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​This book is dedicated to the Divine Mother and my Sadguru Mata Amritanandamayi Devi (Amma).
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"Ya Devi sarva bhuteshu Matru rupena samsthita
Namastasyai namastasyai namastasyai namo namah"
I repeatedly bow to the Devi who exists as the mother in all beings.
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​Foreword 
- The Joy of Boyhood Days
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In my boyhood, I did not have most of the things that present day middle-class kids in India have. Today’s children have plenty of good clothes, a family vehicle, TV, cartoon channels, occasional dining out in good hotels, going to see movies in posh theater complexes, fast food, computer games, smart phones, school buses for travel and so on.

Yet despite all these, children often seem bored. Their level of contentment is far less than ours when we were in our childhood. 

In my childhood, the family was big. Money was scarce. Sources of entertainment were few and far between; living comforts were nominal and physical exertions were more. 

Yet, when I look back, it’s my childhood memories that stand out as the happiest!

I was born and brought up in a village, just about a mile away from a small town of Tamil Nadu, in South India. I was the fifth and last son of a school teacher - a typical middle or lower middle-class family, where food was never a problem. But all other things were minimal and rationed, including parental love and affection! Yet I was a happy boy, carrying lots of funny boyhood memories. 

It is not that the rest of my life was fraught with worries and tribulations. God indeed had given me one of the smoothest life journeys. I had a good job, an excellent wife, wonderful children and no huge calamities in life to shatter mental peace. 

Yet, the relish and joy I get by winding back my childhood memories of the 1960s are incomparable.

Why?

The first and foremost reason was that we lived in a village where life was far simpler; there was little hurry or stress in life. The rich-poor divide was not too wide. 

There were indeed a few richer people living around us; there were also many poorer people around. We fortunately did not nurture a mentality of comparing ourselves with the rich and yearning for what they possessed; we did not feel elated with what we had by comparing ourselves with the have-nots.

It was a period where electricity for lighting was available, but fans were luxuries. Telephones were for the super-rich. Steam Engine trains and Buses were available for public transport, and bicycles for personal transport, but scooters, bikes and cars were scarce. We had a Murphy valve radio at home for entertainment, and it was indeed a luxury for us!

Unlike present-day children, we were accepting many things as they were, without questioning. A large family means adjusting and accepting whatever resources available to you, without protesting or demanding a larger bite of cake.

Our expectations were lower. We understood the boundaries of the middle class very well, without needing anyone to preach about it. 

Going to movies only once or twice a year? Yes; fine. It makes seeing a movie all the more thrilling and memorable! Having only a pair or two of new dresses in a year? Yes! That made those dresses prized possessions, reserved for special occasions! Buying a toy once in a blue moon? It means each toy had  quite a long life of usage! 

Our sprawling village house was easily ten times bigger than the suburban houses where my children lived; the huge backyard with plenty of trees and a vegetable garden, the paddy fields, the river, the ponds, the local temple with their colorful festivals, cows, buffaloes, bullock carts, chirping birds, street vendors, snake charmers — none of these warm experiences are accessible to my children.

The unpolluted air, the virtual absence of motor cars on the streets, the solitary railway track with the occasional trains pulled by steam engines—there was something mesmerizing in all of them. The huffing and puffing steam engines could only be seen by my children in the Railway Museum now. 

Ah! The range of street games we played!  

[image: ]

Kitti Pul, marbles, tops, hide and seek, flying of kites, racing with cycle-tyres, 'Nondi', 'Pandi', 'Naalu moolai thaaichi'. Kabaddi, 'Pilliyar pandu', Seven stones, 'Benda'—the list is long. Cricket too came into the list a little later. Out of the big list of games, perhaps the only game that the present-day city-bred children know of is—Cricket. How boring! What a pity!

Somehow, I have been gifted with a very vivid memory of many of my boyhood events, starting from my age of four.  As I look back, I realize now that I had a very keen eye, a strong sense of observation, a good capacity to analyze and register so many happenings of my boyhood and etch them deeply in my memory.

On umpteen occasions, I shared these memories with my wife and children. Mind you, there were no heroic acts or dramatic twists in those incidents. Yet those simple incidents of a village boy's life proved to be quite engaging to listen to.

Invariably, when I finished narrating any such incident, my wife or one of my children would conclude by commenting "Oh! I’ve heard that one a hundred times!" just to tease me, but nevertheless listening curiously with all ears, till the end!

Encouraged by such a response, I decided to write them in some of the blogging sites some 15-18 years ago. They received nice comments from readers who enjoyed them. However, most of such websites were closed over a period of time.

After gaining experience writing and publishing three non-fiction books in English (both in eBook and Paperback formats) during the course of the last couple of years, I thought why not publish those boyhood stories, which many people seem to love.

I hope these nostalgic stories will be of interest to readers like you.

I eagerly look forward to hearing your thoughts on these stories. Please feel free to email me.

To know more about me, please visit the About the Author page at the end section of this book.

C.V. Rajan

(‘Sandeepika’)

rajan.chakra@gmail.com

-=()=-

​Notes

Kitti Pul or Gilli Danda: A traditional Indian street game played using a small stick (gilli/ pul) and a larger stick (danda/Kitti) to hit it. More about it is in Chapter 25.

Goli: Marbles. Small glass balls used in a classic children’s game, where players aim to hit each other’s marbles.

Benda: A lesser-known regional game played with marbles, with its own strange techniques and procedures. 

Nondi: A hopping game where the catcher hops with one leg to catch others who run around him. 

Pandi: Regional hopscotch-like games popular in Tamil Nadu, involving numbered squares drawn on the ground.

Nalu moolai thaaichi: A game played by 4+1 children involving running between 4 corners of a square, along with gathering of stones without getting caught by the catcher. 

Kabaddi: A contact team sport originating in India, where players try to tag opponents while holding their breath and chanting “kabaddi.”

Pillaiyar pandu:  'Pillaiyar' refers to the elephant-headed deity Ganesha, but the game has no connection with him! 'pandu' means ball. It is a traditional village game played with a rubber ball (throwing and hitting the runners). It is somewhat similar to seven-stones in some aspects.

Seven Stones: A game where players knock over a pile of seven flat stones with a ball and try to rebuild the pile while the opposing team attempts to tag them.

Snake Charmer: A traditional street performer in India who brings and displays live cobras. They demonstrate their skill in controlling the snakes by playing a unique musical instrument called magudi. They belong to a tribe known as Irular.  Such feats are now rare, due to wildlife protection laws.

-=()=-



Note To Non-Indian Readers

This book contains real-life stories and memories from my childhood, growing up in a South Indian village (in Tamil Nadu) during the 1960s and 70s.

Even today, India is culturally quite different from the West. Think of the state of affairs 60+ years ago. Western readers including children will find a totally different life, culture, scenario, people and events in this memoir, which could be quite fresh and exciting too. 

Some of the games, customs, or local words and expressions in Tamil, mentioned in various Chapters, may be unfamiliar not only to Western readers but also to Indians living in other states too. 

To keep the storytelling smooth and uninterrupted, I have only put minimal in-text explanations following unfamiliar words. However, at the end of each Chapter, I have given Explanatory Notes for such words.

Further, I have also added a Chapter titled Cultural Notes & Context at the end of the book, where I have shared, for the sake of more curious readers, additional information on a few things covered in the book.
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Chapter 1  
Lost and Found (Unfortunately!)
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(Year 1960)

The laughter and noise from the terrace, where all the children were playing, suddenly stopped.

"Appa! Are you coming or not? Why so much delay?" shouted my eleven-year-old son from the middle of the stairs that led to the terrace.

I switched off my laptop. My wife was also ready to go up, after finishing her post-dinner cleaning chores at the kitchen.

As we reached the terrace on that midsummer night, the cool sea breeze was a welcome relief from the sultry warmth below.

The children had already arranged the plastic chairs for us to sit and chat.

The moment I took my seat, Priya, the four-year-old daughter of my sister-in-law came and sat on my lap. She was the pet child for all of us, and she was particularly attached to me. Surya, her elder brother was also there. They had come to our house for their summer holidays. 

"Perieppa, story, story!" blabbered Priya. 

"Yes, perieppa! I want that funny 'velakkennai' (Castor oil) story you told us last time!" said Surya. 

"Chee... Dirty story! I wonder why only boys like such stories!" said my fourteen-year-old daughter.

"Appa! I don't want any old stories. Tell us something new, something you never told us,” my son said.

"A never-told story? Hmm... Let me think..."

"Even if it is a never-told story for you, I would have heard it at least five times!" quipped my wife.

I gave her a mock frown. I strained my memory to dig up something long buried — a story I could call the earliest of all memories.

I shifted Priya to my wife's lap.

I said to her, "Priya Kutti, this happened when I was the same age as you are now—maybe four or five. I was a very cute boy then, as cute as you are..." and looking at my wife, I said, "Here is one story that I am sure I had never told you."

* * * *
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That was my first visit to Srirangam. For that matter, that was my very first outstation trip. Father had brought me to Srirangam along with my eldest sister to attend a relative's wedding. If I remember right, our mother and my other siblings had not come with us. 

On the evening of the day of arrival, my Father took me and my sister to the Srirangam temple. I had never seen such a huge temple; I had never imagined a temple could be so big. If you go to the temple in our village, you can go straight to the sanctum, worship the deity, take a circumambulation and come out in five minutes. But here in Srirangam, oh my, what a huge temple complex, how many tall gopurams! 

As soon as we entered the temple, there were shops—shops inside the temple complex itself! How could it be so? I was amazed. So many of them—handicraft shops, shops selling pictures of Gods, toy shops, utensil shops, brass vessels and lamp shops and what not. 

Shops were there on both sides of the passage. I couldn't help looking with wonder at this side and that side.  Wherever I turned, there were people — crowds of them. I couldn't walk without bumping into someone.

"Hey! Hold on tight to dad's hand, else you will get lost in the crowd!" said my sister, noticing my excitement. 

There were so many toy stores, one after another! My legs would involuntarily stop in front of them. Dad had to drag me along!

My sister took pity on me. "Appa, please buy him a toy, poor thing!"

She was the only one among my siblings who had a little soft corner for me. She was twelve years older than me. She might have cuddled me like a mother right from my birth. All other siblings were mostly of the 'frowning' type, considering the fact that I was the youngest. They perhaps felt parents showed undue partiality towards me. 

"No, no... This is a tourist place; People from all over the country come here to have darshan of the Lord; the shopkeepers will charge exorbitantly; whatever you get here will be available much cheaper in our town or in Mayavaram," father said.

As my eldest sister spoke for my cause, I gathered courage and begged, "Appa, Appa, just one toy please..."

Dad too took pity on me! He stopped in front of a toy shop. I looked at all the toys. Good heavens! What to take and what to leave?

Different cars in different colors! There was a truck toy; there was a bus toy too! Dolls of a white girl in colorful gowns; a Chettiar doll; a Thanjavur head-shaking doll; a tray full of different colored tops; toy guns, an elephant toy, a lion toy and pallankuzhis. 

Over the head, several inflated toys were hanging—swans, monkeys, deer and bears. There were different oodals (whistles, flutes and toy clarinets). There were plenty of colorful balls, big and small.

When the shopkeeper saw my excited face, he took a monkey toy out of its cardboard box, wound its key and held it in front of me.  The monkey had two metallic cymbals in its hand.  The hands vibrated, the cymbals dashed against each other and it produced a jingle bell sound. I had never seen anything like it before.

"Appa! That's what I want," I shouted, and snatched the monkey from the shop keeper's hand.  The monkey was still ringing the bells.

"What's the price?" 

When the shopkeeper mentioned the amount, my father instantly retorted: "Oh that's an atrocious price.”

My sister managed to extract the monkey from my hand and safely returned it to the shopkeeper. The next moment, I picked up a toy bus and said, "Let's buy this!" I always dreamed of becoming a bus driver when I grew up. This toy would surely help.

Then, by chance, my eyes fell on the stack of toys kept in the adjacent shop. There, I saw a colorful toy train with an engine and two carriages!

I dashed to the next shop, still clutching the toy bus! I discarded it there and picked up the toy train!  I announced, "I want this train!" The first shopkeeper shouted, "Sir! Your boy ran away with my bus; give me the money for it!"

Father chased me to the next shop, picked up the toy bus, gave it to the first shopkeeper and mumbled some apologies. Enough was enough for my sister now. She came to me and twisted my ears for my crankiness. I didn't care. The toy train wriggled in my hands like a pet!
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Father asked about the price of the train. When he heard it, I noticed his facial expression, and I understood. I thought for a moment whether I should make a tantrum demanding the train. I knew it wouldn't work either. In our big family, any act of stubbornness would be dealt with very strictly.

Finally, after carefully verifying the price, father nodded his head in satisfaction and showed me a small colorful plastic ball! The ball had stripes in rainbow colors and it really looked very attractive to me.

When I dropped the ball on the floor, it jumped up well, making a loud pop. It wasn't like the dull blue colored rubber ball I already had; it did not carry the foul smell of rubber either. I liked it. Dad was relieved too!

I pushed the ball into my oversized half-pant pocket and I kept touching it lovingly as we walked. Once in a while, I took it out, admired its colors, and kept it back inside my pocket. 

"Hey, give it to me; I'll keep it safe in my bag; otherwise, you'll lose it," warned my sister. I refused. I felt proud of my new possession. 

None of my neighborhood boys had a colorful ball like this! I was sure.

Inside the temple, at the main sanctum of Lord Ranganatha, the crowd was overwhelming.  

The queue was moving too slowly. I was getting bored; I was feeling thirsty too. At last, when we reached close to the Sanctum, I could not see anything inside, because all the elders crowding around me blocked the view. 

My father picked me up, lifted me above his shoulders so that I could have a darshan of Lord Ranganatha, who was lying over the snake bed. The sannidhi (Sanctum) was too dimly lit. Lord Ranganatha was too huge a figure in pitch black, wearing white ‘veshti’ (dhoti) and I could not see him fully. I closed my palms to show my respect, and patted my cheeks with fingers which we normally did in front of deities.

The priest gave everyone a spoonful of holy fragrant water. Drinking it was such a relief to my parched throat, but the quantity was too little to quench my thirst. 

We came out sweating from the sannidhi and moved on to the next. There were sanctums after sanctums in that massive temple and walking became very tiring. "Enough of this temple. Let's go back; My legs are aching," I complained. 

"Just one more—Thaayaar Sannidhi (Sanctum of the Goddess). Once we visit there, we can return," said father. I badly wanted to go back and play with my new ball. It was still safely bulging out from my half pant pocket. 

There were two small stone elephants on either side of the steps leading to the Sannidhi. It was just the right size for the children to sit and 'ride'. A little girl was already sitting on one side of the elephant.

"Appa! I will ride the elephant. I don't want to go inside. It is too crowded here too!" I said.

Father agreed. He lifted me up and seated over the elephant. I was thrilled! I swayed my body front and back as if I was riding the elephant. My sister took a brief rest, sitting on one side of the stairs. After our father returned taking his darshan, my sister went inside.

About twenty minutes later, we finally exited the maze of sanctums and began winding our way back through the crowds and shops.

When I crossed the shop where my father got me the ball, I looked at the toy train once again. 'I should have made some drama and bought the train too, along with the ball,' I thought in vain. 

After we walked a few more yards ahead, father somehow bumped into an old friend of his. He stopped and started talking excitedly. My sister was absentmindedly looking at some shops. I wanted to take a look at my new ball. It was quite brightly lit at the place where we were standing. 

As I took it out, a passerby's knee hit the ball. The ball fell down and started rolling. Another person in the crowd inadvertently kicked it, and the ball rolled farther away across several walking legs and was lost from my sight.

I panicked. "Oh! My ball!" I left my hold on my father's hand and started running in the direction where my ball went. Father was too excitedly talking with his friend and he did not notice my leaving him. My sister was also gazing elsewhere when I slipped from the scene.

I swiftly zig zagged through the crowd, frantically searching for my ball. I could not locate it and I had no awareness of how far I had moved away from my father.

Suddenly, I came to my senses. I stopped running, stood straight, and looked around. No father, no sister at sight! Strangers and strangers all around.

Panic! I started crying aloud: "Appaaa...Akkaa....” Tears streamed down my cheeks. 

Somehow a gentleman nearby noticed me crying. He lifted me up and asked, "Who are you, dear boy? What happened? Why are you crying?" 

Amid sobs, I blabbered, "We came to the temple...me, Father...and my sister. Lost my new ball... Don't know where Dad and sister are...."

"What's your father’s name? Sister's name?"

I answered.

He lifted me high above his head and shouted my father's name and sister's name aloud. "Hey! Where are you? This boy's crying for you!"

Within a couple of minutes, my father appeared pushing aside some of the onlookers. His worried face brightened up upon seeing me sitting on the gentleman's shoulders.

He came close, picked me up and said to the person, "Thank you so much Sir, thank you...thank you...!" he could not stop repeating his thanks.

The gentleman and a few others took the chance to chide my father: "How could you be so careless, Sir! Should you not hold his hand firmly? the crowd is so heavy here..."

My father mumbled something apologetically and moved from the place, followed by my sister. 

"Did you panic? Don't worry. Everything is fine now...okay? Smile, smile..." she said. I knew these were only temporary soothing words for the scared little boy. She would surely twist my ear and scold me for my utter carelessness once we got back to our quarters.

Father continued to carry me as he walked, though we had come out of the temple and the street was no longer crowded.

I was still sobbing. Father spoke softly, "It's okay, it's okay. Don't cry. Lord Ranganatha has been very gracious..."

I couldn't help but tell him what was troubling me still. "Appa! The ball is gone, I've lost it!" I started crying again.

"It is quite okay. Let it go. We can always buy another. Thank God, what was lost was just a ball ..." when he said so, his voice cracked.

I stopped crying and looked at my sister's face. She was wiping her tears with the end of her saree.

* * * *
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As I finished the story, I noticed a quiet hush among the children. Little Priya's face looked grim, as if she was holding her tears. My son’s face had softened.

Just then, my daughter broke the silence with her usual comic timing:

“If only you had not been found, we’d have been saved from hearing all these childhood stories a hundred times!”

Everyone burst out laughing. 

* * * *
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Postscript: After we came back to our village, I never had the courage to ask for a ball again — and my father wasn’t hearty enough to gift me one on his own.

-=()=-

​Notes

Appa, Amma: Father, mother.

Akka: Elder sister

Perieppa (Periyappa): Father's elder brother. Also, the husband of one's mother's elder sister.

Srirangam: The famous temple town adjacent to Tiruchirappalli in Tamil Nadu. Lord Ranganatha Temple is the largest temple complex in India. 

Mayavaram: Old name of the town Mayiladuthurai.

Chettiyar Doll: A traditional doll of an extremely fat and smiling trader.

Thanjavur: Another temple town famous for its dancing dolls. 

Pallankuzhi: A very traditional rural game kit, consisting of a wooden plank with 14 cavities and a bunch of tiny chozhis (seashells). 

Veshti: Also known as Dhoti, is a traditional Indian garment worn by men — a long piece of white cloth wrapped around the waist and legs.
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​Chapter 2  
The Infatuation with Trains (I) 
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The Unforgettable Journey

(Year 1960-62)

"Kooo...."

The moment I heard the distant sound of the train, I sprinted from my house to my grandfather's house on the opposite row of our street, some five or six houses away.

Grandpa was relaxing in his easy chair as usual in the passage leading into the house. I climbed over the thinnai, embraced the middle pillar there, and eagerly looked out for the train.

Opposite to my grandpa's house was a fenced empty plot with a couple of tamarind trees; beyond the plot was the paddy field. The railway track cut across the paddy field about half a mile away.

As the train came into sight, I too started shouting, "koooo, 'pochaka..pochaka..pochaka.." imitating the train's whistle and steam engine's sound in excitement. 

"Are you able to see the train clearly?" asked my grandpa.

"Yes, Thatha," I said.

"Good! Only yesterday I called Arumugam and asked him to cut all the wild bushes grown on the fence. The other day you complained that you couldn't see the train, didn't you?" 

We children were never taught to utter courtesies like 'thank you for your kind gesture' etc. in our childhood. So, without responding to his words, I was keen on watching the train. The black steam engine was gushing out lots of grey smoke through its chimney and pulling the brown-colored carriages. 

From such a distance, the train looked like a slightly oversized centipede was running over a track!

I was four or five years old at that time. We lived in a village ‘agraharam’ about three miles away from Ayyampettai, a small town. Ayyampettai had a railway station.  My father was working as a school teacher at Ayyampettai Government high school, and we lived in the same street where my maternal grandfather lived. I was in fact born in his house.

Somehow, I had a great attraction for trains those days. Perhaps three trains passed by that route during day time, and I never got tired of running to my grandpa's house to have a 'darshan' of the train each time.

One day, there was some function at our neighbor's house. A big feast was prepared by the ladies of the house to feed the guests. By afternoon, they had lots of large vessels to be washed.

The ladies decided to carry them to a canal running through the paddy fields. The canal was about halfway to the railway track. 

They invited my eldest sister to join them to give a helping hand. I too tagged along. I knew the next train would soon come and I could watch it at closer quarters.

We walked along the 'varappu' (embankments in the fields) to the canal. The ladies were busy chatting and doing their washing chore, while I was restlessly waiting for the arrival of the train.
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The train came and chugged along the track. The noise was very loud and I was taken aback by what I saw. It was a wonder to my child's eyes, really. How could the train, which was a shade bigger than a centipede, grow so much bigger now? The features of the engine and the compartments were far more clearly visible from here. The compartments now looked as big as matchboxes! I could not understand how it was possible!

After about a year, my father got a transfer to Kuttalam, another small town. It was about forty-five kilometers away from Ayyampettai and was connected by train.

So, the exciting news for me was that the whole family would be travelling by train, after packing off and sending all our household goods by a lorry (truck).

After bidding farewell to grandparents and fellow villagers, we started our journey in two bullock carts, carrying several bags of our personal belongings, to Ayyampettai Railway station.

Once on the platform, I was wondering at the size of the railway track. The train I knew looked like several matchboxes linked together, and why would it need such a big rail to move on?

When the train entered the platform, I was shocked. The Engine looked like a black monster to me, and it was an awe-inspiring sight to see it coming menacingly, puffing out steam on both sides and smoke at its top.

The matchboxes had grown to the size of big buses and we got into one of them with all our luggage.

My elder brother rushed to get a window seat for himself. As we used to imitate whatever he did, my immediate elder sister and I fought to occupy another window seat opposite to him.

"When will the train start?"—asked the impatient boy in me.

"Once the bell rings!" said my brother. He pointed to a one-and-a-half-foot long piece of steel railway track hanging from a wire, with an iron rod next to it.

"The station master will come out of his office room and wave the green flag. Immediately, his peon will strike the rail piece with the rod and it will give the bell sound. Only then the driver will start the train..." my brother explained. I was amazed how he had so much general knowledge!

"How to stop the train?" I asked. 

"If the stationmaster shows a red flag, the train will stop."

Well. Green flag to start, red flag to stop. I registered this important piece of information in my mind. I thought it would be useful one day. 

At last, everything happened as foretold by my brother. After a long “Kooo,” the train started, very slowly, producing lots of puffing and screeching noise.

After a while the train started picking up speed. I was wonderstruck again by a very strange phenomenon. All the trees and houses outside the window started moving in the backward direction! While very distant objects remained almost stationary, why did adjacent objects run backwards? How on earth was that possible? 

When I raised this naive question, everyone laughed and I felt humiliated.

I craned my head outside the window and looked forward, enjoying the rush of air on my face and inhaling the smell of the engine smoke. 

My father shouted, "Hey, pull back. Don’t peep out! Ash from the smoke will get into your eyes."

I did so for a while, and again, out of excitement, I peeped out again.

My father was prophetic. A tiny piece of something got into my left eye and it started to cause severe irritation. I started rubbing my eyes and began crying.

My father came close, "I told you, idiot!" After delivering a knock on my head as  punishment, he blew air into my open eye and removed the irritant. He showed it to me. It was a black piece of unburnt coal, of the size of a sesame seed.

Father moved me away from the window seat and occupied it himself. 

Once the charm of watching out waned, I felt hungry.  The time was about 9 AM. As we had started as early as 7 AM from our house, father had asked mom to cook idlis and chutney and pack them, so that we could have our breakfast in the train.

Packets of idlis and thick chutney were taken out and opened. Mother had packed them in banana leaves and wrapped them with newspapers. 

The enticing aroma of idli-chutney and banana leaves filled the compartment. Fortunately for us, the train was sparsely crowded and only the seven of us sat in the middle of the compartment.

After finishing eating, it was quite normal for people to simply throw the waste paper and leaves out of the window.

Father said to me and my next elder sister, "Squash the banana leaf and the newspaper tightly like a ball and throw it out of the window, swinging downwards."

The train was running at its top speed. I didn't do what my father said. I roughly gathered the leaf and paper together and carelessly threw it out of the window.

Bang! Carried by the rushing wind, the leaf and the paper re-entered the compartment through another window, and we heard somebody sitting there shouting about it!

This time, it was my mother's turn to punish me by twisting my ears.

After about an hour and a half, we reached Kuttalam station and got down.

Once we were all out and all the luggage had been counted, Mother asked: "Do we get bullock carts for hire in this station?" 

"No need. We can take a walk along the side of the railway track and reach our new house within fifteen minutes.”

I noticed my mother suppressing her angry emotions. That was our father. Thrifty to the core.

So, everyone took up a bag or a bundle or a couple of empty vessels and started walking along the track. 

After walking on the crude single-lane footpath studded here and there with broken rocks of the railway track, one of my old slippers gave out. I took them in my hand and started walking barefooted. "Appa! The sharp stones are hurting me.  How long should we walk like this?" I complained. 

"We have almost reached; you see the 'Kai Kaati' (Hand-like signal post) there? Once we cross there, the house is on the right side.” 

Father came close to me. He shifted his bag to his shoulder. He lifted me up and started carrying me!

"Aged like a buffalo, and still wants to be carried by Appa," I heard my next elder sister's murmur. Sheer envy, I thought.

And a memory flashed. It was almost one and half years ago that my father carried me like this—when I had got lost in Srirangam! I hugged my father tight.

Soon a colony of some twelve independent, reasonably modern houses was in sight. It was hardly some sixty yards away from the railway track.

It means, I can have my daily darshan of trains from such a close distance! Oh! What a divine blessing!

-=()=-

​Notes

Thinnai: Elevated platform on both sides of the entrance in a typical village house. Thinnais are used for people to sit and chat, and also to sleep. (see pic.)

[image: ]

Thatha, Paatti: Grandfather, grandmother

Petti: Normally means box; here it refers to train carriages.

Agraharam:  A street where only Brahmins lived in olden days. Brahmins belonged to the priest class who were once the sole protectors, propagators and teachers of Vedas. A typical Agraharam consists of a temple at one end, and two rows of houses facing each other and the street in the middle. The houses
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