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KURINJI MALAR


Na. Parthasarathy was born in 1932 in a small village in Ramanathapuram district of southern Tamil Nadu. After a brilliant academic career leading to an MA in Tamil Literature from the University of Madras, his first job was as a teacher of Tamil in Sethupathy High School in Madurai. This was the same school where the celebrated poet Subramania Bharati had once taught. Parthasarathy, a prolific writer, then moved into the area of magazine editing. He was Assistant Editor at Kalki before taking up the reins of chief editorship of the respected Tamil monthly Deepam, and later of Dinamani Kathir of the Indian Express group of publications.


His style of writing, meshing the literary with the popular, won him a large reader base and multiple awards. He was honoured with the Sahitya Akademi Award for his novel Samudhaya Veedhi. Many of his works have been translated into English and several Indian regional languages. He passed away in 1987 with his autobiography still incomplete. At the time, his Ph.D thesis submitted to the University of Madras was still under evaluation but was later adjudged to be ‘brilliant’.


Malini Seshadri is a freelance writer, editor and translator. She has co-authored the textbook series Living in Harmony (2004) for schools, as well as Reading and Reality and A Window to Your World for undergraduate courses. Her translations from Tamil to English include Vanmam and Just One Word by Bama and contributions to short story anthologies: The Oxford India Anthology of Tamil Dalit Writing (2012), Katha Vilasam (2022), In Defiance (2022), and The Greatest Tamil Stories Ever Told (2021).
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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE


The kurinji flower blooms only once in twelve years, covering the hills of the Western Ghats in a carpet of violet-blue splendour. Na. Parthasarathy’s novel with that eponymous title is forever in bloom, his protagonists as rare and unforgettable as this mountain flower.


It has been a privilege to bring this celebrated novel to the English-reading public. A privilege, but also a challenge in equal measure! For instance, the author’s style is expansive, poetic, sometimes verging on the florid. It was a tightrope walk to retain the essence of these attributes while presenting this period novel to contemporary English-language readers, accustomed to a rather more terse and less stately style.


The book also features excerpts from ancient Tamil poetic texts that act as curtain-raisers for each chapter. I have attempted, with some help along the way, to blend poetry, substance and, hopefully, some echoes from centuries long past, in translating the ‘teaser’ verses. In this task, I received valuable guidance from Sujatha Vijayaraghavan, well-known writer and music scholar.


In the mid-twentieth century, several successful and popular novels by various writers were serialized in Tamil magazines. This story too originally appeared as weekly chapters in the Tamil magazine Kalki, and was a sensational success. A story written as a serial in a magazine tends to evolve as it unfolds, generally enjoying the luxury of lingering over descriptions of people and events. It is much like a bicycle ride through the countryside with plenty of stopovers to smell the flowers, rather than a quick motoring along a highway.


My approach, therefore, was to read it in instalments as the original readers would have done, and to translate as I went along, so as to relive the original reader’s experience to the extent possible. This plan has worked for me even with novels that were not serialized. Here, I think it has worked even better. I believe it has helped to retain the immediacy, the here-and-now, of each week’s offering. In this novel, for instance, we get to read the diary of the protagonist, Aravindan, and listen in on the soliloquies of the other main character, Poorani. We go into the homes of the dramatis personae, live their lives and dream their dreams.


The novel is set in the middle of the previous century, not very long after Independence, in and around Madurai, an ancient town in the southern Tamil land. The society was largely patriarchal, with girls being groomed from early life to become homemakers and mothers. Scholars and academics were highly respected, though often poor. Patriotism for the Tamil land took the form of championing the Tamil language and working for the upliftment of the poor.


Poorani, the eldest child of a doting scholar-professor-author, has grown up among books and uplifting discussions with her father. She is ahead of her times in her aspirations and goals; at the same time she is very much a creature of the ambient norms of society. Aravindan has had a difficult childhood and is a self-taught savant who writes poetry and champions non-violence. They are both conflicted because of the disconnect between their dreams and the harsh realities.


The tone of the novel is idealistic, and its protagonists, Poorani and Aravindan, are almost other-worldly in their commitment to the betterment of society; and yet they walk on this earth and feel life’s pains and pleasures. The other characters are also well fleshed out and relatable.


I hope this translation has managed to convey the tones of love and loss, righteousness and deceit, loyalty and greed, that are the hallmarks of the plot of the story. I also hope that the characters that the author has created and animated on the pages of his novel live on in the pages of this translation.


I am grateful to the Tamil Nadu Textbook and Education Services Corporation (TNTB & ESC) for having given me this challenging but joyful opportunity. I am also very thankful to Meera Parthasarathy, the author’s daughter, who read the drafts with great care and offered inputs.


As the author says: Long live Poorani and Aravindan!


Malini Seshadri




INTRODUCTION


Among all the days in my life that mark the beginning of important undertakings, the day I plunged into the writing of Kurinji Malar holds a very special place. The period in my life during which the idea for this novel sprouted and grew was a golden period for my inner self. I am a writer who wants every one of his works to send out a loud and clear message – ‘This story was born out of the Tamil soil; it propagates Tamil tradition and culture; it celebrates the sweet essence of the Tamil language.’ Accordingly, in each of my stories, I want to stress the greatness of this language, this land, its history and its rich culture. One could even say, this wish of mine is the hallmark of my writing.


I am one of those who earnestly believe that this Tamil land of ours, steeped in a glorious tradition, marked by its rich culture and language, should be strengthened by literature that raises the awareness of the people. I take pride in writing for this noble cause.


Many Tamil writers choose to set their stories only in Chennai or neighbouring areas. As a result of this trend, the incredible variety of shades and patterns in the lifestyles of the people in the South remain unnoticed. Keeping this in mind, I selected Madurai and the neighbouring regions of the South as the focal point of my novel Kurinji Malar. I wanted it to be a novel steeped in the Tamil essence, the special Tamil aroma, from the first page to the last. I believe that I have succeeded in achieving that goal.


When I started writing this novel as a serial in the weekly Tamil magazine Kalki, I wrote under the pen name ‘Manivannan’. I thought, ‘Whatever the name in which it is done, a good deed is always a good deed.’ Yes, I considered this a ‘good deed’ that I was doing. My readers decided it was a ‘very, very good deed’ indeed! They were filled with enthusiasm and eager anticipation.


The marikkozhundu (marjoram) plant is aromatic right from its root to the very tip of each leaf. Whichever part of it you pinch and smell, it is scented. I wrote this novel intending to make every part of it resound with the message that honesty and righteousness are essential hallmarks of an ethical society. Readers confirmed that my writing achieved this. ‘I have done a valuable service,’ I told myself in satisfaction. I also wanted to remind readers that the young boys and girls of today, in schools and colleges, are the seedlings that will grow to be the new crop of Tamil people. In this task too, I have been successful, judging from the feedback I received from readers.


The marriage of Thilakavathy (the elder sister of Thirunavukkarasar, a celebrated sage of the Saiva sect) with Kalippagaiyar was never consummated. If one keeps in mind Thilakavathy’s story or those of similar couples, one can understand some aspects of my story better and appreciate the resonances of history within them.


In this story, I have presented Poorani and Aravindan as attractive characters. They are exemplars of ideal Tamil womanhood and manhood. Here and there, I have also touched upon the government’s impact on the lives of the common people. By the time the story ended, many readers wrote to the author ‘Manivannan’ to seek his blessings for their sons, whom they had named ‘Aravindan’, or their daughters, whom they had named ‘Poorani’. It was clear that the readers had developed a deep affinity with the story and its characters.


In order to spread awareness of Tamil literary heritage, I appended a verse ahead of every chapter as it was being serialized. Some of these were my own creations, and it gave me immense satisfaction to know that the readers had welcomed and appreciated these embellishments to the novel.


I planned the novel such that it started in the Kurinji land of Thirupparankundram and ended in the kurinji fields of Kodaikanal. In the novel, the first time the kurinji is in bloom, the mind of the heroine, Poorani, blossoms through her dialogues with Aravindan. On the other hand, the second time she visits the hill in the kurinji season, it is the end of the story. She is alone and grieving. In this novel, Poorani is a rare flower among women. She is like the kurinji flower that blooms in high places. Death cannot touch her. Poorani will live forever.


It is the author Manivannan’s earnest prayer that every young Tamil man should be an Aravindan, with simple tastes and high thinking, wedded to the principle of service to society. and that many kurinji flowers like Poorani should blossom among the women of this Tamil land.


Within a few days after the novel was completed, my first daughter was born. She is a ray of sunshine in my home. I dedicate this story in book form to my daughter, whom I see as an incarnation of Poorani.


Na. Parthasarathy




CHAPTER 1




That which was true, in the fullness of time, emerged as


Falsehood, myth, mere imagination.


– Mella Ponadhuve





Another new day. Nature is blossoming anew. The Margazhi season is at the door, peeping in, waiting to enter. The world is a bower of roses, petals glistening with fresh dew, bathing the air in a cool aroma. In harmony with the cool fragrance of blossoms wafts the warm smell of damp earth, as though woven into the same tapestry. It is the cusp of daybreak. The night has ended, and the day is awaited. On the eastern horizon, dawn has not yet applied the turmeric paste for her morning bath…


Poorani stirred, rubbed her eyes and sat up in bed. Through the window of her room, the kolam at the entrance of the house across the street appeared pale at that early hour. It was a large white one, embellished with pumpkin flowers here and there. Against the white of the kolam design, the flowers glowed like burnished gold, freshly melted and poured out from the furnace. As Poorani gazed at that kolam, painful memories assailed her senses. Her heart felt heavy. Her eyes turned moist with unshed tears.


A whole year would have to go by before she could draw a kolam like that outside her front door. It was not as though she couldn’t get pumpkin flowers. There were cartloads of them in her own backyard. But who would pluck them? And where would they be placed? (This was a land that had regulated even the acceptable rituals of grief and laid down rules for the observance of associated dos and don’ts. The banyan tree that is Tamil life and culture continued to be propped up by these aerial roots of ancient and outmoded traditions.)


Poorani dried her eyes, got out of bed and turned on the light. ‘If Appa were still alive, would the house be dark and silent at this hour?’ she thought. ‘He would have been up at four thirty for his early morning cold water bath followed by recitations of Thiruvachagam and Thiruvembavai. Every Margazhi morning the house would be redolent with the swirling smoke from the burning incense powder. Appa’s sloka recitations and the sheer beauty of the Tamil language would add to the fragrance.’


Where now are those fragrant Tamil words that came off his tongue? Where is that towering mountain of knowledge? The thousands of students he nurtured with love and commitment, the years of respect and renown… Alas, that mortal body has turned to dust. The tall, wide bookshelf of his… Was that the only inheritance he left to his daughter? That and inconsolable grief? No, he left behind a great responsibility, one that those young, twenty-one-year-old shoulders would have to bear.


Poorani walked over to where her younger brothers and sister were lying asleep, curled up like millipedes against the cold. They all lay on the floor, with sheets and pillows scattered all over the place. As she looked at her siblings sleeping peacefully, Poorani grew conscious of a great responsibility. She was young and unmarried, true, but she would have to be a mother to these children.


She straightened their sleeping forms, put pillows under their heads and covered them warmly. As she rose, her gaze fell upon a large picture of her father on the wall. He was smiling at her. She stood unmoving, looking at the picture. Was he looking at her, telling her something?


Her father had been a handsome man. His intellect and deep learning had enhanced his good looks. His eyes were very attractive, as though made to order for the man he was. They were eloquent eyes. Embracing everything and everyone in benevolence, they spoke of love, compassion and gentleness. His nose was proportionate, with the nostrils flared just right. His lips seemed to wear the beginnings of a smile even when he was not smiling. That face had endeared him to all his students over the years. Even later, irrespective of their high status in life, however tall the pinnacles of success they had attained, those who had once been his students took pride in recalling that they had had the good fortune to learn from Tamil professor Azhagiya Sittrambalam. That was the real measure of her father’s achievements.


Poorani heaved a sigh. She turned off the light and sat on her bed in the darkness. She wanted to let her mind dwell on her father’s death. She wanted to sob, weep and wail. Were not tears supposed to melt grief? Was not weeping a means to lighten the burden of loss?


She rose once more, moved towards her father’s picture on the wall and stood close to it. Like a devout worshipper standing in front of a favourite deity in the sanctum sanctorum of a temple, Poorani felt goosebumps as she stood and examined her father’s face. Tears blurred her vision. Once again, she was lost in her thoughts. ‘Those subtle signs of ageing had started appearing on Appa’s face only after Amma died. But even when Amma was dying, Appa never broke down or wept. We children refused to eat and were sobbing for three whole days. Maybe his deep learning and wide experience had built a barrier for his emotions.


‘I remember how he embraced me and spoke tenderly to me as he stroked my hair. “Poorani! If you break down and sob like a little child, who will comfort your younger brothers and your baby sister? Learn to put aside your own sorrow. From now on, for these children, you are more than a big sister. You have to take on the responsibilities of a mother and raise them. I think of you as a level-headed, sensible girl. If you wallow in grief and carry on like this, what would I do? How can I bring comfort to others if you do not help me?”’


Not only did Appa rise above grief and sorrow but he also did not dwell much upon happy events or joyous moments. His life had centred around the college classrooms and his bookshelf at home. Everything else receded from his attention. Just as fruits ripen over time and are eventually shed from the tree, his intellect had banished from his mind the lesser considerations. His was a life of absolute discipline and unwavering focus.


‘Appa is no more.’


That wide ocean of Tamil knowledge, that exemplar of duty, commitment and self-discipline was reduced to dust – soon to become a mere memory or myth. It was difficult for the mind to grasp the reality. It is always difficult to accept the death of loved ones. There was a poem that her father often repeated to illustrate the uncertainties of life: ‘He existed, he stood, he fell. He departed, leaving his loved ones bereft.’ Appa’s life could be summed up similarly. He lived to teach. He stood near his bookshelf, and one day, just like that, he died, leaving his family in the depths of grief.


How easily he attained death! No fuss, no pain, no suffering, no hassles; he did not go like someone who was dying. He went like someone getting ready for a secret meeting. Poorani replayed the scene in her mind. ‘That evening, when he returned from the temple, he seemed unusually tired. In a break from his normal routine, he went to bed. I was confused. “What’s the matter, Appa? You seem very tired today,” I asked. He answered with a smile, “It’s nothing, Poorani. Just a slight pain in my chest. Bring me some hot water with crushed, dried ginger, and I will be fine.”


‘I went to fetch the hot water. The older of my two brothers, Thirunavukkarasu, was doing his homework in the hall. My younger brother, Sambandan, and my baby sister, Mangaiyarkarasi, were playing in the street just outside the front door. As I was crushing the ginger, Appa called out, “If Thirunavukkarasu is there, please ask him to come to me.”


‘Thirunavukkarasu heard Appa and ran towards the hall, “I’m coming, Appa.” From the kitchen, I heard Appa asking my brother to bring the Thiruvachagam, sit next to him and start reading aloud. I hurried back with the hot water. Appa was clutching his chest with both hands. Pain was etched on his face. My brother was reading from the Thiruvandam section:




Like the fragrance in flowers His fame spreads everywhere, praise be upon Him


The resplendent Lord came to me today with compassion


Bestowed His grace upon me and removed all my future births, praise be upon Him.





‘His young voice rang sweet and clear. “Appa, you seem to be in a lot of pain,” I said anxiously. “Shall I go and call the doctor?” Appa smiled weakly but did not speak. Without waiting for his permission, I hurried to get the doctor. As I re-entered the front door with the doctor, my brother’s loud wailing, “Oh Appa!” fell on my ears. My last glimpse of Appa alive was that wordless smile as I had turned to leave.


‘Appa was gone. He had left me alone to bear the loss, the grief and the great responsibility of caring for my siblings. The whole town mourned him. Hundreds of his admirers, his students from the past and present and colleagues from his college accompanied his funeral procession. All the local colleges declared a holiday as a sign of respect for him. Letters and telegrams are still arriving from all over the world, from his old students, his acquaintances, his admirers.’


Fifteen days since Appa died. Fifteen days had gone by in a haze. Each day brought more letters of condolences. Many visitors dropped in to offer their sympathy. All those emotions, expressions of sympathy and efforts to console wallowed in Poorani’s all-encompassing ocean of grief.


The sound of the cowbell at the front door was followed by the milkman’s call. Poorani wiped her tear-swollen eyes and stepped out to buy milk. As he was leaving, the milkman said, ‘Amma, every morning when Periyavar came out to buy milk, with the sacred ash on his forehead and the verses of the Thiruvachagam on his lips, it was like receiving the Lord’s darshan right here.’


His words stirred her sorrow afresh. Appa was always the first to rise in the morning, and he was the one who brought in the milk. From the milkman to the woman who came to sweep the street outside the front door, everyone had a special affection and respect for her father. Everyone addressed him as Periyavar. They all referred to him only that way. She had hardly ever heard anyone address him differently. Only a couple of his fellow teachers, his intellectual peers, addressed him by name.


‘In every sense, Appa was a Periyavar, a great man. He had won the gratitude and admiration of generations of students, not only because he was such a fine teacher but also because he helped needy students with his own money. Although he was generous with financial help to others, his self-respect would not let him accept help from others. His right hand would often reach out to give but never seek to receive. His mind was incapable of low thoughts. Never by word or deed had Appa ever crossed the boundaries that he had set for himself.


‘On one occasion, a few learned Tamil scholars asked Appa for suggestions about starting a movement to prevent the incorrect usage of spoken and written Tamil. Appa told them with a smile, “Why talk only about how the language is spoken and written – from Vengadam in the north to Kanyakumari in the south, if the people of this whole Tamil land could live their lives correctly, ethically, with discipline, how wonderful it would be.” I remember how calmly he spoke those words of wisdom, and I remember the goosebumps they gave me. Honour, duty, discipline were Appa’s watchwords all his life.’


It was now broad daylight. Discordant noises rose from the street, like an ill-tuned radio set, intruding into Poorani’s thoughts. Like the low voice of conscience that speaks from the depths of the human heart, drumbeats echoed faintly from the temple in the distance. Poorani stood and walked towards the well in the backyard to take her bath.


From the highway close by, the busy traffic to and from Thirupparankundram and Thirunagar added its share of noise. Thirupparankundram, situated quite close to the town, has retained its village charm despite its fame as a major spiritual centre. Even though it lacks the grandeur and majesty of Madurai, it has its own modest beauty. The child god Murugan, forever young, always ready to bless his devotees, resides in his temple abode atop a hillock, bringing fame and renown to the village. Maybe centuries ago, the hillock would have been covered with lush vegetation. Today it is a smooth, bare rock, like a bald man’s head. To the north, at the foot of the hillock, there is a small dome, a beautiful gopuram. The main temple is accessed through many rock-cut steps. From the temple entrance, the town is laid out for view below, as though it was created for the sole purpose of paying obeisance to the deity. To the west of the hillock is a small railway station. Next to it is a row of identical houses, the living quarters for mill workers. Further west is Thirunagar.


As though designed to showcase the beauty of Thirupparankundram, two lakes brimming with water lie to the north and south. The village itself lies among farmlands, coconut groves, sugarcane fields and banana orchards. The beauty of the setting suggests that it has been centuries in the making. It has somehow retained the flavour of thousands of years of Tamil life and culture. Despite the fact that the college where he was teaching was in Madurai – and most of his colleagues and friends lived in Madurai city, which had many more facilities and comforts – Professor Azhagiya Sittrambalam had chosen to live in Thirupparankundram. The intangible cultural richness of the village must have been the cause of his decision. Additionally, the pure air for good health, greenery all around to please the eye and the Murugan Temple to satisfy the soul.


From the day he was appointed as a professor in the college at Madurai, he decided to settle in Thirupparankundram. That is where his wife later joined him, where Poorani and her brothers were born and where her mother died soon after giving birth to little Mangayarkarasi. Now, he himself had completed his life’s journey in that very house.


Like a great artist who has had to leave his masterpiece unfinished, he had departed the world, leaving a young family behind. He had been focused on seeking honour, discipline, righteousness all his life. If only he had also given some thought to the financial security of his family! But no, he did not. Living in very modest circumstances himself yet possessing a generous heart, he had saved no money.


What had he left behind to help his young family? Who was there to support them? All he could leave them were his scholarship of Tamil and the wide renown he had won… and Poorani as the keeper of that legacy. He went when Poorani was yet to attain the stature and maturity that comes with adulthood. Yet he had bestowed some strengths upon her – self-confidence based on knowledge and reasoning, a strong value system born of close association with her father and the resilience to withstand adversity. The arms that wore bangles would henceforth have to wrestle with life.


Poorani had been born to her parents when they were still young. Appa had been researching material for a book on heroic female figures of the past, who were mentioned in Tamil literature. The day his book was released was also the day his first child, a baby daughter, was born. The Tamil poetry he had been exploring had resonated with him as pure beauty, and he saw that same perfect beauty, pooranam, in his daughter’s face. Thus, he named her Poorani, the name rolling lovingly off his tongue.


Eight to nine months after his book was released, the university acknowledged the excellence of his work and honoured him with an honorary doctorate. He now had the title ‘Doctor’. But what gave him far more pleasure was the title awarded by his little daughter when she first lisped the word ‘Appa’.


As Poorani grew, her beauty and intelligence continued to be a credit to the name her father had chosen for her. She had inherited the sharp intelligence of Appa and the beauty of Amma. She grew tall and slender, like a graceful creeper. Her complexion, pale gold like the laburnum flower, seemed to have been created specifically to grace her beauty. Her face was like a lovingly created work of art, the masterpiece of a superbly gifted painter who had wielded his brush to express the romantic longings and dreams that crowded his young mind. Her expressive eyes complemented the beauty of her face. Long and narrow at times, wide as a blossoming flower at others, those beautiful eyes seemed to hold a hint of longing, as though on a quest for some lofty goal. Her wide forehead told the story of thousands of years of Tamil womanhood before her. Her expression gave a hint of the mental list she had drawn up of all the responsibilities that awaited her in this lifetime.


Only Poorani can look like Poorani – that was how people described her uniqueness. Her father had stopped Poorani’s education after high school. He had taught her grammar and literature from an early age at home whenever he had the time. Although progressive in his thinking in many ways, he had some fixed ideas about the education of girls. He firmly believed that like exposure to air causes camphor to evaporate, college education and wider exposure to society for girls would destroy their femininity. They would be turned into creatures with women’s bodies and men’s brains. This was why he did not send Poorani to college. Instead, he imparted knowledge and learning at home itself, which was four-fold of what any university could have done. Just as he had made the Tamil language grow and flourish through his teaching and writing, he had enriched Poorani’s mind.


It was nine thirty in the morning. The two boys finished their meal and picked up their school bags to set off for school. At the doorway, they hesitated and stopped. Poorani was bringing little Mangayarkarasi to the front door to get her hands washed. When she saw her brothers in the doorway, Poorani asked, ‘Enda, why are you both still here? Isn’t it getting late for school?’ The older boy started saying something in reply but mumbled and stopped. Poorani instantly understood.


‘Oh, is it the last day to pay the school fees? Wait, let me see.’ She washed the little girl’s hands, went back inside and opened a box. She counted the money, seven-and-a-half rupees. She checked the bank passbook; nothing left to draw. She called Thirunavukkarasu, gave him seven rupees and said, ‘Pay the fees today.’ The boys said goodbye and left. As she laid the half-rupee coin, the only money the family now possessed, carefully in the box, Poorani laughed to herself. It was a wry laugh born of despair. How was she to run the household?


The postman came to the door. Mangaiyarkarasi jumped up from where she had been looking at the cartoons in an Ambulimama magazine. The little girl grabbed the letters from the postman’s hand and came running towards her elder sister, like a pretty rose that has grown arms and legs. The endearing sight of her little sister skipping towards her brought a momentary lift to Poorani’s spirits.


As expected, most of the letters were those expressing condolences. A couple of them were from abroad – one from Lanka and one from Malaya. Despite having left their native land long ago, these former students had come to know about their beloved professor’s death through newspaper reports and wished to express their sentiments. She felt proud to be the daughter of a man who was so widely respected, even after his passing.


There were still two letters left to open. She opened the first one and grimaced in distaste. It was from a rich merchant who had come to their home to take one-on-one tuition in Tamil from her father. Her father had taken him on as a student but had a poor opinion of his character because his dealings were not straightforward and he dodged his dues to the government. Her father had refused to accept any tuition fee from this merchant because he considered it to be tainted money. But he taught him Tamil well and sent him away.


‘He is a bloodsucker who preys upon the poor, Poorani,’ Appa used to remark often. ‘There is no wealth in his mind, but he has accumulated wealth in his hands. Yet I feel it would be a sin on my part to deny anyone who comes to me with a desire to learn Tamil. That is the only reason I am putting up with this fellow.’ However high a person’s status might be, wherever in the world he lived, if he were lacking in honesty and ethical behaviour, Appa would not hesitate to call him low and unworthy. His respect was reserved only for those who lived honourably, never for those who only had wealth.


All that accumulated disgust and revulsion against the writer of the letter passed through Poorani’s mind even before she commenced reading it.




I have enclosed a cheque. I have signed it and left the amount blank. Please fill in whatever amount you want. After the passing away of your father, I can imagine the difficult situation you must be facing. Please do not reject my offer.





Poorani’s deepening frown showed the extent of her disgust. She looked at the thick, coloured slip of paper behind the letter. Was that red lettering printed with the blood of all the poor families he had cheated? To Poorani’s mind, what she held in her hand stood for utter degradation, worthy of the utmost revulsion. She threw the letter and the cheque aside contemptuously and raised her head. From the wall in front of her, the picture of her father smiled at her approvingly. It was his usual smile, but now she read a meaning into it. He was happy with her response to the letter.


Poorani went and fetched a pen. She picked up the fallen cheque from the floor and wrote on the back of it:




Yes, my father is dead. But his self-respect is still alive in his family. It will never die. Thank you for your offer. Please help some needy people instead. Your cheque is returned herewith.





She put the cheque into an envelope, found some old unused stamps, stuck them on and wrote the address. Without further delay, she set off to the postbox at the end of the street and slid the letter through the slot. She felt as if she had washed dirt off her hands. A sense of peace pervaded her mind.


When she got home, the little child was again engrossed in the Ambulimama magazine. Poorani spotted the unopened envelope from that morning’s bunch of letters. She opened the envelope, expecting to see yet another condolence letter. But this letter from Madurai was from the landlord who had rented the house to them.




I intend to sell the house next month. Before that, please pay the rent for the past six months that is still owed to me and make arrangements to move out.





The letter slipped out of her hand and fluttered to the floor next to the Ambulimama magazine. Her little sister picked it up and came up to Poorani. ‘Akka,’ she said in her babyish lisp, ‘Here… take it…’


Poorani stood as though transfixed, staring into the eyes of her dead father’s photograph.




My dear daughter! Life’s first challenge, the first arrow of ill fortune is speeding towards you. This is the first adversity you are facing after I died. Don’t lose heart. Life is all about striving to overcome adversity.





She imagined that her father was communicating with her. Wasn’t there a special glow in those eyes? Wasn’t he somehow transferring his strength to her? Gradually, she felt a spark of confidence coming alight in her mind.




CHAPTER 2




In the flame you are the heat, in the flower you are the scent,


Inside the rock you are the diamond, in words you are the truth.


In dharma you are love, in valour you are strength,


You are everything, you are inherent in everything.


– Paripadal





The child, Mangaiyarkarasi, had fallen asleep on the floor while looking at the magazine. Poorani sat stunned, the letter from the landlord clutched in her hand. If only she could somehow become a little girl like her sister, how wonderful that would be! The thought brought a pang of longing to her heart. Could anyone be as miserly as the Almighty? Those years of early childhood, the time when you could just live in the moment and had no concept of fortune or misfortune. Every event was to be experienced and just left behind. Those years were so fleeting – gone, before you knew it, never to return. Knowledge, experience, maturity – all these seem mere tools to deal with the sorrows of life.


Poorani sighed deeply. The street outside was empty. In that morning hour, a kind of peace appeared to have descended upon it. Someone somewhere had broken that massive machine called Time and walked away, leaving the emptiness still lingering over the street. At noon, the temple doors would close. So, Thirupparankundram Sannadhi Street was empty without the temple-goers.


Poorani walked towards the front door and latched the grille gate. From somewhere down the street, maybe from the flower stall at the temple entrance, the scent of cuscus grass wafted in the air. It was a scent that was unique to that village. The streets on all four sides of the temple were always redolent with cuscus. She was reminded of what Appa used to say: ‘Like the aura of Lord Murugan’s grace, this scent too is a special attribute of our town.’


She had to find money to settle the six months of rent that was owed to the landlord. Then, she would have to find another house at an affordable rent to move into. Even more urgent was the need to find a job. Even if ease and comfort were not possible, a respectable livelihood was a must. Though her father had passed away, his renown still glowed around the neighbourhood. Praise and fame can fill the mind with happiness, true. But it would not put food in the belly. It would not sustain the family. Her father’s lingering fame would not help her raise her young siblings or pay their school fees.


It would be impractical to hope that those who showered praise so readily would open their purses too. Even if some offer of financial help came, it could be from the kind of unworthy man whose cheque she had spurned just that morning. It would be far better to work honestly and live modestly than to receive help from dishonourable sources and live in comfort. Even a life of poverty was acceptable as long as one lived righteously. That was the kind of life her father had wanted.


In her mind, Poorani could hear the words her father had often spoken to her. ‘Poorani, instead of a life of wealth and ease built on secrets and deceit, it is more noble to work honestly, even if one has to live in poverty.’ Appa had been a strict follower of the prescribed religious practices. He had strong faith in god. ‘Love is the core of dharma. In that love, god resides. At the same time, he also stands in the strength born of valour, prepared to order its destruction. Everything, and everything that is within everything, is merely the maya of the lord.’


Appa always quoted this Paripadal in all his discourses. In fact, it was his belief in this that had taken him to great heights in his profession. ‘The heat of the flame, the scent of the flower, the diamond in the rock, the truth in the spoken word, love in righteousness, the strength in adversity, everything is YOU!’ These words from the Paripadal, written in bold letters and framed, hung above a bookcase in Appa’s study.


Poorani felt a strong urge to hurry to Appa’s study, just to stand near his bookcase. She went into the room. Shelves filled with books ran along all four walls. There were glass-fronted cabinets and also cupboards built into the walls. The Paripadal verse that had always been close to Appa’s heart hung over the bookcase on the wall opposite the entrance to the room, where it would instantly catch the eye of anyone who entered the room. The moment she saw the verse on the wall, Poorani felt a burst of energy, as if she had been dipped and lifted out from a cleansing mineral spring.


Appa’s salary had been spent largely on books. Even though he had not left behind thousands of rupees in savings, he had left a huge collection of books. The study was dusty; no one had entered it for the past fifteen days.


It was from that armchair that he used to conduct his Tamil classes. That black pen on the table was the one that put his thoughts into written words. Under the desk stood the incense holder; the ashes of the last stick he had lit still stained the floor. Just as incense lives only to spread its aroma and then dies, Appa too had lived to spread his knowledge.


Each and every object in that room invoked a pang in Poorani’s heart. She felt that if she lingered there any longer in the presence of those memories of Appa, her heart would break. She tried to overcome the wave of grief that threatened to sweep her away. How long can resolve stand firm against the overwhelming sorrow of such a great loss?


If the family had to move into a house at a more affordable rent, what would happen to all these books? It was a dilemma. However, even thinking about an affordable house was out of the question before settling the back rent for this one – fifty rupees a month for six months amounts to a full three hundred rupees. She could expect some amount from Appa’s provident fund. But that would take time. The house they would move into would have to be smaller and at a lower rent.


Poorani was preparing to start this new chapter of her life with an eight-anna piece as savings, and the determination to find herself a job. Her brothers were in classes five and three. She was the one who would have to support them at least till they finished college. Mangaiyarkarasi also had to be admitted to school soon – by the next auspicious month of Thai, she would be six. There was a primary school close to home.


Poorani made a mental list of all the responsibilities that had fallen on her shoulders after the death of Appa. Some plan had to be put in place soon. What was the point of shutting oneself off when difficulties were already knocking on the door? It was time for her to take a bold step. She could no longer hesitate to get her feet dirty, as long as she always kept her mind clean.


Thirunavukkarasu and Sambandan attended a school in Pasumalai. The two of them walked to school and back. This meant that they could not come home during the lunch break. Poorani would pack something for them to take along and eat at school during the break. They got home only after four thirty in the evening.


It was not possible for Poorani to stay at home till that hour. She would have to leave by at least three o’clock in order to finish all her errands in Madurai and get back. She planned to meet the principal of Appa’s college to see if the provident fund matter could be hurried along. The landlord would have to be given the money owed to him and be reassured that she and her siblings would vacate the house soon. One of the publishers who brought out Appa’s books lived in Pudu Mandapam. Nothing could be gained by meeting him as he was a miserly man who would sing his usual tale of hard times. Yet she had to meet him and be firm with him. He owed a substantial amount of royalty to her father. She would also have to meet a few people about finding a job for herself.


As for finding a house, maybe she could explore the possibility of living with four or five other families, in some kind of community housing in Madurai itself. But then, even a two-bedroom house in Madurai would be as expensive as their entire house in Thirupparankundram. It would also involve pulling her brothers out of their school at Pasumalai in the middle of the school year and getting them admitted to a school in Madurai. When she thought of all that it would entail, Poorani abandoned the idea of moving to Madurai. How could she ever afford the high house rent in the city?


The house rents in Madurai were as high as its temple towers. Housing around the four majestic temple towers would not come cheap and was hard to find. Only beggars and cycle rickshaws were plentiful. Just like a husband with two wives is saddled with doubled expenses and no peace of mind, Madurai too was suffering because it was the capital of two districts simultaneously. This legacy of British rule was still lingering.


It was two thirty in the afternoon. Poorani went to the well and washed her face. After changing her sari, she was standing in front of the mirror to draw a tilak on her forehead when her little sister woke up from her nap and sleepily walked over to her.


Poorani’s face, with its freshly-bathed-in-sandalwood-soap complexion, glowed like a lotus in bloom. Stray locks of jet-black hair, like brush strokes by a careless portrait painter, curled near the sides of her ears. Above the bridge of her shapely nose, at the spot between her eyebrows, Poorani wore a large kumkum pottu with a smaller black one above it. Even though her father had been unable to leave much money, he had still left a few gold ornaments for her. Among them was a pair of bangles. Yet she preferred to wear a set of black bangles. Like a black silk thread woven around gold, the contrast of the black bangles on her golden arms was especially attractive.


Poorani opened the jewellery case, took out the pair of gold bangles and put them into a cardboard box to carry with her. If the publisher continued to avoid paying the royalties owed to Appa, she might have to resort to pawning or even selling the jewellery. How else could she meet the debt obligation to the landlord? She would also need enough money to run the household till she could find a job.


‘Akka,’ said Mangaiyarkarasi smilingly, ‘this pottu suits you so well. You should wear this every day.’


In the days following the death of their father, Poorani did not have the mind to groom herself in any way. A daily bath was all. The child had noticed, with delight, that her Akka had adorned herself.


‘All right, my dear one, I will wear a pottu like this every day. Now I want you to listen to me carefully. I need to go to Madurai for some urgent work. I am going to leave you at Odhuvar thatha’s home and give him our house key. You must stay there like a good girl till your brothers get home from school. No misbehaving, no tantrums!’


Odhuvar thatha was an elderly temple priest and a family friend.


‘Akka, let me come with you to Madurai,’ pleaded the little girl, her wide eyes fixed yearningly on Poorani.


‘No, Kannu, you won’t be able to walk around so much. I will come back quickly. Thatha will tell you lots of interesting stories; stay at their home and listen.’ The child seemed to accept the decision and didn’t raise any more objections. Poorani had no time to even plait her own hair. She hastily applied some oil to her hair, combed and tied it up in a bun. She had very long hair, reaching down to her knees. Kamakshi, the young woman who lived in the house across the street, had to use two switches of false hair at the same time. Even then, her plait was not any thicker than a dog’s tail. She was very envious of Poorani’s long, thick hair. Kamakshi was Odhuvar thatha’s granddaughter. She was two or three years younger than Poorani. They had been friends since early childhood. There was a bond between the families, born of living in the same town on opposite sides of the same street.


Poorani took Mangaiyarkarasi out through the front door. She turned and locked the door, before leading the child across the street to Thatha’s house. The old man was seated on the thinnai, sacred ash smeared on his bare chest, reading a book on the Thevaram. Even at his advanced age, he did not need reading glasses. Appa had always held this old man in high esteem.


‘Oh, Poorani… welcome, Amma! It looks like you are off somewhere? To Madurai, is it?’


The old man’s voice was resonant and clear like the sound of a bronze bell.


‘Yes, Thatha. Please look after the child for me. When the boys return, please give them this key.’ Poorani placed the house key next to the old man on the thinnai. Of her own accord, with the comfort born of familiarity, the child clambered onto the old man’s lap and started nagging him right away. ‘Today you must tell me lots of new stories, Thatha,’ she ordered him. ‘Don’t disappoint me with any of those old Ammaiyar Patti tales or stories about the crow and the sparrow.’ Kamakshi and her grandmother were sitting in the hall facing the front door.


‘Poorani! Why don’t you step in here for a moment?’ Kamakshi called.


‘Later, Kamu, I’m in a hurry right now. I have to go.’


‘What’s so urgent, Amma?’ asked Thatha.


Poorani decided it was acceptable to unburden herself to this old man who had always been a father figure to her. She considered revealing the fact that her landlord had asked for past rental dues to be paid and that the family was in a very tight financial crisis. But somehow, her tongue refused to frame the words. In that moment of conflict between thought and word, the sense of propriety that she had inherited from her father, and which ran strongly in her veins, won the day. Second thoughts prevailed. No, said her mind, it would not be right to describe her problems of debt and poverty to another whose problems were even worse. There was no need for this family, eking out an existence on a limited income and higher expenses than her own, to hear of her money troubles. Appa had always said that managing one’s problems by oneself is the most noble path.


Further, he absolutely opposed evoking sympathy in others by narrating one’s woes to them. Poorani was her father’s daughter in this regard. It was that same determination and sense of conviction that coursed through her. So now, she merely said, ‘Oh, it’s nothing, Thatha. I’m just going to meet Appa’s college principal about his provident fund. That’s all.’ She left the more troubling tasks unsaid.


Poorani stepped out on the street and started walking. Many eyes watched in admiration. It was like watching a bright, beautiful red lotus atop a tall, slender stem moving gracefully in a gentle breeze. She walked north along Sannadhi Street, past the Mayil Mandapam, and waited at the police station bus stop. A group of washermen, working at the irrigation tank to the south, had hung out garments of multiple colours. They fluttered in the breeze along the high mud bank. Beyond the expanse of water in the tank, off to the northwest, fields of paddy, sugarcane and betel, punctuated with tall coconut trees, painted a beautiful picture. At that point of time, Poorani happened to be the only person waiting at the bus stop.


From the south, Bus No. 5 bound for Central Thirupparankundram drew up to the stop. Poorani boarded the bus. The bus conductor greeted her with a broad smile. ‘Welcome, Amma!’ he called out. He had been one of Appa’s several students. Having seen her accompanying her father over the years, many in the town knew Poorani. She parted with her last eight-anna coin, bought a ticket to the college bus stop and accepted the change. The conductor came over and told her how sad he felt about her father’s passing. She responded suitably.


The college principal welcomed Poorani warmly and responded favourably to her request. He assured her that he would try to ensure that the amount due from her father’s provident fund would be released as early as possible. From there she walked to the Pudu Mandapam. Passers-by stared openly at her. What a variety of stares people had! If she had travelled in a rickshaw or any other vehicle, she could have avoided this attention. But then, which rickshaw man would agree to ply for free? All she had in hand added up to just five annas. She would need three annas for the bus charge back home. It was fine to accept and acknowledge her poverty. Putting on false appearances would be wrong.


And so Poorani walked past all those lecherous glances, through the streets of old Madurai, her tender bare feet blistering and bruising on the hot tar.


At the crowded Pudu Mandapam, Poorani stepped aside to avoid the men who jostled and pushed, whether by accident or design. Soon, she was face to face with her father’s publisher.


‘Welcome, sister,’ he greeted her. ‘If you had just sent word, I would have come to you and saved you this trouble.’ Perhaps he was pointing out that his age entitled him to some privileges.


Poorani was silent. She stood there like a pillar of flame and just looked fixedly at him. With those remarkable eyes, sharp and clear, confronting him, the man was lost for a response.


He tried to lighten the moment. ‘Oh, it looks like you are angry with me, sister,’ he remarked with a smile.


‘I don’t want your fake smiles or false promises,’ said Poorani bitingly. ‘You are trying to hide your dishonesty behind these pleasantries. You owe three years’ worth of royalty payments for my father’s books. You conveniently claim that they have not been selling well – that is not true. If you refuse to be straight with me, I will be forced to take legal measures.’


Although he must have been terribly embarrassed to be berated like this by a young woman loudly in public, the man kept his composure. ‘By the end of this month, I will go through the accounts and try to help you, Amma,’ he said, bringing the palms of his hands together in a farewell gesture. The gesture conveyed the message, ‘Don’t stand around talking any longer; get going.’


Poorani moved away. Her father himself had given up in frustration, remarking, ‘I don’t care whether he pays me or not. It is outrageous that someone who is trading in books that are meant to spread knowledge would deliberately cheat the author of those books and keep the money for himself.’


Opposite the Pudu Mandapam, the south gopuram of the Meenakshi Temple stood tall. It was a testament to pure truth, untouched by the filth of dishonesty and dwarfing mere humans in its magnificence. On either side, the shops of locksmiths and umbrella repairers jostled for space. This place always took on a special bustling ambience as evening approached. Appa had told Poorani that the street had earlier been known as the Evening Market Street.


Poorani walked past the gopuram of the massive temple, into the bustle and bouquet of aromas that swirled near the entrance to the sannadhi of Goddess Meenakshi Amman. She thought to herself that even after a passage of a thousand years, even if there were a thousand man-made changes, the unique religious and historical attributes of Madurai city would endure.


Here she was in the midst of the hubbub at the entryway to Amman’s shrine. The aroma bursting from flower stalls, the tinkle of bangles and the shouts of the bangle sellers, the pervading scent of sandalwood, the crowds surging back and forth like souls through the gates of Creation.


Poorani skirted the temple tank with its golden-hued lotuses, offered her prayers at the shrine of Amman and returned through the south gopuram, past the tank and into the street. She looked around to make sure she was unobserved before quickly entering a jewellery store.


Gold bangles that weighed as much as four sovereigns! The jeweller was prepared to take them at the old gold rates for about three hundred rupees. She quietly accepted the money that the shopkeeper counted out and left to meet the landlord. She handed him the six months of back rent and obtained a receipt. ‘I will vacate the house before the end of the month,’ she assured him as she left. From the sale of her bangles, she was now left with seven rupees plus five annas of change from the old eight-anna coin with which she had set out.


In the neighbouring street was the house of a good friend and well-wisher of her father. He was an eminent citizen of the town and was widely respected by everyone. He had the reputation of being scrupulously honest. Poorani thought that if she met him and explained her circumstances, he would help her find a job. But when she went to his home, she was told he was away, in another city, and would be back only after two days. So she turned back, deciding to try her luck again after he returned.


By the time she caught a bus at Central and reached Thirupparankundram, it was getting dark. From near the mosque that stood at the hilltop, a blue light glowed. The street was crowded with people on their way to offer worship at the temple. When she came near her house, she saw a group of school students assembled on the street with their bags and books. There was a horse cart standing nearby, and she spotted Odhuvar thatha.


The moment Thatha saw Poorani, he hurried forward, his face expressing deep worry and concern. ‘As if you didn’t have enough to deal with already, your younger brother Sambandan climbed a tree at school, fell and broke his arm. They have brought him home…’ he told her.


Poorani pushed her way through the throng of schoolboys and ran into the house.




CHAPTER 3




The Sun keeps running


The days sprint in his wake


They die away day after day…


What shall we do hereafter


If the fierce Yama is roused to anger…


– Natrinai Vilakkam





Whenever she encountered any problems or misfortunes, a calm voice spoke deep in Poorani’s heart. ‘Never accept defeat,’ it told her. ‘You are born to win in life, to be triumphant! The problems you are facing will make you even stronger. The more you encounter the petty harassment and small-mindedness of others, the more will the eyes of your mind widen and grow in wisdom. Just as a flowering plant flourishes in the dirt, draws sustenance from waste matter and manure and produces beautiful blossoms for the scented garlands that adorn the shoulders of the deities, so too will the poverty and hardships that you face serve to nourish you and help you to blossom as a person. You are not one of those millions of women who are swept away in the tide of whatever life throws at them. You are unique among womankind. You are a special creation. You are destined to swim against the currents that try to drag you down. You are destined to win.’


At every close encounter with misfortune, this inner voice of Poorani spoke up.


Whose voice was it? Why did it speak? Those were mysteries, questions with no answers. Maybe it was a carry-over from a past life, part of her identity, her soul. Maybe it would grow stronger as life went on. Yet, does one have to wait for a davana plant or a tulsi shrub to grow to full maturity before one can enjoy the aroma? No, even as the plant takes root and begins its life, it is already infused with all its qualities of beauty and fragrance. Similarly, some people are endowed with attractive innate qualities from the moment they are born.


Poorani was like the tulsi plant, sweet-scented in personality even from a tender age. She was pure inside and out, spiritual in outlook, and totally steeped in the traditional Tamil way of life. She had the inner strength to face any hardship and come out victorious.


When Poorani ran into the house, she saw her brother Sambandan laid out on a mat in the hall. A throng of schoolboys milled around. The older brother, Thirunavukkarasu, stood nearby, staring blankly, at a loss about what to do. Sambandan, meanwhile, was heaving and sobbing, like someone who was reaping the consequences of committing a serious crime.


Poorani sat on the floor next to her injured brother. The boy’s wails became even louder when he saw his sister. She picked up his right arm and held it upright to test if it could support itself. It could not. Like a tender plantain leaf that had been twisted in the middle and exposed to the sun, the boy’s arm wilted.


Odhuvar thatha came over and stood behind Poorani. ‘He’s a young boy, Amma,’ he said. ‘If his arm is bandaged with a splint, the bone will heal soon. There is a vaidhyar, a nature-cure physician, just four houses away. You should send for him.’ Poorani turned her head and signalled to Thirunavukkarasu. The boy got the message at once and ran to fetch the vaidhyar.


‘Akka, it wasn’t my fault. There is a rough fellow called Balu, who is our classmate. He grabbed my maths notebook and flung it from the upper floor. Just underneath, there is a big mango tree. My book landed in the branches of that tree and got stuck there. I climbed the tree only to get my book, but as I was climbing, my leg slipped and I fell.’


Poorani instantly understood her brother’s burning desire to explain himself to her. Thirunavukkarasu returned with the vaidhyar. Poorani stood up and moved away a little. The vaidhyar sat next to Sambandan and checked the boy’s elbow by gently pressing it. Odhuvar thatha stood by.


The vaidhyar declared that there was nothing to worry about and that the fracture would heal soon. He placed bamboo strips along the boy’s arm and bandaged it tightly with a cloth soaked in beaten raw eggs. ‘Don’t move or shake the arm, Thambi,’ he said to Sambandan affectionately. ‘In a few days, it will be as good as new.’ As the vaidhyar rose to leave, Thatha whispered something in Poorani’s ear. She ran and fetched a plate with an offering of four rupees and held it out respectfully to the vaidhyar.


The vaidhyar smiled and declined her offer of payment. ‘I cannot accept this from you, Amma. I owe so much to your father Azhagiya Sittrambalam. Keep the money with you. Once the boy has recovered, I will ask for something if I need it.’


Poorani was well aware that her late father’s reputation lived on in that house. Although he had not amassed material wealth to leave to his family, he had built relationships with people everywhere, who would be happy to help and support them. The vaidhyar who had declined Poorani’s offer of money, the elderly priest who considered himself part of Appa’s family and had always shared in all the family’s joys and sorrows, all those from near and far who awaited an opportunity to lend a helping hand… weren’t these a sign that the memory of Appa’s reputation was still strong?


The crowd of schoolboys still hung around, showing no signs of dispersing. Finally, Odhuvar thatha shouted sternly, ‘Is this some kind of entertainment for all of you? He is lying there with a broken arm. Don’t crowd around, go home.’ Gradually, the group of onlookers thinned out.


Young Mangaiyarkarasi, unaware of the details of what had occurred, had nevertheless gathered that something really bad had happened to her brother. Otherwise, why would he be lying on a mat like that, and why would the vaidhyar come and tie a bandage on him? Why would so many people collect around? In her distress, the child cried inconsolably. Odhuvar thatha took his leave to go back to his home across the street. As he left, he told Poorani, ‘Look after your brother. If you need anything at all, call me. I will be resting on my front thinnai. Don’t let your mind be troubled by anything. Just the phrase “so-and-so’s daughter” will have people scrambling and competing to come and help you. There is no reason for you to be sorrowful.’


Poorani thought to herself, ‘Everyone tells me this! As if Appa’s reputation is some kind of insurance, bequeathed to me in his will, which I can trade upon! Surely a righteous man’s honour and reputation should be preserved and treasured for their own worth. What is the need for me to waste that precious reputation by using it up just to get some comfort? I can work and make a living for myself. I can provide for my brothers and sister. I can raise the status of the family. I refuse to spend my father’s reputation as a currency for some petty desires. I will never let my father’s legacy of honour be soiled by grime and filth of any kind.’ She raised her head. Her face and eyes glowed with determination.


‘Akka! Will Anna be unable to straighten his arm again?’ The little girl was stuttering in the midst of her sobs. Her tender lips were like tiny segments of an orange, quivering in distress. Her wide eyes, full of the innocence of childhood, now spoke of fear and worry.


‘No, my darling! Anna’s arm will be fine very soon,’ said Poorani soothingly, picking up her little sister and hugging her. The child’s body was as though created with the softness of flower petals and the scent of rosewater. Just one touch from that little child, one smile on her lips, one look into those sparkling eyes would be enough to reassure anyone that there was still room for all that was true and good in this world.


If Appa had been alive, he would be on his way back from the temple around now. Every evening, he would take a long walk along Thirumangalam Salai to the south, stop by the Murugan Temple to offer prayers and return home around seven or seven thirty. He did not like to eat a heavy meal of rice at night. He used to say that eating rice would make him sleepy very quickly. He preferred to eat a light meal of idlis or wheat dosais. He would stay awake and read late into the night. Appa’s preferences had passed on to the rest of the family as well.


Poorani lit the kitchen fire and put the idli pot on it. Everywhere in the house, in every thought, in every object, in every action, in every corner lived the memory of Appa, unforgotten and unhidden. Can one easily set aside memories that have been built over the years, ingrained by habit, which are now a part of one’s very identity? A person dies in an instant, but do memories of that person die fast as well? If that were so, is there anything worthwhile left in this world?


Yet will not time erase everything sooner or later? The sun is in constant motion, with the days chasing after him. One after the other, relentlessly – eroding or being eroded?


Poorani placed a few idlis on a plate and took it to where Sambandan lay resting. She propped him up to a sitting posture so that he could eat. She called Thirunavukkarasu and Mangaiyarkarasi into the kitchen, seated them on the floor near her and served them idlis. How had this young woman, at such a young age, instinctively imbibed a mother’s sensibilities? It is said that parent fish keep a close watch on their offspring and keep them safe till they grow up. Poorani was raising her brothers and sister with immense care and attention. She tried to keep them away from the hardships and problems that beset her and their house as much as possible. Thirunavukkarasu was old enough to understand the situation, but she did not wish to share her anxieties with him.


She had promised the landlord that she would vacate the house by the end of the month. She would have to stick to that deadline. Thirupparankundram was neither entirely a village nor a city. It was like a composite of village tranquillity and city facilities. Since there were mills, factories, schools and hospitals in the vicinity, housing was crowded. It was a place in which middle-class families, who could not afford the higher rentals in Madurai city, labourers and those who sought the mental and spiritual joy of living in the shadow of the benevolent God Murugan all lived in proximity. The new engineering college that was coming up in the east of the city, near the red-stone hillock, seemed to give a suddenly expanded appearance to the town.


Poorani decided to set off there and then to go around a few streets, looking for a house they could potentially move into. It was late in the evening but not yet dark. There was still a lot of bustle on the streets. Maybe if she could alert a few acquaintances here and there that she was on the lookout for a house, she would then get to hear about it if one fell vacant. It is as difficult in these times to find a suitable house for rent as it is for a poor family to find a groom for their daughter!


Poorani set out after giving some instructions to her brother. ‘Arasu, look after the house. If Mangai feels sleepy, roll out her bedding and let her sleep. I need to go out for a while. I will be back around nine or nine thirty. Don’t bolt the door. Go to bed.’


In that hour of approaching dusk, with a mist beginning to settle in amidst the faint glow of moonlight, Sannadhi Street was inexpressibly beautiful. Lined with houses on both sides, lights in the windows, the mixed aromas of many flowers, the fragrance of sandalwood and incense, human voices, sounds from radios, friends chatting, cowbells tinkling – it was like opening the first page of the endless book called the Universe. From where the street began, one could see the tall gopuram on its hillock, bathed in moonlight, with the Murugan Temple next to it. In front of the temple, the wide platform with the yali statues, poised as though to leap out at any moment to drag the platform away; the horse sculptures, above and below, like creepers branching out and spreading, the chariot streets along which the temple processions would pass.


Higher than the temple’s dome, at an inaccessible spot on the hill, the word ‘OM’ in large letters blazed out a blue light. The sign, fixed atop a building on the hill, shone out in the darkness as though suspended magically in the sky, visible from all around. Poorani’s eyes were fixed on the ‘OM’ above her as she walked along Sannadhi Street. She never tired of the sight of that blue-lit ‘OM’. It seemed, to Poorani’s mind, that the sign was free of all attachment to anything or anyone above or below. It was timeless. It bloomed like a beautiful flower made of light, spreading its special fragrance throughout Thirupparankundram.


She would often drink in the sight of its splendour from the terrace of her home.


Among the chariot streets, in places such as Velliangiri Lane and Thirukulam Lane, there might be some cooperative society tenements available at an affordable rent. Alongside the Saravana Lake Bund and on Giri Street to the southeast of the railway station, there were a few large cooperative apartments.


There was a special reason why Poorani had chosen to set out so late in the day. She wanted to avoid the attention of familiar people. She felt somewhat guilty about walking around like this, when not even a month had passed since her father’s death. If they came to know that she was vacating the big house so soon and moving to a cooperative housing tenement, they would ask probing questions. That was why she had decided that the late evening hour was the best time to make her enquiries without running into people who knew her.


Around where the temple chariot was parked, and at the shops at the entrance to the temple, there was still the hustle and bustle of crowds. Poorani stopped briefly at the entrance to the sannadhi to offer a quick prayer before turning into the wide street to the east, which was the path of the chariot. Here, the bustle persisted even up to three in the morning. The touring cinema that was set up at the far end of the street was attracting crowds well into the small hours.


While large numbers of devotees from near and far, even from abroad, were circling the shrine in prayer, the locals were busy circling the tent of the touring cinema. Poorani remembered that her school friend Kamala’s house was on the first lane off Thirukulam. In fact, it was the very first house after turning into the lane.


Kamala was sitting on the thinnai outside the house, chatting casually with her mother and another old lady. Poorani was in two minds, wondering whether to go up and meet her. She walked forward with some hesitation and stopped near the front door. ‘Kamala,’ she called softly, to attract her friend’s attention. There was a special quality to Poorani’s voice that made it stand out amidst a hundred others. Kamala recognized that voice instantly. ‘Poorani?’ she said in surprise, rising and coming forward. Then she added playfully, ‘Oh, so this was the only time of the day you could spare, Amma? Were you afraid that I would capture you if you came in the daytime to have a chat with me?’


‘That’s not why I’m here, Kamala. Just come closer; I want to tell you something.’ Poorani whispered in Kamala’s ear about the purpose of her visit.


‘You live on Sannadhi Street with all its facilities. Why would you want to move to a narrow lane like this? There, on Sannadhi Street, you can get on to a Madurai-bound bus any time easily. If you move here, you would have to walk all that way for a bus. Your brothers would have to walk further to get to their school. Please think carefully before you do anything.’


‘Only those who have something can aspire for more, Kamala,’ remarked Poorani sombrely. ‘For those who have nothing, even what is seen as a lack of facilities will appear to be desirable.’ Kamala was lost for suitable words to comfort her friend.


She said, ‘There’s no way I can win an argument with you, Amma. That time when you defeated me in the debate competition at school is enough for me! You are a wizard with words, with the Tamil language. And me? Am I the daughter of a Tamil scholar? No, just an ordinary farmer’s daughter. So let me not try to persuade you any longer. There’s a housing complex on the lake bund. Let’s go there right now and take a look. It will be an opportunity to take a stroll together by moonlight. We haven’t had any occasion to walk together since we were in school.’


‘I am ready for it,’ replied Poorani. ‘But I have my doubts about whether your mother will send you with me at this late hour.’


‘Sure, she will. These days, it is totally safe in this area even at a late hour. After the cinema arrived, and the engineering college too, the town itself seems to have grown bigger. Hold on, just a moment. I’ll tell my mother and come.’


Kamala was three or four years younger than Poorani. They had been friends in school for many years. Their friendship endured even afterwards, and that was entirely due to the kind of person Poorani was. Anyone who had ever interacted with her, even fleetingly, never forgot her face, her gaze, or her voice... such was the special quality of her personality. If this was the case with people who had met her only fleetingly, no wonder Kamala, after all those years of close friendship with Poorani in school, felt a special bond between them.


Kamala joined Poorani, and they walked eastward. As they approached the turning at the end of the street, Kamala’s mother came out of the house and called, ‘Come back soon, child.’ The houses were fewer, and the street widened as they progressed towards the east. Gardens, fields, the wide expanse of water in the Saravana Lake with lotus leaves and tender buds floating on the surface – the vista extended up to the base of the hill. To the north, the red sand mound, called Koodaithatti Hillock, seemed to proudly flaunt the few green shoots that had emerged here and there on its otherwise bare sides after the recent rain.









OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Table of Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Table of Contents



		Translator’s Note



		Introduction



		Kurinji Malar



		Afterword











Page List





		Page i



		Page ii



		Page iii



		Page iv



		Page v



		Page vii



		Page viii



		Page ix



		Page xi



		Page xii



		Page xiii



		Page 1



		Page 2



		Page 3



		Page 4



		Page 5



		Page 6



		Page 7



		Page 8



		Page 9



		Page 10



		Page 11



		Page 12



		Page 13



		Page 14



		Page 15



		Page 16



		Page 17



		Page 18



		Page 19



		Page 20



		Page 21



		Page 22



		Page 23



		Page 24



		Page 25



		Page 26



		Page 27



		Page 28



		Page 29



		Page 30



		Page 31



		Page 32



		Page 33



		Page 34



		Page 35



		Page 36



		Page 37



		Page 38



		Page 39



		Page 40



		Page 41



		Page 42



		Page 43



		Page 44



		Page 45



		Page 46



		Page 47



		Page 48



		Page 49



		Page 50



		Page 51



		Page 52



		Page 53



		Page 54



		Page 55



		Page 56



		Page 57



		Page 58



		Page 59



		Page 60



		Page 61



		Page 62



		Page 63



		Page 64



		Page 65



		Page 66



		Page 67



		Page 68



		Page 69



		Page 70



		Page 71



		Page 72



		Page 73



		Page 74



		Page 75



		Page 76



		Page 77



		Page 78



		Page 79



		Page 80



		Page 81



		Page 82



		Page 83



		Page 84



		Page 85



		Page 86



		Page 87



		Page 88



		Page 89



		Page 90



		Page 91



		Page 92



		Page 93



		Page 94



		Page 95



		Page 96



		Page 97



		Page 98



		Page 99



		Page 100



		Page 101



		Page 102



		Page 103



		Page 104



		Page 105



		Page 106



		Page 107



		Page 108



		Page 109



		Page 110



		Page 111



		Page 112



		Page 113



		Page 114



		Page 115



		Page 116



		Page 117



		Page 118



		Page 119



		Page 120



		Page 121



		Page 122



		Page 123



		Page 124



		Page 125



		Page 126



		Page 127



		Page 128



		Page 129



		Page 130



		Page 131



		Page 132



		Page 133



		Page 134



		Page 135



		Page 136



		Page 137



		Page 138



		Page 139



		Page 140



		Page 141



		Page 142



		Page 143



		Page 144



		Page 145



		Page 146



		Page 147



		Page 148



		Page 149



		Page 150



		Page 151



		Page 152



		Page 153



		Page 154



		Page 155



		Page 156



		Page 157



		Page 158



		Page 159



		Page 160



		Page 161



		Page 162



		Page 163



		Page 164



		Page 165



		Page 166



		Page 167



		Page 168



		Page 169



		Page 170



		Page 171



		Page 172



		Page 173



		Page 174



		Page 175



		Page 176



		Page 177



		Page 178



		Page 179



		Page 180



		Page 181



		Page 182



		Page 183



		Page 184



		Page 185



		Page 186



		Page 187



		Page 188



		Page 189



		Page 190



		Page 191



		Page 192



		Page 193



		Page 194



		Page 195



		Page 196



		Page 197



		Page 198



		Page 199



		Page 200



		Page 201



		Page 202



		Page 203



		Page 204



		Page 205



		Page 206



		Page 207



		Page 208



		Page 209



		Page 210



		Page 211



		Page 212



		Page 213



		Page 214



		Page 215



		Page 216



		Page 217



		Page 218



		Page 219



		Page 220



		Page 221



		Page 222



		Page 223



		Page 224



		Page 225



		Page 226



		Page 227



		Page 228



		Page 229



		Page 230



		Page 231



		Page 232



		Page 233



		Page 234



		Page 235



		Page 236



		Page 237



		Page 238



		Page 239



		Page 240



		Page 241



		Page 242



		Page 243



		Page 244



		Page 245



		Page 246



		Page 247



		Page 248



		Page 249



		Page 250



		Page 251



		Page 252



		Page 253



		Page 254



		Page 255



		Page 256



		Page 257



		Page 258



		Page 259



		Page 260



		Page 261



		Page 262



		Page 263



		Page 264



		Page 265



		Page 266



		Page 267



		Page 268



		Page 269



		Page 270



		Page 271



		Page 272



		Page 273



		Page 274



		Page 275



		Page 276



		Page 277



		Page 278



		Page 279



		Page 280



		Page 281



		Page 282



		Page 283



		Page 284



		Page 285



		Page 286



		Page 287



		Page 288



		Page 289



		Page 290



		Page 291



		Page 292



		Page 293



		Page 294



		Page 295



		Page 296



		Page 297



		Page 298



		Page 299



		Page 300



		Page 301



		Page 302



		Page 303



		Page 304



		Page 305



		Page 306



		Page 307



		Page 308



		Page 309



		Page 310



		Page 311



		Page 312



		Page 313



		Page 314



		Page 315



		Page 316



		Page 317



		Page 318



		Page 319



		Page 320



		Page 321



		Page 322



		Page 323



		Page 324



		Page 325



		Page 326



		Page 327



		Page 328



		Page 329



		Page 330



		Page 331



		Page 332



		Page 333



		Page 334



		Page 335



		Page 336



		Page 337



		Page 338



		Page 339



		Page 340



		Page 341



		Page 342



		Page 343



		Page 344



		Page 345



		Page 346



		Page 347



		Page 348



		Page 349



		Page 350



		Page 351



		Page 352



		Page 353



		Page 354



		Page 355



		Page 356



		Page 357



		Page 358



		Page 359



		Page 360



		Page 361



		Page 362



		Page 363



		Page 364



		Page 365



		Page 366



		Page 367



		Page 368



		Page 369



		Page 370



		Page 371



		Page 372



		Page 373



		Page 374



		Page 375



		Page 376



		Page 377



		Page 378



		Page 379



		Page 380



		Page 381



		Page 382



		Page 383



		Page 384



		Page 385



		Page 386



		Page 387



		Page 388



		Page 389



		Page 390



		Page 391



		Page 392



		Page 393



		Page 394



		Page 395



		Page 396



		Page 397



		Page 398



		Page 399



		Page 400



		Page 401



		Page 402



		Page 403



		Page 404



		Page 405



		Page 406



		Page 407



		Page 408



		Page 409



		Page 410



		Page 411



		Page 412



		Page 413



		Page 414



		Page 415



		Page 416



		Page 417



		Page 418



		Page 419



		Page 420



		Page 421



		Page 422



		Page 423



		Page 424



		Page 425



		Page 426



		Page 427



		Page 428



		Page 429



		Page 430



		Page 431



		Page 432



		Page 433



		Page 434



		Page 435



		Page 436



		Page 437



		Page 438



		Page 439



		Page 440



		Page 441



		Page 442



		Page 443



		Page 444



		Page 445



		Page 446



		Page 447



		Page 448



		Page 449



		Page 450



		Page 451



		Page 452



		Page 453



		Page 454



		Page 455



		Page 456



		Page 457



		Page 458



		Page 459



		Page 460



		Page 461



		Page 462



		Page 463



		Page 464



		Page 465



		Page 466



		Page 467



		Page 468



		Page 469











OEBPS/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/P2-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo3.gif
-] hachette [@hpok





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
KURINJL
MALAR

NA. PARTHASARATHY

TRANSLATED BY
MALINI SESHADRI






