One Story is a new project by the National Library
Board that makes local short stories — originally
written in Tamil, Malay, Chinese, or English —
available in other languages. The project aims to bring
these stories to more readers beyond the language
communities that they were originally written for.

Palaniappan, a cloth merchant, sells a shipment of
defective cloth to his old friend Jamal in order to
pay the rent for his shop in Arab Street. Jamal had
helped him set up his business, and this act of
cheating causes Palaniappan to feel guilty.
Dharma’s Chariot offers a glimpse of what life was
like for small Indian import and export businesses
which prospered in the ‘70s and ‘80s, but
gradually declined when technology made their
middleman skills obsolete.
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PREFACE

As the custodian of Singapore’s literary works, the
National Library Board promotes books and stories
written in the nation’s mother tongue languages. Our
initiatives — which include mother-tongue reading clubs,
workshops for parents and young readers, and Culture
Connect talks for youths and adults — are all designed to

celebrate our nation’s rich cultural and linguistic heritage.

One Story is a new project dedicated to sharing
stories written by Singaporean authors more widely.
By making them available in the four official languages
— Tamil, Malay, Chinese and English — we believe that
these works, which were chosen in consultation with
respective language advisory committees, have the

potential to resonate with more readers.

Kicking off the series is “Dharma’s Chariot” by
Singapore Literature Prize winner Sithuraj Ponraj.
Originally written in Tamil, this short story gives
readers a glimpse of the rise and fall of small

Indian import and export businesses in Singapore.

Books offer us the opportunity to see the wotld
through different eyes and to connect more
meaningfully with the people around us. We

hope One Story will further foster inter-cultural
understanding, and spark deeper conversations that
explore the colourful threads that make up our diverse

and ever-evolving social fabric.

One Story Project Team



FOREWORD

My mentor Professor Tommy Koh first mooted

the idea of everyone in Singapore reading the same
book, an idea that was inspired by the “One City,
One Book” movement originating in Chicago. Today,
under a new project called “One Story”, the National
Library Board is making it possible for everyone in
Singapore to read this allegorical Tamil short story
entitled S gab in English (Dharma’s Chariot),
Chinese (IE£R %) and Malay (Pedati Perang
Dharma) versions. In the years to come, we will all
read more from each one of our common languages
and we will each have our different take from the

same books. That is the wonder that is fiction!

Sithuraj Ponraj is young in age but has matured
rapidly in the Tamil literary world. He reflects a
sensibility that is at once Singaporean and universal.
He has drawn the literary attention of not just
Singapore readers but also many from the Tamil
diaspora. A polyglot versed in at least four languages
including English, Spanish and French, he inhabits
different worlds at different times, leavening his tales

with a rare richness.

In Dharma’s Chariot, he confronts a dilemma many
of us face: to lie to save our livelihoods or not lie to
save our souls. In the great Indian epic Mahabharata,
Dharma is depicted as a king who never lies — the
epitome of righteousness. However, in the final
battlefield, he was obliged to lie in order to save

his kin. Some say that was his greatest downfall.
Drawing inspiration from this lesson, Ponraj spins a
contemporary story of struggle between honesty and
duplicity between friends.

I hope you find this story engaging. And I also hope it
does what David Foster Wallace says it should: “Good
fiction’s job is to comfort the disturbed and disturb the

comfortable.”

Arun Mahizhnan
Chair, Tamil Advisory Panel, NLB
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1

ngey have sent old cloth, Palaniappa.”

The noise of traffic passing through North Bridge
Road could be heard above the deep silence of Arab
Street. Palaniappan was cutting one-inch by one-
inch squares from a roll of cloth placed on his large,
wooden table. The suppliers usually sent cloth rolled
around long cardboard tubes. Palaniappan had to cut
smaller pieces from each roll and staple them to A4
cardboard sheets stamped with his company’s name
and logo. The Thai man would be coming the next day

to see the samples.

His right shoulder ached from cutting sample pieces of
cloth the whole day. But he couldn’t stop. This was the
business. Buyers would not have the patience to look at
different rolls of cloth. Seasoned buyers could tell the
type of cloth, its quality and the price at which it would
sell just by looking at the small pieces of cloth stapled
to the cardboard sheets.

Palaniappan needed to sell this shipment of cloth
tomorrow. He would not be able to pay this month’s

rent otherwise.

“Palaniappa, they have sent old cloth. The Korean
cheated us. Did you hear what I said?”



Sivasu was the same age as Palaniappan. He had joined
Palaniappan’s company back in ’64, after Palaniappan
had quarrelled with his uncle and set up his own
business. Ramkumar was born ten years after that. The
first shop had not been as large as the neighbouring
shops. Those large shops belonged to the affluent
Nattukkottai Chettiars. All Palaniappan’s company
consisted of at that time was just a rented corner on the
premises of alarger Chinese company called ‘Chu Hwa
Enterprises” on Market Street. All he had was a small
wooden desk, a telephone and a rectangular plastic sign
on the table that said New Light Enterprises’. Fifteen
dollars rent. That was all. Palaniappan had been twenty-

four years old then.

Palaniappan got married a few years after that. Sivasu

stayed single.

“Good sir, do you want me to open the next carton?

Say something.”
Palaniappan put down the scissors with the heavy metal
handle. He looked intently at Sivasu. He had heard

Sivasu’s question the first time. Palaniappan just did not

know the answer.
So, Palaniappan took his time to clear his throat loudly.

“Send it back.”
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“Can’t do, Palaniappa. The loan credit has been cleared.
The payment has been made, and it’s been ninety days
already. The Korean won’t give any refund. We should

have opened the cartons earlier.”

Then why in the world did you ask me in the first
place, thought Palaniappan, with a little anger. But
his face remained expressionless. He knew that
showing his anger would be pointless. Sivasu had not
changed in the last forty-five years. As a young boy,
Sivasu had run away from home in the temple town
of Mayavaram after quarrelling with his father. Sivasu
had not wanted to follow his father’s footsteps as a
temple priest, for the one or two annas he would get
in offerings for looking after a secondary shrine in
a larger temple. Sivasu had gone to Madras where
he had been chased away by his brother-in-law — his
older sister’s husband — before boarding a ship to
Singapore. In Singapore, no one had even wanted to

employ him for the simplest temple job.

Singapore Hindu temples had not been as prosperous
then as they were now. No one in the temples wanted
to share what paltry income there was with Sivasu.
So Sivasu had wandered across the river to Market
Street and had been taken in as a casual labourer in a
warehouse belonging to a Chettiar. There was no salary.
They gave him food at their &ittengi, a cross between a
kitchen and a dining hall.
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The only good thing that Sivasubramaniam Iyer did at
that point in his life was to choose to be a Singaporean
when it was still relatively easy to do so. Palaniappan,
who had delayed the decision, had to wait until
Ramkumar had finished his National Service to get
his citizenship. Sivasu did not go back even once to

Mayavaram after getting his Singapore citizenship.
“What are we supposed to do if not send back the cloth?”

Palaniappan could make out Sivasu standing in the dark,
cool interior of the shophouse, examining the defective

cloth by the light streaming in from a window grill.

“It’s quite alright, Palaniappa. You can’t really see that
the cloth is defective. The colour is faded only on the
inside. We can still manage to sell it.”

“Anyone who buys it will be unhappy with us.”

“No, we won’t get into any trouble. Can be sold. No

chance that the buyer will spot this.”

“You spotted the defect, didn’t you? The buyer will

spot it too.”

“Don’t be a pain, Palaniappa. You are just confusing
yourself. The towkay will be here for the rent
tomorrow. What will you say to him? Don’t you have
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to give money to your wife for this month’s expenses?”
“Okay, just keep the cloth.”

“Do you want to email the Korean? See if he will give

a partial refund?”

Palaniappan let out a deep sigh. There was an old
computer in the shop, bought five years ago. Now
almost obsolete. It had a monitor the size of an old
television set. Ramkumar bought the computer right
after he had started work. Palaniappan and Ramkumar
were still speaking to each other then. Ramkumar had
set up an email address for the company — ‘newlite@
yahoo.com’ — and taught his father how to send an
email. But Palaniappan had no feel for such things. He
still preferred to go to the bank himself and get his
passbook updated over the counter, rather than use a

machine. He had no use for a computer.

Palaniappan turned around to look at the sad, old
computer sitting on its PC desk. A framed picture of a
Hindu holy man was resting on the monitor. Maybe the
computer was no longer working. But Palaniappan did
not have the heart to throw the computer away either.
He would never be able to. His hands trembled slightly.

“Never mind. Put the cloth away.”



Sivasu started rolling the cloth, one by one, into the
back of the shop. It was an old shophouse. There were
rows of such two-storey shophouses, starting at the
corner of Jalan Sultan all the way to the Mosque. The
shophouses were small. Originally planned to house
businesses on the ground floot, and residences on the
second. There were many Malays and Indian Muslims
in the area. Arab and Indonesian merchants before that.
But the shophouses had long interiors. There was a #asi
padang stall on the ground floor below Palaniappan’s
shop. The prawn paste sazzbal belacan sold in the stall was
famous. Palaniappan had felt nauseous at the smell of
sambal belacan being prepared when he had first moved
into the area. He had grown used to the smell now. He

sometimes even had a craving for the dish.

Sivasu came and stood before Palaniappan after an hour
or so of rolling the cloth into the back of the shop.
Palaniappan was busy writing little descriptions under
the small pieces of cloth he had stapled to the cardboard
sheets and so did not notice Sivasu at first. He looked up
suddenly; Sivasu’s shadow had caught his eye.

“So, have you put the cloth away?”
“No, still have forty rolls to go. I can’t continue for

now. I am feeling slightly giddy — a bit nauseous. I think

I shall go to Islamic and have tea.”
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Sivasu’s face looked white. Palaniappan ducked his
head and checked the time on the old Seiko wall clock
that he had bought back in the *70s.

“It’s time for lunch anyway. Wait. I will come with you.”

Palaniappan gathered the bits of cloth strewn across his
table and arranged them neatly. He put the scissors into
the front drawer and locked it. He gave two sharp tugs
to the drawer to ensure that it was locked and then got

up from his chair. His shoulder was hurting badly now:.

Palaniappan and Sivasu went down to the street
using the dark stairs — Sivasu held onto Palaniappan’s
elbow tightly as they did so. Once they reached the
brightness of the street, Sivasu quickly took his hand
away. Their eyes were blinded momentarily by the
sunlight. The two men entered the web of small lanes
branching off from Arab Street and walked slowly
towards North Bridge Road. Sivasu allowed fifty

metres to pass before he spoke.
“The Korean cheated us, didn’t her”

Silence for ten metres. Sivasu was not expecting an

answer. Palaniappan knew this. Sivasu spoke again.

“We had Japanese suppliers. They would send the

goods exactly as promised. Ah — those times are gone.”
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That was true. Palaniappan’s prosperity had come
through his dealings with the Japanese suppliers in
those days. It was the time of the Vietnam conflict.
Southeast Asia was booming with prosperity from
buying and reselling surplus goods that the Americans
had left over. The Japanese had followed the scent of
money and brought machine-woven clothing, electrical
appliances and toys for sale in Singapore, Malaysia and
Thailand. Palaniappan and Sivasu, with their working
knowledge of English and Malay, had been ideally
placed to be commission agents for the Japanese
sellers. They would get between three to five percent
commission from everything they had managed to sell;
sometimes, eight. Palaniappan was discussing business,
in broken English, with the big Japanese bosses at the
Cockpit Hotel in Singapore when the famous Tamil
movie star MGR was in Japan filming his hit film,
Ulagam Sutrum Valiban.

There was a lot of money then. Palaniappan married
Hemalatha. He bought a house at River Valley Road,

and a cheap Japanese car.

Now, there were no more big Japanese bosses. The
Japanese economy had gone south beginning in the
’90s. The Japanese bosses had slowly faded away around
the time when goods started being sent more cheaply
by flight rather than by sea. Palaniappan’s business had

also declined around that time.

21
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The shophouses had little shelters over their backdoors
to provide shade against the sun. Sunlight lay in uneven
shapes under the shelters. Palaniappan and Sivasu picked
their way slowly past the alternating light and darkness.

“Not going home for lunch, I supposer”
Palaniappan did not reply. It was Sivasu who spoke again.
“I suppose Ram has come home?”

Palaniappan’s face hardened. Ramkumar was his only
son. He had hoped that Ramkumar would take over the
business after him. He had instead gone to teach after
finishing his degree, no doubt under the influence of
his friends. The boy obviously considered it shameful to
sweet-talk prospective buyers and haggle over the price
of cloth with suppliers. Ram did not seem to realise that
it was this sort of sweet-talking and haggling that had
allowed his father to pay for his studies and luxuries while
he was growing up. The boy was a fool. You could really
get to the top in this business if you were prepared to
work, and if luck was on your side. They were not going
to pay you a cent over your salary even if you worked

yourself to the bone in a paid job.
Palaniappan could have tolerated all of this. But Ram

married a Burasian girl without his permission. And
how was that? Ram came to tell him only after he had
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gone steady with the girl. A dual-ceremony wedding, at
a church and then at a temple. Palaniappan did not go to
Ram’s wedding, Only Hemalatha did. Palaniappan even
heard talk that Ram had converted.

They walked past Anwar Ali’s perfume shop, with
its strong scent of attar. Next, a traditional Unani
Dawakhana or medical shop. Palaniappan and Sivasu

then walked into the Islamic.

They did not exchange a word while eating. The noon
sunlight had set the streets outside on fire. After lunch,
Palaniappan and Sivasu walked back slowly to the shop.

When they reached the office, an older Indian-Muslim
man was waiting at the top of the stairs leading to the
shop. Palaniappan and Sivasu could not make out who it
was, since the man was standing in the darkness and they,
in the startlingly bright sunlight. They climbed the stairs
slowly. The other man called out to them when he saw

them coming,
“Finished lunch?”

Palaniappan knew who it was immediately. Uncle Jamal
was wearing one of those caps made of shiny material. He
had a surprisingly unlined, smooth face for a man who was
seventy. A snow-white beard. His fingers constantly rolling
bright green prayer beads. Uncle Jamal had a very large

Sithuraj Ponraj

garment shop on Arab Street. There was hardly anyone in
the neighbourhood who did not know Uncle Jamal. He was
a prominent member of the mosque on Victoria Street, and

taught weekly religious classes to Muslim children there.

Palaniappan and Sivasu were out of breath when they
reached the top of the stairs. Sivasu was bent double,
his body almost touching the dirt-covered floor, as
he turned a key in the lock to open the shop door.
Palaniappan continued to gasp for breath as he quickly
clasped Uncle Jamal’s hands into his own.

“Did you just come, Uncle?”

Palaniappan’s face was shining with delight. An old
business client, Uncle Jamal had helped him get
this shop space for rent at a reasonable price when
Palaniappan had been forced to leave his Market Street
premises back in ’77. Over the years, Uncle Jamal
had also stood by Palaniappan through business and

personal difficulties. He was a good man.

“Tell me, Uncle.”

“Nothing much, wappillai. Just a small favour.”
Neither man could remember when they had started

calling each other Uncle and mappillai. But there was

real affection between them.
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Palaniappan had served rose syrup at Uncle Jamal’s
eldest daughter’s wedding when there had been a
shortage of waiters to look after the guests. Uncle
Jamal had personally arranged and paid for the
buses that had fetched family members and others
to Mount Vernon when Palaniappan’s mother
passed away. Outsiders often misunderstood the
conversation between the two men to be mere

show and drama.

Palaniappan slightly shook the older man’s hands to

encourage him to speak.
“What is it, Uncler”

“Nothing much, mwappillai. You know, the Festival is
coming. My shop seems to have run out of Korean
georgette cloth. There’s a big buyer coming from
Dubai tomorrow who wants that cloth. 1T need the
material urgently. My son-in-law said that he saw the
material arriving in your shop. 1 wanted to ask your

advice on this.”

Uncle Jamal was a great man. He had the behaviour of
a king. People from distinguished families would never
put anyone in a difficult situation. This was why Uncle
Jamal did not ask for the cloth directly. He merely

asked for advice.

N
o
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Palaniappan began to tell Uncle Jamal about the cloth.
But Sivasu held on to Palaniappan’s wrist and spoke

first instead.

“Of course, Uncle. How can we say no to you? It’s just

the price, a bit higher this time round.”

Palaniappan felt nervous suddenly. He started to say
something. He wanted to tell Uncle Jamal the truth.
But Uncle Jamal misunderstood the real reason

behind Palaniappan’s nervousness.

“I can see that my mappillaiis hesitant. Perhaps he thinks
that his Uncle Jamal will not pay him a fair price?”

Sivasu was shaking his head vigorously. His hand was
still holding Palaniappan’s wrist tightly.

“How can you say that, Uncle? Would Palaniappan say
no to you? Is he such a person? Haven’t you done so
much for him? Will he be so ungrateful?”

“But my mappillai is not saying anything...”

“Say yes to Uncle, Palaniappa.”

Uncle Jamal and Sivasu were looking at Palaniappan.

Their eyes were filled with need. Their need turned to

desire and crawled down Palaniappan’s spine.
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Uncle Jamal clapped his hands a little and thanked
God. Sivasu tried to encourage Uncle Jamal to walk
to the back of the shop before Palaniappan changed

his mind.
“Come, Uncle. Let me show you the cloth right now.”

“No, Sivasu, I must go now. Lots of work at the shop. 1
will pay in full for the cloth now. My nephew will come

over with the men to collect the cloth later.”

There was a stunned silence in the shop after Uncle
Jamal left, having carefully counted out the money first.
Sivasu was sitting on a carton, dividing up the money
for the rent and other expenses. Palaniappan continued
stapling pieces of cloth to the cardboard sheets. There

was an unbearable sadness in what he was doing,

Sivasu came over to give Palaniappan the remaining

money. Palaniappan carefully locked it in the front drawer.

My father did not spend the money. I found it in his
drawer after he had died from a car accident. The money
had not moved from its place in the last ten years. There
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was a thin string tied around the cash, with a little note
in my father’s handwriting. The note, said ‘Uncle Jamal’s
money — Sep 2006’.

Notes

*  The Indian epic Mahabharata tells the story of the great King Yudhisthira
who never once told a lie. People used to call him Dharma because of his
righteousness. The Mahabharata says that because of his honesty, King
Yudhisthira’s chariot never touched the ground — even when he went to
the battlefield. However, duting the last final battle with the Kauravas,
King Yudhisthira was persuaded to tell a lie so that the great archer Drona
could be killed. Yudhisthira reluctantly agreed, and his chariot, which had

always hovered an inch above the ground, crashed down to earth.

* Ina Tamil dialogue or conversation, the form of the name
changes sometimes. In this instance, though Palaniappan is the
charactet’s actual name, the ‘n’ at the end will be silent when he is

being addressed.

*  Mappillai is a term of endearment, literally meaning ‘sister’s son’ or

‘son-in-law’.
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@ ia orang hantar kita kain lama, Palaniappa.”

Bunyi bising lalu lintas yang melalui North Bridge Road
memecah kesunyian Arab Street. Palaniappan sedang
memotong kain berbentuk segi empat sama sebesar
seinci persegi daripada segulung kain yang diletakkan di
atas meja kayunya yang besar. Para pembekal selalunya
menghantar kain yang digulung pada tiub-tiub kadbod
yang panjang. Palaniappan perlu memotong cebisan kecil
daripada setiap gulung dan mengokotnya pada kepingan
kadbod bersaiz A4 yang dicapkan dengan nama dan
lambang syarikatnya. Lelaki Thai itu akan datang pada
esok hari untuk melihat sampel-sampel tersebut.

Bahu kanannya bisa kerana memotong cebisan kain-
kain sampel sepanjang hari. Tetapi dia tidak boleh
berhenti. Ini lumrah perniagaan. Para pembeli tiada
masa untuk meneliti gulungan kain-kain yang berbeza.
Para pembeli tetapnya dapat membezakan jenis kain,
mutunya dan harga yang patut dijual hanya dengan
melihat cebisan kain-kain yang dikokot pada kepingan-
kepingan kadbod tersebut.

Palaniappan perlu menjual kiriman kain ini esok. Jika

tidak, dia tidak akan dapat membayar sewa bulan ini.

“Palaniappa, dia orang hantar kita kain lama. Orang
Korea tu dah tipu kita. Kau dengar tak apa aku cakap?”
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Sivasu sebaya dengan Palaniappan. Dia telah
menyertai syarikat Palaniappan semenjak tahun
’64, sclepas Palaniappan bertengkar dengan bapa
saudaranya dan membuka perniagaannya sendiri.
Ramkumar lahir sepuluh tahun kemudian. Kedai yang
pertama tidak sebesar kedai-kedai sekitarnya. Kedai-
kedai besar tersebut milik Ce#i Nattukkottai yang
mewah. Syarikat Palaniappan pada waktu itu sekadar
satu penjuru yang disewa di kawasan sebuah syarikat
Cina yang lebih besar bernama ‘Chu Hwa Enterprises’
di Market Street. Apa yang dia miliki hanya sebuah
meja tulis kayu yang kecil, sebuah telefon dan sebuah
tanda plastik bersegi empat atas mejanya yang tertera
‘New Light Enterprises’. Sewanya lima belas dolar.
Itu sahaja. Palaniappan ketika itu berusia dua puluh
empat tahun.

Palaniappan berkahwin beberapa tahun kemudian.

Sivasu terus membujang;

“Tuan yang budiman, kau nak aku buka karton

seterusnya? Jawablah.”

Palaniappan meletakkan ke bawah guntingnya yang
mempunyai pemegang besi yang berat. Dia merenung
Sivasu. Memang dia telah mendengar pertanyaan
Sivasu pada kali pertama tadi. Palaniappan hanya tidak

tahu bagaimana menjawabnya.

Sithuraj Ponraj

Jadi, Palaniappan sengaja berlengah, berdehem

beberapa kali sebelum bersuara.
“Hantarkan balik.”

“Tak boleh, Palaniappa. Kredit pinjaman dah dilunaskan.
Bayaran dah dibuat, dan dah lepas sembilan puluh hari
pun. Orang Korea tu tak akan bayar balik apa-apa. Kita
sepatutnya buka karton-karton tu lebih awal.”

Lalu, kenapa engkau tanya aku tadi, fikir Palaniappan
dengan agak gusar. Tetapi raut wajahnya tetap
tidak berubah. Dia tahu bahawa menunjukkan
kemarahannya tiada gunanya. Sivasu tidak berubah
semenjak empat puluh lima tahun lalu. Semasa
kanak-kanak, Sivasu telah lari dari rumah di bandar
kuil Mayavaram selepas bertengkar dengan ayahnya.
Sivasu enggan mengikuti jejak langkah ayahnya
sebagai pendeta kuil yang mendapat upah satu atau
dua annas sahaja kerana menjaga sebuah candi dalam
sebuah kuil yang lebih besar. Sivasu telah pergi ke
Madras di mana dia telah diusir oleh abang iparnya
sebelum menaiki sebuah kapal ke Singapura. Di
Singapura, tiada seorang pun ingin mengupahnya

untuk melakukan kerja-kerja kuil paling ringan.
Kuil-kuil Hindu di Singapura tidak begitu makmur

ketika itu berbanding sekarang, Tiada orang di kuil-
kuil ingin berkongsi pendapatan kecil mereka dengan
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Sivasu. Jadi Sivasu telah merayau menyeberangi sungai
ke Market Street dan telah diambil bekerja sebagai
buruh kasar di sebuah gudang milik seorang ceti. Dia
tidak diberi gaji. Mereka memberinya makanan di
kittengi mereka, gabungan antara sebuah dapur dan
bilik makan.

Satu-satunya perkara baik yang Sivasubramaniam
Iyer lakukan pada waktu itu dalam hidupnya adalah
memilih menjadi warga negara Singapura. Waktu
itu boleh dikatakan masih mudah melakukannya.
Palaniappan, yang telah menangguhkan keputusan
tersebut, perlu menunggu sehingga Ramkumar
sudah menamatkan Perkhidmatan Negaranya untuk
mendapatkan kerakyatan. Sivasu tidak pernah pulang
biarpun sekali ke Mayavaram selepas memperolehi

kerakyatan Singapura.
“Apa yang patut kita buat kalau tak pulangkan kain tu?”

Palaniappan dapat melihat Sivasu berdiri di bahagian
dalam rumah kedainya yang gelap dan sejuk. Sivasu
sedang meneliti kain yang cacat itu dengan adanya

cahaya matahari yang menembusi sebuah jeriji tingkap.
“Tak teruk sangat, Palaniappa. Susah nak perasan yang

kain tu cacat. Warnanya pudar cuma pada bahagian

dalam. Kita masih boleh menjualnya.”
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“Sesiapa yang membelinya pasti tak puas hati dengan kita.”

“Tak, kita takkan ada apa-apa masalah. Boleh dijual.
Tak mungkin pembeli akan perasan.”

“Kau perasan kecacatannya, kan? Pembeli pun akan

perasan juga.”

“Jangan susahkan diri, Palaniappa. Kau cuma kelirukan
diri sendiri. Tauke akan datang sini untuk ambil duit
sewa besok. Apa yang kau nak bilang dia? Kan kau
kena beri duit belanja kepada orang rumah kau untuk

bulan ni?”
“Baiklah, simpan saja kain tu.”

“Kau nak hantar e-mel kepada orang Korea tu? Nak
tengok sama ada dia akan bayar balik sebahagiannya?”

Palaniappan mengeluh panjang. Ada sebuah komputer
lama di kedainya yang dibeli lima tahun lalu. Sekarang
hampir usang. Ia mempunyai sebuah monitor bersaiz
set televisyen lama. Ramkumar membeli komputer
tersebut sejurus selepas dia mula bekerja. Palaniappan
dan Ramkumar masih berbicara dengan satu sama lain
pada ketika itu. Ramkumar telah membuat satu alamat
e-mel untuk syarikatnya — ‘newlite@yahoo.com’ — dan
telah mengajar ayahnya bagaimana mengirim e-mel.

Tetapi Palaniappan tidak cenderung pada hal-hal
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begitu. Dia masih lebih suka pergi ke bank sendiri dan
mengemas kini buku akaunnya di kaunter berbanding
menggunakan sebuah mesin. Dia tidak perlukan

sebarang komputer.

Palaniappan mengalihkan pandangan ke arah komputer
lamanya yang sudah tua bangka di atas meja PCnya.
Sebingkai gambar seorang pendeta Hindu terletak di
atas monitornya. Mungkin komputer itu sudah rosak.
Tetapi Palaniappan tidak sampai hati untuk membuang
komputer tersebut. Dia tidak akan tergamak

melakukannya. Tangannya menggeletar sedikit.
“Tak apa. Ketepikan kain tu.”

Sivasu mula menggulung kain tersebut, satu demi satu,
ke bahagian belakang kedai itu. Ia merupakan sebuah
rumah kedai yang lama. Ada beberapa deretan rumah
kedai dua tingkat seperti itu, bermula dari penjuru
Jalan Sultan sehingga ke Masjid Sultan. Rumah kedai
itu kecil. Ia mulanya dirancang untuk menempatkan
kedai-kedai di tingkat bawah dan penginapan di tingkat
atas. Terdapat banyak orang Melayu dan India Muslim
dalam kawasan tersebut. Dulu, pedagang Arab dan
Indonesia. Tetapi rumah kedai tersebut mempunyai
ruang dalaman yang memanjang. Terdapat sebuah
gerai nasi padang di tingkat bawah kedai Palaniappan.
Sambal belacan berpati udang yang dijual di gerai

tersebut diminati ramai. Palaniappan pernah berasa

Sithuraj Ponraj

mual dengan bau sambal belacan yang sedang disiapkan
ketika pertama kali berpindah ke situ. Namun, dia
sudah biasa dengan bau tersebut sekarang. Malah, dia

kadangkala mengidam sajian tersebut.

Sivasu datang dan berdiri di hadapan Palaniappan
setelah kurang lebih sejam menggulung kain dan
meletakkannya di bahagian belakang kedai tersebut.
Palaniappan sedang sibuk menulis keterangan di bawah
cebisan kain yang telah dikokotnya pada kepingan-
kepingan kadbod tadi. Oleh itu, dia tidak perasan
kehadiran Sivasu pada mulanya. Dia mendongak secara
tiba-tiba apabila terpandang kelibat Sivasu.

“Jadi, kau dah ketepikan kain tur”

“Belum lagi, masih ada lagi empat puluh gulung, Aku
tak dapat teruskan dulu. Aku rasa agak mabuk — sedikit
mual. Aku nak pergi restoran Islamic dan minum teh.”
Muka Sivasu kelihatan pucat. Palaniappan menunduk
dan melihat masa pada jam dinding Seiko lama yang

dibelinya pada tahun 70an.

“Dah masuk waktu makan tengah hari pun. Tunggu.

Aku nak ikut..”

Palaniappan mengumpulkan cebisan-cebisan  kain

yang bersepah atas mejanya dan menyusunnya dengan
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kemas. Dia meletakkan guntingnya ke dalam laci depan
dan menguncinya. Dia menarik laci itu dua kali untuk
memastikan ia terkunci dan kemudian bangun dari

kerusinya. Bahunya sangat sakit sekarang;

Palaniappan dan Sivasu turun tangga yang gelap untuk
sampai ke lorong di bawah — Sivasu memegang kuat
pada siku Palaniappan sewaktu mereka turun. Apabila
mereka sampai ke lorong yang terang itu, Sivasu
dengan cepat melepaskan tangannya. Cahaya matahari
menyilaukan pandangan mereka seketika. Kedua-dua
lelaki tersebut memasuki jaringan lorong-lorong kecil
yang bercabang dari Arab Street dan berjalan perlahan-
lahan ke arah North Bridge Road. Sivasu melangkah

schingga lima puluh meter sebelum bersuara.
“Orang Korea tu menipu kita, kan?”

Suasana sepi sepanjang sepuluh meter mereka berjalan.
Sivasu  tidak mengharapkan sebarang jawapan.

Palaniappan tahu hal ini. Sivasu berbicara lagi.

“Kita pernah ada pembekal Jepun. Mereka akan hantar
barangan tepat pada janji. Ah — masa-masa tersebut

dah berlalu.”
Memang benar kata Sivasu. Kemewahan Palaniappan

adalah hasil daripada urusannya dengan para pembekal

Jepun pada masa itu. Itu berlaku semasa sengketa
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Vietnam. Asia Tenggara sedang melalui zaman
kemakmuran. Durian runtuh diperolehi daripada
pembelian dan penjualan semula barangan lebihan
yang telah ditinggalkan oleh warga Amerika. Orang
Jepun menyusul memburu kekayaan dengan membawa
masuk pakaian buatan mesin, peralatan elektrik
dan mainan untuk dijual di Singapura, Malaysia dan
Thailand. Dengan kebolehan berbahasa Inggeris
dan Melayu, Palaniappan dan Sivasu selesa menjadi
ejen yang mengambil dalal untuk para penjual Jepun.
Mereka mendapat antara tiga hingga lima peratus
dalal daripada semua barang yang terjual. Kadangkala,
schingga lapan peratus. Sedang Palaniappan rancak
berbincang niaga, dalam bahasa Inggeris pasar, dengan
bos-bos besar Jepun di Cockpit Hotel Singapura,
bintang besar wayang Tamil MGR pula sibuk di Jepun
membuat penggambaran filem pecah panggungnya,
Ulagam Sutrum Valiban.

Dia kaya pada waktu itu. Palaniappan menikahi
Hemalatha. Dia membeli sebuah rumah di River Valley
Road, dan sebuah kereta Jepun yang murah.

Sekarang, tiada lagi bos-bos besar Jepun. Ekonomi
Jepun telah merudum semenjak tahun 90an. Bos-
bos Jepun tersebut telah beransur-ansur menghilang
sedang penghantaran barang-barang melalui kiriman
udara didapati lebih murah berbanding laut. Perniagaan

Palaniappan juga telah menurun pada waktu itu.
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Rumah-rumah kedai tersebut hanya ada bumbung kecil
atas pintu belakangnya sebagai pelindung daripada
matahati. Cahaya matahari menyelinap masuk dalam
pelbagai bentuk berbeza di bawah bumbung-bumbung
tersebut. Palaniappan dan Sivasu berjalan perlahan-
lahan melewati cahaya terang dan bayang gelap yang

silih berganti.

“Tak balik untuk makan tengah harikah?”
Palaniappan tidak menjawab. Sivasu bertanya lagi.
“Ram dah balik rumahkah?”

Palaniappan mengerutkan muka. Ramkumar anak
lelakinya yang tunggal. Dia telah berharap bahawa
Ramkumar akan mengambil alih perniagaannya
selepas dia tiada. Sebaliknya anaknya memilih menjadi
guru selepas memperolehi ijazah. Dia yakin keputusan
anaknya itu dipengaruhi kawan-kawannya. Anaknya
ternyata menganggap bercakap manis untuk dapatkan
bakal pelanggan sesuatu yang memalukan. Begitu
juga dengan tawar-menawar harga kain dengan para
pembekal. Tidakkah Ram sedar bahawa perbuatan
inilah yang telah membolehkan ayahnya membiayai
pengajiannya dan memberinya kesenangan hidup
selama ini? Budak lelaki ini tolol. Sesiapa pun
sebenarnya boleh berjaya dalam bidang perniagaan

ini asalkan bersedia untuk bekerja bertungkus lumus.
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Begitu juga jika nasib menyebelahi kita. Kalau kita
makan gaji, jangan harap majikan akan membayar kita
lebih sesen pun sungguhpun kita bekerja bermati-

matian untuknya.

Bagi Palaniappan, itu semua boleh dia terima. Tetapi
Ram menikahi seorang gadis Serani tanpa kebenarannya.
Jadi bagaimana? Ram hanya datang memberitahunya
setelah dia telah menjadikan gadis itu temanitanya. Dua
majlis persandingan telah diadakan. Pertama di sebuah
gereja dan kemudian di kuil pula. Palaniappan tidak
menghadiri persandingan Ram. Hanya Hemalatha yang
pergi. Palaniappan malah mendengar cerita bahawa

Ram telah menukar agama.

Mereka berjalan melepasi kedai haruman Anwar Ali,
dengan bauan atarnya yang kuat. Seterusnya, sebuah
kedai perubatan tradisi Unani Dawakhana. Palaniappan

dan Sivasu kemudian masuk ke dalam restoran Islamic.

Mereka tidak bercakap sepatah pun semasa makan.
Cahaya matahari tengah hari telah membakar lorong-
lorong di luar. Selepas makan tengah hari, Palaniappan
dan Sivasu berjalan perlahan kembali ke kedai.

Apabila mereka tiba di pejabat, seorang lelaki India
Muslim yang berumur sedang menanti di anak tangga
teratas menuju ke kedai. Palaniappan dan Sivasu tidak

dapat mengecam siapa orang itu, kerana dia sedang
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berdiri dalam gelap dan mereka pula dalam cahaya
matahari yang sangat terang. Mereka memanjat anak
tangga perlahan-lahan. Orang itu memanggil mereka

ketika melihat mereka menghampiri.
“Dah makan tengah hari?”

Palaniappan dengan serta-merta kenal siapa orang itu.
Pakcik Jamal memakai kopiah yang dibuat daripada
bahan berkilat. Wajahnya tidak berkedut dan licin
walaupun dia berumur tujuh puluh tahun. Janggutnya
seputih salji. Jari-jarinya sentiasa membelek manik-
manik tasbihnya yang berwarna hijau terang. Pakcik
Jamal memiliki sebuah kedai kain yang sangat besar
di Arab Street. Tiada sesiapa rasanya dalam kejiranan
tersebut yang tidak mengenali Pakcik Jamal. Dia
merupakan seorang anggota terkemuka masjid yang
tetletak di Victoria Street, dan mengajar kelas agama

mingguan kepada kanak-kanak Islam di sana.

Palaniappan dan Sivasu tercungap-cungap apabila
mereka tiba di anak tangga teratas. Sivasu terbongkok-
bongkok, badannya hampir menyentuh lantai yang
berhabuk, sedang dia memutar kunci dalam mangga
untuk membuka pintu kedai tersebut. Palaniappan
menghela nafas lega. Lalu terus bersalaman dengan
Pakcik Jamal.

“Baru sampai, Pakcik?”

Sithuraj Ponraj

Wajah Palaniappan bersinar kegembiraan. Pakcik Jamal
bukan sahaja pelanggan lama perniagaannya, malah
dia telah membantu Palaniappan mendapatkan ruang
kedai ini untuk disewa pada harga yang berpatutan
ketika Palaniappan terpaksa meninggalkan kawasannya
di Market Street pada tahun ’77. Sepanjang tahun-
tahun kemudian, Pakcik Jamal juga telah menyokong
Palaniappan mengharungi kesukaran perniagaan dan

hal peribadinya. Dia seorang yang baik.
“Beritahu saya, Pakcik.”

“Tak ada apa-apa sangat, mappillai. Cuma nak minta
tolong sedikit.”

Masing-masing tidak ingat bila mereka mula memanggil
satu sama lain Pakcik dan mappillai. Tetapi wujud

kemesraan sejati antara mereka.

Palaniappan telah menyajikan sirap ros di majlis
persandingan anak perempuan sulung Pakcik Jamal
ketika terdapat kekurangan pelayan untuk melayani para
undangan waktu itu. Pakcik Jamal telah secara peribadi
mengaturkan dan membayar sewa bas-bas yang telah
menghantar ahli keluarga dan yang lain ke Mount
Vernon apabila ibu Palaniappan meninggal dunia.
Orang luar sering salah anggap bahawa perbualan

antara kedua-dua lelaki ini sekadar wayang dan drama.
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Palaniappan menggerakkan sedikit tangan lelaki
yang lebih tua daripadanya itu supaya dia tergerak

untuk bersuara.
“Apa dia, Pakcik?”

“Tak ada apa-apa sangat, mappillai. Kau kan tahu,
dah nak musim Raya ni. Kedai aku nampaknya dah
kehabisan kain sutera nipis Korea. Ada seorang
pembeli besar akan datang dari Dubai besok. Dia yang
nak kain tu. Aku betul-betul perlukan kain tu. Menantu
lelaki aku kata, dia ada nampak bahan tu tiba ke kedai
kau. Aku nak dapatkan nasihat kau tentang hal ni.”

Pakcik Jamal seorang lelaki yang hebat. Dia
memiliki adab seorang raja. Orang-orang yang
datang dari keluarga baik-baik tidak akan mahu
menyusahkan sesiapa. Inilah sebabnya Pakcik Jamal
tidak meminta kain tersebut secara langsung. Dia

sekadar meminta nasihat.

Palaniappan tergerak memberitahu Pakcik Jamal
tentang kain tersebut. Tetapi Sivasu menggenggam
pergelangan  tangan Palaniappan dan  sebaliknya

bersuara dahulu.

“Tentu, Pakcik. Mana boleh kami nak katakan tidak
kepada Pakcik? Cuma harganya sedikit mahal kali ni.”
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Palaniappan berasa gementar tiba-tiba. Dia mula berkata
sesuatu. Dia ingin memberitahu Pakcik Jamal hakikat
sebenarnya. Tetapi Pakcik Jamal salah tafsit sebab

sebenar di sebalik perasaan gemuruh Palaniappan itu.

“Aku nampak mappillaiku teragak-agak. Mungkin dia
ingat Pakcik Jamalnya tak kan membayarnya harga
yang baik?”

Sivasu menggeleng-geleng kepalanya dengan rancak.
Tangannya masih menggenggam pergelangan tangan

Palaniappan dengan erat.

“Kenapa cakap macam tu, Pakcik? Takkanlah
Palaniappan katakan tidak kepada Pakcik? Dia
macam itukah orangnya? Bukankah Pakcik dah
sangat berjasa kepadanya? Takkanlah dia nak jadi
kacang lupakan kulit?”

“Tapi mappillaiku tak cakap apa-apa...”

“Katakan ya kepada Pakcik, Palaniappa.”

Pakcik Jamal dan Sivasu memerhatikan Palaniappan.
Mata mereka bagaikan merayu. Rayuan mereka tidak
dapat tidak mesti dipenuhi. Palaniappan berasa wajib

menunaikan permintaan Pakcik Jamal.

“Hmm.”

68



Pakcik Jamal menepuk tangan sedikit dan berterima
kasih kepada Tuhan. Sivasu cuba mendorong Pakcik
Jamal berjalan ke bahagian belakang kedai sebelum
Palaniappan boleh bertukar fikiran.

“Mari, Pakcik. Biar saya tunjukkan kepada Pakcik kain

tu sekarang juga.”

“Tak apa Sivasu, aku mesti pergi sekarang. Ada banyak
kerja di kedai. Aku nak bayar harga penuh untuk kain tu
sekarang. Anak saudara lelaki aku akan datang dengan

beberapa orang untuk ambil kain tu nanti.”

Suasana dalam kedai sunyi sepi setelah Pakcik Jamal
beredar, sesudah mengira wang bayaran dengan
teliti terlebih dahulu. Sivasu sedang duduk di atas
sebuah karton, membahagi-bahagikan wang tersebut
untuk melunaskan sewa dan lain-lain perbelanjaan.
Palaniappan terus mengokot cebisan kain kepada
kepingan-kepingan kadbod. Ada kesedihan yang tidak
tertanggung dengan apa yang sedang dibuatnya.

Sivasu menghampiri Palaniappan untuk memberinya

baki wang tersebut. Palaniappan dengan penuh prihatin
menguncinya dalam laci bahagian hadapan.
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Ayahku tidak membelanjakan wang tersebut. Aku
menemuinya dalam lacinya setelah dia meninggal dunia
akibat kemalangan kereta. Wang tersebut tidak beralih
dari tempatnya sepanjang sepuluh tahun yang lalu.
Terdapat sebenang tali halus yang diikat pada wang tunai
itu, dengan satu nota tulisan tangan ayahku. Pada nota
tersebut tertulis “Wang Pakcik Jamal” — Sep 2006’.

Nota

*  Syair agung India Mahabharata mengisahkan cerita Raja Yudhisthira
yang hebat dan tidak pernah berbohong walau sekalipun. Orang
pernah memanggilnya Dharma kerana kewarakannya. Malahan,
disebabkan kejujurannya, pedati baginda tidak pernah menyentuh
bumi — walaupun semasa pergi ke medan perang. Bagaimanapun,
semasa pertempuran terakhir dengan Kauravas, Raja Yudhisthira
telah dipujuk untuk berbohong supaya pemanah hebat Drona dapat
dibunuh. Yudhisthira dengan berat hati bersetuju, dan pedatinya,
yang selama ini sentiasa terapung satu inci atas daratan, terhempas

ke bumi.

*  Bentuk nama yang digunakan dalam sesebuah dialog atau perbualan
dalam bahasa Tamil kadangkala mengalami perubahan. Dalam hal ini,
meskipun Palaniappan merupakan nama sebenar watak, huruf ‘n’ di

hujungnya akan disenyapkan ketika namanya disebut.

*  Mappillai ialah panggilan mesra, secara literal memberi maksud

‘anak lelaki saudara perempuan’ atau ‘menantu lelaki’.
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Tamil tentang kisah klasik Arab 1001 Malam, bertajuk
Rathaisolliyin 1001 Iravugal. Kini, beliau sedang berusaha
menghasilkan novel Tamilnya yang terbaharu dan

kumpulan cerpen ketiganya.
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