a Mrs Obesekera of the Obesekeras of Ragama. What a fine thing it would have been!’




  ‘Respectability won’t pay for gold bangles or pretty sarees,’ Nila pointed out gently as she laid out the wrapped cloves.




  ‘It was her duty to accept. To help your mother, at least . . .’




  ‘But she is young. The fear of being unmarried has not yet overcome the fear of not marrying a rich man – one who can afford many servants.’




  Mrs Vasha grunted as she reached out for another handful of cloves to wrap. ‘What is your view on the lad coming today? Are you hopeful, or will you call for Anoja even before the tea is

  served?’




  ‘Oh, Mrs Vasha – I am always hopeful, and I don’t always resort to Rupani to distract my suitors,’ Nila chided. ‘I was utterly hopeful, even when the matchmaker

  brought the Devasinghes’ proposal. Hopeful that Siridasa Devasinghe would turn up sober! But alas, no – he fell asleep in an alcoholic fog no sooner than he’d slipped off his

  smelly slippers and sat down in Father’s chair!’




  Mrs Vasha laughed.




  ‘I was even hopeful when the kapuwa brought the Edirasinghe proposal . . .’




  ‘Surely you don’t mean Gunawardene Edirasinghe?’




  Nila nodded, smiling.




  ‘When did this happen, Nila? When? But how could your mother even entertain the idea . . . why, everybody knows . . .’




  ‘It happened while you were away in Nuwara Eliya visiting your sister, and yes, everyone from here to the turnpike at Nugegoda knows that Gunawardene Edirasinghe was dropped on his head by

  his ayah as a baby.’




  ‘Your mother would marry you to a tree! Are you quite resigned to never marry, then?’




  ‘Does it matter, as long as I can pay my way? Did you know that the English word spinster used to refer to a woman who could live independently because by spinning she could earn

  a living equal to that of a man? I like that idea.’




  ‘And especially so since your favourite class is spinning and weaving?’




  ‘Guru Sindhu is a genius!’ Nila said. ‘He understands each fibre, each fabric and each thread that goes into each saree! He understands how the baana and

  thaana should be threaded, depending on whether you are weaving a saree for a matron or a young lady . . . and . . . and . . . and he is so kind!’




  ‘You are quite taken with him, then?’




  ‘As I am with all the teachers!’ Nila confessed. ‘It’s just that Guru Sindhu told me quietly the other day that I would be his choice for one of the four places on

  offer!’




  ‘Well done! Oh, I am so happy for you! I can’t wait to see your mother sit up and take proper notice of you when you bring in five hundred rupees a month!’




  ‘But Mrs Vasha . . . I am not doing so well in the other classes,’ Nila told her anxiously.




  ‘I thought everybody loved your work!’




  ‘Not all,’ Nila said, remembering her first day at the saree mill.
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  Nila had found herself in a group with four others: Devika, Renuka, Punsala and a young man from Kandy called Rangana, who had terrible scars on the right side of his face.

  Their first class had been with Guru Sindhu, the dwarf weaving master.




  ‘It’s better that you are in small groups,’ the guru said. ‘I hate teaching big groups. I never know if my students quite hear what I am saying or if they can even see

  me! Today I will cover the basics of fabric making. We’ll spend the first two weeks on spinning and the rest of the next four months on weaving. We leave the last month for you to work on

  your exhibition piece.’




  The guru spent the next two hours describing the fibres used in making handmade sarees – cotton and silk – and the varying grades and qualities and where they came from. ‘Now,

  you were told to bring some samples of your work – show me what you’ve brought.’




  One by one, each of them brought forth their offering. Renuka volunteered first, of course, taking out a large bundle of batik murals and hangings from the large carry bag that she’d been

  carting all over the mill. She laid her work out on the only table in the room as if she were exhibiting at a grand fair, flourishing each piece, laying some on angles while draping others to great

  effect. Once she was done, she invited all to see, smiling coquettishly as everybody showered her with admiring shahs and aahs.




  ‘Excellent use of colour and shading – excellent!’ the guru said. ‘You are a very talented young lady. Talented indeed!’




  Punsala went next, shyly presenting a range of macramé toys and a hanging vase she’d made. ‘Oh, but this is just wonderful,’ Guru Sindhu cried. ‘See how

  she’s used different thread of different weights and stretch for the different animals? A peacock is of course proud and stiff, so she’s used the heavy raffia. Whereas an elephant

  – it is majestic, while still being gentle and kind – so she’s used a soft cotton! This shows the child has a good understanding of her base material!’




  The Guru beamed with pleasure. ‘Devika, what have you brought for us?’ he asked.




  Wordlessly, Devika pulled out a hessian-covered scroll from her bag. The hessian was so dirty and stained that Mrs Vasha would hardly use it for rags, Nila thought dubiously, as Devika gently

  unrolled the parcel on the floor. Without much fanfare, the young woman passed around piece after piece of delicately hand-painted silk. ‘The oily hessian keeps the silk supple by not letting

  it dry out and the dirt traps in more of the moisture,’ she explained.




  If Renuka’s work had elicited exuberant praise, then Devika’s work drew thoughtful silence – for each piece was subtle as it was beautiful. And when Punsala expressed fear of

  soiling the work with her dirty hands, Devika protested, ‘What is the use of beautiful things if they cannot be touched? They must be practical, not just beautiful!’




  ‘Mistress Devika has just expounded the key principles of saree making. There is no point creating a beautiful saree if it cannot be touched or handled – indeed, it is a garment that

  needs to be handled,’ Guru Sindhu said with a grave little smile. ‘And Guru Hirantha will be pleased to have you in his class, Devika. I think you just may be skilled enough to

  take on kalamkari – an ancient saree painting technique. Each saree is made in seventeen steps and its trademark glossiness comes from being soaked in milk and resin.’




  ‘Guru, I don’t think I belong here . . .’ Rangana stammered uneasily. ‘I don’t even know why they asked me to come,’ the young man said, rising to leave.




  ‘Why, puthay? What talent do you possess?’




  ‘None. My old dance master knew someone here and he got me the job.’




  ‘Ah! I know about you. You were the dancer who got injured in the Kandy Perehera festival last year. Puthay, have your injuries healed?’




  ‘Yes . . .’ Rangana replied, looking away. ‘I am healed, but . . .’




  ‘But you can still dance, yes?’




  ‘Of course!’




  ‘If you could show us but a few steps?’




  ‘I won’t dance to amuse some silly girls!’ Rangana roared as everybody leapt back in surprise.




  ‘I don’t see any silly girls here,’ the guru said.




  ‘These girls are silly. You’ve got Miss Queen there with her batik, another who likes to pull strings, and a third who likes to paint on cloth! All silly girls!’




  ‘Not silly girls, talented girls.’




  ‘I don’t see anything creative – they are just mimicking what they’ve seen. There is not a single original thought in any of their kohu heads!’




  ‘Each of us starts by copying, Rangana. You copy the masters until you yourself are masterful.’




  ‘I am a master! A master of my craft!’




  ‘Show me, then,’ the guru said curtly, turning away to give a sharp clap. ‘Show me that you are a master of something! Because right now you are behaving like an arrogant

  fool.’ The guru clapped again, his back to the dancer, and kept clapping, with a sharp staccato beat. A goading beat.




  With a grimace, Rangana took off his shirt and firmly retied his blue sarong around his lean hips. Nila had to smother a gasp of horror at the sight of his mangled body. The scars that covered

  the right side of his face extended to his torso and arms; tortured skin and flesh showed up black where the rivers of hot oil had gouged their path downwards. He’d had an accident with

  flares dipped in oil, which had meant to be the centre piece of the pageant.




  Rangana moved fluidly into first position as the guru turned around, his outstretched arms forming a perfect arch; then, as the guru kept clapping, he moved into second position, then third, his

  dancer’s body moving sinuously to the beat, not stopping till he reached the final position, the eighteenth, and finished gracefully, his chin jutting out arrogantly.




  ‘There is very little difference between a dancer and a weaver . . . the movements need the same grace and versatility,’ the guru said. ‘It requires the same dedication,

  puthay . . . And practice!’




  Rangana nodded curtly and looked away.




  ‘And now, quickly, to the final member of our group, before I send you to see Guru Lakshmi . . . your name is Nila, is that right, puthay?’




  To say that Nila was intimidated would be a lie – she was terrified. She could never make anything to match the beauty of Devika and Renuka’s work – or Rangana’s dance.

  She pulled out Rupani’s layette that she’d embroidered over the weekend and steeled her heart for the smirks of derision.




  ‘Guru Sindhu! Guru Sindhu! I am so sorry!’ Guru Lakshmi said loudly, bustling into the room. ‘I have to finish a commission today, so I need to start my class a little early.

  Can you please send the group through?’




  Renuka cast a single dismissive glance at Nila’s work before following Guru Lakshmi through the door. Punsala looked torn but followed Renuka. Rangana stood a little aside to stretch his

  scorched muscles. Only Devika waited with Nila to hear what Guru Sindhu had to say.




  He took the saree and held it up to the light, turning it this way and that, smiling at the delicate hand embroidery and the ribbon detailing Nila had used to hide the discolouration. As he

  inspected the fall of the saree, feeling the weight of the decoration used to create the dramatic floral motif, his face broke out into a beatific smile of joy.




  ‘Puthay, did you do this by yourself?’




  Nila blinked.




  ‘Are your parents Saliyas?’




  Nila was confused. What was a Saliya?




  ‘Guru Sindhu – please send the rest of the group through,’ Guru Lakshmi called irritably.




  ‘Just a minute! Nila, do you know where this cloth comes from?’




  ‘It was an old cloth that has been in the family for many years.’




  ‘This is from the Bombay cotton mills – it is impossible to find such fine cotton today. Most of the mills were dismantled after Independence.’




  ‘Guru Sindhu – I am waiting!’




  Rangana slipped his shirt back on and hurried out of the room.




  ‘Now tell me, who taught you how to—’




  ‘Guru Sindhu, I really can’t wait any longer!’




  Guru Sindhu let out a sigh of exasperation. ‘We’ll chat later. Go, puthay, go,’ he said, hastening them out the door.




  If Guru Sindhu had been full of praise, Guru Lakshmi was utterly dour. ‘What is the point of looking at any work that has not been properly designed,’ she grunted, not even deigning

  to look at the students’ proffered samples.




  ‘Flow and structure,’ she told them. ‘You have to define what you want your saree to do before you even start thinking about fabric, colour, embroidery or any such silliness!

  And practise. You must practise designing to be any good at it. Flow and structure, flow and structure.’




  The third and final class for the morning had been with Guru Hirantha, the jolly dye master. He explained the colour wheel and took everyone through the basics of dyeing, including the history

  and sources of the dyes used at the mill.




  He smiled and inclined his head towards Nila with respect when he inspected her work, but he was effusive in his praise of Renuka’s batik, marvelling at her skill. ‘Oh – we are

  going to have fabulous fun, Mistress Renuka, you and I, yes we are! To have someone else interested in dyeing – this will be fun!’ he giggled.




  Miss Gauri made an appearance again at lunch to discuss their sleeping arrangements and allocate them to rooms at the large boarding house next door.




  ‘But I wasn’t planning on boarding,’ Nila said to Devika in horror as Miss Gauri handed out room numbers. ‘I didn’t even know you could board.’




  ‘I have to board,’ Punsala said. ‘It takes me eight hours each way. Besides, this is the first time I have ever been to Colombo. I am so excited. I can’t wait to have

  some adventures!’




  ‘I don’t have a choice either.’ Devika shrugged. ‘I came down yesterday and stayed with my uncle in Moratuwa – but I can’t stay with him all the

  time.’




  ‘My parents won’t let me board,’ Renuka drawled from the next table. ‘They are organising for my old ayah to stay with me in a house here in town.’




  ‘Nila Mendis.’ Miss Gauri smiled as she came around. ‘It says on your form that you live in Kotahena. It’s about a two-hour trip from here, is it not? You may board or

  come from home each day. I would advise you to board, but it is up to you.’




  Nila inclined her head, not quite sure what to say. Her mother would never consent to let her board. Who would help her with the housework? There was no time to think about it, though, for the

  next class started immediately after lunch, in the cool shade of the eastern salon of the house.




  ‘I am so sorry,’ Guru Sakunthala apologised as they arrived. ‘It will be most difficult for you to concentrate after that fine lunch of rice and sambar – so why

  don’t we allow ourselves a little rest before we start, hmm?’ She gracefully sat down on one of the half-dozen or so planter’s chairs scattered around the room and closed her

  eyes. Unsure quite what to do, Nila, Devika and Rangana followed suit. Renuka, however, sat primly on her chair, though she did close her eyes.




  ‘Now wasn’t that lovely?’ Guru Sakunthala murmured, rousing her class from their slumber after about fifteen minutes. ‘I find these brief breaks very refreshing. At least

  it’s better than trying to push through with a class of glazed-eyed students who are barely taking anything in!’




  The guru proved to be as practical as she was beautiful and wise. She took the group through the various saree embellishment techniques, ranging from silk painting to block printing, from

  embroidery to cutwork design with gold thread. ‘We’ll also spend four weeks on the principles of saree blouse design,’ she told them.




  Her inspection of their samples before the next class was only brief. She’d allotted the same amount of time to it as the other teachers, but Renuka monopolised the time to such an extent

  that no one else got a look in.




  ‘I want to become a master embroiderer, Miss Sakunthala. I studied under a few embroidery teachers in Kandy, but I need to learn so much more! Do you offer private classes? My parents

  would be more than willing to pay! Please have a look at my batik – do you think the skills would transfer?’




  The final class of the day was with the colourful Guru Raju. Unlike the other classes, it was not held with the smaller group of five but with the much larger group of sixteen. Some at the mill

  gossiped that Guru Raju had arranged it this way to avoid spending too much time there. They said he preferred to waste his days in idleness and dissipation down by the beach, where

  fishermen’s huts were set up as backpacker hostels, filled with exotic Western women with their hippie clothes and fair skin.




  ‘So this is our group of novitiates?’ Guru Raju drawled as he strolled into the large room at the back of the house. ‘Don’t call me Guru, by the way. It makes me feel

  old!’




  ‘Now, let’s look at the saree draping techniques we have on offer here,’ he said as he carefully looked over the girls in the group. Normally, Nila would have felt very

  self-conscious being inspected so carefully, but Guru Raju’s gaze was detached and academic, and with her many pins and poorly draped saree it wasn’t as if she would be singled out for

  attention.




  Which was why she nearly jumped out of her skin with surprise when Raju tapped her on the shoulder as he went past, indicating that she should join Devika and Renuka at the front of the room

  along with two other girls, Ramini and Mala, whom she had met at lunch.




  ‘Let’s look at the Ossareeya drape of the saree first,’ he said, indicating that Ramini and Mala should step forward. ‘An excellent saree drape to preserve the modesty of

  the wearer, though not very practical if one is in a hurry or needs to do any serious work. Legend has it that the pleats we see on the outside were attempts made by noble Kandyan ladies to mimic

  the wide-hipped dresses of the Portuguese women who first visited Ceylonese shores in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.’




  He went on to dissect the style in which the two women had draped their sarees, complimenting and critiquing in the same breath.




  ‘Now let’s move onto the most popular way to drape a saree – the classical nivi style. Here we have three women who’ve attempted it – each with a very

  different interpretation.’ Raju laid a gentle hand on Renuka’s shoulder. ‘What’s your name, nangi?’




  ‘Renuka,’ she said, looking at him coquettishly through the corners of her eyes.




  ‘Renuka has a very traditional interpretation. It is precise and proper. It does not reveal anything about who she is or what she brings to the world.’




  Though his voice was soft and quiet, it was plainly a criticism, and Renuka looked stunned.




  ‘Now, this young lady here,’ Raju said as he moved over to Devika, ‘has a more interesting way of styling her nivi. While she does have the confidence to wear her fall

  without a pin,’ he said as he stood behind her, ‘she is quite sloppy at pleating and tucking in.’ He turned Devika around to demonstrate.




  ‘And to our final model,’ he announced as he moved to stand behind Nila. She was sure he could hear her heart rate accelerating with fear at the thought of what he would say about

  her.




  ‘If I had to characterise this drape in two words, it would be ignorance and fear. See how she’s tried to draw her saree so that it accentuates shape, but then left the drape gaping?

  Now that is ignorance.’




  He pulled at her fall. ‘And fear! Look at how many pins she’s used to pin her fall into place – I am counting six just from her bustline to her shoulder!’ he said.




  Renuka let out a loud guffaw of laughter and a few others tittered along with her.




  ‘Can you even walk, nangi?’ Raju asked Nila, noticing the stiffness of the drape around her legs. There was another ripple of laughter, and he turned to glare the class into

  silence. ‘This young lady just needs to practise. And that is what we’re all going to do now. I want you to pair up and drape each other’s sarees!’




  And with that the first class in saree draping started in earnest, Nila and Devika automatically pairing up to practise on each other.
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  ‘And that is where I am having trouble,’ Nila explained fretfully to Mrs Vasha. ‘I need to practise, but how can I when I barely get home in time for dinner

  and then I am up just a few hours later to draw the water and make rotis?’




  ‘How about when you come home? You are home by six-thirty, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes, but then I have to help make dinner, which takes us well past eight-thirty!’




  ‘Have you asked your mother if you could board?’




  ‘I did, but she insists that she needs my help at home.’ Just then she heard her mother’s call from the kitchen step.




  ‘Nila! Nila! Where are you, girl? You’d better come in and get ready before the groom comes!’




  ‘Nila, leave it to me,’ Mrs Vasha announced as Nila stood up, collecting the cloves and tissue. ‘I will make sure you are allowed to board.’




  ‘Mrs Vasha, what are you going to do?’




  The old woman gently reached up to smooth out the frown on Nila’s brow and patted her cheek. ‘Haven’t I always looked after you, hmm?’ she whispered gently.




  





  

    If ever there was a class for quiet conversation, it should be design class run by Guru Lakshmi, the taciturn art teacher. But that would require

    bravery and boldness beyond Nila’s ken, for Guru Lakshmi not only discouraged conversation by her glacial stares but also had a nasty reputation for violence meted out with a simple hand

    fan.


  




  Her carved wooden fan looked innocuous enough – why, a carved sandalwood hand fan was the pedestrian possession of every housewife on the island from Galle to Jaffna, and young children

  were known to associate its cooling breeze with afternoon naps – but in Guru Lakshmi’s hands, it was a weapon of torture. Poorly drawn lines and sloppy designs earned their creators

  sharp whacks across the head. Missed homework was rewarded with sharp raps over the knuckles. And conversations in class, oh my goodness – well, they resulted in sharp slaps that left

  indentations of the carvings on the cheeks of both interlocutors!




  It was equally difficult to talk during the dyeing class. Handling the heavy paddles of the dyeing vats and measuring precise quantities of dye required concentration. Notwithstanding, the

  noxious fumes made any real dialogue as uncomfortable as it was downright hazardous.




  But Nila did not want to wait till lunch to share her news with her best friend, so it would be the noisy yet convivial weaving class in which they finally spoke, albeit between the slap slap of

  the looms. She’d been running late that morning and had already missed prayers and design.




  ‘Bung, what’s going on?’ Devika demanded as soon as Nila slipped onto the bench of the adjoining loom, coming from the direction of the administration office.




  ‘Has anyone told you it’s rude to be so demanding?’ Renuka said. There were four looms in the long corridor with a fifth just around the corner. ‘My mother says that only

  people from low birth are demanding – because it is their way to survive!’




  ‘And didn’t your mother also explain to you that it is rude to interrupt another’s conversation?’ Devika snapped.




  ‘I am being allowed to board!’ Nila told everyone excitedly as she unwound the cotton she was using as weft for her boat shuttle. Nila was working on a toile for a cotton day

  saree.




  ‘But I thought you came from a respectable family!’ Renuka said, feigning concern. ‘Isn’t your father a postmaster? Or were you lying just to give yourself

  airs?’




  ‘Can you mind your own business?’ Devika said. ‘This conversation is between Nila and I!’




  ‘I was only asking because I am concerned. Anything could happen in that boarding house!’




  ‘What exactly? There are locks on the doors and a night watcher.’




  ‘But you come from a respectable family, Nila,’ Renuka protested again, staring down her nose at Devika and Punsala.




  ‘Are you saying that we’re not respectable?’ Devika cried, and Punsala’s eyes flashed fire.




  ‘It is barely past nine in the morning and you girls have already given me a headache!’ Rangana shouted. ‘Shut up!’




  Before the girls could reply, the weaving master arrived and soon they were caught up in their lesson, with only the odd glare being exchanged behind his back.




  ‘I know most of us like to think of a saree as a garment of glamour,’ Guru Sindhu said, ‘made of pure silk or the finest brushed cotton, but that is a newfangled thing. No,

  sarees should be made for purpose. Neither pure silk or soft cotton would be of any use to the respectable women who work the rice fields to fill our bellies,’ he said, giving Renuka

  the briefest of glances. ‘Women who work the field are in as much need of good sarees as the ladies who sip tea and gossip in their salons,’ he went on, treading the loom and adjusting

  the counterweights. And then the dwarf started to dance.




  For weaving was indeed dancing for the tiny master. He was too small to command the loom seated and it would be too onerous to work the pulleys and levers turn after turn with his misshapen

  body. Guru Sindhu had instead taught himself to weigh the loom such that he climbed the entire frame and used his weight to move the fabric forward, his arms pushing the shuttle forwards and

  backwards as if he were strumming a sitar. Up and down the little man moved – fluid, supple fabric the fruit of his motion.




  ‘Now your turn.’ The dwarf bowed to invite his students to take up the challenge of weaving as he had done.




  ‘So, what made your mother change her mind?’ Devika demanded as soon as Guru Sindhu’s footfalls became a soft echo.




  ‘It’s who rather than what . . .’ Nila grunted as she threaded her bobbin through and pushed the lamms backward and forward to tighten the weft of her fabric.
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  Early on Sunday morning just as the family had finished their bed teas, Nimal, Mrs Vasha’s young servant boy, had ambushed Vera Mendis in her dressing-gown.

  ‘Nona, my Madame wants to know if she may visit you this afternoon for tea?’ the boy had yelled from the rain stoop as he scratched his wormy bottom.




  ‘Of course she may,’ Vera replied loudly, all confused. Mrs Vasha usually just asked Vera through the open window of the living room if she could pop over.




  She was certainly taken back that afternoon when Mrs Vasha came a visiting, not through the holey fence at the back of the house, which was her usual practice, but through the front door, with

  Nimal settling his wriggling rear on the rain stoop like a loyal page.




  ‘Aibuwan, aibuwan, Vera, you are well I assume?’ Mrs Vasha asked very politely as she slipped off her heeled saree slippers and walked into the house. The elderly Burgher

  lady was dressed in an elegant cream and gold saree with her silver hair up neatly in a precise bun. Her fair skin was dusted with a fine sheen of lavender talcum, not that her fair skin needed any

  lightening; her Dutch and Portuguese ancestory giving her the fair complexion envied by millions.




  Vera nodded vigorously, suddenly feeling decidedly gauche in her pale green at-home as her mind flashed back to a scene in this very room some thirty years previously, when she had first met Mrs

  Vasha as a coltish nineteen-year-old bride.




  ‘I have come here today to discuss an undertaking of a serious nature,’ Mrs Vasha said. ‘Nimal, why don’t you go and put your slingshot to good use? I believe Mrs Mendis

  can’t reach the jumbu on the top branches of her tree and there is some ripe fruit up there.’ As the little boy left the room, she turned to Vera again. ‘If you

  don’t mind, I shall sit down. I am not as young as I used to be.’




  Vera jumped to clear the settee of the clothes she had been sorting for mending, stuffing Mervan’s torn loincloths in between the husk-filled cushions.




  ‘I won’t object to a cup of tea, my dear,’ Mrs Vasha said. ‘I believe my boy told you I was coming for tea?’




  Vera turned, completely rattled, looking around for Nila or Rupani to order them to do her bidding, only to see both girls rush off to the kitchen.




  ‘Now, as you know, my sister lives in Nuwara Eliya. She is closely acquainted with the Ranasinghes of Bandarawela. You must know of them, of course? Everybody does. They are an old tea

  family. You came from Bandarawela originally, didn’t you?’




  Vera opened her mouth to respond, but Mrs Vasha cut her off. ‘The particulars don’t matter, I suppose,’ Mrs Vasha drawled condescendingly. ‘It’s just that I

  received a letter from my sister on Friday asking me if I could board their youngest daughter with me. She’s just received an appointment as a teacher at the convent and this is such an easy

  distance to the school. But as you know, I am barely managing myself, so I thought it best that I find somewhere else for her to board. She is such a lovely girl, Piyasili Ranasinghe, so well

  educated and accomplished. Her parents will only let her down to Colombo for the week and they expect her back home each weekend . . .’




  Again, Vera opened her mouth to respond, but Mrs Vasha cut her off again. ‘Did I mention that Piyasili will have her ayah come down to Colombo with her each week? Such a well brought up

  girl, her parents would never hear of her coming to town all by herself without a chaperone.’




  Vera shifted her weight from foot to foot, desperate to get a word in, but Mrs Vasha continued like the rising tide washing against the port of Colombo.




  ‘The family will be happy to pay handsomely for their daughter to board with a respectable family. They mentioned that they would not even consider paying less than 500 rupees a

  month.’




  Vera put her hand to her throat – it was almost half of Mervan’s monthly salary.




  ‘There is a small problem, though,’ Mrs Vasha said as Nila came out with the tea things. Her eyes lit up mischievously as they met Nila’s over the steaming brew. ‘I doubt

  young Miss Ranasinghe is used to sharing. She has a room all of her own at her father’s house, complete with an attached bathroom.’




  Vera’s demeanour changed rapidly, scowling.




  ‘I can see you are not happy about this,’ Mrs Vasha observed, draining her tea rapidly. ‘Clearly I have come to the wrong house. It’s just as well I told Mrs Gamage from

  across the road that I’d visit this afternoon. She does have room to spare, and, I hear that young Albert Gamage is coming back on holiday in a few weeks. What a lovely thing it would be if

  they were to, you know . . . meet, and something should happen,’ Mrs Vasha said conspiratorially to Vera. ‘I mean Piyasili Ranasinghe does come with a large dowry. Nearly one lakh, I

  hear. What a fine thing it would be for our young Albert!’




  Vera grabbed Mrs Vasha by the arm as she turned to go, her look of undiluted horror assuring Mrs Vasha of her victory.




  ‘It is agreed, then. I shall bring Piyasili tomorrow myself and help her get settled here,’ Mrs Vasha announced, the fall of her saree trailing on the ground behind her as she left,

  Nimal wriggling and squiggling as he followed.
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  ‘So, I spent the rest of Sunday cleaning out my room. I was so tired I missed my alarm this morning. My mother would have evicted me yesterday, if I had anywhere to

  go,’ Nila told Devika dryly as she wound her toile around the beam at the back of the loom.




  ‘It is a pity we cannot share, our dorm room is already full,’ Devika sighed, clasping Nila’s hand.




  ‘I think it is a pity that your mother is letting a stranger into your house,’ Renuka said. ‘Does your family really need the money so badly that they would throw you out in

  favour of some unknown girl?’




  ‘No one wants to know what you think, Renuka!’ Devika turned with a snarl but Nila caught her arm and jerked her back.




  ‘Don’t bother,’ Nila advised.




  Rangana spun around in his seat. ‘Deyo Buddhuhamduwanay – will you girls just shut up? Another word out of any of you and I will report all of you to Miss Gauri! Now look

  – because of you lot I have mangled my toile.’ Cursing, he leapt to his feet and stomped away.




  





  

    One of the many things Nila enjoyed about living at the saree mill was the quiet. For someone who’d grown up in Kotahena amid the constant

    din from the sailors coming off Port Colombo and the noisy calls of the spice merchant, it was blissful, and she was free for the first time from Vera Mendis’s acid commentary.


  




  So quite naturally Nila unfurled, learning to meet the world with a steady gaze and happy heart, and the world greeted her with equal felicity. At least two of her male classmates went off to

  their classes one morning scratching their heads after encountering her at prayer. Her features and figure remained unchanged, but there was something quite different about her.




  The blossoming of her mind and heart were there for all to see in her work – in her luscious colours, vibrant textures and soft, supple cottons and silks. It surprised no one that she was

  Guru Sindhu’s favourite student or that Guru Sakunthala felt it appropriate to drape an arm around Nila’s shoulders as they discussed lace-making skills. Even Guru Lakshmi went so far

  as to say that her designs were not stupid.




  So it was to Nila who Punsala turned for help the night before a big design assessment was due. ‘Nila, please, could you help me?’ she begged.




  Together with Devika, Nila was attempting to drape on herself a voile saree. They were on one of the many verandahs encircling the house, working by the light of several kerosene lamps. The

  saree was a damned difficult one to drape. The floaty fabric was weighed down by poorly designed beading, so instead of flowing fluidly, it acted like a poorly constructed net, pulling here and

  there. Draping sarees on herself was the only skill Nila was nowhere close to mastering. ‘For someone who can drape another with such dexterity, you are incredibly clumsy when it comes to

  yourself,’ Raju had told her sarcastically. The harder Nila tried to get the line and fall of her own saree correct, the more frustrated Raju became. ‘It is really not that hard,’

  he would growl. ‘Tuck, pleat, drape and pin.’




  So Nila went over to Punsala promptly, gladly leaving the voile in a heap on the burnished wood floor. She looked over the girl’s drawing thoughtfully.




  ‘Here . . . you need to add a few embellishments to balance the design. And you will also need to tone down the decoration on the potta,’ Nila said to Punsala, taking a

  pencil and fixing the design herself.




  ‘Oh my goodness, you are so right!’ Punsala said. ‘Thank you so much.’




  ‘My pleasure.’




  ‘I don’t quite know how I managed without you in my life, Nila! You are indeed a treasure!’ Devika teased as Nila returned to the task of draping her saree.




  Punsala tidied away her things and plopped down on the floor to watch them. ‘I’m bored,’ she said. ‘I hate being stuck in here.’




  ‘Soon enough we’ll be proper workers and we’ll be able to come and go as we choose,’ Nila chided.




  ‘But this was not what I expected when I came here. I came to Colombo for adventure and now I am stuck in a temple!’




  On cue, someone started chanting in the shrine room.




  ‘Oh, it is not so bad . . .’ Nila consoled.




  ‘Not so bad? Dosai and sambar, sambar and dosai . . . I swear I am about to turn into turmeric-coloured gruel,’ Punsala complained as her stomach growled audibly. ‘Would you

  like to go out for some hoppers?’




  Both Nila and Devika shook their heads. The gates at the mill closed at nine pm sharp, and it was just after half seven, so they would be cutting it very close to return in time.




  ‘Oh, please, I am so hungry that I feel faint,’ Punsala begged, standing to theatrically totter and lie down on the settee behind her.




  ‘Oh, okay then,’ Nila relented as she pinned her potta. ‘But let’s be quick.’




  Punsala clapped her hands gleefully and the trio slipped out the side gate.
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  ‘Oh, how I love fish curry,’ Punsala said with a dreamy sigh as they ate malu ambul thial straight out of the bowl-shaped hoppers. ‘My mother

  can’t afford to buy fish for us kids. We usually only ever eat kiri hodi.’




  ‘After my father died my mum sold three of our fields and my brothers survive by working the two that are left. In the months before harvest, we all survive pretty much on miyoka

  and pol sambol,’ Devika said.




  Nila sat listening to her friends. Vera Mendis never felt they had enough money, but in truth her family was middle class, and so were their problems. She had never known poverty of the kind

  Punsala and Devika described.




  ‘Well, well, well, I can’t say that I am surprised to find you lot here,’ Renuka observed as her ayah staggered behind her with a large platter of hoppers.




  ‘Why? We need food just like everyone else,’ Devika bit back.




  ‘It’s just that it is the last night of the fair, and I thought that kind of entertainment would appeal to people like you. Filling yourself up before you go, are you?’




  ‘We will be going back to the mill as soon as we’ve finished,’ Nila said.




  ‘A fair with rides, music, dancers and muruku?’ Punsala demanded wide-eyed.




  ‘Apparently there’s a two-headed baby in a bottle,’ Renuka said.




  ‘Two heads? Must be your sister, then!’ Devika said.




  Renuka glared at her but did not reply, muttering, ‘I will not lower myself to your standard.’




  No sooner had Renuka left than Punsala started. ‘Can we please go? Please?’ she begged. ‘If we hurry we can just see the two-headed baby and come back.’




  ‘But the gates close in forty-five minutes,’ Nila worried out loud. ‘It takes fifteen minutes to walk there and fifteen minutes to walk back. We won’t have enough

  time.’




  ‘Not if we run back,’ Punsala persisted. ‘I am sure the watcher will let us in if we are only a few minutes late.’




  ‘Oh, come on, Nila,’ Devika said. ‘I am dying to see Renuka’s sister.’ In the end Nila had no option but to follow them.




  Once they got to the fair, they had to wait in the interminable human crush and humid heat to see its main exhibit, the two-headed baby in a bottle. Buffeted in the queue by screaming children,

  sweaty fair-goers and opportunistic pickpockets, Nila wished a million times she’d stayed at the mill instead.




  The disappointment was all the more acute when they reached the exhibit to find that it contained a photo of the two-headed baby, a clay model and a description of how it had been killed by

  villagers in central Russia where it’d been born.




  ‘I cannot believe we wasted our evening for that,’ Nila grumbled as they hurried back to the mill.




  ‘I knew Renuka was setting us up,’ Devika huffed.




  To add to their woes, the intense humidity turned into a sprinkling of rain that heralded an oncoming downpour. The monsoon had started.




  ‘Follow me,’ Punsala called. ‘I know a short cut along the beach road.’




  Nila and Devika scurried after her with no question. They really didn’t relish spending the night out in the rain or being forced to knock at the chettie’s house to face a

  grumpy Miss Gauri in her nightie.




  So they crossed the railway tracks and hurried along the beach, where tourists were crowded into huts, singing and drinking beer despite the drizzle. But as the beach road turned towards the

  river, skirting near the estuary, everything changed.




  By day the shanties looked innocent enough, with industrious fishermen mending their nets and wives tending their numerous offspring, but when darkness fell, the fishermen started drinking.

  Unlike the merry-making tourists a mere half a mile away, these men drank with the single-minded objective of obliterating their minds.




  ‘I think we should go back through town,’ Nila said as they skirted a string of poorly built mud huts.




  ‘It’s only another few minutes,’ Punsala assured them, but they huddled together tightly as they picked their way through the village.




  They were fast approaching the edge of the shanty when they heard male voices shouting, violent scuffling and a sudden uproar. Punsala instinctively turned to look for the source of the noise

  and froze.




  ‘We need to keep going,’ Nila insisted, trying to pull the girl along, but she was motionless, transfixed by what was happening just past Nila’s shoulder in the clearing.




  ‘Rangana,’ Devika called out as she followed Punsala’s line of sight. ‘Is that you?’ She went tearing into the clearing.




  Indeed it was their classmate Rangana. And he was being pummelled into mush by a wiry tattooed man while others jostled and pushed around them.




  ‘What are you doing to him?’ Devika demanded.




  ‘What does it look like we’re doing to him?’ the tattooed man growled, punching Rangana hard in the stomach. Rangana doubled over, unable to stop a grunt of pain escaping his

  lips.




  ‘Let him go!’ Nila cried. ‘He’s our friend! Let him go!’




  ‘I’ll let him go all right,’ the man said sweetly, ‘once you have paid his debts . . .’




  ‘You have debts?’ Nila hissed at Rangana, but the tattooed man punched his mouth before he could answer.




  ‘You can’t drink ra for free.’




  ‘You drink?’ Devika demanded.




  ‘But we have no money,’ Punsala interjected, fear making her voice quiver. ‘We can’t pay you.’




  ‘Then he’ll just have to shed more blood. He’s quite well used to pain,’ the man said, punctuating his words with a series of heavy blows.




  ‘We could bring some money tomorrow . . .’ Nila said, then turned away, unable to watch anymore. ‘I have some put away.’




  That got the man’s attention. He dropped Rangana into a heap and padded up. Nila would struggle later to recall exactly what happened next – she remembered only that it happened very

  quickly. One moment the three girls were standing there in the muddy lane and the next they were surrounded by men.




  ‘I want the tall one,’ the tattooed man goaded, looking slyly at Devika and flicking his switchblade open with a casual skill.




  ‘Let the girls go – this is between us!’ Rangana yelled, standing up with difficulty.




  ‘No!’ the man roared as he lunged.




  Quick-thinking Nila, who was standing closest to the man, swung around with her saree fall, the beading on the fabric making it act like a net, flinging the blade out of his hand. She had bought

  them a moment, but if the situation had been tense before, now it was deadly, for the man pulled a gun out from under his shirt. ‘Balli! You’ll be the first to go!’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ Guru Raju drawled, cocking a shotgun.




  Nila looked up to see the draping master.




  ‘Demala, there is nothing for you to do here,’ the tattooed man said. ‘This is none of your concern. Take your thosai face and get back to the sewer where you

  belong with all your mother-fucking kind.’




  ‘They are students at the mill and they are my concern,’ Guru Raju said. ‘ Let them go.’




  The man cocked his gun, but before he could pull the trigger, Guru Raju fired, taking aim at the coconut tree just beyond. The bullet grazed the thug lightly above the left eye. ‘Next time

  I won’t miss,’ Raju warned. ‘I will kill you and the police will thank me for it!’




  Maybe it was the talk of police that made the thug stand down, or maybe it was the light trickle of blood that dripped down his face past the corner of his mouth. But he did lower his gun. Just

  enough. Guru Raju jerked his head at the students, indicating that they should leave. As he followed them, he tossed a handful of notes in the muddy laneway. ‘This should cover his debts and

  then some!’
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  Panadura, Moratuwa, Ratmalana, Mount Lavinia, Dehiwala . . . Nila counted each of the stations on the train line back home with a heavy heart each Friday night. Each station

  meant she was closer to home, but there would be no welcoming smile or cheery cup of tea to greet her. Home she went nevertheless, carrying in her bag little treats for Rupani, consoling herself

  with the thought that her return to the mill was only two short days away.




  Even so, Nila was completely taken back by the greeting she received on this particular Friday evening. Her mother barely acknowledged her as she came through the front door, saying only that

  she should go straight through. Piyasili Ranasinghe – the usurper of her room – would be dining with them, along with her playboy planter brother, Sunil, who came down each weekend in

  his shiny Ford to pick up and drop off his sister. The whole family were already seated at the dinning table with a large spread of rice and curry before them.




  Rupani had been steadily flirting with Sunil, batting her doe eyes and sighing winsomely at everything he said. ‘Oh, Sunil,’ she would giggle, ‘tell me all about tea planting.

  I have such an interest in horticulture! I tend all the plants here in our garden.’ To Nila’s dismay their mother would not call her lie or point out that Rupani would sooner walk on

  hot coals than tend the garden for fear of spiders and insects.




  After changing out of her travelling saree and washing off the grime of the road at the well, Nila waited for her mother to call her to join their guests for dinner. Having been dismissed so

  summarily, Nila did not dare risk her mother’s temper by presuming she would be welcome to dine with them. As she waited, she heard snatches of conversation.




  ‘Shah, putta, I am so glad to hear you showed that Tamil bugger a thing or two,’ Mervan said when Sunil told them how he’d caught out a thieving employee.




  Manoj obsequiously offered to refill Sunil’s empty arrack glass with more liquor: ‘It’s a local brew but superb.’




  ‘Anay, putta, please have more paripu. You have such a long drive ahead of you. Rupani cooked it for you especially,’ Vera lied, ladling another helping of lentil

  curry onto Sunil’s plate.




  It sounded as if the family was settling in for a long night of conversation when Mervan started reminiscing about his days as a young postal officer during the war. ‘I rode from Colombo

  to Trincomalee carrying telegrams for the admiralty that Easter Sunday when the raid happened . . .’




  So, following a habit of a lifetime, Nila slipped into Mrs Vasha’s house in search of sustenance.




  ‘I suspected I’d see you soon,’ the old lady told her, pushing Nila to the dining table. She set a plate down in front her and filled it with creamy pol kiri hodi and

  some crusty bread.




  ‘Do you know what is going on over there?’ Nila asked, jerking her head in the direction of her own house before taking her first mouthful of the spicy coconut curry.




  ‘Sunil Ranasinghe brought Anoja some milk toffees last week and this week he brings her an invitation to visit with them on the estate for the Uva Planters’ Ball. Your parents are

  discussing the trip with Sunil and Piyasili.’




  ‘Does Sunil like Rupani then?’




  ‘I doubt that Sunil likes your sister any more than he likes the cows he keeps for milk,’ Mrs Vasha said sceptically.




  ‘But an invitation is serious . . . maybe he is in love.’




  ‘Or maybe Piyasili likes to have someone silly to laugh at with her rich friends.’




  ‘But surely Piyasili would not be so cruel, or toy with Rupani’s affections like that.’




  ‘I wouldn’t put anything past Piyasili – a slyer girl I have yet to meet. And the Ranasinghes are known to be shrewd people. As the eldest son, Sunil knows better than to marry

  a girl with no dowry.’




  ‘But an invitation like this . . . for a whole weekend. Why would anyone suggest such a thing if they did not have honest intentions?’ Nila asked between mouthfuls of curry.




  ‘Who knows why rich people do anything?’ Mrs Vasha said. ‘There is more news, though, my dear. Piyasili’s parents have found her a suitable boy to marry and she will

  leave soon.’




  ‘I hope Amma won’t insist I stop boarding!’




  ‘Don’t worry about that. She’s asked me to find another boarder for her. She has got used to the money. But enough of the Ranasinghes for now – tell me about your

  week.’




  Nila recounted tales from her week at the mill, careful to avoid mentioning the trip to the fair but describing for Mrs Vasha the foibles of her classmates and the commissions they were working

  on.




  ‘But we stopped working on Thursday. We spent much of yesterday and today cleaning the mill and readying the shrine.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘It’s Navaratri next week and we have a special dedication to the goddess Saraswati, so we clean everything and make sure our looms and cotton are all tidy before the festivities

  begin.’




  ‘Hindus, I suppose,’ Mrs Mendis observed, but was cut off by a sharp rap at the open door. ‘Why it’s Mrs Gamage and young Albert! How are you? When did you arrive, young

  man?’ Mrs Vasha greeted them enthusiastically, kissing young Albert full on the cheeks not just once but three times.




  ‘This morning on the flight from Bombay. I left London four days ago!’




  ‘But I didn’t know you had someone here,’ Mrs Gamage said, peering around to see Nila.




  ‘Oh, it’s only me,’ Nila said with a smile, waving them off as she went to wash her hands and put the heating coil in the jug for tea.




  ‘Nila is like a daughter to me . . .’ she heard Mrs Vasha explain to the Gamages as they sat down and made themselves comfortable.




  ‘We were going to visit with your family but we saw that they already had some visitors,’ Mrs Gamage told Nila when she returned with the tea.




  ‘Yes, that was the boarder my mother has stay during the week, and her brother.’




  ‘Why, Nila? Why does your mother have a boarder?’ Albert asked. A studious, serious young man several years older than Nila, he had a gentle manner and kind heart.




  ‘Didn’t I write you about it?’ Mrs Gamage said.




  ‘No, Mother.’




  ‘Amma . . .’ Mrs Gamage corrected, patting her son’s arm with a smile. ‘Yes, Mrs Mendis has a boarder now that Nila is a girl with a job!’




  ‘Where, Nila? And what do you do?’




  ‘She works at a saree mill in Panadura – she is a saree maker,’ Mrs Vasha said, beaming with pride.




  ‘I say! Well done, Nila, well done! What is the name of the company?’




  ‘Nair & Sons Sarees.’




  ‘Tamils?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You have to be careful with Tamils,’ Mrs Gamage started, only to be cut off by Albert.




  ‘But Panadura is a little far, nay?’




  ‘That is why I board during the week, Albert. I come home every Friday night.’




  ‘I always did say you were a girl with talent, never mind what you looked like,’ Mrs Gamage said.




  ‘Amma!’




  ‘Well it is the truth, nay? Nobody thinks Nila is pretty. Mrs Weerasinghe from down by the canal, may her soul rest in peace though she was quite a nasty woman, used to say that

  Nila was positively ugly. She often wondered whether Nila had been switched at birth!’




  There was a moment of stunned silence before Albert stuttered, ‘Amma! You can’t say that . . .’ just as Nila started to laugh. Hard. So hard that tears coursed down her

  cheeks.




  ‘It’s quite all right, Albert. Really,’ Nila said, giving Albert’s arm a reassuring pat. ‘Mrs Weerasinghe used to say it to me all the time. Once she even went as

  far as to enquire after the hospital I had been born at, only to find out that my mother had me at home!’




  ‘And I always used to say to Mrs Weerasinghe that you were the kindest, gentlest girl in all of Kotahena, no matter what you looked like,’ Mrs Gamage insisted. ‘Though I must

  say you are looking very well indeed. Your skin is much improved – are you using that kohomba kolla and lime mixture?’




  ‘No . . .’




  ‘So you are using Fair & Lovely then? Oh, my niece uses that and she is at least three shades lighter now. My sister married a Tamil, you know, and they are darker than us. I even told

  your mother to buy your sister a jar of Fair & Lovely—’




  ‘I don’t think Anoja needs any Fair & Lovely,’ Albert protested. ‘She is just perfect as she is!’




  ‘That is very sweet of you, Albert, to say that about my sister,’ Nila replied with a smile.




  ‘A very gracious girl indeed, and so kind-hearted! I remember her always playing with kittens and puppies,’ Albert reminisced, while Nila said a silent prayer for the souls of the

  dogs and cats who were drowned in the river by Manoj as soon as their adorable youth had passed.




  ‘And such a sweet disposition, too,’ Mrs Gamage said, looking indulgently at her son.




  ‘Then are you going to try your luck with Anoja?’ the shrewd Mrs Vasha asked.




  ‘Mrs Vasha . . . it is not appropriate!’ Mrs Gamage protested.




  ‘No, no. Let the boy answer honestly. We might as well have it all out in the open. What are your plans, Albert? Have you come home to find a bride, now that you have graduated?’




  Albert hesitated, glancing at Nila. ‘I have been offered a job as a hydro-electric engineer in New South Wales . . .’ he said.




  ‘Wales? In the UK?’ the old woman asked.




  ‘New South Wales is in Australia, Mrs Vasha.’




  ‘But Australia . . . that is very far away, nay?’




  ‘Yes, twenty hours by plane. I leave in six weeks. And I hope to take Anoja away with me as my bride,’ the young man declared, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat.




  An uneasy sensation stirred in the pit of Nila’s stomach.




  ‘Well then, you’ll just have to put your best foot forward,’ Mrs Vasha said. ‘She could not wish for a better husband than you.’




  ‘And what is this talk of husbands?’ Vera Mendis declared as she marched into the house with Rupani in tow. Though she started when she spotted Albert and his mother in the living

  room. ‘A very good evening to you. I didn’t know you were back in the country,’ she said coolly.




  ‘I just arrived this morning. From Bomb—’ Albert replied before being rudely cut off by Vera speaking to Nila.




  ‘Nila you are needed at home at once!’




  ‘You’ll never guess, but Piyasili Ranasinghe has just invited me for the weekend up in her parent’s tea estate and I will need sarees. Nice cotton sarees for the day, at least

  two chiffon sarees for the evening and a grand silk saree for the Uva Planter’s Ball!’ Rupani squealed.




  ‘In my day, young women weren’t allowed to wear silk sarees until they were married!’ Mrs Vasha grumbled.




  ‘You should be able to borrow some sarees from the mill,’ Vera commanded. ‘But you’d better come home now and teach Rupani how to drape a saree. You got paid today,

  nay? We’ll go into town tomorrow and get a few blouses stitched. Lord knows she’s never worn saree before!’




  With that, Vera and Rupani marched out, expecting Nila to follow them. Nila hesitated for a moment, feeling their rudeness keenly. They could have had Mrs Vasha stitch the saree blouses for a

  fraction of the cost of using the tailors in town but had chosen to arrogantly slight their good friend.




  But follow them she did, pausing to kiss Mrs Vasha’s wrinkly cheek and quietly slip a twenty rupee note into her hand for her heart medication. Nila was sure that Rupani’s desire for

  new things would not be curbed by something as trivial as buying Mrs Vasha’s medicines.
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  The air was heavy with incense and the sweet, sticky smell of jasmine and marigold. The shrine room was packed with the hundred and fifty or so mill workers and would have been

  insufferably stuffy, but for the uplifting fragrance of lotus, trucked in from the northern city of Anuradhapura, its blossoms covering every surface.




  ‘The dinner went well. I thought the idali was a touch too hard, but the sambar was delicious, if a little too tangy,’ Guru Lakshmi proclaimed in the sacred area

  behind the main altar. She was in the company of the four other gurus, all dressed in crisp new white sarees and sarongs. ‘The vadais were not up to scratch either. Who were the

  cooks this year, Raju? Or are we cutting back on catering costs as well?’ she added.




  ‘Oh, Raju has better things to do than worry about the catering. How is that white girlfriend of yours? Does your father-in-law to be know that little white bunny?’ Guru Hirantha

  asked.




  ‘Oh, leave Raju alone – you all know it is Gauri who organises the catering. And it’s the same people who were here last year,’ Guru Sakunthala told her.




  ‘All the same, if you keep carrying on with these white girls, Raju, the owner of Kanchi Silks will not want you for a son-in-law and what will happen then?’




  The inscrutable Raju ignored the chattering, his eyes focused on the pusari organising all the implements for the pooja – the vibuthi, the camphor, the incense and the

  milk fresh from the udders of a new mother cow, who was tied to a coconut tree out the back of the kitchens.




  ‘That is none of our business,’ the Guru Sindhu growled.




  ‘Sure, it is our business. More and more women prefer factory-spun sarees these days, and we’ll lose our jobs if we don’t embrace new technologies,’ Guru Hirantha

  snapped. ‘And partnering with Kanchi Silks is our best means of surviving. They can mass-produce sarees while we do the high-end designer work.’




  ‘But that would mean shutting down a significant part of our work here in Sri Lanka,’ Guru Sakunthala fretted.




  ‘We might have to do that anyway,’ Guru Lakshmi said sharply, ‘since the new generation of management seems more interested in chasing skirts than running the

  business.’




  It was only Raju’s rolling eyes that betrayed the fact he’d heard the whole conversation.




  ‘Whatever may come, we need to decide who we are going to offer places to . . .’ Guru Hirantha said with a sigh.




  ‘Why? So we can let them go them later, when we are forced to close the mill? That is cruel!’ Guru Sakunthala said.




  ‘We have more than enough work for four more people here at the mill for the next two years,’ Raju said, speaking for the first time. ‘And if the exhibition in Kanchipuram goes

  well, we’ll have enough work for ten more for another three years.’




  ‘And then there won’t be a need for Raju to marry the daughter of Kanchi Silks,’ Guru Sindhu pointed out wryly.




  ‘Who are your nominees, Sindhu? I love the creativity that Renuka brings! What talent! What modesty! What decorum!’ Guru Lakshmi said.




  ‘I would rather choose a caged, starved viper!’ Guru Sakunthala cried in horror. ‘She is always goading the other students and trying to start trouble!’




  ‘My picks are Rangana, Devika, Seevan and Renuka,’ Guru Hirantha said.




  ‘Yes,’ Guru Lakshmi said, ‘Rangana has improved enormously over the last few weeks. I gave him such a rapping with my fan a few weeks ago that it’s finally knocked some

  sense into him!’ She gripped her fan tightly to her bosom, glaring at Guru Sakunthala.




  Raju smiled. He had told no one of the incident down in the shanties or the long conversation he’d had with Rangana the following day, man to man.




  ‘I agree with you on Rangana, Devika and Seevan – but surely you must consider Nila,’ Guru Sindhu said, with Guru Sakunthala nodding to second his nomination.




  ‘That ugly frump?’ Guru Lakshmi huffed. ‘Did you see what she was wearing today? A grey voile saree. A voile saree! It made her look like a dumpy oil cake. Only a slender

  debutante can carry off a voile! That girl has no understanding of beauty!’




  ‘How can you say that? That girl has a better intrinsic understanding of design, flow, colour and fabric than anyone I have ever met,’ Guru Sakunthala said hotly. ‘And Guru

  Sindhu says her weaving is second to none.’




  ‘Lakshmi, I thought you said you loved her design work and that she had an exquisite eye for detail,’ Guru Sindhu said.




  ‘Don’t get me wrong – I think Nila is an exceptionally talented young lady. She can design as well as the best student I have ever met, but she doesn’t know how to bring

  it all together. Look at her now!’ Guru Lakshmi said, ducking her head around the main shrine to spot Nila in the crowd. ‘Look at her saree draping. It is truly atrocious. Why, I can

  see her underskirt peeping out the whole way!’




  ‘But Raju says she does a superlative job draping sarees on other girls,’ Guru Sakunthala said, only to be interrupted by Guru Hirantha.




  ‘I agree with Lakshmi. As much as I like Nila’s work – and her dyeing skills are second only to Devika in this group – she just can’t put it all together. Imagine

  taking someone like that to an exhibition! Nair & Sons would become the laughing stock of the entire island!’ he said.




  ‘I think Rangana, Devika, Seevan and Nila should be offered roles,’ Guru Sindhu said again. Guru Sakunthala inclined her head delicately, indicating her assent.




  The decision was at a deadlock, splitting the faculty along ethnic lines, for while Gurus Sindhu and Sakunthala were Sinhalese, Gurus Lakshmi and Hirantha were Tamil.




  ‘Well, that is decided then. We’ll offer places to Rangana, Devika, Seevan and Renuka,’ Guru Lakshmi crowed triumphantly. ‘You agree with us, don’t you? What do you

  say?’ she demanded of the Tamil Raju.




  Raju waited till the sadhu lighted the sacred flame before he replied.




  ‘It is too early to make a decision. We need to see the pieces they produce for the exhibition to make the final choices.’




  ‘Surely you’ll want to make a decision before that. It is the sensible thing to do. That’s how we’ve always done it before you came back.’




  ‘So that all the other students can waste their time doing work that will be of no consequence, Guru Lakshmi? No. That is not fair. I won’t make my decision before the

  exhibition,’ Raju returned firmly.




  ‘Fine then,’ Guru Lakshmi sniffed. ‘When will Gauri announce the theme for the exhibition?’




  ‘The Monday after we return from the Uva Planters’ Ball in Bandarawela. The exhibition will be on the twenty-first of September and the winners will leave with me for India on the

  evening flight. That way they can visit the saree houses in India before they start their work proper.’




  ‘You are giving them seven weeks? We’ve only given them six in the past!’




  ‘It gives the students who’ll be going with me to Bandarawela enough time.’




  Guru Lakshmi sniffed nastily again before dramatically swinging her potta around and following the sadhu, who’d started to toll the bell for the pooja. She was followed by Guru

  Hirantha.




  ‘Raju, can you take Nila up to Bandarawela next week? That girl is talented, but she needs to learn taste,’ Guru Sakunthala hissed as she went past.




  ‘Nila is an exceptionally talented young lady. She has a gift for the baana and thaana, Raju. And she has a good heart . . . a pure heart. We need her,’ Guru Sindhu

  murmured softly before he picked his place in the chant.
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  Nila wondered how much longer Devika and Rangana could continue arguing. It had started as soon as they’d left the mill. They were halfway to Ratnapura now and

  they’d barely stopped to draw breath!




  ‘Gani, listen here. I am a man from Kandy. My ancestors are from Kandy. My ancestors’ ancestors are from Kandy. It is faster to get from Panadura to Bandarawela through

  Kandy than it is to get from Bandarawela to Ratnapura!’ Rangana repeated for only the twentieth time.




  ‘It may be faster but the road is much more windy and there are more mountains!’




  ‘That may be the case but the road through Kandy is better!’




  ‘But going on the Kandy road means that we go through Colombo and we don’t want to sit in traffic through the city!’




  ‘What would you know? You’re just a farmer’s daughter from Matara!’




  At that point, Nila reached from the back seat to pinch Rangana on the ear.




  Guru Raju was driving the three of them to Bandarawela – to the very harvest ball that Nila’s sister Rupani was attending with Piyasili and her brother Sunil. When Rupani had found

  out Nila would be there, the row at home in Kotahena had been beyond belief.




  ‘The only reason she is going is so that she can ruin me!’ Rupani had screeched.




  ‘The only reason I am going is that the Nairs have been going to Bandarawela to dress the mothers and debutantes for twenty years!’ Nila told her.




  ‘Amma, no man will want me if they know my sister looks like her! Look at her! And they will question my respectability if they know I have a sister who works!’




  ‘Don’t go. Tell them you can’t go!’ Vera had commanded. ‘Tell them you are needed elsewhere.’




  ‘Amma, I have already tried telling them I’d much rather not go, but Guru Raju won’t take no for an answer. And I will lose my job!’




  ‘Upstart of a Tamil!’ Rupani had snapped.




  Vera looked uncomfortably at Nila. She could not risk losing her elder daughter’s direct income or the indirect income they earned by renting out her room, but her sympathies were with her

  younger daughter. Then she had an idea.
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