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“The eagerness of a listener quickens

the tongue of a narrator.”

Charlotte Brontë

Dedicated to my son, Vijayanth
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India has 22 official languages and almost 400 other living languages. 

King Neptune’s Delite takes place in Kerala, a southern state of India, where most people speak Malayalam. Three Malayalam words appear in the book: achan, chettan and chechi.

achan means father.

chettan means elder brother, but it is also used after an older man’s name, to show respect. For example, people younger to James will address him as James chettan. It would be rude to call him only by his name, James.

chechi means elder sister, but like chettan, it is also used after a woman’s name, to show respect. 
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The Beach-Pickers
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Every day, Maya collected seashells, smooth pebbles, and driftwood for Moosa. Moosa owned Seashells, the village's only curio shop. Maya’s brother Satish and two friends, Raju and Jacob, also picked the beach along with her.  

Maya was ten. She was the youngest in the group, but she was the leader. She watched Moosa while he created decorative articles and ornaments, and knew what he wanted and where she could find it. Moosa paid more for the shells and driftwood she picked. He also bought whatever pebbles she got for him, to use in aquariums. While the other children picked pebbles by shape and size, Maya found the ones that glowed best under water. 

Maya was not content to pick the best shells. She wanted more. She wanted to make pretty things like Moosa. 

Tall and bean-stick thin, Maya was quick, and though the boys were stronger, she could outrun them if she wanted to. Brown-skinned like most other people in the village, Maya had long dark hair and large bright eyes. 

She was also more successful in peddling Moosa’s wares on the beach. She took her time before approaching a tourist, and most of the time made a sale. She seemed to know what they wanted.

“How do you do it?” the boys asked.

“I watch them and try to guess what they’ll like,” said Maya. 

“She has enough practice,” Satish grumbled. “She’s always watching me. I can’t do anything I want to. As soon as I think of something, she knows what’s in my mind and finds a hundred reasons to stop me.”

Satish was eleven, a year older than Maya. Jacob and Raju were twelve. The children shared a deep bond; they had lost their fishermen fathers in the same tragic cyclone at sea.

Satish and Jacob were so alike they could have been twins. Both were tall, strong, and dark-skinned. Their black eyes brimmed with laughter, and their curly black hair was always unruly. They could never sit still. Often, Maya had to yell to be heard over the sound of the waves. If she didn’t keep a check on them, they forgot all about their work and indulged in play.

They loved to race into the water at high tide and jump off sharp, slippery cliffs into the sea. When they were not doing such stunts, they wrestled with each other or threw punches. They would be working one moment and laughing away at some private joke the next. Maya was always trying to make them concentrate on their work.

Jacob did not spend the evenings with his friends. He helped his mother in her fish stall. She and a helper dished out crisp, batter-fried fish, and he did the serving. When his father was alive, his mother employed a man to serve the customers and wash the dishes. Now that she had to buy the fish instead of using her husband’s catch and did not have his income, she ran the stall with one helper and Jacob. Jacob had dropped out of school. During the day, he worked for Moosa, and in the evenings, he helped his mother.

Raju was different. Unlike Jacob and Satish, he did not rush into doing anything. He was rather quiet and liked to think. He looked different, too. Light-skinned, his eyes were gray and his dark hair straight and soft. He also had lost his father, but he went to school. His mother had a flower shop near the temple, and his sister helped her. He joined his friends in picking the beach on Sundays and during vacations, and sold curios with them every evening. 

Jacob and Satish often challenged Raju. They dared him to jump into the sea from high cliffs or climb up rocks slippery with surf. They wanted him to box, or wrestle, or fight with make-believe swords. When he refused, they teased him and called him a coward.

Raju knew he was not a coward. He thought Jacob and Satish were silly and smiled when they called him names. If Satish and Jacob quarreled with each other or joined forces against Maya, he played peacemaker.

Twice a week, Father Thomas held classes for children who could not attend school. He taught them to read, write, and do sums. Maya attended the classes, but Satish and Jacob often skipped them. Sometimes Maya asked Raju to help her practice sums. 

Their differences also extended to their work. Jacob and Satish dived deeper and swam farther into the sea. They gathered a lot of driftwood and caught small fish. Maya and Raju spent more time closer to the beach and picked from what the tide brought in.

When they sorted out their finds, Maya often found Jacob’s and Satish’s finds of little use.

“Can’t you see what’s wrong with it? Look at mine,” she would explain again and again. “Check whether the driftwood has strength. Look for any hidden shapes in it.”

Sometimes they listened to her, but at times they stuck to their finds. Satish once lugged a large piece of driftwood against Maya’s opinion. “It reminds me of something, I’m sure Moosa chettan will be able to see what I mean.”

“Firewood,” Moosa replied when Satish wanted to know what the piece looked like.
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A Dazzling Find
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It was an afternoon like any other. The children were on the beach. Maya and Raju were picking up shells and pebbles while Jacob and Satish were arguing over something.

Maya knew which stretch of the beach yielded bigger shells. The sea was never constant; it changed from day to day and even hour to hour. What did not change was its behavior. Maya knew where the waves dragged in the treasures from the sea during each season. 

Only a tiny portion of the sea’s wealth was visible. Most of the shells were under layers of smooth, pristine sand. Maya stared at the surface and poked at the exact spots to uncover hidden treasures.

This always annoyed Satish. “How do you do it?” he asked.

“I don’t know how I do it. I just know how to do it.”

Satish made a face. He didn’t believe her. How could she just know something like that? It must be something easy enough. He stopped near a cliff and stared at the beach.

“You won’t find anything good here. You must go further down,” Maya told him.

“Wherever I look is the wrong place! Last week you asked me to look here, and now you tell me I won’t find anything big here!”  

“That was because of the full moon,” Maya said, trying to explain.  “You know the tide is much higher when there is a full moon.”

Satish looked at Jacob and shook his head. It meant, ‘Maya will start a lecture.’ Jacob answered with a small shake of his head. ‘Let’s go.’ He started running, and Satish followed. They ran on the sand with long strides, with Jacob a few paces ahead.

“Sateeeesh!” Maya called after her brother, but he continued to run, trying to overtake Jacob. Maya knew what would come next, yet she stopped her work to watch. 

Jacob looked back and taunted Satish. Satish picked up a fistful of sand and threw it at Jacob, and Jacob retaliated. The race turned into a wrestling match.

Maya shook her head, ‘Boys!’ At least she would get to work peacefully. She went into one of the stalls, all vacant until the evening, and emptied her bag on the rough table. She had picked more stones than shells. Moosa would love the different-sized oval-shaped, smooth blue stones with white lines.

Maya sorted the shells by type, size, and color. She was quick and, in a short time, had arranged them on the table. After cleaning them with a small brush, she checked them against the light for tiny cracks.

Moosa would be pleased, but she was a little disappointed. She had not found shells for her photo frame. The photo frame was the first of her creations, and she wanted it to be perfect. She was short of four button shells of a rare hue. 

‘I need only four more shells. How difficult can that be? There must be a hundred of those button shells on the beach. I need to find only four,’ Maya told herself, deciding to look again. 

She repacked the shells and stones into smaller bags and put them all into her big bag. Because of the stones, it was heavy. She left it on the table and renewed her search.

The breeze slapped against her and messed up her long hair, tied back from her face with dry seaweed. She had lost her mother when she was five and her father two years ago. She managed her work, the house, and took care of Satish. She only needed help in braiding her long hair. On most days, Sarala, who lived next door, or some other woman from the village, combed it into a neat single braid.  This morning, there hadn’t been time.

Maya glanced up at the sun. They had another hour on the beach before the tide changed. Then they would go home, eat lunch, and spruce up for the evening. Satish hated the sprucing-up part and gave in only after a fight. “Why do I have to change my clothes every day? Why do I have to wash again? I was in the sea since morning. I feel clean. Sea water cleans better than well water. If we bathed in sea water, we wouldn’t have to draw so much water from the well!”

Maya found a pink conch, a horse conch, some pale cockles, and two button shells that were the wrong size for her picture frame. She was disappointed. She had wanted to finish the photo frame. Maybe the boys would find the shells for her. She had told them to look. 

Shading her eyes against the blazing sun, she scanned the beach. She couldn’t see the boys. They must have gone into the sea. She would have to call Satish; otherwise, he would stay in the water, chasing after driftwood and fish (he and Jacob fished with their hands and kept a score) until he got very hungry.

The sun was very bright, and the sea shimmered like it was splashed with gold. Maya stopped to stare. Something shone in the sand. It could be a piece of glass. Visitors to the beach sometimes left bottles behind. But she had never seen anything so dazzling before. It shone like a smaller sun.

It was a bottle, half-buried in sand. It was not like the bottles the children found on the beach and trashed away. It had a ... Maya dropped her shells and ran towards the sea, calling out to the boys.

When they saw her running, they quickly came out of the water. “What happened?” Jacob asked. “Did something happen in the village?” Satish and Raju inquired.

Maya shook her head because she couldn’t speak. She had run all the way and was breathless. Wordlessly, she held out the bottle to them. Jacob took the bottle from Maya. When he saw the ring inside it, he gasped. 

“Let’s take it out,” said Satish, reaching for the bottle. 

Jacob extracted the ring and held it in his palm. It was a gold ring, and it had a big shining stone fixed to it. It was beautiful. 

“Is it a diamond ring?” Raju asked, taking it from Jacob and turning it around. 

Satish took it from him. “See how it shines in the sun,” he said, holding it high up for all of them to see. 

“A piece of the sun, that is what it is,” Raju murmured.

“Give it to me,” Jacob said, reaching out. Before he could take it from Satish, the ring slipped and fell. Just then, a larger-than-usual wave washed against them, covering them to the waist.
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