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When she entered Revathi’s room, Amaravathi’s body was trembling slightly. She gritted her teeth. She glared at Revathi as if she wanted to set her on fire. With her eyes tearing up, she asked, ‘Is what your father says true?’ Since Revathi didn’t say anything, neither no nor yes, it was clear to her that Natesan had spoken the truth. So, she became even more enraged than before.


‘Are you even my daughter?’ she shouted in anger.


Revathi’s mind was not so much on giving an answer to Amaravathi as on figuring out who must have tattled on her to her father.


‘Who is he? The whole town seems to know about it!’


Revathi did not open her mouth.


‘Where is he from?’ After being asked this many times, she opened her mouth, ‘Burma.’


‘Is he working in Burma?’


‘…’


‘What caste?’


‘Refugee.’


‘Refugee?’ There was so much disdain in Amaravathi’s voice. She glared at Revathi as if she were saying, ‘Why couldn’t you have died?’ As if it had struck her just then, she asked with hatred and bitterness in her tone, ‘Is refugee a caste?’


Amaravathi couldn’t stand any longer. Her body was shaking in anger. So, she sat on a corner of Revathi’s bed.


‘Are they Thamizh folks?’


‘Mmm.’


‘Those who went from Tamil Nadu, and came back as refugees?’


‘Mmm.’


‘Then, how can he be without caste?’


‘…’


‘Is he a Muslim?’


‘No.’


‘Christian?’


‘No.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Ravi.’


‘What a lovely name,’ Amaravathi looked at Revathi as if she was seeing a disgusting object. Then she asked as if she was taunting her, ‘What has saar studied?’


‘…’


‘What does saar do?’


‘He drives an autorickshaw.’


‘What? He drives an autorickshaw?’ She asked loudly. ‘Thoo,’ she hawked and spat. Even though she was uncontrollably angry now, she still spoke in a measured tone, ‘It is the highest job in the country. You have caught a good groom. It is so wonderful to get such a groom. Everyone will praise you for this.’


She sat for a while without saying anything. As if she didn’t even like to look at Revathi, she kept staring at the wall in front of her. Even though she didn’t speak a word, her eyes were watering all the time. ‘Do you know what your father was asking me for the past one hour?’


Revathi didn’t open her mouth. She didn’t look even once at Amaravathi. She sat still like a stone sculpture.


Amaravathi and Natesan had been married for twenty-six years. In all these years he had never spoken to her in anger, scolded her, or spoken to her disrespectfully, or shoved her around, or told her to get lost. He had done all this in one hour.


While she had been shocked by his words and action, she was even more shocked by what Revathi had said. ‘How could you do this to us? How did you have the guts to do this? When did you learn to lie? Don’t you have any shame?’


Revathi didn’t open her mouth.


‘Where did you see the guy; how did you meet saar?’ She piled on the questions one after another. As she asked each question, Amaravathi used the word ‘saar’ to refer to him deliberately. She said it with as much disdain as possible.


She looked at the silent Revathi and said, ‘This is not so uncommon in the world. Just tell that boy that my family will not agree to our relationship. The problem will be solved. Will you do it?’ Amaravathi asked. Not a peep out of Revathi.


‘Just tell him, “I am not that kind of girl. I can’t do this. My father and mother will die if they come to hear of it.” Will you say this?’ Amaravathi asked. Revathi’s lips didn’t move at all.


‘I am asking you, the mother who gave birth to you, will you tell him?’ When Amaravathi asked this, it was five a.m., early in the morning. Even then, not a word escaped from Revathi’s mouth.


‘I have given birth to a stone,’ saying this Amaravathi began to weep.


[image: image]


2


Whatever struck Natesan’s mind when he was about to leave for school, he paused and sat down on the chair placed in the hall. He checked the time. Then he gazed at the framed photos hung on the wall in front of him. He looked at the photo of his parents, his wedding photo, and Revathi’s photo. The photo taken when Revathi turned one, the photo of hers when they had ritually shaved her head, the one taken when her ears had been pierced, the photo taken when they had celebrated her reaching puberty—he looked at all her photos one after another. For some reason, he kept looking again and again, only at her photos. He sighed deeply, as if looking at the photos had induced great fatigue in him. Then he wondered whether to talk to Revathi. In his anger, he hadn’t spoken to her for a week. How could the problem be resolved if he didn’t talk to her? He thought that it would be good to talk to her and bring the issue to a close. So, he called Amaravathi who was making coffee in the kitchen. When she came, he said, ‘Call Revathi’. Her face changed immediately. She was confused whether to call Revathi or not, she dreaded what clash would happen as a result. So, she stood there in silence. As if he understood her hesitation, Natesan said, ‘I will try to talk to her. She will respect my words.’


‘Isn’t it getting late for school?’ Amaravathi asked softly. As he realised that she was trying to change the subject, Natesan looked towards Revathi’s room and called out, ‘Revathi.’ Revathi couldn’t hear him. So, she didn’t come out. That Revathi hadn’t come out even though Natesan had called her made Amaravathi even more tense. ‘Call her,’ he said to Amravathi who was standing there, helpless, not knowing what to do. When she realised that she couldn’t say anything to change his intention, she went to Revathi’s room and brought her out to the hall.


‘You can go,’ said Natesan to Amaravathi. She didn’t leave. She looked at Natesan and Revathi in turn. She was perspiring, worrying about what he would ask and what she would say in reply. Her eyes misted over. He didn’t pay any attention to her and said, ‘Sit, amma.’ Instead of sitting where he pointed, Revathi went and stood leaning against the wall that had the photographs. Amaravathi went to the kitchen.


‘Sit down, amma,’ he said again. She didn’t sit. She didn’t look at Natesan. She stood looking at the floor.


After checking his wristwatch, he asked. ‘Is all that I have heard true?’


‘…’


‘Only if I know whether it is true of false will I be able to take the next step.’


‘…’


‘Even if it is true, it doesn’t matter. Tell him nicely that my family has fixed a different match for me, that all this will become a problem. The matter will be over. After all, it is only a chatting, a conversational relationship, isn’t it? And for this, why are you lying around in your room, refusing to eat or have a bath or talk to anyone?’


‘…’


‘If you find it difficult, you don’t need to tell him. I will tell him. Only if it is said properly, will he understand.’ Revathi didn’t open her mouth. To see her standing withdrawn into herself, unwashed, not having eaten, with her hair uncombed, with even her clothes unchanged, caused him great irritation. Natesan was angry. He was in a rage. But he didn’t show anything. In an even tone, he said, ‘I trust you would not have done anything very wrong. After all, you are my daughter.’


‘…’


‘Do you know how much your mother is crying?’


‘…’


‘Do you know how angry your brother is?’


‘…’


‘There is no peace in the house any longer, you know?’


‘…’


‘I am a Headmaster. If people realise that my daughter herself is acting like this, will they have any respect for me? If you yourself don’t listen to me or respect what I say, why would the teachers who work with me, the students who study with me, listen to me or respect me?’


Slowly, Natesan started to lose the patience he had displayed when he began the conversation. ‘It isn’t right that you keep silent. It is you who should speak, not me!’


‘…’


‘Tell me what’s in your mind. You are my daughter. I believe you will listen to me.’


‘…’


‘I have asked around and I don’t think the boy will suit you. He doesn’t look like a good boy. I am not saying this because of any hostility.’


‘…’


‘There is too much of a difference between you and that boy. There will be ego problems within a week. Then, it will turn into beatings, fights and disputes. You can do whatever you want before you get married, before the thaali is tied. After that, you can’t do anything even if you wish to. This is Tamil Nadu. Not a foreign country.’


‘…’


‘Your silence tells me that you are steadfast in your decision. You think only what you think or do is correct! Isn’t it?’


‘…’


Revathi did not open her mouth. Didn’t even move. Didn’t shift her feet or her position. She didn’t look at Natesan even by mistake.


‘Do I know or not when to get you married? What have I learnt in these many years of teaching? Am I a teacher who can’t understand the minds of youngsters?’


‘…’


‘It is usual to get a maths problem wrong. Don’t we check if we got the answer right or wrong? Look at it like that. When we realise we have made a mistake, we must redo the solution to the problem. Isn’t that the way? How much you wept when you returned home because you got a step wrong in your Plus Two exams! Have you forgotten? The problem you tackled in your Plus Two exams wasn’t a major one. Your problem now is the major one.’ Having said this, Natesan remained silent for a little while. He looked angrily away from Revathi. Then he raised his voice a little.


‘Will you insist your calculation is right because you did it, even when you know it is wrong? Because your heart desires something how can a wrong move be the right one?’


‘…’


‘I teach a hundred youngsters every day. I have taught you as well. What I am speaking of now is not addition or subtraction. It is on how to act to earn other people’s respect, how to live; understand? You have studied in a good school. You have studied in a good college. You understand everything. Go. Go, have a bath, change your clothes, eat, think of going to work. I will go now. Do not bring dishonour to the names of your parents,’ saying this, Natesan picked up his bag and left the house slamming the door behind him.
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Amaravathi tried many strategies to convince Revathi. Revathi didn’t listen to her or to her father and was determined to marry Ravi. She didn’t agree to an arranged marriage with anyone else. When Amaravathi contemplated how to change her mind, it struck her that perhaps she should go to Ravi’s house and talk to them directly. Throughout the night she lay awake thinking of how to go to his house, what to say, how to fight. In the morning, soon after Natesan left for school, she left for Ravi’s home.


After crossing the Drivers’ Quarters, Amaravathi arrived at Burma Nagar, and asked a number of people which was Auto Ravi’s house and found it. Ravi’s father, Ganapathi, mother Kokila, and elder sister Priyanka, were all in the house. Amaravathi disliked the house at the first sight itself as she entered it. The house had only two rooms. It was in a mess. The very look of the house increased her anger. As soon as she entered the house, without giving the others the opportunity to ask her who she was and what she wanted, when she announced, ‘I am Revathi’s mother,’ all three, Ganapathi, Kokila, and Priyanka, were taken aback, their faces showing their surprise. They didn’t know what to say or how to speak. They even forgot to invite her to sit down. Ganapathi and Kokila didn’t open their mouths. It was Priyanka who brought a stool and said, ‘Please sit down.’ Looking at the stool with disgust, Amaravathi said, ‘I didn’t come here to sit down.’


In her anger, she forgot all that she had thought of the previous night, as to how to speak and what to say. She felt like shouting, ‘Is what your son doing right?’ She broke into a sweat in her rage. She found it difficult even to stand. She sat down on the stool. Thinking that the matter would be spoiled if she started off in anger, she asked a few general questions first.


Ganapathi and Kokila sat on the floor next to Amaravathi’s stool. Priyanka stood a little apart.


‘We were born in Burma. We stayed in a place called Tons.’


‘Where is it?’


‘It is in Bhamo district.’


‘What were you doing there?’


‘We did different jobs.’


‘Were there a number of Tamilians there?’


‘Around 1930, Tamilians were a majority in Rangoon.’


‘Why did you come here, then?’


‘In 1938, the Burmese rebelled against the British. Instead of supporting them, Tamilians supported the white men. It was because of this that we had to return to India.’


‘How were you affected by it?’


‘In 1960, the rule of the whites was over and Military Rule took over. The Burmese rioted saying that Tamilians who supported the white rule should no longer stay in the country. They chased us out.’ Kokila said. Ganapathi, who had kept silent till then, said, ‘Not Military Rule, the rule of the King.’ Kokila didn’t pay him any attention. Amaravathi understood immediately that Kokila wasn’t one to respect her husband.


‘Since the Burmese beat up Tamilians and wanted us to leave the country, all the Tamilians asked India, “Please send us a ship, please put an end to our tears.” In 1963, India sent three ships.’


‘You people came in that?’


‘Yes.’


‘How did you come to this town?’


‘For refugees from Burma they had set up camps at Ponneri, Senkundram, and Thiruvallur. We were in Ponneri camp. We did business in Burma Bazaar.’


‘You were in business?’ Amaravathi asked in a surprised tone.


‘Our parents sold the stuff we had brought from Burma on the platforms there. As time went by, they began to buy stuff from people coming by ship and selling it there. It is because people from Burma did business there that it came to be called Burma Bazaar.’


‘Why did you come to this town?’


‘They gave citizenship to people who had come from Burma. They allotted us land in several towns. Because we were married, we got a place in this town.’


‘Where are your relatives?’


‘Some are in Ponneri. One or two are still in Burma.’


Kokila seemed to be a person full of speech. She was the kind to answer all questions, both asked and unasked. It seemed that Ganapathi would talk only if she signalled with her eyes. Kokila was chubby and quite fair. When Amaravathi was thinking how to bring up Revathi’s problem, Priyanka offered her some water. ‘No,’ said Amaravathi in one word, without any grace or consideration.


‘Are you married?’ She asked Priyanka. She didn’t reply. It was Kokila who answered.


‘She is the age. But we haven’t found any boy. I have contacted people in Ponneri, Senkundram, and Thiruvallur camps. But all the boys work in Burma Bazaar. That is the problem.’


‘When is your son’s marriage?’ Kokila didn’t open her mouth to answer Amaravathi’s question. Amaravathi showed the anger that she had controlled till then.


‘You seem to be good people. That is why I am telling you. It is not good to spoil the mind of a family girl. Tell your son this. You also have a girl.’


‘We know our status. We are living according to it.’


‘Coming to our street. Coming near our home. Standing at our street corner. Are these things done by a boy who belongs to a good family?’ Amaravathi asked.


‘The day he began to drive an auto, he stopped listening to us.’


‘If your son comes once again near our house, I will complain to the police. The issue will blow up. Tell your son.’ Amaravathi spoke as if ordering them.


When Kokila, looking at her directly, said, ‘Do tell your daughter as well,’ Amaravathi lost control on her rage.


‘Is it my daughter who roams around insolently?’ She asked loudly.


‘That is not what I said. I meant that if the female doesn’t give encouragement, how can any male do anything?’ Amaravathi didn’t pay any heed to the conciliatory tone of Kokila’s. She raised her voice even more, and with more anger, more rage in her voice, she said, ‘What can a girl do if she is harassed day and night? Isn’t the female heart full of sympathy? If the boy had been brought up correctly everything would have been right.’ She said with firmness.


It looked as if Kokila was getting slightly angry. ‘You have no idea how we were in Burma. We became beggars only on the day we boarded the ship for India. We regret coming to India every day,’ she said.


‘I haven’t come to listen to your Burma story. I came to ask you if you think what your son is doing is right. He stands in front of our house with our daughter’s name tattooed all over his body. He stands there having slashed his hand with a blade.’ Amaravathi began to lose control over herself as she said this.


‘We ourselves learnt of this only a month ago. We are fighting with him about it.’


‘It is disgusting to witness your son’s doings. Will he look after his job or run after a female?’


‘If the female doesn’t smile at him, why would a male go after her?’ Kokila spoke in general terms. But it enraged Amaravathi.


‘From now on, if your son comes near our house, hands slashed by a blade, or with tattoos on his body, I won’t simply stand around talking. If like this, some cur arrives with your daughter’s name tattooed all over his body, with his hand or leg slashed with a blade, and stands outside your house, what would you do?’


‘Don’t get angry,’ Ganapathi said in a low voice. Kokila turned her face away. Priyanka didn’t say anything.


Amaravathi got up from the stool suddenly. She said as if issuing a warning, ‘I have said what I wanted to say. If now I see the guy near my house, I will beat him myself with slippers.’


Kokila didn’t say anything. Ganapathi was sitting there without any movement. Priyanka was standing and looked as if she was about to cry.


‘If a rowdy fellow like him comes and harasses you day and night, what would you do?’ Amaravathi asked Priyanka. She stood there in silence. Her face seemed dead.


‘This is the final warning. If he doesn’t heed this, I will send him to jail.’ She said to Priyanka and left the house immediately. Then, she could hear Kokila saying, ‘If the female doesn’t smile at him why would the male go after her?’ Immediately, she wanted to turn back and fight with her. At the same time, she wondered what she would say if Kokila spoke even more insultingly.


‘A girl who makes her mother hang her head in shame, why can’t she die?’ Amaravathi’s eyes filled up with tears even as she said this to herself.
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‘I heard about a possible match. I’ll go and enquire about it.’ The very moment after Natesan left saying this, Revathi got up and left the room in haste. Because her manner made her afraid, Amaravathi, who was separating the leaves of the greens from their stems, dropped her work and ran to the kitchen. Revathi was standing with a box of matches in her hand ready to turn on the gas. As soon as she saw it, she snatched the box from Revathi’s hand and threw it out of the window. Her body was trembling; ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.


‘You should not look for a husband for me.’ Revathi was standing stiff as an iron rod.


‘Why should you die for it? You shouldn’t die. I gave birth to you, I will die for it. You can fulfil your desire.’


As if she didn’t want to look at Amaravathi, Revathi was looking at the window. She acted as if she didn’t care for Amaravathi’s tears. She walked swiftly out of the kitchen and went to her own room. Amaravathi continued to cry for some time in the kitchen and then went to Revathi’s room and sat on her bed. She looked intently at her. She spoke in a measured tone.


‘You were going to immolate yourself for someone from the streets? What a girl!’ She wiped her eyes with the thalaippu, the free end of her sari.


‘If what you are saying, what you were doing, were good, why would we stop you?’


‘…’


‘Has he studied to be a doctor, an engineer, or even a teacher? A tin-shed of a house. No relatives. He doesn’t even have eight annas to call his wealth. Even the auto isn’t his own. He has got it from the seth on a mortgage. Just give me one reason why he is the man for you and I will marry you to him.’


‘I can’t say,’ Revathi muttered. She thought of why she liked Ravi. She had seen him seven or eight times in the temple. He had tattooed her name on both his arms and his chest. He would be sitting in the temple awaiting her arrival. He would pass by her house at least thirty or forty times every day. He had a stylish hairstyle, sideburns, and moustache. He was well-built. Was fair complexioned. He had good features. Every time he saw her, he would say, ‘I will die if I can’t have you.’ That was all. What did she like in all this? She couldn’t give any answer to this instantly.


‘You must have seen him on the streets, in the temple, in any case only for a month or so. How much would you have interacted with him in this time? One month is enough for you to die for him?’


Revathi sat there, her head hanging down. Even though she didn’t answer her, Amaravathi did not stop crying or asking her questions.


Amaravathi suspected that all this was due to the misalignment of planets. It must be so. Why would a girl who was known to be as good as gold when she was in college lose her mind in the month or two that she had spent at home? If it was because of the planets, they could arrange for expiatory prayers to make it right.


First, she cried because her daughter was about to immolate herself. Now she cried because she thought that the planets were creating havoc in her daughter’s life. Her anger against Revathi lessened. She wondered, what could Revathi do if the planets were so? It struck her that she should take Revathi’s horoscope to an astrologer and ask him what the matter was. She wondered where Revathi’s horoscope notebook was. She went immediately to the almirah and began to search for the horoscope. She found it only after searching for more than an hour. Finding the horoscope notebook itself gave her immense happiness as if she had found a treasure of gold. She now strongly believed that whatever be the problem in the horoscope, a solution could be found. She visited her neighbours on the street, both who lived on the same side and those who lived across from her. She went to each house to enquire for a good astrologer in any nearby town.


She didn’t trust her neighbours who all said Kazhutur Sundaramurthy was the man and, so, she rang up all the people she knew. Which astrologer from which town was good at reading horoscopes? This is what she asked everyone. Finally, she decided to meet Kazhutur Sundaramurthy only. She found out all the details that she might need in advance, like where Kazhutur was, the timing of the bus service, how distant it was, where she should get off, and what was the name of the street where the astrologer stayed. It was only after she had decided that she would consult the Kazhutur astrologer that she could sit down in peace.


Amaravathi couldn’t focus on any housework. She kept checking the clock to see when Natesan would come back. She wondered whether to tell him or not. It was better to tell him. If there was a problem in the horoscope and they had to do some propitiation, it couldn’t be done without his knowledge. He wouldn’t object to anything they had to do for Revathi. It must also be on his mind that somehow something good should happen, that Revathi’s mind should become alright. She looked at the clock. It was time for Natesan to come back. It was then that she remembered she had not eaten anything at midday. She asked Revathi if she would eat anything. Revathi didn’t reply. So, she went to the kitchen and began to make coffee.


Natesan arrived. He hadn’t even washed his face, hands, and feet. As if she had uncovered a great mystery, she told him about the horoscope notebook, about the fault in the position of the planets, and about the Kazhutur astrologer. He heard everything and had only one question, ‘If her brain were alright, what could the planets do?’


‘What happened where you went?’ She asked.


‘What will it be like when the whole town knows about your daughter’s affair,’ he said and went into his room and lay down.


Amaravathi fully believed that if she met the astrologer and found out which planets were in the wrong houses and propitiated them, Revathi’s obstinate behaviour would change. Wherever she was, whatever she was doing, her mind was full of horoscope, fault in the planets, and adequate propitiation. When would night fall, when would it be dawn, when would she be able to go to Kazhutur, these thoughts were running in her mind all the time. Throughout the night she kept awake thinking. What could be the fault in the horoscope? What propitiation for it?


Next morning, soon after Natesan left for school, she boarded the bus to Kazhutur, the horoscope notebook in hand. It was eleven by the time she arrived at the astrologer’s house. The astrologer was busy reading a horoscope for a family. He took more than an hour to read one horoscope. It irritated Amaravathi intensely. He had smeared his forehead fully with sacred ash. The lips were stained with the juice of betel leaves. He was quite stout. He looked like a doll made up of all the black colours available in the world. Only his hair was white. His voice was like a temple bell’s. The time he took with them tested Amaravathi’s patience. Her mind was filled with the worry about what could be wrong with Revathi’s horoscope, what could be the problem. A man and a woman arrived on a motorcycle to have their horoscopes read. Having finished with the horoscope that he was reading, the astrologer called out to Amaravathi, ‘Come in, amma.’


Amaravathi handed him two hundred rupees in cash, betel leaf and nuts, and the horoscope notebook. He took the horoscope notebook and read every page. Then he took a white sheet and made some calculations. Once he had finished his calculations, he began to tell her about the horoscope.


‘It is a very strong horoscope. The owner of this horoscope will not cause any harm to befall the father or mother, elder brother or younger brother. Because the position of education is so strong, she must have finished her higher education. Perhaps even a doctor or an engineer. Because the position of speech is high, we can say with certainty that she will go for a government job. No fault can be found in the house of knowledge. There is nothing wrong in the seventh house either. Mars isn’t malevolent also. There is no obstacle to her marriage. The man who will marry her will be at her beck and call. The husband will be of a high status, will have great opportunities. Yet, he will he ruled by her. If you want to check if she has the good fate to have children, I think there will be three. The horoscope gives scope for me to say one son and two daughters. Saturn wasn’t in a malignant position at birth or later. Since Mercury is in a strong position, her nature will be to believe only what she says is right. She won’t give any anxiety to her parents. She will not cause any sorrow, misery, heartache, or pain. She will have a good life.’ The astrologer stopped and looked at Amaravathi as if to ask what else she wanted to know.


‘When will this girl get married?’ asked Amaravathi with eagerness.


‘Because Mars is the eighth house, even if god were to try, her marriage won’t take place for three years.’


‘Will the marriage go off well?’


‘Mercury is in a strong position. So, her marriage will be celebrated in a grand manner.’


‘Will she find work?’


‘The planet of speech is strong and so she will get a government job. Mercury is in the seventh house. So, he will give her a position of authority.’


‘How long will she live?’


‘We can say seventy years. She may live longer than that as per the horoscope. Three planets are in strong positions. No planet is in a wrong position. Mars is a malevolent planet. But he is not in a position to do harm in this horoscope.’


‘Is there any blemish in the horoscope?’


He picked up the paper where he had done his calculations and looked at it. ‘There is no blemish. If you don’t believe me, if you have something troubling your mind, go to Thirunallaru Sani Bhagavan temple, take a dip in the holy pond, and perform an archanai to the god. No harm will happen.’ Saying this, he picked up the horoscope notebook and handed it to her and bid her goodbye.


The astrologer’s words, that there was nothing wrong in the horoscope, no blemish at all, and that Revathi wouldn’t get married for three years, gave great comfort to Amaravathi’s mind, and filled her with optimism. She returned home with the peace of mind brought about by the belief that everything would become alright. Even then, she didn’t rest contented with the word of the Kazhutur astrologer but spent three-four days consulting other astrologers in Arugeri, Ponneri, and Nallur. Not just that, she also consulted a parrot astrologer. All of them repeated what the Kazhutur astrologer had said.


‘No fault. No malevolent planets. She will live for seventy years. Will hold a government job. If what I say doesn’t happen, I will give up my profession.’


When Amaravathi asked Revathi to accompany her to Thirunallaru, Revathi asked, ‘Did the astrologer say that Mercury had a malignant influence on me?’ and without waiting for her answer, she went on, ‘Do you know how many lakh kilometers separate Earth and Mercury? How will that planet touch me? Do I and Mercury have a fight? Why should it come and take me in its clutches?’ and laughed.


‘No, no, it is not Mercury. Some problem may arise because of the movement of Saturn. Let’s go.’


‘I am not coming anywhere.’


‘…’
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Kokila was sitting outside and drinking tea. Ganapathi was drinking tea next to her. Priyanka picked up her tea and went inside the house. Kokila said to Ravi, who was standing outside, on the street, washing his autorickshaw, ‘Come and drink your tea.’ ‘I will drink at the shop,’ he replied. His full attention was on washing his auto. Whenever he washed his auto, it would take him at least half an hour to finish his job. He liked his auto to be clean. The tape recorder fixed in his auto should play clearly. The most important of all was the horn, it should sound loud and clear. He wanted that everyone on the street should know it was Ravi’s auto arriving if he just touched his horn. It was for this reason that he had fixed that horn in his auto.


‘Come and drink your tea’, Kokila said again. Ravi didn’t pay any attention to her, concentrating fully on his job. Kokila thought, ‘It is because of our quarrel yesterday that he is refusing tea now,’ and got angry.


‘Are you refusing tea now because we quarrelled yesterday?’ she asked. He didn’t reply.


‘She is older than you by two years. We haven’t been able to arrange a marriage for her. When a female is sitting at home you come to us and say you are in love, you are going to get married, aren’t you ashamed?’ she asked. Ravi didn’t open his mouth. He pretended as if he was lost in washing his auto.


‘You show a way for my daughter and do whatever you want. I won’t stand in the way.’ Kokila raised her voice. Whenever she spoke, every word would be as if she was injecting poison. Ravi’s behaviour was as if it didn’t matter what poison she injected, how many times she injected it, it wouldn’t affect him at all.


‘In Burma Nagar, in the Drivers’ Quarters, there are so many guys. How come she didn’t like even one of them? Instead of eloping with one of them, she is squatting at home.’ When Kokila said this, Ravi looked up immediately at her. He seemed to be very angry. ‘Is that the talk of a birth mother?’ he asked.


‘If you and your father fixed her marriage, why would I say anything?’ Kokila asked.


‘Won’t we do it?’


‘When?’


‘When the time comes.’


‘The time will come for you both only after she becomes an old woman.’ Kokila said this with great firmness. Ravi reacted by clenching his teeth and growling, ‘Will you shut your mouth?’


‘I will shut my mouth. You run after some girl in the town. All those who pass by on the street can come up our steps and tick me off. Let them insult my daughter. Do you know what that woman said to us when she came last week?’


When he realised that she was referring covertly to Amaravathi’s visit and her anger, Ravi got so enraged he felt his head would explode. He ground his teeth. He gave a solid punch to his auto. ‘Why do you sit here in the morning saying all this?’ He glared at Kokila.


‘How many years is it since your sister came of age? Find some way for her, and then drag any donkey here to live with. If you talk of love and marriage before that, I won’t even see you as my own son. I will poison you to death,’ Kokila shouted.


‘Do that first.’ Ravi said and began to wipe his auto with a wet cloth.


Ganapathi went inside the house with the tea tumblers as if what Kokila and Ravi were talking had nothing to do with him.


‘Try to feed us rice that you get from the ration shop at least. You can get married later. How will you feed the girl?’


‘You talk too much, that I know,’ said Ravi.


When Priyanka came out ready to go to work in a textile shop, Kokila lashed out in anger, ‘You go every day to work in a textile shop, don’t you? How many men come there every day? You aren’t smart enough to seduce one of them and elope with him?’ Priyanka’s eyes filled with tears. When she saw Priyanka walking away without answering her, Kokila said, ‘You will have to go on like this till you die. Even after consuming the two thousand rupees that the textile shop owner gives you, no one is going to do anything for you.’


She added as if she had had a change of heart, ‘You donkey, can’t you go with some flowers in your hair? Not even smart enough for it. Which dog will look at you if you go like this?’


‘What are you saying? Can any dog come to this home claiming that he loves my akka? If he still comes, will I let him live?’ Ravi shouted.


‘You won’t get her married. She shouldn’t marry a man herself. But you will chase after any bitch.’ Kokila made a face at him.


‘I will love whoever I want. But no son of a whore can love this Ravi’s akka.’ Ravi said as if he were boasting.


‘It is your anger that will destroy you.’


‘So let me be destroyed.’


‘You shouldn’t go near that girl’s house from now on.’


‘I’ll see. I know everything.’


‘Why I am saying this is because,’ when Kokila started speaking, he snapped, ‘I can’t listen to your song and dance,’ and whizzed off in his auto to the stand.


‘If they hadn’t banned the lottery, I would have celebrated my daughter’s marriage by now,’ said Kokila and began to find fault with the government and to curse it for banning the lottery. Her tongue was always as hot as fire when she was angry.
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When Revathi was in college, she would never stop talking. Whatever she said, she would speak clearly and emphatically. She didn’t like to whisper things. Now everything was the opposite. Upset by the way she was behaving, Arunmozhi, who had come to make her see sense, said, ‘Is there any logic in what you are doing? Can you love a guy just because he is fair and handsome? Can you marry him? What you are doing is an insult to our own caste.’


‘Where does caste come into it?’


‘What is without caste in Tamil Nadu? What happens without it?’


Revathi didn’t reply.


‘One’s intelligence is not only in studying well, getting marks. Have you seen your face in the mirror?’


Revathi didn’t reply.


‘You have got corrupted by Thamizh cinema.’


‘…’


‘You are dying for a chap who has nothing. And you are killing others as well.’


‘You speak well,’ said Revathi and tried to laugh. She found it difficult to laugh. She couldn’t laugh. As if it struck her just then, she said, ‘My mother is intelligent.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘She has phoned and called you here, hasn’t she?’


‘Do you know what all you have lost now?’


‘Tell me one thing, let’s see.’


‘No smiles. No talk. No mischief. No make-up. You are not yourself.’ As Arunmozhi listed each item one by one, Revathi’s face faded.


Revathi wanted to talk a lot to Arunmozhi. She wanted even more to ask her why her heart was like this and to cry on her shoulders. But she couldn’t talk. Nor could she cry. She had so much in her mind that she wanted to say to Arunmozhi, so many questions to ask her. What she didn’t know was how to begin, what to say, what to ask.


Amaravathi’s tears, Natesan’s worry, Arunmozhi’s scolding and her questions, nothing saddened her. As soon as Amaravathi had told him about Ravi and Revathi, Murugan had obstinately gone off to Madras, saying, ‘From now on, I won’t even see her. I won’t even stay in this house.’ He hadn’t returned home for three months. He didn’t talk on the phone to Natesan or Amaravathi like he used to earlier. Even when he did, he just answered briefly the questions asked and disconnected the call. From their childhood, it was Revathi who was the obstinate one. Murugan was the type to give in and carry on in most things. But in the case of Ravi, not only did he not give in even a nano bit, he didn’t ask her even once directly, ‘Why did you do this?’ In his anger, he didn’t speak to her. He had gone without looking at her face. In these three months, he hadn’t talked on the phone even once to Revathi. She would have been happy even if he had spoken angrily to her, cursed her, or even hit her. It was his behaviour that was burning her like fire. She couldn’t distant herself for even a moment from the feeling of being singed. She felt the desire to request Arunmozhi to tell him to tick her off, to get angry, to come and hit her. She knew that Murugan and Arunmozhi were in love. She also knew that he would listen to Arunmozhi. Even so, Revathi didn’t ask anything of Arunmozhi.


‘How did you get to meet him? What did you talk to him?’


‘I didn’t talk anything.’


‘Is that the truth?’


‘I swear.’


‘Then, why do you say you will only marry him? Everybody will laugh if they hear you. Will I say something to harm you?’


‘No.’


‘Then why don’t you listen to me, understand me?’


‘I want to listen to all of you, what Appa says, Amma says, Chitti says, you say.’


‘Then what stops you? Tell him to get lost.’


‘Can’t.’


‘Why?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘Do you know who you are? Do you know your status?’


‘Mmm.’


‘If our friends come to know that he drives an auto, what will they say? Do you still love him even though you know his status?’


‘Mmm.’


‘How?’


‘I like him.’


‘Why?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘What wonder of the world did you see in him?’


‘Nothing at all.’


‘You are an idiot,’ Arunmozhi said and sat for a while as if she didn’t like talking to Revathi. She picked up a book lying nearby and turned a few pages. Suddenly, as if in anger, she asked, ‘What are you doing? Do you know its consequences?’


‘I do think about it.’


‘Then?’


‘Nothing you all say stays in my mind. Only what he said.’


Arunmozhi looked at Revathi strangely. Then, she said in a tough voice, ‘It is because of your obstinacy that you are going to suffer, and make others suffer. This is the truth.’


‘Do you think so?’ Revathi asked in a sober voice. To look at her then, it seemed as if she would burst into tears any moment. The life that had animated her eyes five-six months earlier had died. There was no brightness in her face. No glow in her cheeks. It looked like the face of one who had just finished crying. Her normal style of talking, smiling, everything had gone. Her talk and her eyes were full of secrecy. Even the way she sat, it seemed she was carrying a huge burden. It was difficult to see her so. At the same time, Arunmozhi felt sorry that Revathi was refusing to listen to her.


‘What you are doing is not only about you. Many such guys follow girls all the time. Does it mean that we should marry all of them?’ Arunmozhi asked angrily. Without bothering about her anger, Revathi said calmly, “As soon as I saw you, like an infant getting lost in a huge festival crowd, I lost my heart,” he said that, didn’t he? That is why.’


This made Arunmozhi even angrier.


‘Chee. Shut your mouth. Those are only words,’ she said in a rage.


Revathi didn’t get angry. She didn’t get irritated. She said as if she had memorised it, ‘Even Appa, Amma, Anna, Arunmozhi, Revathi are only words.’


‘Then what is Ravi?’ Revathi didn’t expect this question from Arunmozhi. So, she didn’t open her mouth.


‘You are obsessed.’


‘You speak like a teacher,’ Revathi said but Arunmozhi got up as if she hadn’t heard it. Revathi didn’t ask her to sit. Didn’t ask her to stay. This made Arunmozhi very angry. She looked at Revathi with dislike. The way Revathi was sitting was like an orphan child begging for alms. Her eyes looked like those of a doll. She had lost considerable weight. Even the clothes she was wearing looked as if they were draped on her for the sake of appearance. When she looked at her, Arunmozhi’s anger came down slightly. She went near Revathi. Holding her right hand, Arunmozhi spoke as if these were her last words on the subject, ‘There will be someone for you in this world. Honestly, it is not him.’


Revathi did not say anything. She felt like sharing her plans with Arunmozhi: ‘After marriage, I will take him to Madras. I will join some company for work. I will get a good salary. We won’t have any major issues. I will buy him a car and ask him to drive it.’ But then she thought whether she, who simply gave her advice like Appa, Amma, and Chitti, would understand. She was surprised how all of them said the same thing: ‘Leave him.’


‘Do you remember Akila who always said “OK fine”, “OK fine” for everything, the girl who lived in the next room to us, the one who was dark, short, and flabby, the Salem girl? She said no to a boy working in an IT firm and managed to get a guy who works in the RTO, do you know?’


‘Is that so? I don’t have any contact with her now.’


When Arunmozhi replied, ‘Oh, you have a very big contact now,’ her face fell completely.


As if these were now her final words, Arunmozhi said, ‘I have talked to you for an entire night and a day. I tried talking to you even now. It doesn’t seem as if you are going to correct your ways. I am going back to my city. If you marry him, I won’t attend the marriage.’


‘I am going, leaving,’ Arunmozhi said this but she didn’t even move out of the room. As if she knew that Arunmozhi wouldn’t leave, Revathi didn’t try to dissuade her. She didn’t even plead with her. She sat as usual without moving. When Arunmozhi said as if she had suddenly remembered it, ‘That doctor fellow who followed you around in college. You should have chosen him. Better option.’ Revathi replied in an even voice, ‘Didn’t feel like it.’


‘This guy is the best option of all in this world, isn’t he?’ Arunmozhi asked and glared at her. Arunmozhi’s anger, shouting, irritation—nothing seemed to have the least effect on Revathi.
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‘Don’t spoil my mood, Amma.’


‘A murderer, I agree. But she is your sibling.’


‘I have experienced all the shame because of it.’


‘It must be a fault in the planets. That is why she has lost her mind. She never troubled us like this before.’


‘Leave me alone for a bit, Amma. It seems as if I am getting a headache.’


‘If like you, like your father, I too stand apart from all this, I am afraid that something may happen to destroy your father’s honour, your honour.’ Amaravathi was close to weeping when she said this.


‘Let her elope, let her get lost. We’ll do her funeral rites.’ Murugan spoke through clenched teeth.


‘We will lose our family honour.’


‘It’s disgusting.’ Murugan smote his forehead.


‘It is disgusting,’ said Amaravathi with emphasis, and sat there with her head hanging, not looking at Murugan. Amaravathi had not expected at all that Murugan would be so full of anger against Revathi. He had never spoken of her with such dislike before this. Usually, people’s anger would come down as they spoke about it. But it was the opposite with him now.
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