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The R-word Non fiction

Resolutions need not be always serious. You can make them for pure fun too! Vani Viswanathan 
takes a light-hearted stance on the whole idea of resolutions.

Come New Year’s day and pretty 
much everybody takes a step back 
and reflects over the past year, and 
makes resolutions in a (vain) 
attempt to even slightly steer the 
direction of their life. 

Yeah, yeah, enough has been 
written in newspapers and blogs 
about resolutions and not keeping 
them. My question is, just why do 
we need the New Year to take 
resolutions? 

Now I take resolutions very 
frequently, whenever I feel the urge 
to get something done. New Year’s 
day, Women’s Day, Independence 
Day, my birthday, Children’s Day, 
every Monday (I swear I’ll get 
through this week without cussing), 
Wednesday (get me through the 
week, God, and I swear I’ll be 
thankful to You) , etc. They are 
nothing big, just simple goals that 
will lead me step by step to end in 
personal happiness. At the dawn of 
2009, I found that I had written in 
my diary that in 2009, I would 
‘enjoy life’s simple pleasures more, 
sing more, paint, read more.’ And I 
am extremely glad to say that 
except for the painting aspect, I’ve 
kept up the rest pretty much. My 
self-karaoke sessions have only 
increased in intensity (much to the 
annoyance of people around me) 
and I have stepped up flailing my 
arms about as I sing only more 
often (i.e., enjoying life’s simple 
pleasures ;-)). I have spent loads on 
books and built my bookshelf – all in 
the name of keeping up my 
resolutions. 

The point of taking resolutions, if 
you ask me, is to feel happy. 
Resolutions should be achievable, 
they should be something you 
desperately want to happen in your 
life, because that’s what will give 
you the momentum to get going. If 
you resolve to go for a jog every 
night but really don’t see yourself 
getting off your backside and 
making a move, maybe you really 
shouldn’t bother, and just take a 
resolution to watch more TV or play 
more computer games or 
something. At least that’s something 
you can do and will enjoy doing, and 
you won’t feel miserable about 
giving up after two attempts at 
jogging.  
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I think most of us resolve to do so 
many things on the first of January 
in a rush of enthusiasm. Come on, 
does the first of January perform 
some magic that will miraculously 
make you stick to some big-time 
vows you make that day? Unless we 
are really strong-headed, and are 
really serious about our goal, it most 
likely ain’t gonna happen!  So, why 
don’t we try something different, 
this time? How about listing down 
things that you would love doing 
–those that would do you plenty of 
good (and that’s important because 
eating lot of chips may be 
something you love but it doesn’t do 
you any good!) so that you end up 
being happy. Then call these your 
resolutions just so that you are 
more regular at it and you are a 
happier person!!

Personally, in addition to the 
resolutions I made in 2009, in 2010, 
I hope to have ice creams more 
often and also speed up my lazy 
night walk on the roads, eventually 
turning it into exercise. 

P.S.: Of course, I’m not going to 
stop you from feeling enthused 
about 2010 and kick-starting an 
exercise regimen or leaving work 
early to spend time with your friends 
and family. Remember, it’s all about
 feeling happy ;-)



Subbulakshmi Short story

She sat there hugging her knees 
and resting her chin comfortably in 
the small gap between them. She 
sat on the third step – two away 
from the house’s door and two steps 
before one set foot on the street. 
With her back to the large brown 
wooden door, Subbulakshmi 
continued to look intently at the 
large kolam that her aunt had drawn 
out on the street in front of the 
house. It was about five in the 
morning and the early birds began 
dotting the soft blue of the dawn sky 
of Madurai. Subbulakshmi’s Madurai. 
Didn’t she always find it beautiful? 
Didn’t a smile always sneak its way 
on to her lips when she thought of 
Madurai- the city of the breathtaking 
Meenakshi temple, the city of 
beautiful jasmine, the city that hid 
under its motherly wraps the many 
glorious memories of her childhood?

Subbulakshmi lifted her head and 
craned her neck to get the best view 
of the street. It was full of kolams – 
big and bigger – some complete and 
a few others in the process of 
getting done- mind blowing designs 
drawn by the deft hands of women 
of all ages using rice flour – fine 
powder that was instrumental in 
creating patterns to invoke the 
blessings of the Almighty. That rice 
flour, Subbulakshmi mused, was 
food for the creative soul and well, 
food for those many little ants that 
worked their way through the soil 
looking to satiate their hunger. So 
much had remained unchanged 
about the city in the last eight years 
– the smell of wet earth that tickled 
her nostrils, the kolams, the serenity 
that the month of Maargazhi 
brought with it and that inexplicable 
strength the place instilled in her. 

Yet, so much had changed too.

Madurai had been Subbulakshmi’s 
favourite vacation destination during 
younger days – when she had 
studied in Delhi. Even the earliest of 
her childhood memories were filled 
with the little games that she had 
played with her cousins in the very 
street that she was looking at now, 
in the terrace of that very house 
that she was seated outside of now. 
It was her maternal uncle’s house, 
had been his for many years. The 
people she loved belonged to the 
house – her doting grandmother, her 
uncle who had a towering stature 
and yet a kind heart, her relatively 
smaller and infinitely patient aunt, 
her three naughty cousins Sreeni, 
Shyama and Paro – her aides in 
every mischief that they had 
indulged in, in and around the house 
during childhood. When 
Subbulakshmi had stepped into 
Madurai six days back, her insides 
had churned with anxiety and 
excitement. She was back after a 
long time to the place she loved – to 
attend her dear cousin Shyama’s 
wedding.

Filter coffee –soft vapours rose from 
the stainless steel tumbler that her 
aunt deposited in her hands. Nice 
kolam mami, Subbulakshmi 
remarked, and consciously took a 
deep breath to inhale the addictive 
aroma exclusive to filter coffee. A 
second later, she felt comfortably 
warm. So much had changed in the 
last eight years – ever since she had 
left India to the U.S. along with her 
parents. The last time she had been 
to Madurai was when she had been 
twelve, her last vacation before they 
had wound up their establishment
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Subbulakshmi is back at Madurai - the city she loves - after eight years. In the early morning 
hours of the first day of the New Year, filter coffee, childhood memories and a strange despair 
give her company as she waits for the day to unfold.. Anupama Krishnakumar tells you the story.



in Delhi.

She still remembered that night 
vividly – the night she and her 
parents had landed in Madurai 
before they were to fly to the U.S. It 
was a full moon day and the entire 
family had been in the terrace. 
There was laughter and excitement 
in the air. Happiness had glided like 
an invisible bird with its huge, wide 
wings touching every person of the 
family. Subbulakshmi didn’t know 
whether the others had felt it but 
she had, clearly and distinctly. Her 
parents had been in an animated 
discussion with her uncle and aunt. 
Her grandfather had sat quietly in 
his cane chair, his eyes closed. Yes, 
her quiet yet adorable grandfather 
whom she had always admired. Her 
dear grandfather who had passed 
away a year later.

Ah, that night! How she and her 
cousins had sat around their 
grandmother. The nineteen year old 
Sreeni, the fourteen year old 

Shyama, the nine year old Paro and 
she. Her grandmother had sat in the 
middle with one huge bowl of curd 
rice and a plate of hot and spicy 
potato curry. Subbulakshmi smiled 
at the thought of what fun it had 
been to eat food that way. Dinner 
under a clear, star studded night 
sky, in the presence of a glorious 
cheese-yellow full moon, amid 
laughter and grandma’s love in 
every helping of food. Her 
grandmother would place a 
tablespoonful of curd rice in each of 
their palms and make a hole in the 
middle of the helping with her big, 
fat finger. Then she would place a 
big piece of potato curry inside it 
and the children would gobble it up 
in a split second and stretch their 
hand out for the next round. 
Delight, truly, it was.

And now…. Subbulakshmi found it so 
hard to digest that her granny 
couldn’t move around as she used to 
before. Her eyesight had grown poor 
and her memory poorer. It had 
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taken a day of constant introduction 
for Subbulakshmi to tell her granny 
who she was. Tears welled up in 
Subbulakshmi’s eyes. Life was 
sometimes so cruel and unfair. It 
was so tough to see dear ones 
suffer. 

When her parents had planned their 
one-month vacation to India in 
December six months back, 
Subbulakshmi had insisted that she 
wanted to spend the New Year in 
Madurai. So there she was, 
Subbulakshmi, now a twenty-year-
old, sitting on the steps, watching 
the kolams, sipping filter coffee, 
recalling lovely memories and 
feeling a strange sense of despair. 
Despair, yes! That’s what she was 
feeling as she sat there – because 
she felt something had changed and 
the change was not too comfortable 
to get used to. And, this 
was why.

Sreeni was married and ever since 
Subbulakshmi had arrived, he had 
hardly muttered ten words. Sreeni’s 
wife, shy, reluctant, silent and 
pregnant, always hid behind her 
husband or mother-in-law and 
scanned Subbulakshmi with her 
large, anxious eyes – this woman in 
jeans, an intruder in her 
conservative haven. Shyama had 
grown even quieter and withdrawn 
displaying a mix of anxiety and 
excitement over her wedding that 
was just twenty days away. Paro 
was a consolation, spoke and asked 
something. Yet, Paro often moved 
with her U.S. returned cousin with a 
certain inhibition – fear or 
admiration, Subbulakshmi struggled 
to decipher. Eight years, starkly 
different cultures and large 
distances had done something. The 
thread, the connect had gone 
missing.

Yet, there was one other person 
from her past that Subbulakshmi 
wanted to see again.  Annamma, the

lady who delivered jasmine flowers 
at her uncle’s doorstep every day, 
year after year, from even before 
Subbulakshmi was born. She waited 
for Annamma right there, sitting on 
the third step from the house’s door, 
an empty tumbler in hand. And yes, 
she did arrive, definitely older, 
slightly wrinkled but the bright smile 
still intact. Annamma looked puzzled 
at the sight of a jeans-clad woman 
sitting there. Can’t you recognise 
me, Subbulakshmi asked. The lady 
thought for a second and shook her 
head. Subbulakshmi, the girl on the 
steps said, and Annamma threw her 
hands around the young woman and 
muttered, “Subbu Kannu.” 
Pleasantries were exchanged. 
Annamma said the same thing she 
always mentioned whenever she 
saw Subbulakshmi. Your parents 
should have named you Meenakshi – 
the one with eyes shaped like fish.

Annamma, Subbulakshmi said as 
she dug out five, hundred rupee 
notes, from her back pocket, this is 
for you. The poor lady was taken 
aback, what for, she spoke 
breathlessly. There is a reason, 
Subbulakshmi said. Eight years 
back, when I was here, I picked up 
a five rupee note that fell off your 
tattered cotton drawstring purse. I 
should have given it to you 
Annamma, but I was a selfish girl, a 
greedy girl, who stole the money of 
a poor woman and ate candies with 
it. I am so sorry, she said, I 
shouldn’t have done it. Here, take 
this, she offered the notes again, 
this is what I earned of my summer 
job in America. Annamma’s face 
relaxed. She smiled and patted 
Subbulakshmi’s cheek and said, it is 
ok Subbu kannu. She deposited 
fragrant and fresh jasmine flower 
strings in Subbulakshmi’s hands and 
walked away without taking her 
money. Subbulakshmi got up and 
went back into the house. The New 
Year had begun on a note of 
confession. She felt a little better.



A traveller's delight: Siem Reap

What could be more joyful than a 
warm welcome that begins just as 
you step out of the airplane? 
Welcome to Siem Reap, Cambodia – 
the town where people practice 
politeness as a way of life. Right 
from the concierge to the tuk-tuk 
driver, people greet you by putting 
their palms together and bowing 
their head slightly to express their 
humility. It is quite ironical that you 
receive such a welcome in a place 
whose name evokes memories of 
sordid battles and landmines, the 
kind that only humans can conjure 
up. Siem Reap literally means the 
'death of Siam(Thailand)'. The town 
was wrested from Thai control in 
1907 and hence the name. After 
such a welcome, I could digest 
anything that the place could throw 
at me.

The haphazard traffic reminds one of 
India and so do the motorcycles that 
zig-zag all over the road. 
Motorcycles are the de-facto motive 
power in Siem Reap. Here’s why. 
The tuk-tuk is a carriage attached to 
a motorcyle. There is street food 
served up from makeshift kitchens, 
towed by the motorcycle. It's quite a 
sight to see three or even four 
people mounted on a motorcyle. 
And what do you know? If you are a 
lone traveller, you can take a moto-
taxi. You do have taxis but they are 
not as much fun as the wind-(and 
rain)-on-your-face experience in a 
tuk-tuk. If you do get tired of the 
rain, your tuk-tuk driver would be 
more than happy to unroll the 
waterproof flaps that neatly keep 
you tucked away from the rain.

Siem Reap is a town of changing 
facades. The central area is touristy 

to the smallest detail. The sheer 
number of hotels in Siem Reap is 
awe-inspiring. Well, the more 
interesting fact is that every hotel 
has ‘Angkor’ in its name – for 
instance, you can find in Siem Reap 
the Tara Angkor or the Monica 
Angkor (yes, those really are names 
of hotels!). The central area of the 
town is replete with hotels, 
boutiques and spas, museums and 
markets. Interestingly, there is also 
the 'Pub Street'. If you are in no 
mood for sight seeing, just drop by 
Pub Street and you are sure to have 
a chilled time!

Are you a foodie? Then, you have 
many reasons to rejoice. The food is 
excellent. Of course, there are many 
pizzerias and steak houses but 
nothing beats the local cuisine. I 
dug into the food like a ravenous 
caveman. Although there is  an 
overdose of Lemongrass (which I 
love, by the way), the local food is 
simple yet with a million different 
flavours in them. The Cambodian 
cuisine has many influences mixed 
into it - Chinese, Indian and Thai. 
Most of the curries are sauce based 
and many stir-fried meat dishes use 
fish sauce. In fact, fish is the most 
common meat used in Siem-Reap, 
thanks to the meanendering 
waterways that run through the city. 
If you are a vegetarian, don’t fret! 
There's quite a neat selection of 
veggie food too.

It's a shopper's haven, Siem Reap. 
The Old Market and the Central 
Market are the perfect locations to 
strike brilliant bargains on 
everything from handbags to t-shirts 
to souvenirs. Just remember to 
bargain though. With the right 

Tuk-tuks, fish sauce, Apsara dancers, shopping and breathtakingly beautiful temples - Bijesh 
Krishnadas offers you a glimpse of Siem Reap through his words.

Travel writing



amount of skill, prices can be 
brought down by as much as 80%! 
While bargaining isn’t exactly 
something I’m good at, the prices I 
paid were much lower than what 
was first quoted. Silk products are 
the most popular and the most in 
demand. They come in all forms like 
scarves, wall hangings and clothes. 
Temple rubbings are another popular 
souvenir. These are charcoal 
rubbings but are not really from the 
temples. Instead these are 

Shopping at the Old Market, Siem Reap. 
Picture by : Bijesh Krishnadas

rubbed from recreated carvings. 

Right Ho! Shopping done! Now gear 
up to watch the Apsara dances!. 
Apsaras are from Hindu mythology 
and are the celestial dancers who 
performed in the courts of gods. In 
fact, they are an ever-present 
theme throughout Angkor; it is said 
that there are thousands of statues 
and bas reliefs of Apsaras in Angkor 
Wat, the world-famous temple about 
6 km north of Siem Reap. The dance 
was originally a ballet performed for 
royalty in the courts of the king and 
draws inspiration from Indian dance 
forms. The movements are gentle 
and unhurried and the stories are 
conveyed through gestures. The 
dancers never sing and only a slight 
smile adorns their beautiful faces 
throughout the performance, leaving 
the audience in a state of pleasant 
peace. 

The graceful and pretty Apsara Dancers. 
Picture by : Bijesh Krishnadas

While indulging in all the fun 
activites and the local culture, let's 
not forget the reason people visit 
Siem Reap - the temples. Many of 
these temples were originally built 
to be Hindu temples. Around the 
late 13th century, the then king 
Srindravarman set in motion the 
kingdom’s conversion to Buddhism. 
The temples still bear the memories 
of this conversion – one can find 
beheaded statues of Hindu gods and 
sometimes even sections entirely 
rebuilt.

In the hot, humid weather it took 
me two days to explore the temples 
and yet I did not even glance at 
many of them. Although Angkor Wat 
is the most famous of the temples, 
there are many other temples - 
small and big - that are worth a 
visit. Very close to Angkor Wat is 
Angkor Thom, which was a city in 
itself. Bounded by a wall and moats, 
Angkor Thom occupies an area of 
about 9 sq. Km and contains many 
temples within, with the Bayon 
temple at the centre.

Most of the temples in Angkor are in 
ruins, thanks to the architectural 
technique. If you look closely, you 
will see that the stones that make 
up the structures are carved to fit 
one another and there is no binding 
of any sort to hold them together. 



The south gate to Angkor Thom. The faces 
appear extensively throughout Angkor Thom. 
Picture by : Bijesh Krishnadas

Naturally the buildings could not 
withstand the ravages of time and 
weather and began to crumble. At 
the moment, work is on in full steam 
to restore the temples to their past 
glory but it is tedious work. The 
buildings have to be disassembled 
first, indexing each stone and its 
original position. The next step 
would be to put them back together 
after fixing up all the niggles and 
leaks in the foundation and other 
parts of the structure. This is likely 
to take years. All the same, the 
monuments leave you with that 
touch of the past. Just try and 
ignore the sellers who will follow you 
everywhere. Of course, the 
shopaholic could choose to buy, buy, 
buy.

The famous Angkor Wat temple. Picture by : 
Bijesh Krishnadas

Siem Reap impresses you with the 
politeness of its people, the 
shopping variety it offers and above 
all, its architectural beauty. Now 
that I have done the touristy thing, I 
wish to return to Cambodia 
someday to explore the country and 
its people. I am sure I would not 
find the welcome lacking. And if you 
are planning to pack your bags for a 
memorable vacation, then Siem 
Reap is a place worth considering!



Heat licking my bare neck
like snake fingers!

Exposed metal grilles
slaking thirst, drinking heat.

Glass shards reflecting
rays piercing like needles.

Sweat droplets on the temple
water sprinkler on plants at noon.

Hot air gushing into the caves of the nose
melting the stony blockades.

Water down the throat
killing my insides with its heat.

Blue nerves thawing slowly
geyser water at work on bare skin.

Steam collecting on mirror surfaces
when a breath is made captive.

Near invisible waves in air,
slowly escaping a plugged iron.

Amalgamation of rice, dhal, salt
in a secret pot of hot air.

Potato in water, boiling
bobbing up and down, like an excited kid.

Cackling oil in cauldrons on fire
witch dreams coming real.

Matches and magnifying glasses
little magic brewed at the backyard.
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Engines puffing and panting 
with the weight of people's hopes.

Buildings dancing to still air
heat waves dictating their moves.

Pieces of heaven stoning the earth
asteroid showers and celestial fireworks.

Water snaking its way through hills
like curled up swords on a mossy throne.

Dried up ponds dreaming of better days
as the last drop bids its goodbye.



Affordability is relative

Deepa Venkatraghvan is a Chartered Accountant and the Personal Finance editor 
at web18 (www.moneycontrol.com). She is also the author of the CNBC-TV18 
Bestsellers "Everything you ever wanted to know about investing" (which was 
later updated and released as, "Everything you wanted to know about investing in 
difficult times") and “What your financial agent will tell you and why you shouldn't 
listen". Her writings have also been published in "Chicken Soup for the Indian 
Soul" and "Chicken Soup for the Indian Teenage Soul". 

So, what did you buy for this New 
Year? With all those offers that 
stores have been announcing in the 
wake of Christmas and New Year, it 
is hard not to be tempted. There 
have been offers on everything – 
apparel, electronic gadgets, 
furniture and what not! Thanks to 
cleverly crafted ads and marketing 
techniques, businesses today are 
more or less successful in wooing 
you – their prospective customer – 
into buying their products. In 
addition, companies lure you even 
more by announcing tempting tie-
ups with banks for instant loans and 
other equally attractive options, 
primarily involving credit cards. 

Well, the year has just begun and 
sellers have not just one, but many, 
many reasons through the year to 
attract you into buying something! 

There’s no denying the fact that 
some of these will be the best 
bargains you can ask for. However, 
festive season or not, whenever you 
decide to buy something, there is 
one aspect that you need to look at 
seriously. And that is your 
affordability.

One question that people often ask 
me when seeking investment advice 
is whether he/she can afford a 
specific purchase. According to me, 
affordability is relative. If I have Rs 
10 and want to buy a chocolate 
worth that much, the answer is very 
obvious - sure I can. The issue really 
is where this purchase stands 
relative to my other needs.

To understand this better, let’s take 
the case of 22-year-old Mayank. 
Mayank has just started working and 
earns Rs 5,500 per month. His 
monthly expenses are Rs 3,000. He 
lives with his parents in their own 
house. His parents earn about Rs 
75,000 per month.

Mayank’s parents – like most – are 
strict, and the 22-year-old often 
complains that they do not do 
anything for him. 

The next time you set your heart on something, think again if 
you need it, advises Deepa Venkatraghvan. 
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Like any of us, Mayank has been 
yearning to buy something for a 
while now – a Portable PlayStation.

This is his question: “I have a saving 
of Rs 1,500 so far. Can I buy myself 
a portable playstation? It costs Rs 
9,500. I can get it on an EMI of Rs 
1,000 per month."

Now that he has started earning, 
Mayank is raring to go ahead with 
his dream buy. Can he afford it? Yes, 
he can. He saves Rs 2,500 per 
month from his salary. He can afford 
an EMI of Rs 1,000 per month. 

Should he buy it? That is where 
relativity comes up. Are there other 
important things he needs to save 
for? If he loses his job, does he have 
a fund to fall back on? These are 
questions he should answer before 
he makes a decision.

It's probably the same for you and 
me; just that the stakes are higher: 
should I buy a small car or big car? 
Should I buy an iPhone?

What is important here is to detach 
yourself emotionally from the 
decision. If I have my eyes set on a 
car, I will find every reason to justify 
my purchase.

However, here are some questions 
you should ask yourself and answer 
honestly if you want to buy 
something:

1. Do I really need it?
2. Will I use it optimally?
3. Can I buy a cheaper alternative?
4. Have my investments so far been 
on track? Do I have a savings back 
up? Do I have insurance? Am I 
saving enough for my retirement, 
for my child's future?

The first two are driven by emotion 
while the other two are driven by 
pure finances. If your answer to the 
last two are 'yes' then maybe you 
could indulge even if your answer to 
the first two are 'no'. 

The problem arises when your 
answers to the first two are a 'yes' 
and the next two are a 'no'.

The bottom line - the next time 
you are dreaming of buying 
something, you shouldn’t forget 
to set a minute aside and 
question yourself!

Picture by Alan Cleaver



In life, it’s imperative to find that right balance, delicate though it may be…

The balancing act Photography



Work hard.



But make time for your passions too.



Vignettes of  Chennai

Long yards of silk sarees. Micro 
minis and tube tops. Roadside shops 
selling ‘dosais’, fluffy Indian 
pancakes. International chefs 
concocting new recipes. Wide 
stretches of shops on the footpath 
selling everything under the sun 
from clothes to fancy footwear to 
funky accessories. Renowned 
designers introducing their brand 
every other day in the city. You 
name it, we have it! 

Yes! Welcome to Chennai, the land 
of eternal sunshine, the land where 
tradition and modernity co-exist 
with perfect ease.

From the time Madras was 
rechristened Chennai, this city has 
witnessed immense change, and has 
yet managed to maintain its simple 
grace. Walk along any street and 
you can still find ‘kolams’, art that 
unfolds at the entrances of South 
Indian homes, comprising dots, lines 
and curves made of rice flour. Young 
and old alike wake up every morning 

to the ‘dikokshan kaapi,’ traditional 
filter drip coffee that has withstood 
the tests of time and even 
cappuccinos and mochas! And come 
December, Chennai’s coveted 
classical music and dance festival, 
fondly referred to as the “December 
season” or the “music season” 
begins with packed houses. The 
season is indeed a tradition in itself, 
attracting not just Indians, but 
enthusiasts from all over the world!

At the same time, the city’s nightlife 
has got a newer twist to itself with 
the arrival of more pubs, restro bars 
and discotheques. And when it 
comes to food, there is so much 
variety for food lovers, with multi-
cuisine restaurants continuously 
expanding their platters. In addition 
to the traditional song and dance 
festivals, the city plays host to 
various international film and art 
festivals, has a thriving theatre 
scene and dance schools teaching 
the young at heart salsa, hip-hop 
and jazz. This city undoubtedly has 

There's some place that is dear and special to each one of us. For Swetha Ramachandran, it is 
Chennai. Catch her celebrating the city's blend of tradition and modernity.

Non fiction

Bright flowers on display; The traditional Kolam outside a house; the popular footpath shops that 
characterize Chennai. Pictures by : Swetha Ramachandran



the best of both worlds!

With its charming blend of tradition 
and modernity, Chennai continues to 
welcome more and more people into 
its fold. The sight of those 
perennially crowded public buses 
with its trademark horde of 
footboard travellers exemplifies this 
fact! Be it professionals from abroad 
or from other states in India, the 
city warmly adds more people into 
its large family, and gracefully 
evolves to make them fall in love 
with the magic it is.

Footboard travellers in a public bus in 
Chennai. Picture by : Robert Brauneis

Not just that, Chennai has 
something to lure people of all ages! 
The frothy waves and the wide 
stretches of sand at the Marina 
Beach are an attraction for both the 
young and the old. The St. George 
Fort that lives on since the time of 
the British rule and the Valluvar 
Kottam, a monument built in the 
memory of Tiruvalluvar, a celebrated 
Tamil poet, are famous tourist 
attractions. The Santhome Church, 
built in the 17th century by 
Portuguese, draws locals and 
tourists alike. These institutions 
speak volumes about the rich 
heritage of the city!

Being a hardcore Chennaiite,  my 
love for the city has indeed grown 
over the years. The Thousand Lights 

Mosque was the Taj Mahal of my 
childhood and continues to remain 
so even today. The city’s roads only 
grow friendlier every time I trod 
their rocky, spit filled bodies. Rides 
in those rickety, cranky, old dull 
green public buses still charm you 
despite the air-conditioned ones 
having arrived for competition.

Yet, however proud I am about this 
city, I do have my own list of 
complaints!

In spite of having been promised a 
‘makeover’, the ‘Cooum’, the once 
crystal clear river that winds 
through the areas in and around 
Egmore (and joins the sea near 
Napier bridge) continues to spread 
its presently polluted, stench filled 
tributaries across the city!‘ Tasmac’, 
the city’s government approved 
alcohol shops, have now become a 
landmark of almost every street. 
Well, the list of woes just gets 
bigger every day!

Nevertheless, my heart reaches out 
to this city that has seen me from 
when I was a toddler. I accept 
Chennai with its puddle loving roads, 
ever expanding textile industry, 
bumpy rides and love it from the
depths of my heart.

The Tamil song "Sorgame endralum 
athu namm ooru pola varuma',(Even 
Heaven cannot compare to our city) 
plays in my mind each time I travel 
back home from a trip, as I eagerly 
await the big bold letters of the 
railway station welcoming me back
 to good old Chennai!

The Marina Beach. Picture by : Ashwin Kumar



Right from the moment children are 
born, there is this natural tendency 
of drilling knowledge into their 
brains!  How many of us have not 
been through those all-round 
initiatives to make us know by signs, 
later by language and sooner by 
writing?

The predominance of knowledge is 
so overwhelming.  Thanks to these 
practices, the child in you and me 
has got drowned into the so-called 
knowledge imperative. 

When a child is born, ego or the 
sense of “I” is absent. The ego 
process begins the moment a child 
is given a name. Name imparts a so-
called identity to the child and this 
initiates the thinking process. Once 
that begins, thoughts accumulate as 
memory, making thinking 
machineries out of human beings. 
As the child continues to accumulate 
more and more knowledge the ego 
that is already in place gets 
strengthened and in due course, 
becomes so called powerful!

In no time, concepts become life 
and conflicts become the 
undercurrent of all our actions. 
Formula dictates how “I” should 
conduct myself.

It is against this background that 
lofty religious scriptures get 
understood; not in their real 
perspective, but only as concepts. In 
truth, Hindu religious scriptures look 
out of the box – they talk about 
“Brahman”, the transcendental 
reality underlying the phenomenal 

world we experience all around. You 
would possibly visualize “Brahman” 
like this: A cinema screen on which 
pictures of fire, water run.  The 
screen is the background but it 
remains intact. The fire doesn’t burn 
it nor does the water wet the 
screen! We are that wholesome 
reality in which the entire cosmos is 
perceived!  The mind perceiving the 
cosmos is also part of that cosmos. 
However, in the process of 
understanding scriptures, we 
actually begin intellectualizing 
instantaneously. The consequence - 
“Brahman” is not experienced but is 
thought about. The Absolute Truth 
then, at best, becomes a concept of 
the thinking mind, unless we delve 
deep into the experiential reality.

Does this surprise you ?  Without 
knowledge and concepts built about 
them, how can we imagine our 
present status?  After all, thinking 
over centuries, has brought us 
where we are today. Isn’t that what 
we have learnt to believe? Thought 
and hence technology has brought 
in the immensity of life as we have 
today – material advancements, 
whatsoever, the Internet, Cell 
Phone, or iPod, just to name a few. 
But, this sort of evolution over the 
years – is this right? Do we really 
live life in full,  without any conflict? 
Do we act right? All this 
introspection – does it disturb you? 

Gear up then! We will open the 
Pandora’s Box as we begin the quest 
for 'self-knowledge'!  We will meet 
again!

Is knowledge power?
The understanding of the “outer” should start from the “inner”. Shall we call this “self-
knowledge”? Viswanathan Subramanian explores in a multi-part series.

Spirituality



Fretting over fashion Non fiction

Vani Viswanathan isn't a fashion freak by any measure. So, here she is, well, fretting over 
fashion.But, hold on! There's something she has learnt to appreciate too. Read on.

necessarily disappeared, its intensity 
has been watered down to a certain 
extent. A bit of exposure to this 
world has led me to appreciate 
fashion as a form of art, excessive 
though it is. After all, the people 
involved have an extreme, eccentric 
imagination, and the better ones – 
in my opinion, those whose clothes 
are less odd and more practical – 
have the ability to influence what 
people wear the next season. It is 
an incredible form of expression, 
and I have been awed by the 
beautiful prints, the genius of the 
designer to choose the perfect fabric 
for the design, the subtle make-up 
on the pale faces of the models – 
done up so well that you can’t notice 
the blemish on the model’s face

I have never quite understood the 
fuss over fashion. What makes it the 
billion-dollar industry that it is? 

What comes to your mind when I 
say fashion? I get visions of 
crowded, frantic backstage areas, 
spindle thin models, shoes and bags 
made of the most exotic (!) skins 
around and people designing clothes 
which nobody in their right minds 
would wear. 

I’m sure there are many like me. 
People who find fashion a little 
extravagant, over-the-top, and not 
quite necessary in the world. 

Over the last year, though, while the 
above opinion I hold hasn’t  

Pictures by nosuchsoul Picture by Giia



unless you look hard – and of 
course, the hair done up oh-so-well 
that you croak in anguish at your 
own tresses. Who can deny the 
talent and dedication involved here? 

But of course, despite 
acknowledging all the above 
wonderful aspects, the dissenting 
voices creep in. I watch the tall 
model strut away with great 
difficulty on those six-inch heels, her 
back so dangerously curved due to 
the pressure of walking on towering 
heels that I’m worried she’ll fall back 
any minute. Make-up that 
sometimes borders on the verge of 
being plainly gruesome. And of 
course, then there are the bags that 
are made with the most shocking 
material, ranging from the usual 
cowhide or goatskin to snakeskin or 
crocodile or alligator leather. The 
extents to which we go to satisfy our 
vanity, I tell you… 

Which brings me to the next point – 
the clothes. Some of them are 
simply delightful to look at, no doubt 
– but some are purely hideous. 
Some look as if somebody designed 
a beautiful dress and decided to snip 
off various parts of it in anger – and 
voila, you have what they call a 
masterpiece! Nice clothes have been 
unnecessarily forced with weird 
additions that simply make them... 
well, bizarre. And of course, topping 
the clothes are the accessories. I 
remember a show themed on 
‘jurassic’ where models came out 
wearing hats with a tiny skeletal 
model of a dinosaur or a dino ‘bone’ 
that became a bracelet, and these 
nutty accessories accompanied 
decently good looking outfits. 
Creativity, expression, I understand, 
but aren’t we taking this to a 
laughable extreme? I remember 
trying hard to resist my impulse to 
giggle during this show. 

Of course, you may just put me 
down as a dim-witted plain Jane 
who has no eye for fashion. I must 
confess this is true. Being a lover of 
music and words, I can understand 
why fashion – as a form of art – has 
such a great following world over. 
But, I can never forgive the effort, 
time, and not to forget, the loads of 
money, that go into the processes of 
this art, inaccessible as it is to most 
of the world’s population. 



Amrita Sarkar has employed the dot or spray technique in this painting. 
She has depicted the spring season -  the season that comes with its full 
bloom and infuses new energy in the minds of people. The painting is a 
dedication to the azure winds that are on their way!

Spring Art



M.S. Subbulakshmi was singing her 
soul out in praise of Lord 
Venkateshwara, trying in vain to 
wake him up to save the day, yet 
again.

On a more mortal scale, Mr. 
Vembunathan was scowling at his 
wife’s less-than-soulful rattling of 
things to do, right at the beginning 
of a glorious day, at the end of a 
wonderfully snore-worthy night. 

Mr. Vembu, or Vembunathan 
Venkataramani Iyer, was a respected 
Senior Manager at the Canara Bank 
branch at Habibullah Road, and was 
well known among his social circle 
as a connoisseur of fine coffee, 
divine carnatic music and good food, 
not necessarily in that order. To his 
friends only; his wife Sumalatha, or 
“Sumikutty” as he preferred to call 
her, had some rather sarcastic views 
on all of the above three, and his 
son Rajesh would rather go off to 
shave a raccoon than to talk about 
boring stuff like his previous 
generation and their proclivities. Not 
that Vembu was that bad; being a 
content man, he didn’t really care 
about the tiny flaws in his character 
that his family nit-picked on. 
Enjoying life without having to do 
anything too disruptive seemed 
more important to him than dealing 
with such things. And so he lived, 
happy and contented, in his own 
little world.

Having finished all of his morning 
ablutions, Vembu walked down to 
the gate to fetch the Aavin milk 
from the yellow bag hung for the 
milk-delivery woman, and picked up 
the day’s edition of The Hindu stuck 
in the ironwork. After finishing the

hard task of delivering the milk to 
the kitchen and demanding a good 
tumbler of strong filter coffee as a 
reward, he settled down on the 
porch to complete yet another part 
of his comprehensive morning ritual: 
to read the Hindu, from the front 
page to the last.

“89 yo Indian completes the London 
Marathon” – announced the front 
page, followed by a description of 
the 89 yo Punjabi, Fauja Singh’s 
exploits; Vembu would not have 
been so bothered by the headline, if 
not for the full-page Adidas ad 
featuring this beatific old timer, 
sporting a cool pair of shoes, in the 
third page. This bothered Vembu to 
no end, for some inexplicable reason 
– maybe he felt that the old man 
was mocking him for having grown 
his waist by five inches in the last 
three years alone. At any rate, 
Vembu became visibly morose, 
causing his wife’s voice to drop to a 
tone of genuine concern.

“Was the sugar in the coffee too 
low? I keep forgetting how much 
sugar to add. Yesterday, I added salt 
by mistake to Rajesh’s coffee. He 
was livid! But the boy should not 
talk so much. Doesn’t he have any 
semblance of respect for his 
parents? I am his mom, for God’s 
sake! Same thing with the milk-
woman yesterday. I was asking her 
about the days she didn’t deliver the 
milk, and she started shouting at 
me! How dare she shout at her 
customer? Oh by the way, that just 
reminded me, you need to go and 
get the new cards for the next 
month today. Also can you go to the 
grocery store and get these? A 
quarter kilo tomato, a quarter onion, 

Vembu's marathon aspirations Short story

Vembunathan, a middle-aged, Chennai-based Iyer is all set to prove himself. Laugh away as 
Bharadwaj Subramanian  unravels Vembu's big aspirations!



half kilo beans, …”

Vembu’s brain began to tune out the 
frequencies that characterized his 
wife’s voice, and he started thinking, 
something he had not done for quite 
some time. He had to do something 
about this running business. He had 
to show to himself, that even after 
so many years of doing nothing, his 
faculties were sharp enough to start 
something anew, and achieve. He 
had to prove to the world that he 
would not take this lying down.

“I’m going to train for the 
Chennai marathon.”

His wife, who had been going on 
with her stream-of-consciousness 
narration consisting of gossip, 
grocery lists and T.V. soaps, stopped 
in her tracks.

“What? What are you even saying? 
Were you even listening to me 
talking?”

“No. But I’m going to run the 
Chennai marathon.”

Suma was miffed, and snarled back 
– “Yes, right. Collector sir is going to 
run God knows how many 
kilometers all of a sudden. Like he 
even can. Just walking to the gate to 
pick up milk tires you; there isn’t a 
chance in the world you are going to 
run a marathon. Even if you do, I’m 
going to be there to see you make a
fool of yourself.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, 
but I’m going to do it anyway.” 
Vembu was not a stranger to his 
wife’s lack of faith in him – he 
always believed she didn’t realize his 
fullest potential, and he never let it 
stop him. Poor woman, she and her 
small world – what would she know? 
Had he not become the president of 
the local Seniors’ club?

The Seniors’ club that primarily 
consisted of the fifty-plus olds, 
almost had its seven-strong 
membership in attendance that 
evening at the Somasundaram 
grounds. Mr. Selvam had not come, 
having gone to the US to visit his 
daughter and his grand children; 
Ganesan had informed them that he 
had a doctors’ appointment for his 
diabetes problem, and would be 
joining in late. Although an informal 
gathering, the club still had a 
hierarchy, borne partly by the 
members’ need for giving 
themselves titles, and partly 
because they had been so used to a 
structured organization, having 
worked in banks and in public 
offices. And Vembu was the 
president, since no one was willing 
to take up that title anyway.

“Did you see the match today? 
Tendulkar got out at forty. Dravid 
kept the match going though – but I 
don’t understand why Tendulkar 
keeps getting all the attention,” Dr. 
Ranganathan quipped. Dr. Ranga 
was a close friend of Vembu’s, and 
was the Treasurer of the club, 
whatever that title meant. “ I would 
for one, love to see more attention 
devoted to the man. After all he’s 
the solid pillar on which India rests, 
Master Blaster or not.”

“But he is not ‘Ton’dulkar,” said 
Vembu, as though that settled that. 
Dr. Ranga started saying something, 
but he checked himself, realizing 
pursuing wasn’t worth his time. 
Vembu continued, “ Speaking on the 
topic of sports, Ranga, what do you 
think of running? Did you see the 
news about that Fauja Singh, on the 
London Marathon? How is that even 
possible?”

“I suppose with proper training and 
a diet regimen, anything is possible. 
Although, given his age, and his 
name, I suppose he must have



been a soldier or something at some 
point in time,” replied Dr. 
Ranganathan.

“So can people like us also run 
marathons, given adequate 
training?”

“I suppose so. Why are you asking 
this suddenly?”

“Well, I read the article on the man 
today in the Hindu, and I was 
thinking of training for a marathon 
myself.”

The group, which had been a 
hubbub all this while about all things 
worldly, suddenly fell silent, followed 
by peals of raucous laughter, except 
Dr. Ranganathan, whose face 
sported a look of I’m-sorry-I-even-
got-into-this.

“Vembu, have you thought this 
through carefully? I would say 
walking would be fine, but a 
marathon is an extreme step, for 
someone like you, with your high 
cholesterol and what not. Look at 
that man, and look at you! I’d say 
you shouldn’t do the marathon, and 
start off slow, with maybe walking 
for a start. I have been telling you 
to do that regularly for years now,” 
reminded Dr. Ranganathan.

But Vembu wouldn’t have any of it. 

“Look, I think I can do this. I am 
just taking things light right now, 
and I can get back in form any time 
I want to. I was not the captain of 
the Sourashtra high school cricket 
team for nothing! You all just wait 
and see, and you people will be 
eating your feet out!”

The next morning, Suma was 
surprised to see the bed next to her 
empty when she woke up. First she 
thought, with a hint of relish, that 
her husband had run off and she 

was finally free to sleep in; but the 
hand tugging away at her shoulder 
suggested she wasn’t going to enjoy 
the comfort of the Kurlo-pillows any 
longer that morning.

“Sumi, Sumikutty, wake up. I need 
coffee. I am going to go running.”

The sight that greeted her when she 
turned made her spontaneously 
laugh. Vembu was a sight, black 
wool headband, matted graying hair, 
red t-shirt, a checked Bermuda, 
ankle high socks, and a pair of 
canvas shoes that had been 
gathering dust for over two years, 
making him look more like a circus 
clown than a marathon runner in 
training. But the look of 
determination on his face concerned 
her a lot; she hadn’t seen him this 
determined in all her married life 
with him, and she was worried 
where this adventure is going to 
lead her. Nevertheless, she got up, 
cursing him for being unable to do 
even the most mundane task of 
making a tumbler of coffee.

“Illa Sumi, I can make coffee. Just 
that the taste of coffee from your 
hand is just something!”

She couldn’t believe the compliment 
so much that she started making the 
coffee in absolute silence, although 
it did strike her that Vembu was 
appealing to her nicer side to get his 
way that morning. 

“Besh besh. Romba nanna irukku,” 
exclaimed Vembu, imitating the man 
in the Narasus’ coffee ads. And 
before she could say anything in 
response, he was off like a little bird.

Hardly had Suma finished brushing 
and started preparations for making 
the day’s meals did Vembu stumble 
in the house, like he had run the 
marathon already twice over. 
Realizing that he had to be 



Superman to have done that in such 
a short time, and he would not 
exactly be looking like a man who 
had the genes of a tomato infused in 
him were he Superman, she 
concluded that he would have hardly 
done two hundred meters.

“One kilometer I think. Anyhow, give 
me some water. I think I had 
enough training for today,” said 
Vembu, and promptly proceeded to 
sleep in until two. 

When he woke up, he wasn’t feeling 
all that great. He felt absolutely 
weak, like he had just been hit by a 
goods train, although not as dead as 
he should be if that were true. Suma 
grew concerned enough to call Dr.
 Ranganathan that evening.

“Ranga, see what I told you? I ran a 
kilometer today. Anyway what’s my 
blood pressure now? Also, give me 
some Bactrim and some 
Paracetamol. I think this is just 
some small fever, that’s all,” 
diagnosed Vembu.

“Will you let me do my job?,” replied 
Dr. Ranganathan sternly.

“Ok, ok, but I can run, and I can
 train. Don’t you agree?”

“Sure Vembu, I’ll agree to anything 
you say, but your body says 
otherwise. Your blood pressure is 
155/95. Your temperature’s hitting 
102. If anything, I’d say your body’s 
begging for mercy. Not surprising, 
considering the fact that your heart 
is weak, and your cholesterol levels 
are pretty high. I would suggest you 
put off running for a few days, and 
start off slow. A kilometer of running 
within such a short time? What were 
you trying to do, beat Usain Bolt?” 
admonished Dr. Ranganathan.

“All right, all right, I’ll take a break. 
But I’m not giving up that easily,” 

replied Vembu.

And by golly, take a break he did. By 
taking a week off work, and sitting 
at home, polishing off all of the 
mullu then-kuzhal, maladu and 
murkku that he could lay his hands 
on, watching highlights of cricket 
matches half the day, and sleeping 
away the rest. If anything, the 
layers of lipids lining his blood 
vessels only thickened that week 
instead of thinning. However, by the 
end of the week, he was itching for 
some “action”. His first task was to 
find a running buddy. He decided to 
ask Rajesh. 

His attempts to wake up his son only 
reminded him that he might have 
rather tried to wake up a log, and it 
would have sprouted legs and 
started running with him. Rajesh 
was giving some serious competition 
to his own father in the sleep 
department; it infuriated him that 
Suma strangely seemed to support 
her son’s sleep more than his own.

“Don’t you have anything better to 
do? Leave kuzhandhai alone! Poor 
kid, must have been tired doing all 
that studying and going to college,” 
sympathized Suma.

“Right. Cutting half his classes and 
running off to the movies, and 
hanging out with his so-called 
friends. Yes, yes, your son is 
preparing for the Collector exam. 
Let him sleep while his illustrious 
dad goes ahead and sets an 
example of himself,” countered 
Vembu.

“Yes, yes, I’m going to see you 
make an example of yourself 
alright,” Suma snidely remarked. 
Vembu left it at that, defeated.

He then called up Ganesan, his close 
buddy from school time, to be his 
partner in crime. Ganesan was, 



however, much more realistic about 
his capabilities. 

“Running? No way! I can't do that 
now!” he responded.

“But hasn’t the doctor suggested 
that you start walking or jogging to 
keep fit? You could start jogging 
with me! Dr. Ranga anyway 
suggested that I don't run too fast, 
so I suppose a jog would be the 
best. And if we have company, we 
would be able to motivate each 
other to keep up. Come on Ganesa – 
haven’t we done so many things 
together? Weren’t you my Tendulkar 
at Saurashtra high school? I would 
be much grateful if you would back 
me up now,” said in Vembu, in his 
most convincing voice. It seemed to 
work.

“All right all right. You do have a 
point there. Lets start jogging. But 
not too much distance. I think about 
half a kilometer should do,” said 
Ganesan.

The next morning started off what 
would be Vembu’s training regimen 
with Ganesan, or so he liked to call 
it. Although they called it a regimen, 
it was more of an occasional 
distraction due to their love for 
sleeping in, especially during those 
cool December mornings. And when 
their conscience pricked them every 
once in a while, reminding them of 
their commitment to something 
called a marathon/jog, they would 
speak for half an hour over the 
phone, planning the minutiae of 
their run/jog in all seriousness, and 
proceed to sleep in the next 
morning. When they did run, their 
strategy involved bugging the hell 
out of everyone involved in their 
lives. 

Their run days involved waking up 
their grumbling wives for a tumbler 
of coffee and a banana , and 

meeting up at the Somasundaram 
grounds to jog once around the 
playground. The sight of two 
heaving, graying men around the 
playground did elicit strange looks 
from the little twits who came there 
for cricket coaching; the slightly 
older twentyish working out at the 
government gym sported a smirk 
every time their eyes caught sight of 
the duo. However, thankfully, none 
of their Seniors’ club members were 
present; since they found they could 
hardly run anything more than a 
single run around the playground, 
they did the only natural thing: they 
went back to their homes and to the 
club and bragged about their 
improving mileage.

“How much did we do Ganesan? Five 
kilometers yesterday right? Oh man, 
that was tough, but we did manage 
to make it. We are planning to do 
eight kilometers eventually, so that 
we can run five comfortably on 
marathon day. Did you buy that 
protein mix I told you? It is available 
in Subiksha…”  said Vembu during 
the next Seniors’ meeting, confident 
in the knowledge that Ganesan 
would pick up the thread 
effortlessly. And the bravado 
seemed to work, since the rest 
couldn’t be bothered enough to 
wake up early in the morning to 
verify the duo’s claims. 

However, Dr. Ranganathan was 
incredulous.

“How far did you two say you were 
running?”

“Five kilometers. Five kilometers 
already! I feel like I can do the 
marathon anytime now. Yes, I won’t 
win for the best time, but I will 
definitely be able to run!” quipped 
Ganesan.

“I don’t believe you. Not a bit.”



“You are just jealous, Ranga. May be 
my family doctor should also start 
running with us, then he’ll see what 
we are talking about,” replied 
Ganesan to rounds of laughter, 
quelling Dr. Ranganathan’s further 
comments and questions on the 
issue.

Their apparent seriousness caused 
some ripple effects at home as well. 
Suma, for one, started to wake up 
early on her own on his run days, 
and this pleased Vembu to no end. 
Her comments about his apparently 
improved physique, comparing him 
to a present day Surya, only 
increased the height of the pedestal 
he was sitting on. She began calling 
up her friends and relatives to tell 
them of his commitment and 
determination; and many of them 
congratulated and appreciated his 
resolve. Vembu was of course, 
enjoying all the attention; but all the 
same, with the marathon just two 
weeks away, and having trained to 
run barely a kilometer so far, he 
started getting jittery, and called 
Ganesan up right away.

“Ganesa, I think we’ve gotten 
ourselves too deep this time. 
Yesterday Sumi was telling me that 
her brothers are going to come to 
cheer me during the marathon. Even 
Rajesh is going to come to stand at 
the final checkpoint. I don’t want to 
look like a complete failure in front 
of them. And we have a long way to 
go. We need to do something,” 
confessed Vembu.

Ganesan was much more optimistic. 
“Vembu, we have always come 
through challenges together; I think 
we’ll also come through this with 
flying colors. Trust me, we are 
smart, capable people. We can show 
everyone that we can do this.  We’ll 
show that we don’t back away from 
something we’ve committed to. I’m 
sure if we push ourselves, we can do 

the entire marathon – we just have 
to do it.”

That bit of pep-talk mollified Vembu 
for a while, but he still had a 
nagging doubt that their game was 
up. It infuriated him; he was not a 
man to take failure. He will find a 
way out. He began planning for an 
eight kilometer run the next day in 
earnest.

Nobody had expected the following 
day to pan out the way it ended up. 
Suma woke up, smiling with her 
most beautiful face beaming at her 
husband’s commitment, and looked 
at him set off to his final training run 
before the marathon, and did not 
expect to see him two hours later, 
livid and in a respirator, at a hospital 
ICU, with a grave looking Dr. 
Ranganathan standing beside her. 
Sumalatha, for all her sarcasm 
towards her husband, couldn’t stand 
the sight of the man in the ICU, 
especially given how purposeful he 
had become of late, with the 
marathon in sight and all. She broke 
into tears, and asked Dr.
Ranga, sobbing.

“How did this happen?”

“I don’t know – some of those 
youngsters at the playground saw 
him fall, and went to help him out. 
He had become unconscious at the 
time; fortunately they found my 
number in his “In Case of 
Emergency” list and called me up. I 
went immediately with an 
ambulance and picked him up, and 
brought him here. God bless those 
kids. He had a mild heart attack. I 
think he pushed himself too hard 
this time – his heart just couldn’t 
take the load. But he is stable right 
now; and he needs a lot of rest and 
recuperation,” said Dr. Ranganathan.

By now Rajesh had also reached the 
hospital, and for the first time,



looked utterly concerned and 
grieved. “What should we do, 
doctor?” he asked.

Dr. Ranganathan replied, “Well, as I 
said, he needs a lot of rest and care 
from the two of you. He needs your 
support the most - he wanted to run 
something as ambitious as the 
marathon, and was almost there, 
but unfortunately his age got the 
better of him. Make sure you show 
him that you still care – that would 
definitely help him in getting better 
faster. I have to go now since I have 
another patient to attend to,”
and left.

Consequently, Vembu received what 
could only be described as the 
attention enjoyed by kings. 
Oranges, apples and grapes kept 
pouring in, since the doctor had 
strongly suggested that fresh fruits 
are the most effective in 
strengthening him; instant oatmeal 
suddenly appeared in large 
quantities, apparently sent from the 
US by his wife’s brother living there. 
Enough Britannia packets 
accumulated for him to give away 
two each to every kid that visited his 
bedside. And Suma was by his side 
all the time, squeezing oranges and 
feeding him juice, bringing home-
cooked food every day, specially 
cooked with very little oil and spices. 
Even Rajesh started coming by the 
ward quite often; he and Suma took 
turns in staying with him during the 
night. All in all, Vembu seemed 
extremely thankful, and sometimes 
suspiciously pleased at the suddenly 
increased concern from his kith and 
kin. The marathon date came and 
passed by; Vembu was morose the 
whole day of the marathon. 
Eventually, three weeks passed, and 
Vembu was declared fit enough to 
leave the hospital, and go home. 

The evening of the day Vembu got 
home, there was a small celebration  

at the Seniors’ club meeting.

Ganesan had just got back home the 
previous week after suffering a 
serious diabetes related 
complication; it seemed to have 
arisen from his cousin’s son’s 
upanayanam three weeks ago, 
where the food, combined with the 
increased carb intake he had found 
necessary for marathon training 
from his research on the internet, 
had triggered a massive increase in 
glucose levels, enough to knock him 
out for a day. Anyway, he was back, 
hale and hearty, his hand holding a 
box of sweets made with Splenda, 
and he was handing them out to the 
rest of the party. When the company 
eventually dispersed for the night, 
Dr. Ranga dragged Ganesan and 
Vembu aside.

“This is the last time I am bailing 
you two out. Do you have any idea 
how far I had to go to ensure that 
your gig isn’t up? Saline drips and 
sugar substitute medicines and what 
not! I would have never done this 
for you, for all the show you have 
been putting on. You better not do 
this drama ever again; I repeat, I 
won’t be around to pull you out,” 
admonished Dr. Ranganathan, to a 
laughing duo.

“Relax da Ranga! We do thank you 
for your help at the last moment. 
But I should confess, the heart 
attack was the icing on the cake; I 
never have received so much 
attention from my wife and son as I 
have in the last two weeks. I think I 
am going to do this heart attack 
business once in a while here on,” 
replied Vembu, with an I’m-kidding 
smirk on his face.

Ganesan chimed in. “Ha ha, yes yes. 
It definitely worked. At the end, 
what do we want, Ranga? Just the 
appreciation of our family and 
friends, isn’t it? And we did end up



getting it, without losing face. But 
yes, we could not have done it 
without you. Anyway, didn’t that 
joke go ‘The Punjabi might be 
strong because of his chapathi, but 
we are smart because of our curd 
rice’? That’s cent percent true,” he 
said, with a beaming smile.

“Chapati and rice all right. You two 
are one of a kind,” growled Dr. 
Ranganathan.
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O’ Dear Lord, I look up to you
With hope in my heart
As another year begins new
May this be a good start.

May there be more smiles
Days filled with laughter
And even as we cross hurdles
May we only emerge stronger.

May this be a year to revive
Those sweet nothings lying buried
Waiting so long to spring alive
Only to be enjoyed and treasured.

May we do all we can
To spread joy and good cheer
May we love, give and learn
Look within, listen and share.

O’ Dear Lord, today I pray to thee
For happiness in measures full
Bless us with health, peace, unity
And a year that's truly wonderful!
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Prayer Poetry



BBeehhiinndd  tthhee  sscceenneess

A note on the cover page photograph

The cover photograph symbolizes the essence of Spark. The newspaper background 
signifies word. The colourful petals represent Spark's aim to explore the various shades of 
the world around us. The sunflower at the heart of the photograph depicts wisdom. In 
another interpretation, the newspaper represents writing, the colorful petals can be 
interpreted as a palette of colours and hence art, while the picture of the sunflower 
symbolizes photography. That's Spark - Exploring the Word, World and Wisdom through 
writings, art and photography. Cover page photograph and design : Anupama Krishnakumar
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What did you think of the first issue of Spark? Have something to tell us? 
Please send us your comments and suggestions to 
comments.spark@gmail.com or leave your comments at 
http://sparkthemag.wordpress.com. We value your feedback and are waiting 
breathlessly to hear from you!

The January issue of Spark carries a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 2.5 India 
License. Please visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/in/  for details. Permissions beyond the 
scope of this license may be available at http://sparkthemag.wordpress.com
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