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To Follow a Dusty Elephant 

Don't panic," Lucy said. “Your kid will turn up sooner or later.” 

But Raja was supposed to return from Mike's picnic at seven and it was already half past. 

Maybe Mike's mother had an automobile accident. Maybe Raja got lost in the woods, drowned 

in the creek, or locked up inside a discarded freezer. But at least he could not be walking 

behind a dusty elephant—as I did when I was his age. 

I stopped howling only when Granny promised to take me to the river. My brother Maniannan 

and my cousin Logu had already sneaked out to the river before I woke up. 

When Father sent me and Maniannan with Granny to Vikramapuram for the summer, I 

anticipated a boring holiday.But the river near that textile mill town made it the most exciting 

place I had ever been to. 

The last two days Maniannan and Logu took me to the river. They were big boys and they got to 

the middle of the river where the water came to their necks. I stayed near the bank, at the 

stone steps, where the water came to my chest. From time to time, l sat down so my head was 

under the water. I had learned to hold my breath without using my fingers. Yesterday Logu, 

who was older and taller than my brother, carried me to the middle of the river and seated me 

on a rock. I enjoyed dangling my feet in the water and splashing myself as I surveyed the people 

bathing and playing in the river from my isolated island. 

But that day they had gone to the river without waiting for me to wake up. I did not know the 

way to the river and anyhow I was not allowed out in the streets by myself. 

When I complained to Granny, she said she would take me. Granny went to the river after 

helping my aunt finish the morning cooking. She went to the place where only women and girls 

bathed. No men or boys; except little ones, went there. But Granny said that she would take 

me where Maniannan and Logu would be playing. 

While Granny finished her chores in the kitchen, I was to stay in the verandah and be a good 

boy. 

I was busy watching people go this way and that in the street when I heard the bell. That meant 

the elephant was coming. 

The elephant belonged to the temple. Every day he came from the street by the side of my 

uncle's house and went through the street in front. I heard the shouts and laughter of the 
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children who followed the elephant. Soon I saw the elephant as he lumbered around the 

corner. 

He was a big black beast with legs that looked like pillars. That day, he looked like a red 

elephant because of the dust covering his hide. His thick trunk was swinging in the front and his 

thin tail was swishing in the back. A huge brass bell hung around his neck. The mahout, who 

took care of the elephant, sat on his back near the neck. 

As the elephant went by the verandah, I could see his eyes. They were tiny for such a huge 

animal, especially compared to his ears. The eyes were smiling with mischief. 

Two houses down from my uncle's, the elephant raised his trunk and grabbed a bunch of 

bananas growing on a tree be hind the compound wall. The house owner saw this and started 

yelling. The mahout heard the yell , saw the elephants theft, and shouted something into his 

enormous ear. Then he pricked the elephant with a stick with a iron hook. But the elephant 

pretended nothing was happening, wrested the bananas, threw it into his enormous mouth, 

and kept on walking. The home owner continued to yell. The mahout said something about 

feeding an elephant being a religious virtue. 

I ran to the kitchen to tell Granny about the elephant's mis chief. But Granny was not there. I 

asked my aunt "Where's Granny?" 

·My aunt, stirring the rice- in a big clay pot over the fire, did not even look up. 

"I don't know." 

I ran from one room to another, yelling for Granny. Only the baby and the maid were in the big 

room. I went to the back of the house. On the way, I saw the store room with its closed door. 

Granny was not by the well. I ran back to the kitchen and asked my aunt again. 

She said, "I don't know and don't bother me." 

I went back to the verandah, but Granny was not there. She was nowhere in the house. 

Granny had also sneaked out to the river through the back the way! 

I looked at the street. I did not know what to do. 

I remembered seeing the elephant in the river the day before. He was standing in the middle of 

the river with water coming up to the top of his legs. The mahout splashed water all over the 

elephant's body and scrubbed it with a brush of coconut husks. The elephant seemed to enjoy 

his bath. From time to time he sucked up some water with his trunk, raised it high over his 

head, and sprinkled his body. · 
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The dusty elephant definitely needed a bath that day. He was going to the river and, if I 

followed him, I could go to the river too. If Ihurried, I would catch up with Granny. Maybe I 

should pretend not to see her and go directly to Maniannan and Logu. 

I decided to follow the dusty elephant. 

I got into the street. I saw the elephant in the distance and ran after him. I joined the 

procession of children behind the elephant. 

From time to time the elephant stopped to pick up in his trunk the bunches of banana, pieces 

of coconut, or packets of brown rice which people offered him. He threw everything into his 

mouth and kept on walking. 

One of the boys tried to pinch the elephant's leg. The elephant whisked his tail, but it was too 

short to reach the boy. The other children yelled to the mahout about the boy's mischief. The 

mahout turned around and yelled at all of us, "You children, go back home!" 

Nobody obeyed him, but I slowed down some distance behind the main group of children. 

By that time I was worried about the elephant moving so slow that I might not be able to catch 

up with Granny. 

Then I saw Granny at a distance. Just in time, as she was turning into a side street. I recognized 

her by the white sari she wore. All old women who did not have a husband wore a white sari. 

I ran in front of the elephant, giving him plenty of room. I did not want to be trampled under 

one of his big feet. I turned into the side street, yelling for Granny. She did not hear me and 

turned into another street. I kept running and yelling, "Wait for me Granny, I'm coming too." 

Only when I got close and was about to grab her hand, I realized it was not Granny. hat lady 

was old d wore a white sari, but she was not granny. 

I stopped by the side of the street trying to figure out what to do next. I could go back and find 

the elephant again. 

Just then a lady from the house in front of me threw a bunch of banana leaves (which people 

ate out of) into a trash can in the street. A few pieces of uneaten food fell to the ground. Two 

dogs raced over; the big ugly dog got there first and grabbed a piece of iddly. He gobbled it up 

fast. When the smaller dog reached for a smaller piece, the big dog snapped at him and kept 

him away. 

That was not fair. I took a stone from the street and threw it at the big dog. It did not even get 

near him. I picked up another stone and moved nearer. The dog finished gulping down the food 

and growled at me. I became frightened and dropped the stone. The dog came nearer as if to 

smell my hand. I was sure he was going to bite my fingers off. 
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I turned around and ran. The dog chased me. The small dog joined in, yelping with delight. I ran 

fast and turned into a side street. The dogs were still chasing me. At the comer of the next 

street, a lady selling peanuts shouted a proverb at me: Dogs chase only those who run. I had 

heard that before, but I did not want to test the proverb at that moment. 

When I turned into the next street, a big man saw me and the dogs. He picked up a stick and 

threw it at the dogs. The dogs stopped and growled at him. He yelled at the dogs, and they 

turned around and ran away. 

The big man came toward me. "Little boy, are you lost? Where are you going?" 

I realized who that man was. Granny had told me that if I ever went to the street without a 

grown-up, a policeman would arrest me and put me in jail. I laughed at her and said that I 

would run away fast whenever I saw a uniformed policeman in the distance so he could not 

catch me. But Logu said that some policemen did not wear a uniform and they were called CID. 

Maniannan added that the CID were specially trained to arrest small children who went to the 

street without a license. I could only get my license when I became six. 

I looked at the big man and said, "No, I am not lost. I am going to my uncle's house." 

“Where is your uncle's house?” 

“In that street,” I said and ran to a street on the left. I did not look back until after a long time. 

The CID was not following me! 

That street ended up in a road with lots of people and bullock carts going in one direction. I 

walked the other direction while sorting things out. 

I kept walking for a long time. Houses by the side of the road became fewer. Then the houses 

were replaced by big banyan trees for a long stretch of the road. After some time, even the 

trees disappeared. 

By that time, the sun was getting hot. The middle of the road was burning my feet because I did 

not have any sandals. I walked on the sparse grass by the side of the road. I felt very thirsty but 

told myself I could drink all I wanted when I reached the river. 

But even after walking for a long time I did not see the river. I did not see anything I recognized 

as being on the way to the river. 

Suddenly, I did not want to go to the river anymore. I wanted to go home. 

I saw something which made me happy. I saw the railway line crossing the road. I knew that the 

trains went to Vikramapuram, and my uncle's house was close by the railway station. If I 

stopped the train, then I could go to.Vikramapuram. I sat on the railway track. The engine 

driver would see me and stop the train. I would explain to the Ticket Inspector that my uncle 

would pay my fare when we reached the Vikramapuram station. 
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But I did not see any train after waiting for a long, long time. The steel rails were getting hot 

under my seat and I moved over to the wooden sleepers. I did not have a shirt on and the sun 

burned my back and shoulders. I remembered Granny telling me not to stay in the sun because 

I would get a fever and my body would tum black. · 

Perhaps the train would not come until night. Perhaps that day was a holiday for the train. 

I was getting hot and hungry and I decided to walk back the way I came. But I had changed my 

position so many times and both sides of the road looked the same, I did not know which way I 

came. 

As I walked on the road, I began worrying about what to say to my uncle. He was not strict like 

my Father and he did not punish children. I was sure he would be searching for me. Anytime 

then, my uncle would be coming on the road on his bike, looking for me. 

But nobody was in sight as far as I could see in both directions. Only a few hawks flying high up 

in the sky without flap ping their wings. 

Suddenly I was frightened. What if this road led me to a forest with lions and tigers? What if I 

never found the way back home? I began to cry. 

Then I saw a lorry in the distance. It was a red lorry, coming toward my direction. I could see 

two men seated in front, the driver and another man. As the lorry passed me, they looked at 

me curiously. 

I turned around and looked at the lorry. It carried bricks in the back. 

The lorry stopped suddenly. Then it started backing up toward me. It stopped again and the 

driver jumped out and came to me. 

"Little boy, are you lost?" 

I just cried louder. The man picked me up and took me to the lorry. He seated me near the 

other man who had a big mustache. 

When the lorry started moving again, the man with the mustache asked, "What is your name? 

Where are you going?" "Thiagarajan, sir. I am going to my uncle's house in Vikramapuram. 

Please take me there." 

The man said, "That's where we are going. How did you get this far from your uncle's house?" 

I did not answer 

After some time, the man asked me, "What's your uncle's name?" 

I said, "Mill Supervisor." Both men laughed. 
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The driver asked me, "What is your address?" 

I gave them our address in Madras. The two men laughed again and said I was very smart. 

Then the man asked me what my uncle's house looked like. I said, "It's made of brick. It has a 

roof and white walls. The house has a kitchen and from the verandah you can see the 

elephant." 

The men laughed again. I could not understand what was funny. 

Suddenly I realized who the men were. Logu had told me about people who kidnap small 

children and take them to North India. They bury the children.in a hole in the ground and build 

brick houses on top. The children are buried to make goddess Kali happy. Then she would 

protect the house from flood and fire and other things. The bricks in the back of the lorry con 

firmed my fear. The men were laughing because they had kidnapped me so easily. 

I should jump out of the lorry as soon as I can. But I was trapped between the driver and the 

man with the mustache. 

The lorry arrived at the outskirts of a town and I could see many people on the road. I was 

happy the men were not taking me directly to North India. 

The lorry stopped in front of a big red brick building. "This is not my uncle's house" I said. 

"This is the police station and we are going to leave you here. The police will take good care of 

you." 

No, they would not. Logu told me that people in jails got only cold rice to eat and dirty water to 

drink-and only once a day 

The man with the mustache took me by hand inside the police station. I decided not to run 

away yet and wait for a better chance. 

We went to the Inspector's office. The mansat me on a chair and talked respectfully to the 

Inspector. 

"What have you got here?" the Inspector asked. 

"We found him wandering in the Papanasam road. He is from this town." 

He winked at the Inspector and continued, "His uncle's name is Mill Supervisor. He lives in a 

house with doors and windows." 

The Inspector laughed and turned around to talk to a constable. 

That was when I decided my time had arrived. I jumped from the chair and bolted to the door. I 

overturned a basket with-crumpled paper. But I did not stop. I ran to the door. 
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Just as I was running out, I bumped into a man coming in. He grabbed me quickly and lifted me 

up. He held me so tight I could not escape. With great fear, I looked at his face. 

It was my uncle! 

Back home, Granny fed me lot of bananas and sweet rice. She explained she was in the store 

room changing her sari when she heard me calling for her. Uncle gave me orange crush. He 

explained how they searched for me for four hours. 

Finally, he went to the police station to ask for their help. 

Later that day, I explained to Maniannan and Logu my adventures with the dusty elephant, 

ferocious dogs, the CID policeman, the brick lorry, and the helpful kidnappers. 
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Hide and Seek 

Quick, Dad, hide me in the closet!" Raja panted as he rushed into the bedroom. 

I lifted him up to the shelf on top ·of the closet where we stored the extra pillows and blankets. 

Raja scurried behind the pillows and piled up some sheets over his head. I smoothed up the 

pile. Raja laid quiet as a mouse while Mike looked all over the house for him. Finally, Mike 

yelled, "Ollie, Ollie, oxen free!" and Raja jumped down from his hiding place. 

I guess Mike's chant meant that he was giving up the search. I remembered the day Durai,gave 

up his search for me when we played hide and seek. 

The local kids were complaining to Granny, “Thiagarajan keeps spoiling our game.” 

Granny was impartial. She did not scold me. She asked, "Why did you do that, Thiagu?" 

"They won't let me play with them." 

The kids kept telling me l was too young to play hide and seek. I was the smallest kid in the 

neighborhood, but I could play hide and seek as well as any of them. 

I had told them I knew all, the rules and all the good places to hide. I promised not to cheat. I 

even tried to bribe Durai, the oldest boy in the group, with a pencil. 

But they said I was a pest, and nobody wanted to play with me. I just hung around with the 

group, watching them play. Usually, I tagged along the seekers as they tried to locate the 

hiders. I enjoyed watching the discovery of the hiders, one by one. Once when Prema found 

everyone except Pattabi, I tried to help her. But she said, "Stop pestering us." After a long 

search, she had to give up. Pattabi was hiding in the mango tree. 

Watching the others play was exciting, but it is not the same as actually playing the game 

myself. I asked the kids repeatedly to let me play with them. But nobody listened to me. 

So, I came up with the idea of sabotaging their game. Next time when Chandra closed her eyes 

and counted to fifty and the others went to hide, I carefully noted who was hiding where. 

When Chandra finished her count and set out in search of the others, I yelled at the top of my 

lungs, "Durai is in the mango tree. Pattabi is behind the cowshed. Jalaja is under the cot. Prema 

is on the terrace." 

They could not play their game after that. They decided to complain to Granny. 
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Granny listened to me and to the other kids. She took my side and told them, "You should let 

Thiagu play. If he does not know how to play the right way, you should teach him the rules. You 

should remember how you felt when you played hide and seek for the first time." 

But the kids had a different notion. They decided to quit and to go home. 

Later I found out that they did not really quit. They had just moved the game to the mango 

grove behind Durai's house. 

I complained to Maniannan. He did not do anything immediately, but the next time he saw 

Durai he asked him to bring the other kids. He talked to the gang and suggested that they 

should let me play with them. The kids said that I was too young and did not know how to play. 

Maniannan said he would teach me the rules. 

Durai said, "But Thiagarajan cannot even count!" 

I retorted, "I can too" and proceeded to count nonstop to a hundred, hardly pausing to catch 

my breath.  

Maniannan repeated his suggestion that they should include me in their game. The kids 

reluctantly agreed. 

When Maniannan left, I asked Durai if I could really play. Durai looked around at his friends and 

asked, "What do you say, gang? Shall we let Thiagarajan play? Shall we make him a suppani?" 

The others snickered and said, "Yeah, let Thiagarajan' be a suppani!" 

We counted off to eliminate players. Pattabi was the last one left and he was to be the seeker. 

While he closed his eyes and counted to fifty, we ran off to find suitable·hiding places. 

The hiding area was limited to our three houses which had compound walls in the front, fences 

on the sides, and hedges in the back. Several trees and bushes around the houses provided 

plenty of good hiding places. 

We were permitted to hide inside the houses, if the people would let us. Usually, nobody 

objected to our hiding in the back rooms, where the women were busy with their household 

chores. We took care not to irritate any of the men who chatted in the front rooms. 

·I did not want to hide in some obvious place and be the first one to be discovered. The mango 

tree was too high for me to climb. I could crouch behind the well and keep changing my 

position while the seeker walked around. But it was not an especially good hiding place. I could 

hide in the kitchen or in the pantry, but my house would be the first place Pattabi would look 

for me. 
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I finally hid in the cowshed behind Pattabi' s house. It was a damp, dirty, smelly place and I was 

afraid of Lakshmi, the cow. But she was tied to a stake on the floor and was peacefully sleeping. 

I made sure that I was out of reach of her horns and her tail if she should wake up. 

I went behind the sacks of rice husk (which cows loved to eat) just in time. Almost as soon as I 

crouched behind the sacks, Pattabi stepped in and looked around. Too late, I pulled in my foot 

which was sticking out. I was sure Pattabi had spied me, but as my luck would have it, he did 

not seem to be looking at the floor. I felt an urge to giggle but Pattabi left just before I did so. 

Again, I was sure he had heard my giggle, but he must have been really sleepy that day. 

Pattabi did not discover me that day at all. The game lasted for more than an hour. Usually, the 

seeker yells "I give up!" much sooner if he could not locate the last player. 

Once I peeked through the door of the cowshed and saw Chandra walking in the broad daylight 

as if she were the seeker. And Pattabi was nowhere to be seen. But I was smart enough to stay 

inside the cowshed until the streetlamps came on. That's when all of us kids were supposed to 

come back home. 

Before walking home, I asked Pattabi what he thought about his not being able to find me. 

He replied, "You are a great suppani! " 

The others laughed, but I did not understand the joke. 

The next time we played, I lost on the count and had to be the seeker. Durai, who was counting 

off, tried to tell me that Jalaja should be the seeker, but I did not want to cheat. 

While I closed my eyes and counted to fifty, the others ran off to hide. I must have been a 

smart seeker, because I caught all of them in five minutes! 

When I started looking for them, they foolishly exposed themselves. First, I located Jalaja, who 

was trying to climb the mango tree. That was a silly thing to do, because she was a girl and also 

because the lowest branch of the tree was above her reach. Finding the others was equally 

easy. Everyone was hiding in an obvious place. Also, Durai had his foot sticking out from behind 

the well, Chandra's bright red hair ribbon glinted through the bushes, and Pattabi was sneezing 

uncontrollably as I came to the ditch near the street. 

And when I was one of the hiders, Jalaja could not find me at all! I hid in the same place, in the 

cowshed, even though Lakshmi was not sleeping that day. But she kept chewing her cud 

contentedly. 

I kept peering through the door from time to time but even then Jalaja could not spot me. I 

heard her shouting "I see you, Durai." Later, I thought I heard Durai shouting something. 

When the streetlights came on, we quickly met in front of Durai's house before breaking up. 

The kids smiled at me and said that I was a great suppani. 
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I asked Maniannan what a suppani was, he looked annoyed but did not answer me. Maybe it 

was a dirty word because he asked me to tell Durai he wanted to talk to him. I did that 

immediately; Durai and Maniannan talked to each other seriously, out of my earshot. 

It was some months later that I discovered that a suppani was a pretend player. The other 

players let him believe that he was also playing, but they played their own secret game. While I 

was hiding in the cowshed, the kids totally ignored me and played among themselves. When it 

was my turn to seek, they let me catch them easily so they could return to the real game. It was 

a good thing Maniannan did not explain about suppani to me because that would have upset 

me very much. I didn't know what Maniannan told the others, but because he was the oldest 

boy in the neighborhood (except for Adhi who was too old), his words carried some weight. 

The other kids began to treat me like a regular player. They caught me easily when I hid, even 

though I never was the first one to be discovered (and therefore I never got to be the seeker). I 

thought I was losing my skill in hiding. Part of my problem was I always giggled whenever 

people came near my hiding place. 

Once I did something very cunning. It was Durai's turn to be the seeker and he had already 

caught three of the others. I was hiding behind the bushes when I saw him locate Prema in the 

kitchen. As soon as they left the kitchen, I moved in. 

Durai did not come back to look into the kitchen. After catching everyone else, he stood under 

the mango tree and yelled, "I see you, Thiagarajan!" 

I was indignant. How could he see me, especially since he was looking at the opposite 

direction? So, I came out of the kitchen and yelled back, "No you don't!" 

Durai said, "Now I do!" 

He claimed to have caught me good and proper. He said I was stupid if I did not know enough 

to keep my mouth shut. 

That evening when I complained about this, Maniannan took Durai 's side. 

"It is a part of the seeking strategy to try to entice the hiders to make a sound." Maniannan 

said. "You know why you are not a good hide-and-seek player? Because you have a big mouth. 

You giggle too much. You talk too much. Also, you move around too much. If you want to be as 

good as the big boys, you 've got to learn to be quiet. You should not move unnecessarily. You 

should not giggle or talk or cry or sneeze." 

Maniannan knew all the important things. I decided I would use the big-boy strategies and not 

make any noise the next time I played. 

And the next time was on Saturday evening. There was no school on Saturdays and we started 

our game at five in the evening. The whole gang was there, and I was all excited because I was 
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going to use Maniannan's strategy and become both silent and invisible. I had also thought up a 

perfect place to hide. 

Durai was the first seeker. As soon as he started counting, I ran home very fast. I went in 

through the back door to the pantry. This is where we kept the kitchen supplies and the big 

pots which were used only during festivals or somebody's wed ding. 

There was a pewter jar of gingelly oil, a copper pot of lentils, and a basket of red chili peppers. I 

kept away from the peppers because I did not want their pungent odor to make me sneeze. 

The pantry had enough supplies for a month. The cook took stuff for each meal and Granny 

supervised him. 

A huge quantity of rice (which came from Father's farm in the village) was stored in a barrel. It 

was made of wooden strips and held together by two iron hoops. It had a hinged lid on top and 

was usually filled with enough rice for six months. On that day, it was nearly half full. 

I dragged a dealwood box (which contained smaller kitchen utensils such as ladles, spoons, and 

measuring vessels) near the rice barrel. Using the box as a step, I climbed into the barrel. That 

was not the first time I had done it, but during the earlier times Maniannan had always lifted- 

me in and out. 

The rice felt nice under my feet as I stood up inside the barrel. The top of the barrel came to my 

shoulders. I pulled the lid shut above my head and sat down on the rice. It felt warm and 

comfortable. I liked the smell of the rice but took care not to stir up any dust in case it got into 

my nose and made me sneeze. 

It was very dark inside the barrel, but I could see thin slivers of light where the wooden strips 

were joined with each other. I probably would have been afraid of the darkness if it were not 

for the excitement of having found the perfect hiding place. I was sure that Durai—who had 

boasted that nobody could escape him—would be so frustrated that he would give up his 

search. 

I heard somebody walking into the pantry, ·and at first, I thought it was Durai. The footsteps 

were heavier, and I realized that it was the cook. He went to the wall shelf to pick up a pot or 

something..He was leaving the room but I heard his footsteps stop near the door. He came to 

the rice barrel. I didn't want him to open the barrel and yell at me. Luckily, he just jiggled the 

padlock and went out. 

Durai did come in later. He shouted, "Thiagarajan, I see you!" 

I wasn't going to fall for that trick anymore. I kept myself still as a mouse. I held my breath. I 

thought about sad things so I would not giggle. 

After a few minutes I heard Durai run out of the pantry. But I was sure he would come back 

after checking out the other hiding places. I still had to keep quiet. 
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I kept thinking how surprised my friends would be when Durai gave up. Maybe they will ask for 

my advice on where they should hide and how they should avoid being discovered. I would 

teach them what Maniannan had taught me. But not everything! 

The barrel was getting warmer and I wanted so much to breath some cool air. I tried to open 

the lid so I could peek out and, if nobody was around, stand up. I can sit down again and keep 

quiet. 

But when I tried to push the lid up, it would not budge. The cook must have pressed the 

padlock to keep the lid from being opened. Even though I was growing hotter, I was glad the 

cook did that. Now even if Durai came back, he could see nothing suspicious about the barrel 

and would not bother to check inside. 

I could hear the outside noises, but my ears were other funny sounds. I was getting a headache. 

My eyes were itching, and it was difficult to breath. I felt like the time Maniannan had put a 

pillow over my head and sat on it. My chest began to hurt, and t wanted to cough. I opened my 

mouth and tried puffing rapidly. 

It was just at that time I heard Durai come back into the room. He shouted, "Come out 

Thiagarajan, I see you!" 

I knew exactly what to do. I stopped squirming and controlled my urge to sneeze. I pinched my 

nose tight. My head hurt so much I was tempted to cry out, "Open the lid, Durai. I am inside the 

rice barrel." 

But I did not want all my effort to go to waste. I did not want Maniannan to think that I was too 

young to be a smart player. I wanted to prove the others were wrong. 

My head and chest hurt more. I could hear my heart pounding so loudly that I was worried 

Durai would hear it too. My Father had told me that sanyasis had so much self-control that they 

could will their hearts to stop. Father did not think I had any self-control at all, but I tried to 

make my heart stop. 

Then I started sweating and the darkness around me got darker. I felt cold and dizzy. I thought I 

was going to fall asleep. I wanted to scream aloud, but as I went to sleep, I screamed silently. I 

screamed "Father" before I realized he would probably get angry at my hiding in the rice barrel. 

I screamed "Mother" and then realized she could not hear me because she had died four 

months ago. I screamed "Maniannan" repeatedly. I wanted him to realize that I followed his 

advice. 

When I woke up, I was lying on the floor. My face and my hair were wet. Everybody was 

standing around me and the cook was about to pour ·a tumbler of cold water on my face! He 

was acting very silly. 
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I was too weak to sit up and I groaned loudly. The cook stopped. Granny muttered a prayer of 

thanks to Lord Muruga and sat down near me. 

The kids were all gawking at me. Durai was looking worried and I asked, "Durai, did you give 

up?" My voice sounded very weak. 

Durai said, "Of course I did. I would not have found you even if I searched for a month." The 

others nodded their heads. I smiled at Maniannan and said, "I did exactly what you told me to 

do. I did not make any noise and kept my mouth shut." 

Finally, I turned to granny and asked, "What am I doing here? I went to sleep in the rice barrel." 

Everybody tried to explain at once. I was too tired and too confused to understand what they 

were talking about. The cook claimed to have saved my life by getting rice for the evening meal. 

Maniannan explained about sufficient oxygen coming through the cracks. Durai kept pleading 

he did not do it. Granny remarked that it was a good thing Father was away. 

The kids were talking excitedly to each other and from time to time looking admiringly at me. 

Jalaja said I did a brave thing and that was just like a girl. 

When the streetlights came on, the kids came one by one to me to say goodbye. I was sitting up 

by that time. They all smiled at me and it looked different from the way they smiled when they 

called me the great suppani. 

They never called me a suppani since that day. 
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A Death in My Family 

Snoopy's jaws, shattered by the truck that ran over her, could not be mended. Raja cradled 

Snoopy's body as the vet injected the lethal dose. She twitched for a moment and then lay still. 

Her moaning became weaker and stopped completely. Raja cried silently, his tears falling on 

the dog's shiny coat. He was coming to terms with the realities of death and dying. 

When I was Raja's age, Granny had to explain death to me. 

Maniannan was combing his hair in front of the mirror when I first woke up in the morning, His 

hair was wet; 

he must have already taken his morning bath. That was surprising because it was not daylight 

outside and the electric lamp was on. But more surprising was the strange look in Maniannan' s 

face: a far-away look I had never seen before. 

"What are you doing?" I asked. "Combing my hair." 

"Are you going out somewhere?" 

"Yes, Father wants me to go to Usman Road uncle and some other relatives." 

"Why?" 

"Because he wants me to take a letter to them." "What letter?" 

"This one." 

I looked at the letter written in Father's tight handwriting. I recognized some words, but the 

others were too big for me to sound out. I asked Maniannan, "What does it say?" 

Maniannan read the letter in a monotone as if he did not know what he was doing. The letter 

said: 

After a lingering illness, Mrs. S. Valliammal attained the shade of the gracious feet of 

Lorri Muruga at 4: 30 this morning. Her cremation will take place at 11:30 in the 

Mambalam mayanam. 

I could not understand what the letter said. I asked Maniannan, "What does it mean?" 

"It means Mother's dead." Maniannan said softly. 
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I walked with him to the verandah where he put his sandals on. 

 

Maybe "Mother's dead " meant she was more sick and in greater pain. I slowly went to the sick 

room were Mother stayed the last few months. Several grown-ups were in the room, including 

Uncle Nayagam. They all had a serious look and were whispering to each other. They did not 

say anything to me. 

I quickly understood the reason for their whispers. Mother was in her bed , fast asleep. She had 

a beautiful peaceful look on her face so she could not be hurting too much. 

The strange thing was that she was wearing a fine silk sari and had a big rose garland· around 

her neck. She did not have a blanket or sheet over her. But she looked peaceful and beautiful. 

I looked around for Father, but he was not in sight. Neither was Granny. 

I sidled over closer to Mother and peered at her face. That usually woke her up, and whenever 

she opened her eyes to see ·me she had a sad smile. But today she did not open her eyes at all. 

Not even when I furtively touched her face. 

I got closer and whispered into her ear, "Mother, are you sleeping?" She did not reply. I asked 

the next question in a louder voice, but not so loud that my uncle and the others could hear 

me: "Mother, what does dead mean?" 

She did not reply. 

Granny knew all the answers and I would ask Granny. I went to the back room. 

Another surprise! Granny was in a comer, crying silently. I had never seen Granny cry, not even 

when Father got very angry at her and scolded her. But she was crying now and the tears were 

running down her cheeks. 

Several women around Granny were crying also. When my aunt saw me, she started sobbing. 

"My sister, why did you die in such a young age? Who is going to take care of your little ones?" 

That served as a signal for the other women to start wailing also. I heard the words but could 

not understand what they were saying. One woman complained about God's cruelty. Another 

recalled the time Mother took care of her when her husband had lost his job. My aunt said 

something about the time Mother and she were little girls. Another woman said that Mother 

was the kindest friend she ever had. 

The women were not talking to each other, but just crying. Sometimes what one woman said 

made another woman cry louder. When somebody said Mother was always kind, some body 

else said Mother was always nice. 



 

 

 

  
 

 

1 

©
 2

0
1
9
  
A

ll 
ri
g

h
ts

 r
e

se
rv

e
d

. 

Yes, Mother was nice. 

Before she became very sick, Mother took me to a party at her school. It was in the evening. 

Mother and I went in the car. Our driver drove slowly and carefully because that was the way 

Mother wanted. 

We went through a tall wooden gate into a nice garden. They had a big table with white table 

cloth and pretty dishes. Men dressed in white brought different snacks. First everybody had 

some brown and crunchy things. I was sitting on Mother's lap and reached to her plate to get a 

piece. But Mother stopped me and said, "That's too spicy for you." She held her glass to my 

mouth and I sipped something cool and pink and sweet. It smelled of roses. Maniannan later 

told me it was called rose milk and he had drunk a lot of it on several occasions. 

The waiters then brought some small white balls floating in sweet water in a bowl. Mother fed 

me small pieces with her spoon. I liked it very much and she gave me a lot. 

Some of the other women stood up and spoke. I could not understand anything because they 

spoke in English. One of them was a white lady who did not wear a sari. After some time, I got 

bored and took a nap on Mother's lap. 

Mother woke me up and carried me back to the car. Her friends came and said that I was very 

cute. Mother smiled happily and explained I was the second one. 

Yes, Mother was very nice. 

Another woman, who had started crying later than the others, sobbed that Mother had made 

them all so proud by being the first woman in our caste to have a job. Mother was a teacher in 

a girl's school. 

Granny continued crying, but she did not say anything. When I went near her, she did not look 

at me. 

The wailing of the women became so loud I got scared an went to find Father to ask my 

question. 

More men were in the sick room and they all looked sad. Some even looked like they were 

crying. But not Father. He never cried and did not want us to cry either. He never smiled either. 

His face had an angry frown most of the time. He had the frown on when I saw him. 

I went near Father but he did not talk to me. He was talking to Uncle Nayagam about waiting 

for the others. When there was a pause in the conversation, I tugged Father's hand. He looked 

at me absent mindedly. 

"Father, What does dead mean?" 
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He did not seem to have heard my question. So, I repeated it. 

"Don't you see we are all busy now?" he replied. 

That meant I should not bother him now. So I left the room. Just as I leaving, he said, "Thiagu, 

ask Mani to see me as soon as he comes back." 

I came back to the sick room five minutes later. Mother was still sleeping. The cook placed 

incense sticks in different comers of the room. Maybe there was going to be a celebration 

because Mother was not sick anymore. 

I followed the cook to the kitchen. I asked, "Samiannan, what happened to Mother?" 

The cook did not appear to be sad or absent minded like the others but he did not answer my 

question either.  

So I changed my question, "What is Mother going to do?" 

The cook thought for a minute and said, "She is going on a trip." 

"Are we going with her?" 

"No!" 

"Will she be gone for a long time?" "Yes" 

"When will she come back?" "Not for a long time." 

I remembered going to our village with Mother. We traveled in a train for a long, long time and 

Mother told me stories all the way. I met many people in the village, and they all gave me 

sweets to eat. If Mother was going on a trip, I wanted to go with her. Maybe if I told her I would 

be a very good boy, she would take me with her. 

When I went back to the sick room, there were many more people. I saw Maniannan at the 

other side of the room and I went to him. But he slipped out through another door and 

disappeared. 

Some men brought in a mat made of green coconut fronds. They tied two stout bamboo poles 

to the sides. My cousin's grandfather, the oldest man in our families, went to Mother's bed and 

put some holy ash on her forehead. A few women came and put flowers in Mother's hair. My 

aunt removed Mother's gold wedding chain from around her neck and replaced it with a yellow 

string. My uncle sprinkled some rose water all over Mother's body. 

And all through these activities, Mother continued to sleep peacefully. 

I was glad she slept like that. Before she became sick, we used to sleep in the room next to her. 

Soon after she got sick, sometimes in the middle of the night, I could hear Mother moan in 
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pain.·In the morning, Father would warn us not to make too much noise because Mother 

needed to sleep. 

That day, Mother kept on sleeping. At 11 o'clock, Father and my uncle lifted Mother from the 

bed and laid her on the coconut mat. The mat did not look comfortable like the bed. Four men 

lifted the mat and moved Mother to the verandah. After pausing for a few minutes to place 

another garland around her neck, they carried Mother to the street. 

The cook was right: Mother was going on a trip. When Father left on his trips, people 

sometimes gave him garlands. Usually. we went to the railway station in the car. But for some 

special reason, they were carrying Mother today. 

Mr. Natarajan, the nice man who was a clerk in Father's office, picked me up. I told him, "I want 

to go with Mother." 

"That's what we are going to do." 

He put me behind the handlebar of his bicycle and propped it up by the window. Then he went 

into the house and brought back my little brother Chidambaram—who was crying softly—and 

put him on the saddle. 

Mr Natarajan pushed his bike and we followed the others in the procession behind Mother. 

Maniannan walked with Father up ahead, carrying a small clay pot. 

"We've got a long way to go", Mr. Natarajan said. He looked very serious and I did not talk to 

him. We went through several side streets. 

I listened to the conversations among the people who were walking with us. One of them said 

he liked processions with music. Another announced that they had declared a holiday in 

Mother's school. That made me realize Maniannan had not gone to school that day. 

Sometimes people came out of their houses to watch the procession. There were no women in 

the procession, but some women from the streets looked at Mother and reverently patted 

themselves on their cheeks. A milk woman walked a little while with us and chatted with 

Natarajan, "They say it's a good omen to see the body of a sumangali who dies before her 

husband. She looks so young. What did she die ofl" Natarajan replied that she was sick for a 

long time and that she was indeed a virtuous sumangali. The lady said she prayed everyday to 

God to let her die as a sumangali. 

The procession went on and on. I finally asked Mr Natarajan, "Is Mother going on a long trip?" 

He was taken aback. After thinking for a while, he said, "Yes!" 

"Is Mother in pain?" 
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Natarajan brightened up. "No, she is not." He said. "Your Mother would not feel any more 

pain." 

That made me happy. 

Chidambaram had become too tired to cry and Natarajan was holding him with one hand ·and 

pushing the bicycle with the other. I held tightly to the handlebar and began to enjoy the ride. 

Soon I could see the railway line. Our street followed the railway line but instead of coming to 

the station; we seemed to be going away from the city. Soon, I could not see any more houses 

but only meadows with goats grazing the grass. 

The procession came to a halt near a temple. Five small houses stood behind the temple. The 

houses looked strange because they had roofs and floors but no walls. On the floor of one of 

the houses, a lot of firewood was piled up neatly. The top of the pile was flat. 

The men who were carrying Mother climbed up a few steps and placed the mat on top of the 

firewood pile. It looked strange and I was worried it might hurt Mother. But she did not cry. 

 

My cousin's grandfather went near Mother and said something. I was not sure she heard him. 

Mr. Natarajan put the bicycle on the stand. Chidambaram was drooping in the saddle and Mr. 

Natarajan straightened him up and covered his eyes. The men poured something on the 

firewood. It smelled like ghee. 

And then the terrible thing—which still haunts me in -my nightmares—happened. 

Father put a sliver of firewood inside the pot Maniannan was carrying. When he took it out, I 

saw a flame at the end of the stick. Father touched the firewood with the burning stick and the 

whole pile lighted up suddenly. I let out an anguished wail and closed my eyes. 

When I opened my eyes after a long time, the fire was burn ing vigorously. I tried to figure out 

what was happening. Was Father angry at Mother and punishing her? Was he angry because 

she had become sick? 

I looked at Father and he did not look angry. Actually, I could see a few tears rolling down his 

cheek. 

Perhaps this is how sick people got well. Mother used to complain about the cold and I had 

brought her the yellow blanket. The fire might take away the cold so that she would not shiver 

any more. 

I asked Natarajan, "When the fire goes out, will Mother be better?" 
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- He looked perplexed. "When the fire goes out," he said finally, "We will collect your Mother's 

ashes and throw them into the holy river." · 

For the first time, the disturbing thought occurred to me that I might not see mother again. 

When we returned home, everything was quiet. The men had gone to their work or to their 

homes after the cremation. The women had disappeared from our house. Even the cook was 

nowhere to be seen. Father had made Maniannan go to school for the rest of the day. 

Chidambaram had fallen asleep. 

I went to the sick room. Somebody had removed Mother's bed and had cleaned the floor with 

Dettol. It was still damp. I went to a comer and sat down, trying to figure things out. 

I was thinking hard when Granny came into the room. She sat by me and gently laid my head 

on her lap. I looked up at Granny's sad, kind, wise face. 

"Granny, where did Mother go?" "She has gone to God." 

"Will I ever see her again?" 

"Yes, Thiagu, but not the way she looked before." 

I was glad about that. Mother looked very skinny during the last few weeks.· 

"What will she look like when I see her again? Will she look older?" 

"No, she will be born a baby. It all depends on God's will. She could be a baby ant or a-baby 

elephant. She could be a baby bird. She could be a baby boy." 

I did not like that. "Will I able to talk to her if she becomes a baby ant?" 

Granny did not answer that question but continued with her explanation. "God may decide 

your mother had enough and make her a part of God. Then Mother will be everywhere. She will 

be in the plants, in the rivers, in the flowers, and in the sunset." 

"Granny, why does God do these things?" 

Granny led me to the back room. She pulled out her dog eared copy of The Legend of the 

Graceful Games. I had seen that book before. It had pictures and Granny told me stories of the 

funny things God did. 

Granny read a verse from the book. The only word I recognized was playing. 

"I don't understand what it means, Granny." 
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"You remember how you play hide and seek? God is a great gamemaster and he has all of us 

playing hide and seek. This verse says God plays with the whole world, with the whole universe 

which has many, many worlds. When you play hide and seek, you have a boundary. You cannot 

hide beyond Durai' s house. But in God's game, there is no boundary. He has crores and crores 

of worlds like ours where everyone plays. When we play our hide and seek, the game comes to 

an end when it gets dark. You have to go home when the street lights come on. But God's game 

never ends. It goes on and on. Your Mother and you and I will be playing His game for ever and 

ever." 

"But I want to find God and I want to find Mother." 

"If you find someone, then the game comes to an end, Thiagu. We always keep looking for 

Mother in every creature. We are happy because your Mother is in every grain of rice and every 

fleck of dust." 

"Granny, I want to die so I can see Mother." Granny said, "You cannot do that." 

"Why not?" 

"Because these are the rules of the game. The game must go on. We need you to explain the 

rules to little Chidambaram and teach him to play the game. And when you become a big man, 

you will have children of your own and you will have to help them learn the game. Remember, 

this is a game without end and you have to help make sure it never ends." 

Granny patted my cheeks. 

I stood up and went looking for Chidambaram to explain the rules of the infinite game. 
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A Tamil Christmas 

There's NO Santa Claus!" proclaimed Raja when he was seven years old. "I know you guys 

bought all these gifts and left them for me." 

He was unwrapping his gifts with glee on Christmas day and I had commented something about 

Santa Claus being generous. Raja was too rational for a seven-year old. Not like me when I was 

his age and believed in Santa Claus against all odds. 

Father always claimed that he hacl to shoulder the responsibilities of both parents after Mother 

died. He was probably right, but Maniannan contributed to taking care of us three little ones. 

Father dutifully provided for us and Maniannan playfully made us happy. 

Maniannan was my brother and he was eight years older than me. His real name was Mani, but 

we attached the respectful suffix "annan" because he was our elder brother. 

Maniannan was especially nice to me. One of the nicest things he did was to read stories to me. 

I don't remember when it all began, but he claimed that he read me my first story when I was 

two years old to stop me from wailing and upsetting Father. 

These were not bed-time stories. He read to me in the afternoons, after school and before 

Father came home from work. (When Father returned, we had to do our household chores and 

homework.) Maniannan also read me stories during the weekends when Father was busy with 

other things. 

At first Maniannan enjoyed reading to me, but as we grew older, he preferred to play with his 

big friends. I blackmailed him into reading stories by threatening to tell Father about the time 

he said he was going to a special class and went to play cricket or about the time he charged 

Father two annas extra for the bananas and bought some strong peppermints (which he shared 

with me). 

There was a special way Maniannan read stories to me. He read English stories in Tamil. He did 

a simultaneous translation as he read. I did not find anything remarkable about this and 

assumed that everybody could do it. Only much later I realized what. a remarkable feat it was. 

Usually Maniannan started reluctantly, but once he got into the story, he got carried away. He 

embellished the stories and adapted them to suit my preferences. I did not like unhappy 

endings and neither did he. He changed sad endings magically into glad ones. He also produced 

sound effects to accompany the stories and made me giggle. He showed pictures from the 

books and explained them in great detail. He let me ask questions in the middle of the story 
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and after it had ended. He al ways had perfect answers which made me feel that all was well 

with the universe. 

Maniannan got the books from the school library and also from a neighbor who worked at a 

bookstore. He read the standard children's classics such as Arabian Nights, Andersen, and 

Grimm. Later Enid Blyton. Still later, Sexton Blake and other detective stories, but I did not like 

them as much. I made him read some of my favorite stories again and again. 

It was a coincidence that Maniannan read me a Christmas story from a four-year old American 

children's magazine, just a week before Christmas, 1945. I don't remember the name of · the 

magazine or the title of the story, but even now I can see the picture of the jolly old Santa with 

the elves helping him. I was deeply moved by the scene in which Santa leaves toys for the poor 

children in the orphanage. 

Maniannan usually took care to emphasize that stories were just stories and there were no 

giants or ghosts in the real world. But he told me a lot of things about Santa Claus and said, 

"He's real, you know. If you are a good boy, he'll bring you some Christmas gifts." 

I wanted to believe it, because I knew exactly what gift I wanted for Christmas. 

The next day at school I told my friend Sankar about Santa Claus. Sankar looked dubious. The 

day after, he came to school with a satisfied look to report that there was no such person as 

Santa Claus. His uncle had categorically denied the existence of Santa, and his uncle knew 

everything. 

So, Santa Claus was just a story. I was disappointed. Maniannan had never told me a lie. Of 

course, he told me simple lies about having to study for a tough examination to avoid reading 

stories to me, but he would never lie about anything as important as Santa Claus. 

When I confronted Maniannan with Sankar's report, he got annoyed. Then he shrugged it off 

and said, "Sankar's uncle is a Hindu and, of course, he does not know anything about 

Christmas." 

I ventured to point out that we were Hindus too, but Maniannan explained that we were 

broad-minded Hindus. 

Then he became strict. "You've got to make your choice: Either you believe me or you believe 

Sankar's uncle." 

I wanted desperately to believe Maniannan, especially after he explained that Santa did not 

bring gifts to children who did not believe in him. I needed my gift. Ever since I heard about 

Santa, I had been dreaming about it. 
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Just to be sure, I asked Jesudoss about Santa Claus. I did not want Santa to think that I doubted 

him, but I wanted someone to confirm Maniannan' s statements. After all, Jesudoss was a 

Christian and his family celebrated Christmas every year. He always wore new clothes after 

Christmas. Maybe they were from Santa. 

When I asked Jesudoss about it, he claimed not to have heard about Santa. Maybe he was 

keeping it a secret from us nonChristians so we wouldn't get the benefits of Christianity 

without going to church every Sunday. I had frequently refused his invitations to visit his church 

because Sankar had told me that Vishnu would put out the eyes of any Hindu who even so 

much as sought shelter by the side of a church from rain. Maybe this was Jesudoss's way of 

getting back at me for refusing to visit his church. 

That afternoon, Jesudoss checked with his Minister and gave me the official verdict on Santa 

Claus. 

"There is no such thing as Santa Claus or the Christmas Grandfather. It's all a silly story invented 

by the RCs to fool small children into joining their church." 

I did not know who the RCs were, but surely Jesudoss's Minister, a religious man, would not lie. 

But Maniannan was adamant. He said, "Jesudoss is a Pentecost and you know they don't like 

anyone to be happy." 

I did not know that, but I told Maniannan that of course I believed in Santa Claus. I said it in a 

loud voice so Santa could hear me clearly. 

There was an obstinate glint in Maniannan's eyes. He read me the story again and all ·my 

doubts disappeared. 

Later that evening, a new idea struck me. Father was reading the newspaper, and I stood by the 

open door of his room. He looked up and asked me, "What do you want?" 

"Is Santa Claus real, Father?" I asked. 

"Is that somebody in your history lessons?" 

"No." 

"Then why do you want to know? Has Mani been telling you useless stories again? Go back and 

read your lessons and don't waste your time asking silly questions." 

I went back to our room. At least Father did not say there was no Santa Claus. 

And I could not doubt Santa Claus because there were only three days to Christmas. 
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There was no school on the Christmas day, but other than that there was nothing special about 

that day. Even though we were broad-minded Hindus, we never celebrated Christmas. But 

every year, one of the people in Father's office, who was a Christian, brought us a piece of cake 

on the day after Christmas. Father sliced it into six pieces for everyone in the family (including a 

smaller piece for the cook). Grandmother never ate her piece because cakes had eggs in them. 

She saved her piece and gave it to me as I was her favorite. I often traded that piece with 

Maniannan for an extra story. 

The next evening, a new fear gripped me. 

“I don't know how to write in English. I can't learn fast enough to write a letter to Santa telling 

him what I want for Christmas like the orphan boy did in the story. And if I ask you to write my 

letter, Santa may think that the gift is for you. What can I do?" I lamented. 

Maniannan thought I was silly. 

"Of course, Santa can read any language, including Tamil. He is like the goddess Saraswathy. He 

knows all the languages on earth." 

Reassured, I wrote a letter to Dear Santa in Tamil telling him I had been a good boy and to 

please give me a mouth organ for Christmas. I did not know how to spell "mouth organ" but I 

did not want Maniannan to find out what I wanted. So I used two different spellings and gave 

the letter to Maniannan who promised to mail it for me. 

I went to school earlier than· usual on the day before Christmas. I hurried to the Third Form 

classroom where, as usual, a group of big boys were listening to Kabali singing the latest pop 

hits. One of the boys was accompanying him by drumming on the desk top and Abdul was 

playing the mouth organ. 

During the pause between one song and the next, I asked Abdul if I could see his mouth organ. 

"My uncle is giving me one for Christmas," I explained. 

Abdul laughed, "You are not even a Christian!" But he let me look at his mouth organ. 

"Can you let me take it home this evening? I want to practice." I said. 

Abdul wouldn't hear of that. But after I gave him my pencil—a half-length pencil which Father 

had given me the week before—he agreed to let me borrow the mouth organ during the lunch 

hour. 

I was too excited to eat my lunch. I sat down under the tamarind tree and started playing the 

mouth organ. I was horrified when sounds came from it, but I could not make it sing like Abdul 

did. I tried different tactics. I held my hands just like I had seen ·Abdul do and kept opening and 

closing the fingers. I slid the mouth organ over my lips from one end to the other. I tried tilting 
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my head in all directions. I could make sounds but not songs. I mentally recited the words of 

the song while blowing on the instrument, but that did not work either. 

I asked Abdul to teach me how to play the mouth organ and he quickly explained the fatal flaws 

in my attempts. 

"You have to be older than 12 to play the mouth organ. Even then, you have to practice for 

many years. And you have to have a special talent for music." 

I knew immediately that I had made a bad choice in asking Santa for a mouth organ. I would 

have to wait five years before I could use it. I did not have any special talent for music. I 

couldn't sing any song, not even the national anthem. How could I? Father never let us listen to 

the radio and even though I was seven years old, I had never seen a movie. I did not know what 

else I could have asked Santa Claus for, but the mouth organ was a horrible mistake. 

Maniannan asked me why I was crying. I explained about my mistake in asking for a mouth 

organ. As always, he quickly reassured me. 

"Don't worry. Santa Claus knows better. He knows what’s a good gift for each child. He selects 

the most suitable gift. If he feels the gift you asked for is not suitable, he'll substitute something 

else. And I'm sure that he knows all about mouth organs." 

Now I had other things to panic about. It was Christmas eve and I asked my brother to read me 

the story again. 

"But we don't have any stockings and we don't have a fireplace to hang them by," I said. "How 

will Santa know where to leave our gifts?" 

We had no stocking, socks, or shoes; we usually walked barefoot and wore sandals to the 

school. 

Maniannan had the answer. Father wore shoes and he even had stockings from the days he had 

to go on inspection tours from his office. He stored all his old cloths in a steel trunk in the 

pantry. 

We snuck into the pantry, opened Father's trunk and found a variety of rags. There were three 

old stockings and we took the two which had the smaller holes. Maniannan let me have the 

white one and he took the blue one for himself. He covered the small hole in my stocking with a 

piece of rag so that if Santa left me a small gift, it would not fall through. Then he wrote his 

name and mine on pieces of paper and put them in side the stockings so that Santa would 

know which one belonged to whom. 

Instead of the fireplace, Maniannan suggested we should put our stockings near the kitchen 

stove. We waited until the cook had put out the fire for the night and sprinkled water on the 

embers. He was suspicious that we were going to steal some sugar and ghee. But Maniannan 
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swore he would not touch any of the supplies and said that he merely wanted to conduct an 

experiment for his science class. The cook kept an eye on us as we placed the stockings near 

the stove and smoothed them out. 

I could not sleep that night wondering about what Santa would bring me for Christmas. I no 

longer doubted there was a Santa Claus but worried he might give me the mouth organ after 

all. Or maybe he would leave me just a lump of coal, as Maniannan had explained the fate·of 

naughty children, because I was not an especially good boy. Father had told me repeatedly that 

I did not obey him like -a good son should. 

Maniannan was not asleep either in the next mat, even though he had his eyes tightly closed. I 

asked him what he thought Santa would bring me. He told me to shut up and go to sleep. When 

I repeated my question, he whispered fiercely that if I didn't go to sleep Santa might think I 

didn't believe in him. Father shouted to Maniannan to stop talking and go to sleep. 

The more I tried to sleep, the wider awake I felt. I was awake when Father turned off the light 

and went to his bed in the front room. 

Maniannan stood up in the dark. "Where are you going?" I whispered. 

"Shut up and go to sleep," he whispered back. "I'm going to the bathroom and if you try to 

follow me, the snakes will get you." 

I thought I heard Maniannan going to the kitchen. Perhaps he wanted to be sure our stockings 

were still there. 

I did not know when I eventually fell asleep, but when I woke up, it was already daylight. 

Maniannan said, "Father has gone to the market. Let's go check our stockings." 

My heart leaped when - I realized it was Christmas day. Maniannan and I ran to the kitchen. 

The fire was burning in the stove and for a frightened moment I thought the cook had burned 

our stockings. But I saw them lying on the floor, near the door. And I saw a lump in my stocking. 

We picked up the stockings, ran out the back door, and stopped under the Mango tree. I put 

my hands inside my stocking and pulled out something wrapped in silver paper like you saw in 

cigarette packets, except this one was· smooth and not crumpled up. Inside there was a match 

box, without matches. The cotton lining inside the box covered a circular piece of glass. I 

thought it was a jewel or diamond, but Maniannan exclaimed, "You know what it is? It's a 

magnifying glass!" 

"It's the same thing Sexton Blake and Sherlock Holmes use to check for fingerprints and other 

clues," he explained. 

That Christmas day was an exciting one. Maniannan showed me how to look at my thumb 

through the magnifying glass and see the ridges and whorls. We caught an ant and made it into 
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a mythological monster through the magnifying glass. Maniannan held the glass to the sun and 

made a piece of paper catch fire. I spent the whole day peering into a new world through the 

magnifying glass. 

I vaguely remember that Santa had left a book in Maniannan 's stocking. I thought the book 

looked familiar, but Mairiannan told me that it was brand new and it was exactly what he had 

wanted. 

I was glad that Santa knew how to choose the most suitable gift for each boy! 
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Talking Funny 

You talk funny, Dad!" Raja exclaimed one afternoon when he got back from his school. I 

wondered what had suddenly increased his awareness that I didn't have the colorful accent of 

southern Hoosiers or the bland accent of university transients. 

Raja was right. All my life I had been talking funny in all my languages. l first realized this when I 

was about Raja' s age. 

·I became suspicious when Premchand showed me a banana and asked me, "What do you call 

this?" 

"Banana," I said, in Tamil. 

He listened to me seriously. 

Premchand was the sixth person who wanted me to identify a banana during the previous two 

days. 1b find out what they were up to, I watched Premchand unobtrusively. 

He returned to the comer of the- classroom where Krishnamurty was talking with two others. 

Premchand held up the banana, pointed in my direction, and said something rapidly in a low 

voice. His listeners burst out laughing. 

Later that evening, I asked Sankar what banana joke made them laugh so much. Somewhat 

reluctantly, Sankar blurted out, "You talk funny, Thiagarajan. Nobody says 'banana' the way you 

do. Krishnamurty says you are not really a Tamil. Your voice is different, you speak too fast, and 

you use strange words. Sometimes it doesn't sound like Tamil at all!" 

Krishnamurty was out to collect more friends to his side, away from my side. I did not know 

how it all began. but in a Tamil third grade you are either on one side or the other. 

To discourage people from joining my side, he set out to prove that I was different from the 

others. He accused me first of being a papan, a derogatory term for a Brahmin. When Sankar 

told me that, I immediately explained that even though we were vegetarians in my family, we 

were not Brahmins. We belonged to the vellala caste of farmers from the south. It was a noble 

and a hard-working caste. Thirukural, the ancient Tamil classic, said that everyone should 

respect those who make a living out of plowing the fields. 

Krishnamurty next accused my father of being richer than anyone else’s father. That was 

probably true, except Premchand's father, who was a moneylender, had more money than my 

father. Anyhow, Sankar took care of that accusation by pointing out my clothes were shabbier 

than most other students' and I did not get any pocket money from my father. Krishnamurty 
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was then picking on the way I spoke. It was true I spoke a southern dialect, but that was not. as 

if I spoke Hindi. It was true that the rapidity of the southern Tamil was different from the lazy 

drawl of the Madras Tamil. Everyone in my family—Granny, Father, my brothers, my little 

sister, and even the cook who came from the South—pronounced some Tamil letters and 

words differently. Sometimes we used a word for a common object which was different from 

the word used by people in Madras. 

Krishnamuity's campaign made me extremely self-conscious of the way I spoke. I thought 

everyone laughed at my speech patterns. If I did not change the way I spoke, Krishnamurty was 

going to steal all my friends. 

I devised a plan: It was to keep my mouth shut and my ears open until I had mastered the 

Madras Tamil. I paid special attention to the way my classmates spoke. I tried to remember the 

words they used. I listened to the way my friends greeted each other. I eavesdropped on 

conversations in the railway station. 

That evening, as I rode the train for 15 minutes from the school to my house, I kept mumbling 

an imaginary conversation between me and Sankar. I exaggerated what I considered to be the 

way Madras people spoke. Strangers in the crowded compartment looked strangely at me as I 

mumbled the words. Embarrassed, I continued the conversation inside my head without 

moving my lips or making a sound. 

During the weekend, I listened intently to my neighborhood friends, Jalaja, Prema, and Durai. I 

decided to make a special study of Durai because the others were girls and they sounded 

different from boys. Durai commented I was acting weird and not being the usual chatterbox. 

I was ready to surprise my school friends on Monday. I started off with a Madras greeting. 

Before the class began, I talked with everybody, trying to imitate the slow drawl of the local 

speakers. In addressing the others, I dropped the polite southern suffix and used the informal 

Madras equivalent. I selected my words carefully. 

When Mr. Rao asked me a question during the history lesson, I carefully answered in the 

Madras Tamil. I had to grope a little to select the words and idioms. I deliberately slowed down 

my speech. The teacher mistook my hesitation for lack of preparation of the day's lesson. He 

scolded me for being a lazy beggar and asked me to copy the entire lesson in my notebook 

before coming to school the next day. 

But that did not dampen my enthusiasm. During the PT period, I became very vocal, cheering 

on the football players with Madras yells. 

After school, I walked to the electric train station with Sankar whose house was on the way. I 

was expecting a congratulatory comment on my newly acquired Madras accent. But Sankar was 

blabbering about the football game. When we got close to his house, I became desperate and 

blurted out, "So what do you think of my Madras accent?" 
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Sankar looked blankly at me. 

"Uh, I didn't notice any change in the way you speak, Thiagarajan!" 

Obviously, I needed more practice. 

I could not figure out what made my accent different. Maybe I was talking too fast. I slowed 

down my speech. Maybe my voice was too shrill. I tried to make it deeper. Maybe it was too 

soft. I raised my volume. These changes made my voice sound different to me—but not to the 

others. 

Then I imagined I was a rickshaw puller, the prototype of Madras speech, and tried to talk like 

one. I used this new speech pattern with my neighbor, Durai, but he did not notice any 

difference. 

I asked Durai for his opinion. Durai said it was mostly the words I used. For example, the word I 

used for urination was different from the word people in Madras used. 

Excited by this clue, I asked Durai to help me a make a list of my words which sounded strange 

to him. When we started working out such a list, I said, "Wait" and ran home to get my Tamil 

notebook. On the last page of this notebook, I wrote down the Madras words and their 

southern equivalents. Durai did not know how to spell some of the words because they were 

not used in print. But I made up the spelling which was easy. 

I noticed most words in the list were for body parts and bodily functions. I recognized almost all 

of them even though I had seldom used them in my speech. 

My glossary filled the last two pages of the Tamil notebook. I sat down under the mango tree in 

our garden and systematically memorized the words as if I were cramming for an examination. 

Then I tried them out with Durai. He thought I sounded okay but needed some practice. 

Next day at school, I picked up some more words from Sankar, who was not too excited about 

that activity. 

Father felt that some teachers in the school were too lenient. Every Saturday, he inspected our 

notebooks to see what marks we had obtained during that week and what comments our 

teacher had written. He also checked whether our handwriting was up to his standards. 

Maniannan had a tougher time and a longer inspection because he was in the high school. 

That week, I had received a perfect 10 for the math homework, but the first thing which caught 

my Father's attention was a reversed 8. He thought such sloppy writing indicated laziness. To 

emphasize his point, he rapped a ruler against my knuckles and told me to teach my fingers to 

write the 8 right way. I was to pick up some waste paper and write the number 200 times so 

that the correct procedure would be come automatic. · 
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Then father flipped through the Tamil notebook. He was upset by the slanting lines of my 

writing. He rapped my knuckles again and threw the notebook down in disgust. 

It fell to the floor, open to the last page. Father rapped me with the ruler again. 

"How many times do I have to tell you not to write anything on the last page? What did you 

write there?" 

"A list of words, Father". 

Father picked up the notebook, perhaps expecting a vocabulary list from the Tamil textbook 

with the meaning of each word copied from the dictionary. 

As he read the first few words, his face darkened. He brought down the ruler very hard against 

my fingers. 

"What are these obscene words doing in your notebook? Where did you pick up this gutter 

language?" 

Father brought down the ruler repeatedly on my hand. "Why did you write these words?" he 

asked. 

When my father asked me a question while he was angry, I did not know what to do. 

Sometimes, if I answered, he would hit me for talking back. If I did not answer, he would hit me 

for being sullen and arrogant. 

I mumbled, "I am trying to learn to speak like people in Madras, Father". 

Father now hit my mouth with the ruler. 

"I don't want any of these dirty words to come through your mouth. If they ever do, I will cut 

off your tongue." 

He threw the ruler down and slapped me. 

"Why do you want to say these words?" he thundered.  

"My classmates laugh at the words I use." 

That enraged my father more. 

"So you are ashamed of the way I speak? You are ashamed of the way your forefathers spoke? 

Don't you know that the language of the south is the purest form of Tamil? Don't you know this 

is the Tamil of the Sangam literature written by the ancient academy of learned scholars?" 

As usual, Father punctuated each question with a slap. 
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My cheeks hurt badly and I was frightened of my father's anger. But I listened to him with 

pride. It was stupid of me to try to speak the mongrel language of Madras. Anyhow, all my hard 

work was useless. The Tamil of the south is closer to the written form which we needed to pass 

our examinations. 

The next evening as I walked with Sankar, I explained the glories of the southern Tamil. I 

pointed out that the great freedom-fighter Barathi came from the south and his poetry fired up 

all Tamils. 

Then I talked about my great-great-grandfather who was a famous poet in the court of the last 

Pandya king. I told Sankar that my granny told me that this poet won a contest in Tamil. His 

words were inscribed on the walls of the Tirunelveli temple. Encouraged by Sankar's interest, I 

explained -how my poet-ancestor also worked as a spy against the northern invaders. 

Sankar listened with rapt attention and others joined him.  

A couple of days later, I was pleasantly surprised to hear Sankar trying to speak like me. 

By the time the summer holidays came, I had become a Tamil fanatic. I was going back to the 

land of the pure Tamil, my Tamil. No sooner did I get off the train in Tirunelveli than I started 

blabbering at my cousin Ramalingam. I explained excitedly my plans to decipher the temple 

inscriptions and to talk to the local Tamil pundit. I told him we should make a special dictionary. 

Of course, we would do other things such as climbing the hill and playing cricket. 

Ramalingam interrupted me. 

"You talk funny, Thiagarajan. Your voice is different, you speak slow, and you use strange 

words. Sometimes it doesn't sound like Tamil at all!" 
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The Pencil 

“Where's my pencil?" Raja, my 11-year old son, demanded. He looked accusingly at me. "You 

and Mom always hide anything I leave on the dining table." 

I did not bother to point out that the dining table is not where one leaves pencils. I helped Raja 

rummage through a pile of books in a vain attempt to locate the pencil. 

Eventually it was Lucy who found the pencil bag on the couch. Raja grabbed the bag without a 

"Thank you." He counted the seven tall, glistening, yellow pencils with their electrically 

sharpened points. Reassured, he tramped off to his room. 

I remembered the pencil when I was about Raja's age. 

Where's your pencil?" Father demanded. He had just come back from work. My younger 

brother Chidambaram and I were sitting on the floor of the study room reading the lessons for 

the next day. 

Chidambaram went to his side of the bookshelf, opened his geometry box, and took out his 

pencil. It was slightly less than half the length of a new pencil—Father always cut a pencil in half 

to give us—with a blunt point. Father checked the bottom end where he had shaved off the 

brown paint of the pencil and had written Chidambaram' s initials with his red fountain pen, as 

a precaution against other students stealing it. Just above the initials, in slightly worn out silver 

letters, was the brand name, "Parvathy Pencils." 

Satisfied, Father returned the pencil to Chidambaram. 

I was watching the proceedings from the comer of my eye, pretending to be immersed in my 

textbook. 

"And where is yours?" Father asked me. 

I went to my side of the bookshelf and pulled out the geometry box. I acted surprised at not 

seeing my pencil there and lifted the protractor as if the pencil could have rolled underneath. I 

kept staring at the inside of the box, frowning hard, looking like I was trying to remember 

something. I closed the geometry box, put it back on top of my books, and took my school bag 

from the nail on the wall. I felt inside the empty bag, elaborately working toward both comers. I 

made a deliberate display of turning the bag inside out. Chidambaram was trying to be helpful 

and searched behind my books. 

Father was getting angrier. "Don't tell me you lost your pencil again!" 
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"No, Father! I had it with me just a minute ago." 

Father ordered me to bring the pencil to him as soon as I found it. I continued searching here 

and there and Chidambaram kept running into me. At least he did not pester me with his usual 

silly questions. 

I remembered the previous time when I finally had to confess that I had lost my pencil. Father 

became very angry. 

"How could you be so irresponsible?" he yelled. "This is the third pencil you've lost this term. 

Do you know how hard I have to work to buy each pencil? Why can't you concentrate on what 

you are doing? Didn't I teach you to put away your pencil safely in the geometry box as soon as 

you finished writing? You probably put it in your pocket and lost it while jumping up and down 

like a monkey. Today you lose the pencil and tomorrow you'll lose your notebook and the next 

day you 'll lose your book. Then you will fail in your examination and be good for nothing. You 

don't have any self-discipline. You get distracted very easily and you daydream all the time. 

Why can't you be a good boy like the others? If I keep working hard for ingrates like you and 

waste all my time looking for your pencil, I may die soon. Just like your mother. Then what do 

you think will happen to you?" 

Father punctuated each sentence with a slap. My cheeks began to burn. Soon they became 

numb. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I kept mumbling, "I won't do it again, Father. I will take 

good care of my pencil. I will not lose anything. I will be a good boy. I will do everything you 

taught me." 

My mumbling made Father angrier. He continued shouting at me, and I became frightened the 

neighbors would hear his scolding. 

Father stopped after ten minutes. He unlocked his desk drawer and pulled out a new pencil. He 

cut it in half and put away the part which had the label "Parvathy Pencils". He sharpened one 

end of the other half, cut a notch near the other end, and wrote my initials with his red 

fountain pen. He spent a lot of time getting the pencil ready for me. He was a kind man and I 

knew he loved us very much and wanted us to be good boys. I knew how busy he was and how 

careless and ungrateful I have been. 

"Don't lose this one!” Father said as he gave me the new half pencil. 

I did not lose it. 

I gave it to Yesudoss during the PT class. We were playing soccer and Yesudoss was one of the 

captains. He was the best soccer player in the First Form and he chose his team carefully. I gave 

him the pencil while he and the other captain were taking turns choosing players for their 

teams. 
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It was not that Yesudoss needed a pencil, but he liked collecting them. He chose me for his 

team. Since I was not very good at games, he made me the goalie. I stood between the two 

piles of stones marking the boundaries of the goal, daydreaming heroic saves. 

I could watch Yesudoss and the other players moving the ball around. Most of the action was 

on the other side of the field, but I kept my eyes focused on the ball. Every time it came to our 

half, I crouched in readiness, mentally rehearsing my jump, catch, roll, and kick. I was not going 

to let the ball get through. 

But the ball did, once. It slipped past me in a flash and I could not even touch it. 

But Yesudoss was not upset because it was the other team's only goal against our teams four 

goals. 

Later, there was a foul near the goal area. My heart beat fast in anticipation of the penalty kick. 

I could redeem myself with a heroic save. Madhan, the captain of the other team, was going to 

kick. I was a little frightened, but was going to stop the ball even if it killed me. 

But Yesudoss did a switch at the last moment. He became the goalie and made me a regular 

player. Just for the duration of the penalty kick. That's how we usually play the game. 

Of course, Yesudoss saved the goal. If I worked harder and became braver and smarter I could 

be as good a goalie as Yesudoss. Then, maybe, he'd make me a permanent goalie. 

“Did you find your pencil?" Father shouted from his room. Still looking, Father," I replied. 

Five minutes later, I asked Chidambaram to go back to his studies. I went to Father's room. 

"I remember now. I left my pencil in school, inside my desk." 

"Then why did you tell me that you had it just a minute ago? Why did you lie? Or are you lying 

now? Did you lose your pencil? Why can't you ever listen to me? What were you supposed to 

do with your pencil after you finish writing? Leave it in your desk?" 

Father slapped me once. 

The next day, I survived without a pencil during the first two class periods. The third period was 

Tamil and the teacher dictated notes about some poem. I pretended to write, holding my 

notebook high and moving my fingers as if they held a pencil. But that did not fool the teacher 

who always roamed around the desks and spied on us from behind. 

"Thiagarajan, where is your pencil?" he shouted. 

"I forgot to bring it, Sir," I said. "I was late for the train and in my hurry I forgot the pencil." 
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Luckily, the teacher did not get into one of his usual outbursts. He asked, "Does anyone have an 

extra pencil?" 

I was embarrassed. I did not want Yesudoss to give me back the pencil. He did not. Sankar, 

seated next to me, gave me his extra pencil. It was a one-inch stub, inserted into the cardboard 

spool of sewing thread so that there was something to grasp. 

I thanked Sankar. He said, "Be sure to give it back to me when you are done." 

I wrote down everything the teacher dictated. But my mind was not in what I was writing. 

I needed a pencil to show to my Father in the evening. 

I could take one of my Father's pencils, but he kept them locked up in his desk drawer. I did not 

have a key and nobody could open the drawer without it. 

I could forget to return Sankar's pencil, but there was no way I could pass it off as my pencil. It 

was too short and too different. 

There was a pencil on the teacher's desk which I could steal when he was not looking. It was a 

fat one, sharpened on both ends. On one side it was red and on the other, it was blue. The 

teacher used it to mark our test papers. Even if I were able to take that pencil, there was no 

way I could convince Father it was my pencil. 

I could take Chidambaram's pencil and claim it to be mine. But Father would surely ask 

Chidambaram to bring his pencil. And he would punish both of us. 

I looked around at other students' pencils. None of them looked like mine. Some were taller 

and the others were shorter. Nataraj had one which was just about the size of my pencil, but it 

was yellow in color. 

One thing I could not do was to ask Yesudoss for my pencil. He had probably left it home. 

Anyway, I could not ask back for things I had given to somebody else. 

I could buy a pencil, but that would cost two annas. Father never gave us any money because 

he felt we were not responsible enough to handle money. He prohibited our uncle from giving 

us any money when he came visiting us. 

But the only way I could get a pencil was to buy one. I had to do it somehow. 

During the break, I went back home instead of eating the lunch from my tiffin box. As soon as 

the bell rang, I ran to the station and caught the electric train to Kodambakkam. I gobbled my 

rice with buttermilk from the lunch box during the five minute train ride. I finalized my plan 

during the walk home from the station. 

Granny and the cook were at home, but they were too busy doing other things to notice me. 
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I went directly to my father's room. On top of his squat little bookshelf, there was a pile of 

printed papers from Dalal & Co., Stock Brokers. Father got them every Tuesday. They all had a 

list of names of companies and lots of numbers. This pile was a collection from three years ago. 

Surely Father did not need to read all of them. I took an inch thick pile from the bottom, 

beginning with March, 1947. I made sure I did not disturb the rest of the pile. 

Next I looked at the old newspapers arranged neatly in the comer of the table. After reading 

the newspapers, Father put them in the pile, saving them for the old paper buyer who came 

around during the first Friday of every month. I took three newspapers from the bottom of the 

pile. I made sure not to disturb the rest of this pile, either. I put the stock-market papers and 

the newspapers in my school bag. 

Granny saw me as I was sneaking out of the door. "No school this afternoon?" she called out. 

"I came to pick up a notebook I forgot," I yelled back, hoping she won't report my trip to Father. 

I caught the electric train back. But I did not go directly back to school. Instead, I went to the 

old paper shop. The man in the shop bought old paper of all kinds. He also sold second hand 

books. 

He looked at my pile, frowning. 

"Not too much here," he grumbled. "I don't want to buy it. It is not worth it." 

I did not talk back. I just stood there, silently. 

He did not even bother to weigh my pile of papers. 

"I'll give you one anna for this pile. It isn't worth it, but I'll give you an anna!" 

My heart sank. I needed two annas to buy a Parvathi pencil. 

"Give me two annas," I said, trying not to sound desperate. The paper man ignored me. I stood 

there silently while he went about arranging his books. After about five minutes, he noticed I 

was still standing there. 

"I don't need that paper. You can take it back. Don't just stand there blocking the light." 

I just stood there; there was no light to block. I repeated, "Give me two annas. I can bring you 

some newspaper next month," I said feebly. 

"One anna and a half, that's my final offer," said the paper man. 

I could have stood there and bargained like a grownup. But the paper man continued to ignore 

me, and it was getting late for the afternoon classes. 
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In desperation, I pulled out the math notebook from my school bag. It contained 120 pages, 

almost all used up with my homework. I added it to my pile. 

"Give me two annas, please!" I said. I might fail math without the old problems to review 

before the examination. Father might ask to see my math notebook. I might have to do my 

math homework in my Tamil notebook and my teacher would get angry. But I had to get the 

two annas to buy my pencil. 

The paper man gave me two annas, in eight quarter-anna coins. I clutched them in my hand 

and ran to the school supplies shop near the school. 

I bought a Parvathy pencil and started running back to school. 

I stopped suddenly. The pencil I bought was not sharpened. 

I could not show it to Father and claim it to be my pencil. 

I had seen my father cut the pencil in half. I had also seen him sharpen the pencil. He used a 

pen knife. But he warned us not to sharpen the pencils because we might cut our fingers. He 

sharpened our pencils every morning. He never gave us a big enough point and the pencils 

became blunt very soon. When I complained about it, he told me not to press too hard while I 

wrote. That way, the point would last longer. And if it became blunt, I should ask the teacher to 

sharpen it for us. 

In the First Form, boys don't ask their teachers to sharpen their pencils. That was elementary 

school behavior. So once I did sharpen the pencil at school, borrowing an old razor blade from 

Sankar. Father immediately figured out I had disobeyed him. I lied and said that I asked the 

class monitor to sharpen the pencil. Father punished me and told me never to do it again. 

I went back to the shopkeeper and asked him for a knife. "I want to sharpen the pencil," I said. 

"If you want a knife, you can buy one for eight annas. I cannot give you a knife and have you 

use it and then sell it to someone else. That would be dishonest." 

"I bought the pencil from you. Give me a knife to sharpen it," I said. 

He ignored me. I stood on the sidewalk waiting patiently. 

He looked at me after five minutes. “Go away. Don't stand there blocking my other customers. I 

don't have a knife to give you.” 

"I bought the pencil from you ..." I repeated. 

Eventually the shopkeeper opened his desk drawer and pulled out a rusted razor blade. He 

broke it in half lengthwise. He gave one half to me. 
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"Here, take this and go away. Don't stand whining in front of the shop and bring me bad luck." 

I ran from the shop, stopped near a lamp post, and put my school bag down. I took out the 

pencil and scored a circle around it near the middle. On top of the letter P in Parvathy just as I 

had seen my Father do it. Then I did two more circles, half an inch on either side of the first 

one. I whittled the pencil alternatively toward the center circle. After five minutes of careful 

whittling, I broke the pencil in half. Then I shaved off some more of the wood until I had 

sharpened the ends of the two half pencils. I was careful not to make deep cuts or to cut my 

finger. Then I shaved off some of the paint near the bottom of the pencil. I could not put my 

initials in red ink, but Father might not notice it. 

By the time I got back to school, the second period in the afternoon was about to end. I was 

lucky; the last period was PT and I waited in the soccer field. 

Yesudoss saw me. "How come you didn't come to class?" he asked. 

I was very proud. You had to be tough to cut classes. 

"I went shopping," I said nonchalantly. I showed him the two half pencils. 

I gave Yesudoss one of them. The one which had the Parvathy Pencils label. 

Yesudoss chose me for his team—during his second turn. That made me very proud. He let me 

be the goalie. Sankar was mumbling about it, but Yesudoss ignored him. 

There was a penalty kick just like in the previous game, but Yesudoss did not switch. I was the 

goalie, and everybody was watching me. Madhan was going to kick the ball. He was very tricky. 

He could kick the ball with his left foot or right. I had to watch carefully. 

The kick came and the ball rose to the left side. I threw myself in the path of the ball, hoping to 

catch it. I could not. The ball hit me straight in my face. It felt like a giant cricket ball. My lower 

lip was cut, and it started bleeding. I closed my eyes in pain. Father would punish me for getting 

hurt. 

The ball fell down in front of the goal line. I fell on top and held it tight. I had saved the goal! 

Our team won, three goals to none. 

"Good save!" said Yesudoss after the game. And I gave him the other half of the pencil. 

When I returned home that evening, Chidambaram was watering the coconut trees in the 

garden and Father was supervising him. 

"Where's your pencil?" Father shouted at me. "I want to see it immediately." 
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Standing behind Father, Chidambaram was signaling something. Probably meant to say that 

Father was very angry. Well, I could figure that out myself. 

"I will bring it to you immediately, Father", I yelled and ran inside the house. I emptied my 

school bag on the table, hoping to see a half-pencil by some miracle. 

I could not tell Father I had left the pencil in the c1assroom again. 

Suddenly I saw Chidambaram's half pencil on the table and grabbed it. It had his initials. I put 

the pencil in my mouth and chewed on it. The initials became illegible. 

Maybe Father would ask to see Chidambaram' s pencil. He would punish Chidambaram for 

losing his pencil. Maybe he would figure out I stole Chidambaram's pencil. Maybe 

Chidambaram would say I stole his pencil. Or he would lie for me and get punished. 

I did not have time to think through all possibilities. When Father walked in, I gave him the 

pencil. Chidambaram walked in behind him and rummaged the book shelf. 

Father looked at the pencil. He looked at the chewed end. He grabbed me by the shoulders and 

shook me. "How many times have I told you not to chew on the pencil?" 

I did not answer. I did not want him to see the cut in my lip. 

Chidambaram was hovering behind Father. 

Suddenly Father stopped shaking me. He took another look at the pencil. 

"This is not your pencil, this is Chidambaram's. I gave you the top half of the pencil." 

Father slapped me hard. My mouth flew open. The cut in my lip started bleeding again Father 

looked at the blood and held his upraised hand. 

"You stole Chidambaram' s pencil," he accused me. 

Chidambaram stepped from behind Father. He was holding a half-pencil in his hand. It also had 

bite marks effacing the initials. But it had the label, Parvathy Pencils. 

"Father, you gave me the bottom half and Thiaguannan the top half," he said. 

Father looked at the pencils. He looked at the bite marks. He raised his hands to slap 

Chidambaram but stopped in the middle. He looked at my bleeding lips. 

"You kids must have switched your pencils. I don't know why you did it or what you are up to. 

You always disobey me, and you are going to send me to an early grave. I am not going to 

punish you this time, but I want you to go to a corner and pray to God to become obedient 

sons." 
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As we went to the comer, Chidambaram whispered, "I found your pencil behind the bookshelf. 

The pencil you lost last week." 

And then we prayed to God to help us become obedient sons. 
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A Test on Fractions 

I was going to yell at Raja for scattering his school stuff all over the dining table, when the 

bright yellow sticker caught my eyes. A smiling face adorned his math worksheet. To reinforce 

the sticker, his teacher had scribbled a large A++ on top of the fraction problems. Mrs. Cooper 

was convinced that Raja as an Asian Indian, had an intuitive grasp of mathematical concepts. 

Raja did like math and so did I when I was his age. But as I spotted a 1/2 + 2/3 = _ on the 

worksheet, my mind wandered back to the time I was terrified by a test on fractions. 

Just before the end of the class period on Tuesday, Mr. Seshadri, the math teacher, declared, 

"This Friday, there will be a test on Fractions." 

Tests and examinations were the most crucial events in our school life. Father inspected every 

one of my test papers. The total marks, always shown as a percentage, was written in red on 

top of each paper. The highest mark on most tests was around 60 percent. If my mark was 60, I 

received no comments from Father. Less than 60 brought a frown on Father's face; less than 

50, a grumble; less than 45, a scolding; less than 40, a couple of slaps; less than 35, a severe 

beating, and less than 30-well, I could not predict what would happen. 

I did get zero on a test, in the Fifth Class. It was on a geography test. Usually, the teacher wrote 

the questions on the blackboard, but that day he decided to dictate them. It took me less time 

to write the answer—Ottawa, for example—than to write down the dictated question: What 

city is the capital of Canada? 

When the teacher finished dictating, I handed him my answer sheet. He gave me a zero 

immediately, without reading the answers. He was mad at me because I did not write down the 

questions like all the other students had done. He yelled at me for being arrogant and said I 

should learn some humility. 

Father did teach me a lot of humility that night when I showed him the test paper. He did not 

care for my explanation. "A zero is a zero," he said as he whipped me with his belt. Then he 

sent me to bed without supper. He continued to punish me every morning for a week for the 

stigma no child of his had ever brought him. 

Perhaps I would get a zero on Friday's test. I shuddered as I thought about what Father would 

do then. 

Actually, mathematics was my favorite subject and I got good marks in math tests. What made 

me panic about that particular test was I did not know anything about fractions. 
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I had been sick for two weeks and I had- missed the unit on fractions. When I returned to 

school after my sickness, I did not have any difficulty in catching up with the lessons in Tamil, 

English, science, history, and geography. But catching up in math, especially in fractions, was 

impossible. 

The major reason was I had lost my math textbook a month ago. I had really lost it and not sold 

it to the old paper merchant (as I did with my math notebook to replace a lost pencil). 

On Monday, when I was leaving for school, Father advised, "Ask your teachers to help you with 

the lessons you have missed. If you ask them the right way, they would be happy to help you. 

You can stay after school if necessary. Be sure to ask your math teacher especially, because that 

is the most important subject." 

After school, I waited outside the Staff Room with great trepidation. Mr. Seshadri came out at 

five o'clock with a bag in one hand and a pile of papers in the other. 

Hesitantly I said, "Sir—" 

Mr. Seshadri snarled at me, "Well, Thiagarjan, what do you want?" 

Sir, I have been sick for the last two weeks and I have missed my math lessons. In the lesson on 

fractions—" 

Mr. Seshadri interrupted me, "I am not responsible for your sickness. You should take better 

care of yourself and not roam around in the hot sun. When I was your age, I never missed a 

class. Even if I were sick, I came to the school. · You pretend to be sick just to have a holiday." 

When he paused to catch his breath, I said, "My father said—.” 

Mr. Seshadri's whole demeanor changed suddenly. 

"I am glad your father is interested in your education. He is an educated man, unlike most other 

parents who are illiterate laborers. Please tell your father that I am concerned with your 

mathematical skills and I would be delighted to assist you in becoming a competent 

mathematician. Tell him, just for this purpose I conduct a tuition class in the evenings in my 

house. At present, there are three good students from the First Form and I charge just five 

rupees per month. If your father prefers for you to receive individual attention, I'll be happy to 

come to your house every morning and tutor you. I would, of course, charge a little bit extra—

eight rupees-for—this service. Tell your Father I could begin tomorrow if he is interested." 

I liked Mr. Seshadri's idea. My friend Sankar was one of the students in his evening class. At 

first, he told me that Mr. Seshadri gave him all the test questions ahead of time. Later, he 

denied ever having said that and became very secretive about what happened during those 

evening classes. He got good marks in all math tests. Seshadri gave him the test questions. I did 

not want Mr. Seshadri to give me the questions; I just wanted some help with fractions. 
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When I told Father about Mr. Seshadri's idea, he became furious. He said that it was rank 

corruption for a public servant to blackmail parents for more money to fulfill his 

responsibilities. Father's anger was soon redirected toward me. He was sure that I hadn't asked 

the teacher the right way. Most likely, I was not humble while making my request. 

Father concluded by saying, "Ask him again tomorrow with greater humility. If he still refuses to 

help you, tell him I will write a letter to the headmaster." 

I was not foolish enough to say anything like that to Mr. Seshadri. When he asked me for my 

father's response, I told him that Father came home so late the night before I did not discuss 

the plan with him. Mr. Seshadri stressed the importance of obtaining remedial help as early as 

possible. 

"I don't want you to·repeat the First Form just because you failed mathematics." he said. 

That evening I lied to my Father that Mr. Seshadri helped me after class by explaining how to 

handle fractions. 

"Now I understand fractions much better and I could catch up with the rest of the class with 

some more practice." 

I expected Father to be pleased, but he scolded me for not having asked the teacher the right 

way the first time. 

I sat down with the fraction problems I had copied from the blackboard and tried to make 

sense out of them. 

It was not easy. I figured out that a fraction had two parts to it, with a line between them. I 

called them upstairs and downstairs while Mr. Seshadri called them numerators and 

denominators. I could not remember which is which. I tried to discover the relationship 

between the fractions being added and the fraction in the sum. Adding the upstairs numbers to 

each other and then the downstair numbers did not work. When I added 1/2 + 2/3 that way, I 

got 3/5 as the answer. But the answer I had copied from the blackboard was 1 1/6. I tried 

various operations to get to that answer, but could not. 

The next day, I decided to ask Sankar for help. After all, he was my best friend and I had often 

helped him with his English homework. I did not want him to give me Mr. Seshadri's questions, 

but just explain a few things to me. Maybe he could walk me through some examples. 

Sankar promised to help me the next day before the morning sessions began. 

I told Father that Mr Seshadri wanted me to come early for extra help. Father reminded me to 

be respectful toward him. 

I said, "Yes, Father" very respectfully. 
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But Sankar did not tum up until the bell. The first period, immediately after the prayers, was 

math. 

Mr. Seshadri began with a general lecture. "l understand that some of you are learning from 

other students. This is a dangerous idea. Your duty as students is to study and our duty as 

teachers is to teach. For a student to think that he can teach others is the height of arrogance. 

It makes him feel superior and makes him lose his respect for the teacher and for education. 

Saraswathy, the goddess of learning, would surely punish such an arrogant student." 

Mr Seshadri went on to explain the danger for the other student in learning incorrect ideas. He 

gave a horrible example of student failing the B. Sc. examination because another student had 

mistaught him in the elementary school. 

Now I knew why Sankar did not come early. I could not expect any help from him. 

After the class, Mr. Seshadri called me outside the room. He wanted to know what Father had 

told me about the evening classes. I said, "He wants some more time to think about it." "But 

your father is a graduate and he should know that his son's education is the most important 

investment. I know he makes a lot of money in that government job of his." 

Mr. Seshadri gave me some ideas on how to talk to my father about the urgency of the 

situation. He suggested that I should plead and cry. 

Immediately after that meeting, I pleaded with Sankar to lend me his math notebook. But 

Sankar needed it for the evening class. Same thing with his book. I begged him to lend me his 

notebook during the lunch, but he couldn't do that because Mr. Seshadri had prohibited him 

from ever showing his notebook to me. He reluctantly agreed to lend me his textbook during 

lunch. 

I gobbled my lunch under the tamarind tree while struggling with the math book. The worked-

out examples in the current lesson were incomprehensible and I kept going back to the earlier 

ones. Soon I was on the lesson on long-division with which I did not have any problems, and 

which was not going to be on the test. 

After a few frenzied attempts at understanding something called LCM, I decided to memorize 

the problems and answers from the book. I wrote down the items from the three exercises on 

fractions. Then I went to the back of the book to the answer section—which was forbidden 

territory—and copied the answers to each problem. I was frightened by the thought that if I 

had skipped a problem, then all the following answers would be wrong. I counted the number 

of problems and answers and it was 62 in each case. 

Just in time as the afternoon bell rang, I returned the book to Sankar. 
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That evening, I wondered whether I should plead with Father to enroll me in Mr. Seshadri's 

evening tuition classes. I was sure that Mr. Seshadri would pester me every day until I did so. 

He would make life difficult for me in many different ways. But I decided against discussing 

anything with Father when I recalled his fury at my first suggestion. 

I opened my notebook and reviewed . the problems I had copied from Sankar's book. I was 

excited to discover that 1/7 + 3/7 equaled 4/7. That meant I had to add the upstairs numbers 

and just copy the downstairs number. I checked this out with other problems in which the 

downstairs numbers of the two fractions were the same. It worked out with 3/11 + 5/11. I 

searched for more problems of that type. There were only five such problems in my collection 

of 62. 

I tried to apply the rule to the problems where the upstairs numbers were the same. It did not 

work. 

I started memorizing the problems and the answers. That was difficult because I had to 

remember both the upstairs and the downstairs numbers. When Father announced bedtime I 

had memorized only 12 problems and their answers. I kept repeating the fractions as I drifted 

off to sleep. In my dream they came back at me, grinning malevolently, followed by Father, belt 

in hand, ready to whip me. 

We did not have any math period on the next day, but Mr. Seshadri sent for me. I met him 

outside the Staff Room, and he wanted to know if Father had decided about my enrollment in 

the evening class. 

"You'll definitely fail the test tomorrow," he said with great concern, "And, without extra help 

in fractions, you'll probably fail the final examination." 

That evening, my brother Maniannan came home before Father did. I asked, "Maniannan, 

please explain fractions to me." He was busy, getting ready for his tests, but after my second 

plea he agreed to help me. 

"What exactly you don't understand about fractions?" he asked. 

"I don't know what the upstairs numbers and the downstair numbers mean. What does one 

over two and two over three mean, Maniannan?" 

Maniannan groaned. 

"Don't call them upstairs numbers and downstairs numbers. You sound stupider than you are." 

I could see that he was getting ready to launch into a lecture just like a teacher. But at the last 

moment he controlled himself. He pulled out his ruler and pointed to the tiles on the floor. 

They were square tiles, six inches on each side. He waved his ruler around two of the tiles. 

"Imagine this rectangle represents the whole. How many parts are in this whole?" 
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Maniannan proceeded to explain that the downstairs number stood was the number of parts 

the whole was divided into and the upstairs number was the number of parts we selected. 

Using a rectangle with three tiles, he showed me what 2/3 looked like. 

"What does five over seven mean?" Maniannan asked. "We divide the whole into seven parts 

and select five." 

"Correct!" 

"Suppose we cut the whole into two thousand parts and select three—" 

"Its three over two thousand!" 

"Very good!" Maniannan exclaimed, warming up. 

I was hoping he would not get carried away into drilling me with the same type of questions all 

night long. I was impatient to learn how to add fractions. 

I was ready to ask Maniannan to get to the next step when Father returned home from office. 

"What are you doing, not studying?" 

I looked desperately at Maniannan. I did not want Father to find out I had not mastered 

fractions. 

"Nothing, Father" Maniannan mumbled. 

"You are playing some silly game on the floor. Maybe hopscotch, like little girls. Mani, you .go 

to your place and study for the test. Thiagu, you work on your fraction problems. Where is 

Chidambaram?" 

With my new understanding of fractions, the problems in my notebook looked much more 

friendly. My happiness was short lived, though. I still could not understand how we added two 

fractions together. 

 

What was I doing wrong? I kept reading the problems and staring at the tiles. 

Maniannan had once told me that all mathematics was a secret code and if I were a smart 

detective, I could break the code and understand its meaning. My father had once told me that 

the longer the struggle, the greater the reward. 

If I failed the test on fractions, Father would kill me. Mr. Seshadri would say. "I told you so!" But 

much more importantly, I would feel stupid. 
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I was still looking at the tiles and groping with the fractions when Father announced it was time 

to go to sleep. 

Friday's first period was math. I was in the classroom early but I did not talk to anyone, not 

even to Sankar. 

I was very tired. I could not sleep the night before, struggling with the addition of fractions. 

Fearful thoughts about getting a zero in the test made it difficult for me to concentrate. Father 

had frequently described how his uncle, his guardian, used to punish him: Tie his feet and hang 

him upside down from the rafters for several hours until he came to senses and realized his 

errors. Maybe that was what would happen to me when I failed the math test. 

I stared at the cyclostiled test paper with 25 problems. The first one was 1/2 + 2/3! 

I copied all the problems. I left space between one problem and the next. I wrote the 

memorized answers to the six problems I recognized. I left room for writing the steps. I 

underlined the answers neatly. 

Then I got stuck. 

I stared at the 1/2 + 2/3 for a long time. I tried not to think of Maniannan' s tiles because he 

had probably taught me something wrong. On the right side of the page, where we were 

supposed to do the rough work, I tried out various strategies. 

I should have joined Mr. Seshadri's evening classes. I should not have asked Maniannan for 

help. I should have bought a second-hand math book. 

I returned to the fractions and stared at them. 

Mr. Seshadri kept walking among the desks, making sure nobody was copying from somebody 

else, or from the book, or from a notebook. He kept standing behind me for long periods of 

times and I pretended to be busy working on the problems. 

My brain refused to think about fractions and began daydreaming about the last story I read. It 

was the Dis appearing Dhow by Percy Westerman. I had finished all the 192 pages of that book 

while I was sick. Maniannan helped me with difficult words, but even when I did not 

understand some words, I understood the story. 

I pulled myself back to the test paper with an effort. But within a minute my mind slipped back 

to the last chapter of the Disappearing Dhow. 

I was Mr. Midshipman Trevor Burton, one of the youngest members of His Majesty's Navy in 

the light cruiser Myosotis, roving the Red Sea. I was at the end of my mission, waiting for a 

meeting with the Chief in the local headquarters of British Secret Service. It was a long wait and 

I kept myself occupied by observing every little detail of the room. 
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The floor had an interesting pattern made of rectangles with six square tiles, three in each row. 

While I looked closely at one of the rectangles, a strange thing happened. The top row of three 

tiles changed to red. I realized 3/6 was the same as 1/2. I looked at the rectangle again. All the 

tiles changed to white. Then the two on the left and the two in the middle changed to green. I 

realized 4/6 was the same as 2/3. 

I had figured out the secret! Hurriedly, I wrote down the steps 

1/2 + 2/3 

= 3/6 + 4/6 

= 7/6 

That last step did not make sense. How could I divide the whole into six parts and choose 

seven? 

I went back in my mind to the tiles on the floor. The first six tiles fitted in a rectangle. The 

seventh tile popped up into the air, danced around for a few moments, and slid into the next 

rectangle. 

I wrote 

= 1 1/6. 

And underlined the answer. 

I went through the other problems and wrote the steps and the answer. My brain knew what to 

think and my fingers automatically wrote down the fractions. 

When Mr. Seshadri returned the test paper on Monday, I had a 60 percent mark! A very 

respectable one, second only to Sankar's. 

Mr. Seshadri explained how I had . lost the other 40 percent. 

"You got the correct answers_ and showed most of the steps. 

But you did not explain how you got the LCM." 

How could I have explained the tiles on the Secret Service · headquarters? 

"Tell me, Thiagarajan," Mr. Seshadri continued, "Who taught you Fractions?" 

For a moment I panicked. I could not say I figured it all out by myself. I could not say my brother 

taught me. 
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Suddenly, the perfect answer popped into my mind. 

"My Father taught me, Sir. He decided to tutor me every evening in mathematics." 

 


