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A Hundred Chairs 

 
It was Kunjan Nair who informed me that mother was in her deathbed.  I was 
about to leave the office in the evening and was signing the remaining files in a 
hurry.  Ramani was standing in front of me.  As I signed the last file, I told 
Ramani ‘Ask Raman Pillai to check this before sending out.  Better send it today’.  
As I placed the pen down, I could see Kunjan Nair’s head behind the door.  
‘What’s the matter, Kunjan Nair?’ I asked.  He looked at Ramani significantly.  I 
gestured Ramani to leave and nodded at him to come in.  
 
After waiting till Ramani left, Kunjan Nair bent slightly and said in a tone of 
secrecy and importance ‘Have to tell sir something. I don’t know how to say it… I 
heard it earlier itself.  I took a cycle at noon and went up to Kottaru to check.  
There is a matter, I saw the person. Unconscious.  It’s a serious matter’.  
 
Even though I had guessed, I asked involuntarily ‘Who?’.  ‘Sir’s mother.  They 
have picked up beggars and laid them out in the Kottaru shed.  Lying on the 
ground without even a mat.  I have asked an attendant to buy a grass mat and 
put it underneath.  If there is some money, I can ask him to buy some good cloth 
and…’ 
 
‘Where?’ I stood up.   ‘Sir, the big hospital in Kottaru.  Hospital as in, not the one 
big hospital… there is an old one near the donkey shanty… four or five sheds.  In 
the third one, below the front pillar. My brother in law has a tea shop nearby.  It 
was him who told me.’ I placed my pen in my shirt, my spectacles in their box 
and kept it in my shirt and started.  
 
Kunjan Nair came running after me. ‘Sir… if you go there now… no sir, it won’t 
be a good thing.  Already everyone’s stinking tongues are wagging. Why should 
we go and give them a chance? I haven’t uttered a single word to anyone till 
now.  These people have rotten tongues… you don’t have to budge.  I will take 
care of it. We can do everything without the matter reaching anybody’s ears. Its 
enough if you give me the cash you have now.  Sir can go home. You don’t show 
that you know anything…’.  I told strictly ‘Nair, go home. I will handle this’ and 
went out.  
 
As I walked through the office, the eyes in my back opened up. Those eyes had 
appeared as soon as I started wearing white shirts.  Everyone there looked at 
each other’s eyes with a wide derisive smile on their faces.  They spoke with lips 
that moved silently.  Nair, who came right after me gestured and said something 
with twisted lips which made Ramani look down and laugh with her hand over her 
mouth.  
 
I opened the car and sat inside. Kunjan Nair bent beside the car and said ‘Shall I 
come behind you in the cycle sir?’.   I started the car saying ‘No’.  As my hand 
eased over the steering and as Kunjan Nair disappeared behind me, the office 
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went behind and the car descended into the road, I realized how tense I had 
been.  I sighed and loosened myself.  I wanted to light up a cigarette.  But there 
would be no cigarette in my shirt or in the car.  It was Subha’s rule as I smoked a 
lot.   
 
 
I stopped the car at Chettykulam junction and bought a pack of Wills Gold without 
getting down.  As I blew the smoke, I felt as if my tension went out with the 
smoke.  The policeman who stood at Chettykulam junction froze as soon as he 
saw me and gave a salute.  The car descended the hollow and reached Kottaru 
junction.   Took a turn near that and there was Kottaru Hospital.  The donkey 
shanty was still further I had heard. I hadn’t been there before.  
 
As my car stopped in front of the hospital, the staff standing in front ran inside 
hurriedly.  Here and there, sounds of regulating the crowd.  Rebukes. Sounds of 
a few people running. Two doctors came running towards the car.  The middle 
aged man said ‘Good evening sir’ as I got down.  Another was a young man. He 
slowly said ‘Good evening sir’. I said ‘I am here to see a patient’. ‘Here, sir?’ said 
the doctor. ‘It can’t be here sir… here-‘.  I said ‘Here’.  
 
‘Sir, everyone here is brought in by the municipality.  Beggars, nari koravars1, 
people like them’ said the doctor.  I said ‘Hmm…’ and then ‘where is the third 
shed?’ ‘I will show you’ said the doctor and came along hesitantly. ‘All of them 
are abandoned cases sir… no treatment is given. We give something to eat and 
try with some general antibiotics.  Sometimes they survive.  The rest go within 
four or five days.  There is very little funds sir. There is no staff either. Other than 
thottis2 no other staff will touch and lift them…’ he said.  
 
I walked silently.  ‘There is too much crowd now sir… its rainy season now.  
Everything that catches fever and delirium lying in the wetness ends up here… 
these are like animals.  If one falls, the other doesn’t care.  It will leave it there.  
Thottis will pick up and leave them here…’ All over the campus, several stray 
dogs were lying around in various poses. A reddish one which was biting on a 
bone snarled at me.  Dogs were roaming in the verandahs of the buildings as 
well. 
 
There was no wooden furniture anywhere in that building.  It was a shed with a 
slate roof built sometime for something.  Pillars of sunlight descended through 
the gaps in broken slates.  The red floor tiles were worn out and broken, with 
potholes.  People lay like garbage on fertilizer sacks and rough palm mats meant 
for palmsugar packs.  Stray dogs walked in between them. 
 
Most were aged people, withered and shriveled.  A few women were there too. 
Shattered bodies.  Crushed, shrunk, plastered and dried out faces.  While 

                                                
1 A caste of gypsies 
2 A caste of people who traditionally were made to perform cleaning tasks 
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several were unconscious or asleep, the few awake one were shouting aloud, 
moaning and waving their limbs.  The place was filled with the stench that shook 
the stomach to vomit.  A pungent odor of decaying flesh, decomposing clothes, 
urine and excreta.  ‘Vmmm….’ rose the flies, rotating and then settling down.  
 
I closed my face with my kerchief.  ‘All of them are ripe old things that have gone 
mad sir… will do everything right where they are lying… we cannot do anything’ 
said the doctor.  There were no employees to be seen.  Seeing that I was 
searching, ‘Thottis come in the morning to clean up and give medicine.  That’s it. 
They do not come in the evening.  They will all be drunk and asleep’ I could see 
the doctor trying to explain himself.  
 
I saw mother lying near the last pillar in the third shed.  She was lying face up on 
a palm mat.  She was mostly naked.  The black stomach had bloated and had 
slid to one side.  Her arms and legs were swollen and her skin folds had 
expanded and were shining.  Her breasts had slid to the sides like dirty bags. Her 
mouth was open showing the blackened single tooth and therattai kind of gums.  
Her hair was matted with dirt and plastered like dung. 
 
I asked ‘What’s wrong with her?’ ‘That… actually I haven’t seen yet sir.  Been 
four or five days since she arrived.  Unconscious. Looks like over 60 or 70 
years…’ he said.  ‘We give tablets only to the conscious ones’ I kept looking at 
her.  Mother was over 6 feet tall.  In her youth, she had large white teeth in her 
black round face, large arms and legs and firm breasts like palm fruits.  She had 
a loud, shrill voice.  Young children would run into their houses in fright seeing 
her.  
 
Once after dark, as mother was walking from the pond behind Pidari temple with 
me on her hip and her naked breasts shaking,  medicine man Krishnankutti 
Maraar who was coming alone from the opposite side saw her and was 
stupefied.  Several times later, I clearly remembered how he stood shivering with 
his hands clasped before him saying ‘Amme! Devi!’ As mother had eaten 
something somewhere and walked past him with steps that shook the ground 
and she ignored him.   
 
‘Is it some case sir?’ asked the doctor.  My lips suddenly became stones.  My life 
force couldn’t reach up to my lips.  Trying a few moments, I moistened them with 
my tongue and shook my head.  ‘If you want, we can shift to the big hospital sir… 
they had picked her up from the bus stand…’ Seeing mother’s stomach, he said 
‘I think she has not passed urine for four or five days.  The inner organs are 
failing one by one… even if we cannot do anything, if we remove the urine and 
reduce the ammonia a bit, there is a chance of coming around… if we need to 
inform somebody, we should do it…’ he said. 
 
I said ‘Mr. –‘. ‘Manickam’, he said.  ‘Mr. Manickam, this –‘, I spoke like thrusting a 
knife through my heart and letting the steel blade sink in it, ‘she is my mother’  
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The doctor didn’t understand ‘Sir?’. I said, ‘She is my mother… she disappeared 
from home… she has some mental problems too’. He lost his words for 
sometime and started back and forth at me and mother.  Then he started ‘I am 
sorry sir… actually…’ 
 
‘It’s okay. Do me a favor now. Get her changed. Provide the essential treatment 
now and get her ready. I am taking her to a private hospital… bring an 
ambulance here…’ I said.  ‘Sure sir’.  I took out my purse.  ‘Sir please… we will 
take care… it’s an honor… sorry sir.  You should understand our situation… I am 
doing what is possible within this system.’  ‘Okay’ I turned and went to the car. 
 
Within ten minutes, the doctor came running.  ‘They are cleaning sir.  We can 
remove the urine immediately and give an injection… but there is no hope sir’ 
‘Okay okay’ I took out a cigarette and lit it.  Standing outside the car, he bent 
lower and said in a low voice ‘Sir’. ‘Yes’, I said. ‘Sir I am doing whatever I can.  I 
am not saying I did absolutely nothing wrong.  But I cannot do anything sir.  Here 
they bring beggars like they take the garbage to the municipal dump…’ 
 
‘Okay…please do what is necessary’ I said.  I couldn’t see why my voice 
acquired that unnecessary harshness.  It could be because of the bitterness I felt 
about myself.  The doctor suddenly said in a broken voice ‘Sir I am SC 3sir.  I 
came in through quota4.   There is no place for people like me here sir.  They 
look at me with disgust like some insect.  It’s been 18 years since I entered the 
service… I am senior sir. But till now they have not given me a job where I can sit 
respectably and see patients.  They have made me do post mortems throughout 
my service sir...  here there is nobody from the upper castes.  That young chap is 
also one of us… They make both of us-‘, he sobbed, unable to speak.   
 
My arms and legs shivered as if electrocuted and I wanted to get down and push 
him down and kick him, kick him, kick him to pulp with my feet and mix it to the 
ground.  He wiped his eyes ‘This is an accursed profession sir… if I keep a clinic 
the other castes do not come to us.  Our own people who have money do not 
come to us.  I am called ‘thotti-doctor’ here sir.  I would have lived with respect in 
any other job with my education.  I dreamt of becoming a doctor and studied day 
and night sir.  Now they have made me sit among thottis…’ 
 
I sighed and pressed my hands against my eyes. ‘Manickam’ I said.  My choked 
voice sounded strange.  ‘Manickam’ I said again. ‘It’s the same situation in any 
other job.  What if you had become like me after writing the civil services?  I am 
the thotti of my department –‘ The doctor’s mouth was wide agape.  I thought of 
ending the conversation there and threw away the cigarette. But words spilled 
over like pus out of a wound despite me.   
 

                                                
3 Schedule Castes 
4 Reservation quota, affirmative action 
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‘See this, this body and all the blood in it came from beggar-food.  I am not going 
to forget that.  Nor will those who threw me alms.  To forget, I have to bleed 
completely and replace it with some other blood… better blood like from a lion, 
tiger, fox something like that… It-‘, I stopped groping for words – ‘Go… go and 
make mother ready…’ I said aloud.  Hearing my loud voice, I felt aware of my self 
and shrank within as I brushed my hair.   
 
As I saw the surprised doctor walking back with a weak gait I lit up another 
cigarette.  Why did I tell him about my begging days?  What will happen his 
image of me?  Definitely it would been broken and be lying on the ground by 
now.  He has no respect for himself.  He will have started to think of me as one 
like him.  Hence he won’t have any respect for me as well.  The cigarette felt 
bitter.  I have been smoking continuously unlike usual. 
 
As I sat in front of the eight member group for my civil services interview, the first 
question I expected was about my caste.  I sat there listening to my heartbeat 
letting my fingers move over the glass table top moist with sweat.  The ‘rrr’ sound 
of the air conditioner in the room.  Sounds of papers rustling.  When one person 
moved, the screeching of a swivel chair.  He looked at my forms once again and 
said ‘Which caste are you from?’ he bent again ‘Scheduled Tribes… Nayadi5…’ 
he read and looked up and said ‘Well?’ 
 
From the day I was an infant nobody has let me forget my caste for a minute in a 
day. But it was only when I memorized Divan Peshkar Nagam Ayya’s Travancore 
State Manual that I learnt about my caste.  Nagam Ayya wrote his manual in 
1906.  Before that the British had written manuals about the regions they ruled.  
J. H. Nelson’s manual about Madurai was a classic. Nagam Ayya’s Travancore 
Manual was written in the same style.  The same meticulous, detailed 
information, the same precise style, the same insolence.  
 
Nagam Ayya has written extensively about all the castes of Travancore.  He says 
everything: the mythology surrounding caste origins, if they were migrated castes 
then information about them, practices and customs of the castes, their social 
hierarchy.  He describes the general physiognomy of castes.  Like Edgar 
Thurston, he tries to see if one can define the facial structure of castes using the 
length of the nose.  
 
Like Nelson, he too had thought that each caste has unique behavioral traits.  
Unfettered and bold Nairs, lazy and intelligent Vellalas, hard working and insolent 
Nadars, drunken and rioting Ezhavas – he goes on like this without any of the 
democratic scruples of today.  It’s a document of what the ruling classes or what 
the brahmins thought about the remaining castes.  
 

                                                
5
 Nayadi –A caste in South India 
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My caste was the least described one in that document.  ‘Nayadis.  A section of 
Kuravas6 who live as wandering nomads.  Since it was believed that it is defiling 
to even see them, they cannot walk around during the day.  If somebody saw 
them face to face, people used to immediately shout and surround them, beat 
them to death with stones and burn them there itself.  Hence they used to sleep 
with their children throughout the day inside forests under thickets in holes they 
dug, huddling like pigs.  They will start out to hunt during the night. Since they 
were believed to be one aspect of Moodevi7, there was a habit of placing cattle 
bran and remnant food outside houses as alms.’ 
 
‘They will eat anything that they can get.  Rats, dogs, several insects and worms, 
dead animals.  They will eat all kinds of raw tubers.  They cover their genitals 
with spathes of arecanut.  They are usually black skinned and of a good height. 
They have long large teeth.  Their language sounds like Tamil.  They do not have 
any handicraft skills.  They usually do not have any possessions.  Since they do 
not have a permanent place to stay, they do not erect hutments. There are 
around fifty thousand of them in Travancore. There is no income to the 
government from these people.’ 
 
I spoke as if repeating what Nagam Ayya has said in his manual.  Another 
person said ‘How is your caste today? Has it improved?’ looking keenly at me.  
‘No, almost all of them beg and scavenge food and live in the streets and in the 
open’. He looked at me and asked, ‘But you have come up to the civil services?’, 
‘I had the help of an elderly man’. Another one said ‘Like Ambedkar?’ I looked at 
his eyes intently and said ‘Yes, like Ambedkar’ A few moments of silence. 
 
A third one said ‘Now, an imaginary situation. In the circle where you are the 
officer, there is an incident where you have to pronounce a judgement. One side 
has justice on its side and on the other side are people of your caste. How will 
you decide?’ I could see that the others were intrigued by that question.  Four or 
five chairs moaned.  My fingers, ears and eye lids burned and I flushed.  I knew 
what answer I had to say.  But at that time I thought of Swami Prajananda. 
 
In a firm voice, I asked ‘Sir, what is justice?  Should mere laws and customs 
decide what justice is?  Justice should have a set of values as its basis, isn’t it?  
Equality is the greatest and holiest of values.  If we make a Nayadi and another 
human life stand next to each other, from the perspective of equality, right away 
the Nayadi becomes a victim of the greatest injustice.  Whatever he has done 
becomes justified.’ 
 
As the bodies relaxed slowly, chairs moaned again.  Some of them clasped their 
hands.  The questioner said ‘Mr. Dharmapalan, murder? What if he had 
committed murder?’ I couldn’t help saying that sentence. ‘Sir, even if it were 
murder, it’s the Nayadi who is the victim’ I said. 

                                                
6 A caste of gypsy people 
7 Moodevi – a goddess 
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For some five minutes, there was silence in the room.  Papers alone rustled 
among each other.  Later the first person sighed and asked a few questions. 
General knowledge questions. The interview ended. I thought my fate had been 
decided.  But only contentment weighed in my heart.  When I went to urinate 
right after that, it felt like all the boiling acid in the body was slowly draining away.  
My legs and arms slowly cooled down. I washed my face in the mirror.  As I 
looked at my face while combing my hair the tension in my face made me smile.  
 
I went to the canteen, bought a coffee and sipped it sitting at a glass table near a 
glass window.  In the depths below the tops of cars seemed like cockroaches.  
People walked vertically in all directions.  Four or five trees waved in the breeze 
like green bouquets.  A car that was going on the road glittered on my eyes and 
then turned.  A person came and sat beside me.  I didn’t recognize him at first.  
Then I realized he was the interviewer.  The same person who asked me the 
question about justice.  
 
‘I am Naveen Sengupta’ he said. ‘Hello sir’ I held my hand out. He sipped his tea 
a little as he shook hands. ‘There is an interview in the evening as well. A small 
break’ he said.  I kept looking at him.  ‘You have been selected. Everyone has 
given high marks for you except one person’. I stared at him as I hadn’t expected 
it. ‘…for now, it is a government secret.  I told you since I saw how tense you 
were’, he said. 
 
‘Thank you sir’ I said.  ‘You are welcome.  I asked you that question just like that. 
Everyone is asked that kind of question.  The same kind of answers is expected. 
The answer you gave is very wrong from the administrative perspective.  But you 
answered with your soul.  You presented it with feeling…’ he sipped his tea 
again. ‘I thought nobody except me will give you good marks. But all except one 
have given the highest marks…’ he laughed suddenly and said ‘I think it’s the 
same reason as why I gave you marks’ 
 
I looked at him as if asking why.  ‘I wanted people to consider me as a 
humanitarian with progressive thinking – a modern man to sum it up.   That is the 
same same reason why I do not wear religious symbols or why I eat beef and 
drink alcohol.  Its will be hard for Bengali brahmins and Punjabi brahmins to 
come out of this mindset’ he finished the remaining tea ‘- but it is no problem for 
a Yadav. He can easily be a backward, casteist person’ 
 
‘Okay’ he said and stood up.  ‘You may contact me for any personal assistance 
you need.  I will try to be as progressive as I can’ he laughed loudly ‘that is, as 
long as you do not try to marry my daughter’, I too laughed with him. A double 
chinned and plump faced small eyed man.  His face had a slight mongolian trace. 
As he patted me on the back ‘Young man, you have to face a lot of struggles.   
Lots of heartbreak and weariness will come your way.  There is a lot of chance 
that you will regret joining this job.  Congratulations anyway’ he said.  
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As he walked away, he turned back and asked ‘Who educated you?’  ‘Swami 
Prajanandar, disciple of Narayana Guru’s disciple Swami Ernest Clarke…’ I said.   
‘Ernest Clark?  A foreigner?’ ‘Yes. British.  He came to the Theosophical Society 
and ended up as Narayana Guru’s disciple.   After Guru died, he ran an ashram 
in Trivandrum called Narayana Mandir.  Around 1942, he went to Coimbatore 
and started a gurukulam there. He ran a magazine called Life to discuss 
Narayana Guru’s vedanta.   I know these only because I read about them…’ I 
said. ‘Prajanandar was with Ernest Clark in the Trivandrum gurukulam.  After he 
left, Prjananandar ran the gurukulam for some time.’ 
 
‘Is Prajanandar alive now?’ asked Sengupta.  ‘No, he passed away’. ‘Oh’ he said. 
‘His real name was Keshav Panicker.  Ernest Clark gave him saffron robes and 
made him Prajanandar’  ‘Ernest Clark was a monk?’ ‘Yes.  He was Narayana 
Guru’s only foreign disciple.  But Narayana Guru didn’t change Clark’s name’ 
‘Surprising’, said Sengupta. 
 
‘I have heard about Narayana Guru’ Sengupta rose.  ‘He was like Ramakrishna 
Paramahamsa right?’. ‘Yes’.  ‘Well, but –‘, he said and then said ‘Okay’.  ‘Tell me, 
sir’ ‘No, I don’t want to discourage you…’ ‘It doesn’t matter’ ‘No, you could have 
done something else.  You could have become an educationalist.  A doctor 
perhaps. Even social worker…am doubtful if this is the right field.  This is not like 
what you think… Well’, he suddenly shook hands and walked straight towards 
the lift.  
 
Every day after that incident, I realized what he meant by that.  Everywhere, 
every time, I was made to stand outside. Administrative training is little else but 
hypnotizing a person to believe that he is born to give orders to others.  But it 
was not told so to me.  All words directed towards me were about how different I 
was.  That I was made to sit there because of their compassion and their sense 
of right - hence be grateful to us, be faithful to us.  
 
I was made to realize who I was as soon I was posted to the Tamilnadu region 
and joined work in Chennai for the first time. I announced myself to my superior 
officer the previous day and spoke for a few minutes to the incumbent officer as 
the custom was.   The next day as soon as I entered the same room, the tall 
throne-like chair had been removed and a simple wooden chair was in its place.  
An old chair that was worn out like a woven basket.  It belonged to some clerk. I 
stood watching it for a few minutes.  I subdued with all my energy the urge to ask 
the head clerk who stood right behind me where the old chair was and sat in it.  
 
A few minutes later, in the eyes of everyone who walked in and wished me, I felt 
the same thing – the missing chair.  It was beneath the gushing humility, the 
artificial frankness and the nonchalant attitude. It was in each and every word I 
spoke. I had accustomed myself to a strict but gentle administrative style of 
speaking.  But my mind was ranting inside. What should I do? 
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I could fight for my chair. But they will characterize it as a symbol of my 
cheapness. They will convert that into my nature and create an indelible mark out 
of it.  In the remainder of my life, wherever I went, that mark will accompany me. 
It will become a part of the mythology that is formed and lasts forever in the 
corridors of power. I can leave it. But it will become a permission granted by me 
to heap more disgrace over me.  
 
I called the head clerk after a few hours to inquire about it. As soon as I saw the 
firmness in his eyes, I realized instantly.  It was not his decision.  There was an 
entire organization behind it.  I couldn’t fight it.  I was alone. If I was belittled 
when I fought it, I could never stand up again. I asked him something trivial. I 
thought I saw a smile glitter and disappear in his small eyes.   
 
(Part 2) 
 
We put mother in the ambulance took her to Gopalapillai Hospital.  The young 
doctor got into the ambulance itself. I told Manickam ‘Right, see you later’.  ‘I will 
also come sir… I will give a report there’. ‘Okay, come’ I let him in.  ‘We have 
taken the urine out sir… we are giving drips.  It appears the kidney is not 
functioning.  She has lain somewhere for four or five days with fever’.  I lit up 
another cigarette without speaking.  
 
As they took mother inside the hospital, I noticed.  The stomach had shrunk 
considerably.  She was wearing white clothes.  On the white blanket, either blood 
or pus was spreading in a yellow color.  The doctor got down and spoke with the 
people inside and took mother in.  I waited in the reception.  Dr. Indira called me 
into her room in after an hour.  As I sat down, she said ‘See, there is nothing for 
me to say.  Manickam told everything. She is sinking…’.  I shook my head.  ‘Let 
us see.  If she gains consciousness, she is lucky. Is she out of mind?’ I shook my 
head. ‘Well, sometimes the last memories will be clear. Lets see’. 
 
It was night.  I woke up.  The doctor said ‘Nobody is needed here. I will call you in 
case there is something’.  Manickam was outside. ‘I have asked Stephen to stay 
here sir. He will take care’, he said.  ‘No, Manickam. Its okay. Let him go. They 
will take care here’, I said.  As I started the car, I remembered I hadn’t even had 
a tea for over three hours.  Suddenly I felt hungry.  
 
As I entered from the garage after parking the car, Subha came and said ‘What?  
You didn’t say anything’.  I silently sat on the sofa and started removing the 
boots. ‘Will you eat?’ ‘No, let me take a shower first’.  I didn’t know how to start 
telling her.  I removed the clothes and dropped them inside the clothes bin and 
went directly to the bathroom and stood under the shower.  As I was drying 
myself I observed my mind had calmed down.  
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Subha had spread the plates on the dining table.  ‘You haven’t eaten?’ ‘No, Kutty 
was up till now.  He just went to sleep’.  As soon as I sat, she sat opposite me. 
Nagamma made hot chapathis and brought them to my plate. ‘Subha’ I said.  ‘I 
saw mother’ Her eyes had lifted and were frozen on me.  ‘Here in the Govt 
hospital… in the shed for beggars’ She said nothing and only her lip moved. 
‘Very bad condition.  She had lain in fever for several days somewhere. All 
organs are gone. They said it will be over today or tomorrow.’ 
 
‘Where is she?’ she asked. I said ‘I have admitted her to Gopalapillai’s’.  She just 
sat there with downcast eyes. I left the second chapathi midway and rose.  
‘Nagamma, bring milk for the ayya’  ‘No’, I said.  ‘Have it, otherwise your acidity 
might go up in the morning’ I went to the bedroom without saying anything.  Prem 
was asleep half covered in a blanket.  I laid down beside him and stared at the 
fan caressing his leg slowly.  
 
Subha came in with milk in her hand wearing her night dress. She kept it near me 
in a small table and said ‘Drink this’ and went to the mirror. She combed her hair 
with a large comb and tied her hair behind her head.  I kept staring at the white 
nape of her neck.  She turned and asked ‘What?’.  I shook my head and drank 
the milk.  I went to the bathroom and slightly brushed my teeth and rinsed my 
mouth.  She asked from the bed ‘Should I come?’. 
 
I stared at her blankly.  ‘I will come if it is needed.  But I do not wish to come’ She 
always spoke practically.  ‘I have two meetings tomorrow… one is the Minister’s 
program.  I cannot do anything about it.  I can come in the evening.’ I didn’t say 
anything. ‘What do you mean by saying nothing?’ ‘I can say nothing’, I said.  
 
‘See, if you make this a big issue, it will be a problem for you.  Anyway she will 
pass away either today or tomorrow.  We can finish off what is required to be 
done honorably. If I too came and make this a big show, then it will be 
embarrassing for everyone.  People will start coming to pay their regards.  
Everyone will ask something.  You will also be embarrassed.’ I said ‘Okay’. ‘Then 
go to sleep now.  I will wake you if the phone rings.  Take your medicine.’ I 
sighed and swallowed the tablet. 
 
‘Goodnight’ said Subha.  ‘What if mother wakes up and wants to see Prem?’ I 
said and Subha angrily rose and sat.  ‘Nonsense!’ she said. ‘Look, he is my child.  
I will never agree to impressing on his mind that that beggar is his grandmother’ I 
said with slight anger ‘What are you saying? He is my son too. I am the son of 
that streetside beggar’ 
 
Its usual for her to calm down when I get angry.  Her eyes became sharp.  ‘What 
you said just now, that’s it.  This is your problem.  Your birth, how you were 
brought up and your caste is always in your mind.  Its with that inferiority complex 
that you make your life a hell for yourself.  You have completely spoilt your 
career.  Should we get Prem also to feel inferior?  If so, go ahead’ 
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I let go and slid back. ‘Look, still you can not sit firmly in a chair’ said Subha.  
‘Your education, your intelligence is of no use.  Your tongue won’t be able to 
order somebody.  You cannot look at a person in their eyes and speak.  Always  
a complex that somebody is saying something behind your back and laughing.  
Let my son atleast come out of this in his generation. Please. Don’t spoil his life 
my speaking sentimentally. If you don’t want your torture to affect him too, leave 
him alone’. 
 
I said ‘Okay’.  Subha softened and kept her hand over my forehead and said 
‘See… I didn’t mean to hurt you.  It is a fact. Please.’ I said ‘I know’.  ‘Mother has 
brought all sort of bad names to you.  Everyone has laughed at you.  Atleast now 
slowly let that laughter subside…’ My head was heavy with sleep.  ‘Okay… right’ 
I said and closed my eyes.  
 
My mind was without a waver in the morning. But only for a short time. I called up 
the hospital in the morning and inquired. There was no change in mother’s 
situation.  I started at 9 and as I neared the hospital my hands slipped on the 
steering as tension rose.  As I reached the front porch of Sundara Ramasamy’s 
house, I thought of stopping the car and spending some time with him inside. It’s 
the time when he usually came to the front room and spent time sitting with 
friends in conversation.  I haven’t seen his equal in listening to other’s voices.  
His concentration hadn’t decreased after countless people bringing all and 
sundry things to him.  
 
I saw his disciple, a young writer with a lungi tied up come out of his house to 
open the gate and return.  He worked somewhere in north Kerala in Kasargode.  
He seemed to stay in his house terrace.  When I was speaking with Sundara 
Ramasamy, he has joined in a few times. I wished at those times that he should 
not recognize me. Even though I wished to go in, the car drove itself past it and 
stopped in front of Gopalapillai hospital. 
 
Dr. Indira hadn’t come.  The trainee doctor came up to me and wished me 
politely.  ‘How is she?’ I enquired.  ‘The same, sir’, he said.  Kunjan Nair came 
running bowing low from inside mother’s room like a rat. ‘I came early sir. Mother 
is slightly better. Her face looks better after they removed the urine’, he said.  I 
said ‘You go to the office and give all the paper I have kept in the tray to 
Kanagaraj’.  ‘I, here?’, he asked. ‘I am here.’ ‘No sir, I will be here to support…’ 
‘No’ ‘Oh’ he said and retreated. 
 
I walked into the room.  Mother was lying the same way.  Almost a corpse.  
Saline was entering on one side.  On the other side, urine in drops. I sat in a 
chair near it and looked at mother.   There were numerous marks of healed 
wounds on the forehead, cheeks, shoulders and arms.  Some of them were deep 
ones. One mark on the forehead was as if the skull had been broken.  She would 
never have gone to a hospital in her life.  All wounds would have oozed pus and 
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sometimes even had worms before healing on their own.  Wounds from fights 
with dogs and fellow humans.  From hurled stones, beats taken from sticks, and 
hot water thrown from tea shops… 
 
During the days when I loved Subha in an intimate moment, when I took off my 
shirt she was shell shocked. ‘My goodness… why these many wounds?’ I said 
with a wry laugh ‘I was never without wounds in my childhood…’ ‘She touched 
and caressed a long wound on my back. ‘That is a wound on the back… I have a 
valiant wound on my front’ I said.  She suddenly threw her arms around me 
sobbing.  She kissed the marks on my shoulders and arms.  
 
When I was roaming with mother at the age of 7 my body was filled with sores 
and wounds.  My fingers were stuck to each other and my eyelids were stuck and 
I barely showed any skin.  Always sniffling and crying out of hunger and pain, I 
walked trying to put everything I saw in my mouth and trying to eat.  Hearing that 
some bearded man was feeding street children, I went there holding my elder 
sister’s hands.  The gurukula ashram that Prajanandar had created on the banks 
of the Karamanai river.  
 
Already a multitude of street children were collected there. We had to get into the 
Karamanai river, bathe and then apply medicine for the body sores and wear the 
nice clothes they gave.  Then we had to sit in a large hall and sing prayer songs.  
We had to read the lessons taught there for an hour.  They will then feed us food. 
Children who had come earlier got down into the river and bathed rubbing the 
sand to their bodies.  A young monk who stood with a saffron garment lifted and 
tied up over his knees was making them bathe shouting ‘Hey, you there… the 
black one… he didn’t scrub properly.  Scrub now’. 
 
I stopped as soon as I saw the water.  As he turned and looked at me, I 
screamed, turned and ran.  ‘Hey, catch him’ he said and soon four or five older 
lads chased and caught me and dropped me in front of him after dragging and 
carrying me. Swami caught my hand and dropped me in neck deep water.  
Fishes surrounded me and started pecking at me.  I screamed and winced.  He 
lifted me and made me sit on a stone and scrubbed me well with coconut fiber.  I 
screamed and stiffened and bit his hand deeply. He didn’t even notice it.  
 
He dragged me as I stood with blood pouring all over my body and he applied 
some blue colored liquid all over me.  As it touched me, the first instant it felt cool 
and then the next moment it burned like my skin was on fire.  I shook my hand 
free and ran screaming and crying.  He came behind me and said ‘If you run, 
there is no food… there is no food’.  I stood confused. I couldn’t place a foot 
further. ‘Kappai wants food… food’ I stood there and cried. 
 
The burning in my body started subsiding. After sitting, standing in several 
places, I approached the ashram again and leaned against the porch and said 
‘Thamra, give me food… Thamra, give me food…Thamra’. 
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Swami carried me directly inside to a large hall and made me sit and placed a 
leaf in front of me, large enough for me to lie down on it. He took a large ladle 
and heaped rice on it.  I said ‘more’. After he put some more I immediately said 
‘more’.  ‘Eat this you little matchstick… I will give later’, said Swami. 
 
As I tried to stand up picking up the leaf with the rice inside, he struck me on the 
head and said ‘Sit down and eat’.  I sat down and rolled the rice into a ball in my 
fist.  As I tried to keep it in my mouth, my ears were expectantly throbbing for an 
admonition and my back, for a kick.  After eating the first morsel, I tried to stand 
up without knowing why.  Swami said ‘Eat it’.  I sat down again and thrust down 
hot rice inside my mouth.  
 
Mountains made out of rice, plains made of rice, a flood of rice, an elephant 
made out of rice… there was no world. There were no surrounds. Just me and 
rice were there at that moment. At a point, I could no longer eat.  It felt like rice 
was stuffed inside me till my mouth.  My stomach was shining like a round pot.  A 
mustached person said ‘Hey, you bastard… your stomach is filled… seems like 
you can squeeze a lice to death on your stomach…’ 
 
I thought he was going to hit me and rose and moved to the side.  ‘Hey… wait. 
Nobody will hurt you. Sit down.  Do you want more rice?’ he said. I nodded. ‘If 
you ate more rice, you will burst open like a cotton seed and rice will come out, 
do you hear?  Do you want rice tomorrow?’  Yes, I nodded.  ‘Come tomorrow 
too… if you come here and read the songs and lessons that Swami teaches, 
then he will give you lots of rice…’ 
 
That’s how I started going to Prajanandar’s ashram.  There were over 30 street 
children studying there at that time.  The food was given to enroll children there. 
Swami Bodhanandar will enroll into school those who came attracted by the food.  
Even though established buy Swami Prajanandar, in reality it was Bodhanandar 
who was running it.  A short young man with long dark beard, curly hair that 
rolled over his shoulders and body like a body builder. 
 
At that age, the strength of his arms were very attractive to me.  After he first 
bathed me, I yearned to be lifted up by him.  I would go near him and stand 
watching him.  If he didn’t notice it, I would gently brush against his body.  If he 
noticed me, he would immediately laugh, lift me up by my waist and bring me 
down.  I would lose my weight and leap towards the sky and float down.  I would 
laugh and run behind him sniggering ‘more…more…’ 
 
Bodhanandar took me in his school. I would take part in prayers a few days and 
sing Narayana Guru’s song ‘God take care of us, do not desert us’.  After the 
song, the pooja would happen and they would give us boiled gram or sweet rice 
with jaggery.  Swami Prajanandar would come and sit for just the pooja.  The 
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curly white beard on his face woud be like a big conch placed for the pooja.  His 
hair would be draped on both sides like white cloth.  A lean man with a soft voice. 
 
I couldn’t say if Prananandar’s gurukulam was successful or not.  There were 
always twenty or thirty children there always. Everyday up to a hundred people 
ate there. But not even ten studied there continuously.  Mostly their parents 
would come and fight and take away the children.  Children themselves got tired 
after a few days and escaped and came back after a few days bodies filled with 
sores and dirty rags and hunger.  
 
The fourth day I stayed there my mother came and dragged me away.  I roamed 
along with here throughout the city. At one time there was a small lane 
throughout the city wide enough for two people to walk for open toilets.  Starting 
from a river or a stream this path would run parallel to all major arterial roads 
behind houses and come around the city.  Our people would travel through that 
entirely.  It was there that we got all our food.  Garbage, rats, discarded food and 
leafs thrown away from hotels… 
 
It seems as if at that time all the Nayadis of Travancore had ended up in 
Thiruvananthapuram itself. In reality, nobody knew about Nayadis, not even the 
nayadis themselves.  It is impossible for Nagam Ayya to have seen our caste 
with his eyes and thus be defiled.  He has written only the impressions of others.  
But his is the largest description about us.  Even Edgar Thurston has written only 
a few lines.  ‘Sathya Thilkan’ Divan Velupillai who wrote a more elaborate manual 
in 1940 included Nagam Ayya’s lines completely.  He just increased the 
population to seventy thousand.  
 
But it is possible that a majority of people in my caste were wiped out.  At that 
time droves of people were dying in Travancore at that time due to cholera.  
When people who had native places, identities and government tax accounts 
themselves died and their unclaimed bodies lay decomposing, who would have 
bothered about nayadis?  They would have disappeared like sewer rats that die 
underground and decay out of our sight. 
 
The survivors should have migrated to large cities like Trivandrum and Kollam.  
There they became one of the already existing kurava castes that lived on the 
streets. In large cities where more than half the population consisted of migrants, 
nobody would have noticed the nayadis.  My ancestors could have thought the 
opportunity to beg in the daylight as a major step up in the social ladder.   The 
city kept pushing out garbage.  They lived and multiplied prosperously in it like 
worms.  
 
A few days later remembering the rice, I escaped from mother and went back to 
the ashram.  Bodhanandar again threw me into the Karamanai river, bathed me 
and fed me rice on a leaf.   In a few days, he developed a special affection 
towards me.  The first reason was that I had memorized the song very quickly.  
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They named me Dharmapalan in the ashram.  Whenever Prajanandar came and 
sat at the prayer, Bodhanandar would say ‘Dharma, sing up!’ I would stand up 
and walk in front and clasping my hands would sing ‘God, save us!’ loudly. 
 
When mother continued to come and fetch me, Bodhanandar stopped her.  
Mother would clasp her hands and cry ‘Sami, please give me my child sami’ and 
sit in the steps.  She would understand nothing that anyone could tell her.  She 
would be crying ‘Sami, give me my child’.  She had had several children and 
most of them had died.  Even the elder sister clasping whose hands I roamed 
about was found once dead in a shop’s entrance one rainy season.  Hence, 
mother didn’t like leaving me.  
 
Without her knowledge, they sent to Narayana Guru’s Advaita ashrama in Aluva 
and from there to the residential school in Palakkad.  I completely changed in a 
few years.  I became strong limbed with curly hair and noticeably big teeth.  My 
hunger focused on education.  I spoke very less.  I even was called ‘Moongai’8 in 
school.  It meant ‘Koogai’9.  A dark figure that was alert and silent inside the 
classroom.  
 
Bodhananadar died in the coast of Kozhikode while serving those afflicted with 
cholera.  Prajanandar’s school was adopted by the Government’s department for 
tribal welfare.  I got a little from Prajanandar’s trust every month.  There were the 
scholarships and aid that were given to my caste.  I continued studying.  
Everyone in our hostel for tribals was studying something.  Finishing one’s 
studies meant having to search for a job.  The caste tag which feeds you while 
studying will turn into an obstacle when searching for a job.  If it happens, it will 
be a government job, else nothing. 
 
In my hostel too, I was alone.  I was the only nayadi in the hostel meant for 
tribals.  There was no one to even share a room with me. I alone was not 
permitted to use the toilets.  I would wake up early in the morning, go to the 
railway tracks and return.  Even for urinating, I would go the shrubs nearby.  
Anyone who spoke to me easily developed an authoritative tone.  I had gotten 
used to such speech by then without being perturbed.   
 
During those days, I never saw mother.  I didn’t even think about her.  Those 
were days when I felt myself as a rat.  A life that hid out of anyone’s way and 
searching for a little space to survive.  Even the body created with a hunched 
back to crouch into safety.  I constantly thought of ways to escape everyone’s 
notice. 
 
Prajanandar called for me once I completed my degree in economics.  I went to 
Trivandrum.  There were not many people in his ashram.  There were only a few 
foreigners here and there.  I was seeing Prajanandar after a long time, he had 

                                                
8 Donno wat 
9 dammit 



 16

become quite old.  A foreign young man practically carried him in his huge arms 
and made him sit in a chair.  His head was shaking.  He had lost a lot of hair and 
his bald head revealed a few moles.  Because of the humped back, his head was 
projecting to the front.  His nose was bent towards his mouth and his lips had 
disappeared inwards and his mouth seemed like a piece of folded skin.  
 
‘Quite grown up… isn’t it?’ he said in Tamil.  He had an impression that I spoke 
Tamil.  In truth, for some reason, I too had removed myself as much as possible 
from Malayalam.  My skin color and appearance could have made me identify 
with Tamilnadu.  His hands and heads continued to shake rapidly.  He continued 
in English, ‘When will the M.A. results come out?’ ‘In June’ I replied.  ‘What are 
you going to do?’ I stood without answering.  ‘You go to the civil services’, he 
said.  When he lifted his hand, it convulsed as if he had epilepsy.  Even though I 
attempted to speak, no words came out.  ‘Why so silent?’ ‘Forgive me, Guru’, I 
said.  
 
‘English doesn’t come easily to you.  That’s why you babble. You are a man only 
if you speak English.  If you do not fluently speak English, you will only be a 
nayadi no matter how educated you are.  Narayana Gurudevan didn’t ask 
everyone to learn English for no reason.  Learn English… if possible, learn 
Sanskrit too after forty…’ I said yes.  Tired from speaking, his hands shook 
violently and he kept them under his thighs.  Now both his elbows shook.  ‘Write 
the civil services exams.  Its not enough if you pass.  You should get a great 
rank.  Nobody should stoop to look at your answer sheets’. ‘So be it Gurudev’, I 
said. ‘I have told James.  They will give you money from the Trust for four years.’ 
 
I said firmly ‘Four years will not be necessary.  Two is enough’.  He understood 
what I said and smiled.  He shook his head in agreement and beckoned me near 
him.  As I went near, he touched me on the shoulder and slowly hugged me with 
his arms around my neck.  His arm shook on my shoulder like the feather of an 
aged bird.  I kneeled and kept my head on his lap.  In a shaking voice, he said 
‘You should be bold’ as he caressed my head.  ‘Enough of running for a hundred 
generations.  Now, it is time to sit’, I sobbed.  Tears from my eyes ran to the 
saffron dhoti on his lap.  
 
He massaged my ears.  He stroked my cheeks.  ‘Don’t give up your mother.  
Keep your mother.  What we have done till now to mother is a big sin.  She is like 
an innocent, pure animal.  One cannot comfort an animal’s anguish.  Hence it is 
bottomless.  Do all possible amends to her…’ he said.  I sighed and wiped my 
eyes.  ‘I will soon reach the feet of my Guru.  You need not come.’ I looked up at 
him.  A wax like emotionless face. I said ‘Yes’. 
 
In Trivandrum that night, I thought of locating mother and I roamed all night in the 
city.  It is very easy to find out where she is.  It’s enough to inquire with any 
nayadi. But it stuck me what to do with her once I found her out.  As my mind 
was was running wildly, it was impossible for me to sit or stand in one place.  I 
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walked through streets and by lanes all night.  Every form that moved even 
slightly in dark made me shudder.  In a deep open gutter, a woman was sleeping 
with a child in a dry area.  The child looked up at me with its tiny shining eyes.  I 
was looking at myself.  
 
Before dawn, I traveled to Palakkad.  From there, Chennai.  In the days after the 
exams as I waited for my results, my mind kept hammering on the words Swami 
told me.  What amends could I do to mother?  She would have searched for me 
for days and years with inconsolable sadness.  She would have lain in front of 
the ashram in tears. They would have struggled to explain to her what happened 
to me.  But what could I do? 
 
[Part 3] 
 
Swami didn’t speak anything unnecessarily.  Like his body shrunk with age, his 
words too had shrunk.  It was like he had contemplated saying everything he said 
for a long time.  I tried to understand all his sentences word by word once again.  
On the day I was leaving for my interview, news came of Swami’s samadhi in 
Trivandrum.  I was startled when I understood the meaning of his asking not to 
come. I thought I would realize the meaning of everything he said in my later 
years.  
 
After joining duty in Madurai, I came to Trivandrum the very next week.  With the 
help of the police department, I located my mother within a day.  When I saw the 
ragged old woman who came wailing in the backside of the police jeep, it took 
the entire strength of my spirit to will away the desire to immediately send her 
back.  As she sat crying with hands clasped, with scaled skin and thin body, the 
constable hit her soundly with a lathi and threatened ‘Get down, you wretch!’  
She screamed ‘Please don’t thamra… I didn’t do anything thamra… Please don’t 
thamra…’  and caught the jeep’s steel frame with both her hands.  
 
‘Drag her down’ said the Inspector.  ‘Is this the accused sir?  Sir recognizes her?’ 
I nodded.  Two constables dragged her to the flower pots in front of my hotel and 
left her there.  With legs and arms shaking like a sick dog, she lay crying 
‘thamra… thamra, please don’t kill thamra’.  ‘You may go’ I said. ‘Sir… this 
case…’ ‘I will take care of this.  You may go’ I sent them.  After they left, I slowly 
went and sat near her.  
 
She shuddered, leaned on the flower bushes and crouched as if to hide behind 
their leaves.  ‘Mother… its me. Kappan’ ‘thamra… thamra’ she kept repeating 
with in tears with folded hands.  I touched her hand.  ‘Mother, its me.  I am 
Kappan.  Your son Kappan…’ ‘thamra.  thamra’ she said and wrapped herself as 
much as she could. I stood up with a sigh. I didn’t know what to do.  
 
I thought of the days I was her son.  There was only one language I understood.  
I went in and asked the servant to serve her rice on a leaf.  As he placed the long 
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leaf in front of her, her tears stopped.  She looked at it in disbelief.  I myself 
served the rice which the servant brought in front of her.  She started eating it in 
fistfuls before even adding lentils10.  As she grabbed the leaf and started midway, 
I made her sit down ‘Sit… eat… eat.’ 
 
As she finished eating, she became silent.  I slowly touched her and said 
‘Mother, I am Kappan’.  She nodded as if to agree and looked at the gate.  
‘Mother I am Kappan… I am Kappan’ I took her hand and placed it on my face.  I 
made her brush my face with her hand.  She sharply withdrew her hand and 
turned away. The next moment, she turned astounded and touched my face 
again.  She wildly brushed my face with her hands which had twisted nails.  She 
took my ears and nose in her fingers.  ‘Hey, Kappa’, she shouted.  She sprang 
up suddenly and embraced me wildly, pressed my head over her breasts and 
hitting me on the back of my head, cried ‘Kappa! Kappa!’ 
 
The servant who came running thinking that she was attacking me stopped 
seeing me in tears.  I waved him away.  She took my hands in hers and slapped 
herself.  She grabbed my hair and shook me.  Suddenly again she wildly grabbed 
me with her hands and legs and clasped me tightly.  Like a strangled goat, she 
cried in a single key.  She bit my cheeks.  She kept kissing me with her face 
streaming with tears and saliva.  I was completely possessed and fell near her.  I 
felt like I had been completely eaten by a grand animal in a forest.  
 
I could hear voices outside.  It was Subha.  I stood up and pulled up my shirt.  Dr. 
Indira and Subha came in speaking. As soon as she saw me, the doctor laughed 
and said ‘Now I got it.  I always had a doubt…’ I said nothing.  As she checked 
on mother, I looked at Subha.  She simply stood there.  The doctor said ‘There is 
no improvement. Lets see’ and then touched Subha’s hand and went out.  
 
I asked Subha ‘No meeting?’ ‘The minister didn’t turn up’ she replied tersely and 
said ‘you need not stay here the entire time… that might become a gossip of 
some sort.  Please go to your office’.  I nodded.  ‘Listen to me.  What will you do 
sitting here?  Its awkward for them too having somebody of your status over 
here...’ ‘Okay’ I said.  She slowly said ‘Don’t be ridiculous…’  I turned away. 
 
Subha kept looking at mother.  ‘Poor lady.  Really I can’t understand her… 
really… all the fuss she made… my god’ she shrugged ‘Now I am leaving. There 
is a meeting now in the municipal office.  See you’ she said.  I walked along with 
her up to her car and then got into my car.  I thought of going to the office.  But I 
drove past the office, to Parvathipuram and on a road surrounded by fields and 
hillocks.  
 
It was then I wondered about going to Trivandrum.  There is nothing there.  
Prajanandar’s samadhi11 is in his family cremation ground.  I have been there 

                                                
10 sambar 
11 A spot marking the final resting place, usually of a holy person.  
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only once.  It’s an unattended brick structure covered by forest creepers.  On it 
there was a small earthen lamp blackened with oil stains.  Tapioca and banana 
had surrounded it.  All evidence of his life had disappeared.  Maybe a few people 
like me may remember. 
 
I turned in the Kumaarakoyil bend and went up to the temple. I went to the steps 
of the temple pond instead of going inside the temple and sat.  As I sat watching 
the small blue waves, random thoughts were running through my mind.  I 
searched for a cigarette.  There was none.  I didn’t walk up to the car either.  
Mother’s faces were flitting across in my memory on their own.  I had one image 
of her face till the time I went to Trivandrum for the first time after joining a job.  
That image of her face mixed with several other faces and kept evolving into 
itself.  I had been thinking of her like a huge wild female pig.  
 
As soon as I saw her again, I saw somebody completely different.  But as soon 
as I saw her then, my spirit recognized her as mother.  I think she too understood 
me like that with surprise.  She couldn’t contain herself unable to bear the shock 
and excitement.  Wailing something, suddenly she started crying out and fell 
unconscious.  I made her sleep giving her brandy.  I sent the servant to buy a 
new saree.  I thought of turning her into a new woman as soon as she woke up in 
the morning and taking her along with me.  My body always shrinks when I think 
about the day dreams I imagined throughout that night.  
 
Mother steadfastly refused to wear that saree.  Instead, she wanted me to 
remove my shirt and come with her. ‘How can a nayadi wear clothes of a 
thumra?  Take it off… no, you should not wear it… Take it off… hey, makka’ and 
she tried to tear it off.  She tried to remove me from my clothes like a mother pig 
that saw some foreign object sticking on her offspring.  I couldn’t say anything to 
her.  She was not in a condition to listen to words.  She wanted to return back to 
the garbage heaps of Trivandrum with the child she had got back.  
 
As I went to a chair and sat down speaking, she ran outside in alarm to peep, 
came back and cried out ‘Would you sit on a thumra’s chair?  Ayyo, ayyo’.  ‘Get 
up… getup son… he will kill you’, she was in tears and wrung her hands to her 
breasts.  I tried going back twenty years in my mind to understand her.  What 
would a chair have meant to a nayadi who would have been stoned if he stepped 
out of a gutter?  It is a symbol of everything that beats him up and throws him 
back in the gutter.  It is a bloodthirsty animal.  
 
I made mother drink a lot and changed her clothes when she was unconscious 
and brought her to Madurai.  She stayed with me for only twelve days.  She 
raged like a caged wild animal.  I instructed them not to let her out, locked the 
gates and had the house guarded before going to office.  Still she escaped twice. 
I sent the police twice and brought her back from the streets.  She couldn’t stay 
within the house.  In the house, she was not interested in anything but rice.  
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When she was not seeing me, she would circle about shouting my name.  She 
would bang on the doors and raise a ruckus.  As soon as she saw me she would 
beg me to remove my shirt and come with her.  She begged me not to sit on the 
chair.  Her body would shiver as if in fever whenever she saw me sitting in a 
chair.  My shirt-clad appearance terrorized her every time.  She would crouch in 
the corner between walls when she saw me.  This terror would continue till the 
time I touched her and said something.  Maybe she got the sensation of touching 
me as a child when I did that; ‘Kappa, Kappa, my son… don’t wear that my son’ 
she would shriek and grab my shirt and start tearing it.  
 
When she disappeared on the twelfth day and was not found for two days, I felt 
relieved within myself.  I didn’t know what to do with her.  If I asked somebody, 
they would say we can lock her up in a room or admit her in an institution.  But I 
know how she will live in her world.  In a life lived eating refuse, sleeping in the 
streets, she has her moments of excitement and celebration.  She has people 
close to her.  It is a different society.  It’s a huge society woven with hate and 
love like rats living in sewers.  
 
After many days, I confirmed that she had returned to Trivandrum.  There was no 
surprise in her traveling that far.  Their ways and contacts are completely 
different.  I slowly erased her from my thoughts.   I was meeting my own 
challenges daily.  Within a single year, I was disabused of all my fantasies.  The 
grand machinery of power pushed me into becoming its small, insignificant cog 
and made me sit there.  
 
Power, even though every official perceives it as something that he wields, is 
always collective action.  A person over whom you wield power should agree to 
subject himself to it.  For that, he needs to be in fear of the entire power 
structure.  Hence, an individual official draws his power by properly attaching 
himself to the action plan of the complete power structure.  Whenever he walks 
alone, he loses his authority.  
 
When an official starts involving in administration, he tastes power and authority.  
He also sees how it is created.  His heart yearns for more and more power.  He 
keeps evolving himself because of this.  Within a few years, he becomes a 
spitting image of everyone else in the power structure.  The dreams and idealism 
that he brought in disappear somewhere along the way.  His lingo, body 
language, beliefs… even his face becomes similar to the others.   
 
But I was never admitted inside this union of power.   I realized that I could only 
do the tasks set out for me and that I couldn’t even order a clerk.  The entire 
power structure above and below me was pushing me out.  None of my words 
reached their ears.  Even when I lost patience and shouted wildly sometimes, 
they kept looking me from across the glass with a gentle smile.  
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I became an unidentified wild animal of the forest lying in a cage in the middle of 
the city.  Whenever I raged against it, it was perceived as my natural lack of 
culture and forgiven.  Whenever I struggled against it, it was perceived as 
unbridled ambition and brushed aside.  When I acknowledged my situation and 
kept quiet, it was explained as the natural incompetence of my community and 
handled with compassion.   My self pity and loneliness were considered 
psychological issues.  The cage against which I banged and tore my flesh every 
moment was talked about as the tallest balcony which I had somehow managed 
to reach up to sit.   
 
Even my marrying Subha could be a part of this struggle.  Like catching hold of a 
buffalo to cross the river during a flood.  I thought she would take me into her 
world.  I thought my winning her would be considered as a victory over her world.  
Evening parties, garden dinners, weddings, birthdays… laughter, hosting, 
embraces, kind inquiries…  
 
But I was time and again defeated by the ruthless murderous weapon of 
compassion.  They would separate me with compassion and put me in place.  
When I wanted to leave in embarrassment, they sent me home with more 
compassion.   I didn’t think at that time why she married me.  At that time, I took it 
as a certificate of my manhood, and even though the world refused to 
acknowledge it, as a victory of the lover within me.  It was the one and half 
months of my life when I could feel the emotion called pride.  If I didn’t have that 
foolishness, I would have lost even that petty happiness.  
 
She had to progress. I was the boat that she could grab. A simple public relations 
official, all the importance that she has gathered today has been because of my 
three letter title.  The distance she will traverse further is longer.  Her progressive 
airs, a cover for this calculation.  A large hearted modern age lady.  From now 
onwards, even she will not remove that cover to look at herself.  
 
Accepting all of the moral responsibilities of power, I fell into the hell of living 
without power.  In every office where I worked, an officer appeared naturally 
under me.  He would be from that region’s power wielding caste, or close to that 
region’s ruling party or higher officials.  Within a few days, the entire authority will 
go into his hands.  His orders alone would get executed.  He would show towards 
me a gentle humility, a humility capable of reminding me every instant that I was 
under him, and receive my permission and signature as well.  
 
Prem was born when I was working in Madurai.  When he was eight months old, 
I met mother again.  Mother and another old man came all the way to Madurai 
searching for me.  Mother came to my office and saw me.  I was sitting trapped in 
the terrible torture called hearing public grievances.  People who come with 
hands clasped, shivering and in tears as if coming to the sanctum sanctorum of a 
god.  Old women who fall at your feet.  The shamed, shrunk silence of 
abandoned women.  Ordinary people’s vehemence at injustice.  The betel 
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stained laugh of tribesmen whose lost their land to snatchers that chased them 
away and who came without even realizing what is happening to them, clutching 
petitions written by somebody else, brought here by somebody else.  Infants with 
large eyes watching he proceedings with interest clutching their parent’s 
clothes… 
 
They would keep coming.  They would jostle each other as if they believed that 
their problems would disappear the moment they meet me.  ‘Go on by one… do 
not jostle. One by one…’ Mayandi would be shouting.  Each one of those faces 
would terrorize me.  I would not be able to see even one person in the eye. I 
would pretend to read their papers and avoid seeing them.  ‘Okay’ ‘You have told 
us no?’ ‘Okay’ ‘Lets see’ ‘We will do’ ‘I will do madam, you may go’ I would 
repeat the same words over and over again.  I would feel like a machine that 
repeats those words.  
 
There have been days when I had dreamt of telling those people that I could do 
nothing for them.  I would then wonder what is the use of telling them that.  
People who have been subjugated over and over again and heaped aside.  The 
remaining hope is the only thing that keeps them alive.  Why should I blow it out?  
But am I not causing a bigger tragedy in the end by accepting these petitions and  
thereby encouraging hope?  To wait, to hope with tears and then to be 
abandoned again…  
 
But they are used to being abandoned mercilessly, isn’t it?  It has been so for 
centuries.  Used to begging, pleading, seeking alms, falling at other’s feet, arms 
extended, shrieking ’Thamburane’, ‘Yejamane’, ‘Udaiyathe’, running to gather 
what is thrown towards them, making their very life a veritable insult, living out 
multitudes of generations, isn’t it?  If they could look up at me, probably I would 
have removed my shirt and pants, thrown it away and would have stood in the 
streets as a simple Nayadi kuravan in a loincloth under the sky.  
 
It was then that my mother came jostling through the crowd shouting loudly ‘That 
is my son… my son Kappan.  Hey Kappa! son, Kappa!’.  When two old men who 
came along with her started shouting ‘Kappa Kappa’, two policemen told them 
‘What is this noise about?  Shut up, I say shut up… will thrash you behind the 
neck.  Shut up you dogs!’ menacingly.  I said ‘Shanmugam, leave them’.  Mother 
was wearing an old blouse that she had got from Narikuravars and was wearing 
on her body some political party’s flag in bright colors over her body.  She was 
wearing nose rings and earrings made from gold-colored aluminium.  The three 
of them came running into my room.  
 
Mother clasped my face and kissed me on my cheeks and neck saying, ‘This is 
my son Kappan, my son… my son… hey Kappa’.   Kissing is biting me lightly.  
Betel juice saliva flowed over my face.  I saw the entire crowd was shell shocked.  
‘You go inside. I will come in some time.’ I told her.  Mother pulled me holding my 
hands ‘You come… come son’.  One old man turned towards the crowd saying 
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‘This is Kappan. Nayadi kappan. Our man. You can all go, you won’t get food 
here today.  No food, go’ he ordered.  
 
As I stood and pulled my mother away by her hands, the other two came behind.  
One said ‘We searched all over for you.  Kappa, you are wearing dresses and all, 
does that mean they will give good food?’.  Another said ‘You keep quiet.  They 
won’t say anything even if he eats as much as he wants. He is an officer, do you 
know?’ I told mother to stay there and washed my face and returned to the other 
room.  As soon as I returned, I realized one thing.  The body language of 
everyone had changed.  As if they realized I was not a part of the administering 
caste.  It was surprising.  Not even one of them begged anything from me.  Only 
a few said something.  The rest just gave their petitions and left.  
 
Mother stayed with me for twenty days that time. I gave them a place to stay in 
the backyard for the three of them.  But they were not used to staying under a 
roof.  They stayed in the cycle shed of the camp office.  They fought in loud 
voices day and night.  They threw stones at each other and ran around fighting.  
They used the garden as a toilet in the night.  I noticed Arunachalam who cleans 
cursing everyday silently.  
 
Mother didn’t like Subha from the first sight.  She felt Subha’s white skin as a 
sign of disease.  As soon as she saw her, she ran from the porch in fright and 
stood in the courtyard with hands covering her mouth and with bulged eyes.  As 
soon as Subha said something, she spat at her.  She kept saying ‘Pandan Naai, 
it’s a pandan naai!’ 
 
Subha stayed inside afraid even to look at mother.  Whenever mother saw her, 
she threw whatever she had in her hand at her.  She lifted her skirt up and 
cursed her showing her genitals.  Subha cried ‘Pal, please if you some regard for 
me, send her away. I came trusting you.  It would be least help that you would be 
doing for that. I cannot even tolerate her, Pal.  Please…’ and fell on the bed 
crying.  
 
I watched her crying.  She had not started going to work after the childbirth.  ‘Tell 
me Pal. What is the meaning of standing like a statue for everything?’ she asked. 
‘Subha, please. I will see.  I will do something.. I will send her away slowly’ I said. 
‘No, you won’t send her away.  See, we cannot bring them to our way of life.  
They are used to one way of living.  We cannot change them ever.  Let them be 
happy somewhere. Lets do anything for that..’ 
 
I kept thinking about what Prajananadar told me.  I had committed a great 
injustice to my mother, I had to do amends for that all my life he had said. I 
couldn’t disobey his command.  Her desires are her command.  But I could never 
understand what mother wanted.  She didn’t want anything from the house.  
Even food got boring after some time.  Meanwhile her hatred towards Subha 
grew as a force and started animating her.  Like the love of such people, their 
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hate is also unbounded.  Later on I thought, how deep her hatred towards Subha 
must be. How many centuries of history it should have had…  
 
Mother would enter the kitchen and eat whatever she grabbed from there.  She 
spat betel juice in all the corners of the house.  She urinated inside the house.  
She took Subha’s sarees, nighties, jackets and even bras and started wearing 
them.  Every now and then she would stand in front of Subha’s room and shout 
‘You belong to my son Kappan… Get lost, you get lost to your house panna 
erappe’.  Subha would sit with her head down her two hands covering her ears.  
 
But she could never stand mother picking up Prem with her dirty hands.  She 
would lie over the child covering him so that mother cannot pick him up.  Mother 
would shout, beat her back, pull her hair, spit and scratch her.  Twice I caught 
mother, dragged her out and locked the door on her.  I told Christudas and 
Chellam not to let mother near the child.  But she would get in somehow.  
 
She picked up something rotten from outside and once fed it to the baby.  I saw 
after coming from my bath and was startled.  My hands and legs started shaking.  
I dragged mother outside and then yelled abuses at Chellam.  I heard her say 
something back standing in the kitchen.  As soon as I heard the word ‘kuraputhi’  
my body froze like a stone as if touched by a magic wand. I felt myself drained of 
all my powers and sat on the first floor revolving chair.  
 
-------------- 
 
Part - 4 
 
I thought that I should never chase her away.  I waited hoping that she would 
escape and run away like the last time.  If she went away like that, I would not 
feel guilty. I would have kept my word to the Swami. But this time, her hatred of 
Subha became the reason to stay.  She kept cursing Subha everytime she saw 
her.  If she stood on the road outside the house and started ‘White pig, Paandan 
dog… how dare you talk back when you yourself look like a burnt root?  Come 
out you dog’ she would go on like that for several hours.   That unlimited life force 
to be able to that itself amazed me.  Only then I could understand how dogs kept 
howling for hours together.  
 
I gave money to both the old men and asked them to take mother with them.  
They disappeared the same day with the money.  Mother became more strong 
willed.  She started at night and roamed the city and came back at dawn with 
garbage that she had picked up.  Thrown away, decaying food.  Old clothes.  
She brought everything that glittered.  She heaped them in one corner of the car 
shed.  Once when Subha saw her through the window, eating off a decayed food 
packet, she ran and vomited.  
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Once when she was burning a huge rat with fire from burning paper and plastic, I 
went out, grabbed and threw it out and shouted at her.  She came to strike me.  
When I pushed her back, she fell on her back.  She had been wearing a 
bathroom Turkish towel.  It slipped and she stood up naked and started attacking 
me with a stone.  
 
I pushed her with all my strength into the room near the car shed and closed the 
door.  I stood gasping for a few minutes.  I could feel all windows looking at me 
like eyes.  I went straight to the bathroom, closed the door and cried having 
turned the tap open.  My crying disappeared in the sound of water falling.  I 
subsided into sobs after slapping myself in the face and on my head.  Then I 
washed my face and hands and came out.  
 
Subha was standing outside and breathing loudly.  ‘I am leaving… I will go 
somewhere with my son’ she said.  I walked silently.  ‘I cannot do it… I cannot 
keep watching this.  Everyone in the city is talking about this only.  Where can I 
show my face again? The servants are laughing at me… I cannot do it.  I am 
leaving.   It is either me or your mother’ she said.  
 
‘I can never leave my mother.  It is my Guru’s words.  I will be sad if you leave.  I 
cannot bear it.  But my mother will do what she likes’, I said.  Subha stared at me 
with her head shaking and eyes swollen for a few seconds and suddenly started 
slapping her head and sank to the ground crying.  I went to my room and sat with 
a book held before me.  I listened to her crying without seeing the words.  
 
Mother lay inside till night.  I went outside and roamed without meaning and 
returned at midnight.  I changed, went to the room by the car shed and opened it.  
The smell of urine and feces mixed together hit me hard.  I expected mother to 
get up and attack me.  She was sitting with her hand on her face in a corner. I 
asked ‘Mother, do you want food?’  She nodded her head.  
 
I fed her food myself.  When I watched her grabbing the food excitedly and 
swallow it, I felt heavy at heart.  The next second my whole body burned like a 
palm tree hit by lightening.  Would she have felt the taste of food instead of 
hunger even once?  I wanted to cry out with my arms around her.  She didn’t 
know how to stop eating.  Nor can she bear to see the leaf empty.  ‘More, more’ 
she kept patting the leaf for more.  I too have been like that.  That body of mine is 
still within this body. 
 
She finished eating, wiped her hand on herself and laid down there itself.  I went 
inside and brought her half a glass of brandy.  She took it and poured it down her 
throat and belched.  Forgetting the previous instant as soon as she had eaten, 
she started fondling my hand ‘What Kappa?  I wanted to tell her a lot and ask her 
a lot.  But it felt like it was enough to keep looking at her.  
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‘Son Kappa, that white pig is a ghost.  Do you know why she is like that?  She is 
drinking your blood… from your penis.’ she grabbed my penis suddenly and said 
‘She is drinking blood off this.’  I freed myself.  ‘Makka, you don’t wear this shirt 
and these pants.  Do not sit in the chair meant for Thamras.  No… these 
Thamras will kill you.  You come with me tomorrow.  Let us go tomorrow to our 
town.  I will take care of you like gold.  Will you come, son?  Is it not your mother 
asking you?’ 
 
She kept saying this till her eyes loosened.  She lamented that I should stay 
away from the chair, if I sit in the chair meant for them, the Thamras will kill me 
and that they have sent this white ghost under a spell with the purpose of killing 
me.  I went to my room, lit a cigarette and kept staring at my chin.  Even though 
she was crazy, there seemed to be truth in what she was saying.  Was I sitting in 
the chairs meant for the owners? Are they killing me for doing that?  Is she 
drinking my blood?  Standing outside illusions, like an animal that didn’t fall for 
mental seductions, is mother realizing the truth?  
 
When I came back to my office, it was half past four.  I went to my room and 
asked Kunjan Nair to bring me tiffin.  Am I searching for reasons for my own 
inabilities? Subha would say so.  I am searching reasons for my incompetence 
outside. Why should you not act?  All the obstacles you face are of your own 
making.  Why are you not doing those things which you realize you should be 
doing?  Try doing them… 
 
There was only one thing to be done.  I should remain within this system as the 
voice and hands of people like me.  People like me – meaning those who are 
heaped in the Donkey-shanty hospital as human litter by thottis.  Why should not 
this government that spends crores of rupees for public sanitation spend 
something for those lives?  Why not make those doctors feel themselves as 
humans?  Punish those who say no.  When one of yours is not attended to in the 
hospital, your voice raises and your sense of morality burns you up…  
 
I started writing with trembling hands.  Then I stood up and typed my report.  I 
had ordered for immediate action, describing what I saw in the donkey-shanty 
hospital.  I had asked for a report within three days of the action taken.  
Otherwise, I had threatened, in my personal capacity I would take strict action on 
those responsible.  I sent the original to the district medical officer and a copy to 
the state sanitation secretary.  I called Pillai in and made arrangements for them 
to be sent and lit up a cigarette.  
 
In the evening, I went to the hospital once again.  Dr. Indra ‘There seems to be 
no development. If you want, we can try dialysis tomorrow.’ Mother was lying in 
the same manner.  The usual hospital green dress was draped around her.  The 
swelling on her hands and legs had subsided and her skin was shrunken like 
dried out mud.  I came home, ate and went to sleep directly.  Subha wanted to 
argue with me about mother.  I didn’t want words then.  
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I would have slept for about an hour when I woke up.  Subha was sound asleep.  
The air conditioner and the clock were sounding like raaga and tala.  I went 
outside and lit up a cigarette.  A thought occurred whether I was losing sleep due 
to the increased smoking.  Before going back to sleep, the last thought that came 
to me was to meet the DMO myself and speak to him about my letter as soon as 
I go to office tomorrow.  Should ask him what he intends to do.  If possible, to 
visit along with the media once and not hesitate to shame them.  
 
Will know what they will say.  In these one and a half years I have seen 
everything.  My mind had lost the meaning of the words honor and insult.  Mother 
left only after erasing the last evidences of them.  When she was staying with me 
in Madurai, she one morning took Prem with her and left.  Subha fell 
unconscious.  I called up the SP and told him.  The police jumped into action 
throughout the city.  In forty five mintues, they caught her.  She was grazing in 
the heap of refuse behind one of the prominent hotels in the city.  She had fed 
him the refuse and decayed food that she could find.  
 
Subha sprang out like an animal hurt by a bullet and grabbed the child from the 
Sub Inspector’s hands.  He had decayed food on his mouth and chest.  She sat 
on the ground with her arms around him and kissing him.  I stood without being 
able to do anything.  As I saw mother coming out of the jeep saying ‘Kappa’, 
something sprang out of me.  I leaned down and picked up a piece of hose pipe 
lying there and hit her again and again crying ‘Run away, run you dog… never 
step foot in this house again… run’.  She fell in the dust and writhing her arms 
and legs.  I kicked her.  
 
The SI held me.  Mother stood up, ran to the road and cried out loudly ‘Kappa, 
you will rot… you will choke… the white pig will drink your blood… you sinner! 
Dog, sinner!’ hitting herself on her chest and stomach.  She removed the cloth on 
her waist, walked about naked, spread her arms and cursed with a variety of 
abuses.  ‘Sir, you go inside’ said the SI.  As soon as I went inside and closed my 
door, the first thought I had was to hang myself. If I had been able to summon 
enough courage, this suffering would have ended that day.  
 
The SI caught mother and took her to the city’s important Christian institution’s 
old age home and even paid for her admission there. I sent him the money the 
next day.  I never could summon the courage to visit mother again. There was a 
fire burning within me every second.  All my organs had melted and filled up my 
stomach, burning like acid.  The dysentery and fever that seized Prem continued 
for twelve days in several stages.  He was in Meenakshi mission hospital for ten 
days.  Twice the fever went to its peak and they said there was a threat to his life.  
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Subha stayed beside him day and night with her hair wildly thrown about.   I 
feared to even talk to her.  I feared that she might jump at me, bite off my throat 
at my single word.  I sat on the hospital ward’s steel chair all night watching my 
son’s small legs and face singed by fever.  With arms akimbo, he was sleeping 
with his chest heaving. His skin was dry and body reddened.  His ribs were 
protruding and his chest had come up and he looked like some other child.  
Death had come near him and left.  Was it around in the room in some shape?  If 
I was unaware for a second, would it reach out for him and take him away? 
 
As I saw him, it felt like a hard piece of iron had pierced me below the stomach 
and sunk in.  But I needed that pain. I experienced it silently.  Like the other side 
of a balancing scale, it balanced the sorrow that pressed on the other side of my 
heart.  I smoked it away as cigarettes.  My lips burned with cigarettes.  My chest 
filled with smoke and phlegm came out.  Any food even when terribly hungry 
made me nauseous at the second mouthful.  I lived second to second.  I pushed 
time one breath at a time.  
 
When I was watching him one night, a thought struck me.   I had grown up at that 
age eating that only. I had somehow survived.  Most of the children of my age 
would die in the rains.  My mother would have at least had ten children.  All nine 
had died.  They will take the dead bodies by the legs above their heads and 
throw them into the swollen Karamanai river. I have seen my sister laid out to be 
thrown away.  In her small dark face, the last thought she had was on her face. 
‘to eat.. to eat’ she would say.  She could speak only that word.  It was on her 
lips.  
 
I will never forget the violence that rose in me that instant.  If this white skinned 
child was meant to die by eating a morsel of that food, so be it.  In the grand 
heaven up above meant for children that had died of hunger and eating trash, 
there would be numerous relatives that would be expecting him.  The next 
instant, I hit myself in the head for that thought.  I sat on the bed, kissed my son’s 
feet again and again and cried.  
 
I learnt that mother had left the home within a few days.  I did not worry.  But 
there was a change in my personality from that day onwards. I became cruel.  I 
become unforgiving, always angry.  I gave my staff warning letters and 
punishments everyday.  They easily went above me and got them cancelled.  
They stood before me with contempt and accept them with their left hands. They 
went out, laughed about it loudly.  
 
In a few days, there were posters about me on the office walls.  My mother was 
sitting begging for alms with a plastic cup in them.  Should the district be 
entrusted to a man who enjoys authority leaving his own mother to beg in the 
streets? I noticed them only when entering the office.  They had posted several 
of them in a line.  After crossing several, only when I turned did I read one. My 
legs became limp.  I couldn’t hit the brake.  I stopped the car and almost ran to 
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my room.  Eyes buzzed over me like flies all the way.  The light twitter that rose 
from all over the office as the door to my room closed turned into a huge noise 
and hit me.  
 
After two days, someone brought mother to the office itself.  Mother sat under the 
kondrai tree in the office porch and was contently eating the remains of the lunch 
given by my office staff off a plastic sheet.  They had made her sit in a place 
where I could see her from my office window.  I saw them as I went to the 
washbasin after having my lunch.  For a few moments, I didn’t know where I 
stood.  I got down from there and ran like a madman without even taking my car 
through the road.  
 
I went to the hospital only by half past ten in the morning after going to the office 
in the morning and seeing all the accumulated files completely.  They said there 
was no change in mother’s condition.  When I entered, Dr. Manickam was in the 
verandah.  The discomposure that suddenly appeared within me grew as he 
came near and wished me good morning. ‘Tell me Manickam’ I said.  He clasped 
his hands in front of me in tears.  I thought that I should be harsher here.  
 
‘It is clear that sir didn’t believe anything that I said.  You think that whatever I 
told you is to hide my mistakes… it is not so,sir.. I..’ his Adam’s apple went up 
and came down.  ‘I have always acted in fear of God sir.  I have toiled as much 
as possible in that shithole, sir.  If I come there at 8 am, sometimes it would even 
take nine or ten at night to reach home, sir.  No medicines, no tablets.  No cloth 
to tie the wounds up with.  Sir, you wont believe me, I go to the next door 
veterinary hospital and bring the remaining antibiotics from there and give them 
to these.  I send my wife to the neighboring houses to collect torn sarees and 
cloth to tie up wounds for these…  I haven’t taken a vacation consciously.’ 
 
I quietly said ‘I didn’t blame you. I have just reported that the situation is such.  Is 
that not my duty? If I didn’t do it, it would be as if I left it continue as such, isn’t it? 
‘What you thought is correct sir.  I am not blaming you. But – ‘ he couldn’t speak 
beyond that.  ‘I am sorry’ I said and tried going to the room.  ‘Stop sir.  Hear out 
just this.  Hear this before you go.  You are also like me.  Sir, I am due for 
promotion these past seven years.   They had kept it waiting asking for 
explanations pointing out all kinds of mistakes.  I went up to the Tribunal to get a 
judgement and got an order to implement the judgement just now.  I am senior 
sir.  Now, they have suspended me due to your letter.  Now they will take me in 
only after getting that order cancelled.  It may take another ten years or more… 
see you sir’ 
 
Before I could say anything, he quickly walked away.  I went behind him.  He had 
gone out and left in his bike.  Tired, I sat in the hall.  Only this can happen, it will 
be surprising only if something different happens.  Why did I do this though I 
knew it?  To whom did I want to prove it?  The acidity that had grown in my 



 30

stomach of late rose to the back of my mouth.  I wanted to throw up.  I sat 
holding my head in my hands. 
 
The nurse came and said ‘sir’.  I stood up. ‘She is conscious now’.  I went up to 
mother’s room with a light excitement.  She tried to sit up.  She had removed the 
glucose tube that was inserted in her hand.  Blood spilled through the injection on 
her hand. Nurse caught her saying ‘Ayyayyo, you should not take it… lie down, 
grandma’.  Mother pushed her away.  Her eyes roamed around a few times past 
me.  ‘Kappa, hey Kappa’ she tried to stand up. 
 
‘Mother, it is me, mother’ said I.  ‘Kappa, my son.. kappa,  don’t wear the shirt.  
Do not sit on thumra’s chair my son… Kappa’.  Mother couldn’t see me.  The 
nurse caught her and made her lie down.  Mother suddenly got into fits and 
started twitching her arms and legs.  Her mouth twisted to one side and shook. 
The nurse ran out ‘Will call the doctor’.  I held mother and slowly made her lie 
down.  Her arms were rigid.  Later they started to slowly go limp.  When the 
doctor came, mother was unconscious.  
 
I stood outside waiting.  Indra came out and said ‘It will be better if we do dialysis.  
She is sinking…’.  I said ‘Lets do it’.  ‘Even if we do there won’t be much 
improvement.  She is almost in her final minutes’ I sighed.  They gathered around 
and discussed inside.  They did various things.  I went to the hall again and sat 
there.  I measured my head with my hand. I unclasped and tied my watch again 
and again.  
 
Subha called me over the phone.  As soon as I said ‘Hello’ she asked ‘how is 
she?’  ‘They told it will happen soon’ ‘Oh’ she said.  ‘I will come there now.  It will 
take ten minutes’.  I kept the phone down.  When the phone clicked, I decided 
something.  Yes, it was that.  It was the same thing that Prajanandar had told me.  
I could hear his words next to my ears.  ‘Do all amend to mother…’ Did he mean 
this? Did he tell me to have courage knowing that I will never do this, that I will 
never have courage for this? 
 
I stood up, went and saw mother.  There was only a nurse inside.  ‘Did she wake 
up?’ I asked.  ‘No, we should do dialysis.  We will take her there now’ she said.  I 
wished with my entire being then that mother should open her eyes then.  My 
ears hadn’t known anything above my head to pray to till then.  To that instant, to 
the air that smelled of lotion in that room, to the slanted light that entered through 
the window, to time that dripped in seconds in there I prayed fervently.  That 
mother should open her eyes.  A few moments were enough.  
 
I should sit beside her and take her hands in mine and say it.  My response to 
her agitated supplication to me all these years  ‘Mother, this is Kappan.  I will 
take off my shirt and pants.  I will not sit in Thumbura’s chairs anymore. I will 
stand up. I am your Kappan’ 
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But I could see mother’s face acquiring a wax like quality.  Another woman came 
and changed mother’s clothes.  Mother’s body moved like a corpse.  She too 
handled her like a corpse.  
 
Time passed. Subha didn’t come even after thirty minutes.  But Kunjan Nair 
came with his betel stained grin and a wire knitted bag and slanted shoulders.   
‘Namaskaram sir, I went to the office.  A phone call from Madras.  Ramani noted 
down everything and gave it to me’ and gave me a paper.  I took it and pushed it 
into my pocket without even reading it.  The moment I thought of sending him 
away, inside mother called ‘Kappa’.  
 
Before I could enter, Kunjan Nair entered the room.  Seeing him, mother 
suddenly shuddered and shrunk like a street dog that saw a stone aimed at it and 
in a feeble voice begged ‘Thumrane, give me some gruel, thumrane’.  Her body 
shook for an instant. Her right leg stretched unconnectedly, froze and then slowly 
grew limp.  Her face stained with saliva sank deeply into the pillow.  After holding 
and placing her, the nurse checked the pulse. By then, I too knew.  
 
Yes, it was this that Prajanandar told.  I should sit.  I need a hundred chairs to 
bury this beggar lady and for her heart with all its longings to turn to dust. 
 


