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	Ayyanar’s fear had come true. He was afraid, with a deep sense of foreboding, that his mother’s actions would bring him shame. He was proven right.

	The more he fumed about it, the more furious he got. Silently sobbing, his heart was heavy. He was so breathless that he thought he was going to faint. Irritated and embittered, heart pierced with pain, he cried out like a wounded dog.

	The early afternoon sun was scorching. Tractors were heaping soil noisily into a mound and bullock carts were sweeping up rubbish and debris. The village street was filled with dust. The summer harvest was over. With nothing else to do, the village folk were busy checking each other’s heads for lice, in the comfort of their homes. Or they passed their time sharing village gossip in the village square.

	Ayyanar was too terrified to stand there. He was fearful of places where people gathered. What assurance was there that no one would talk about him in a derogatory manner?

	His mind was wandering aimlessly. He decided not to head home in this disturbed state. If he did, he was sure he would get into a terrible quarrel with Parvathi. He wondered where he could go.

	He arrived at a fork in the road where the central street diverged into the high street and found he was looking at a dilapidated house. The space was however intact and covered only by a sloping roof. Inside, there was a makeshift stove made of bricks and two or three pots. His mother was there, doing her cooking in broad view of everyone. He thought, “Mother...this is where she has been cooking for herself for the past two months.”

	It was as if his mother was silently telling the whole village, “I gave birth to only one son. I raised him with love and care. But he chased his own mother out of the house, at the instigation of his wife. I am all alone and fending for myself, even at this age.” She seemed to be getting immense joy humiliating her son. She was getting satisfaction in shaming him thus.

	Ayyanar thought of the saying ‘A mother’s heart is forever fond and a child’s heart is made of stone.’ “Who said so? Come and look at my mother. You will change the saying.”

	He walked towards the dry land. It was the month of Aavani. The summer harvest was over. The land had been ploughed once. He enjoyed stepping on tilled land. His feet sank into the soil and rose out again. There were dried millet roots and sharp roots of the Indian pea. The freshly plowed earth was soft, cosy and comforting...just like a mother’s lap. His thoughts drifted back to when he was young...

	“Is Deepavali the day after tomorrow, Mother?”

	“Yes dear.”

	“Everyone will be wearing new clothes, right?”

	“That’s right, my darling.”

	“What about me...?”

	Mother’s face would change as if the question had knocked her on the forehead and her face would turn dark in pain. Tears would flow from her eyes. He would be puzzled. Mother would stroke his little face gently with her palm and kiss him.

	“What’s the matter, Mother?”

	“Nothing, darling...I was just thinking...now that he is gone, we are all by ourselves on an auspicious day like this.”

	“Don’t cry Mother...I don’t want new clothes.”

	She would break down and cry her heart out, hugging him tight. He would feel smothered. But his heart would ooze with emotion. Somehow, by whatever means, she would buy him a pair of trousers and a shirt.

	The whole village would have a blast savouring idlis (steamed rice cakes) and sweet snacks. She would soak corn, grind it and make roast corn dosai (pancake) for him. He would roam the streets carrying the dosai in his palm, tearing bits and pieces off it and eating it, with pride...

	The taste of the dosai still lingered in his mouth, his heart heavy. That was his mother. How did that same mother, who was the epitome of affection and kindness, become so stone-hearted? To the extent of severing all ties with him? All because of Parvathi. Ayyanar remembered well his mother’s scornful words.

	“What a stubborn ass. Just like her father. Haughty. Arrogant. Loud-mouthed. Nasty from head to toe and a tongue that pricked and pierced like a thorn when she wagged it.”

	Parvathi had given birth to two children. Both had died. She was now expecting her third child. She was in full term. She had fallen in love and married her paternal cousin. But what happiness had she found? She had to toil hard day in and day out in the dry lands harvesting seasonal chillis, cotton and millet rice. She faced adversities from dawn to dusk and hardship all her life. After selling the harvested crops to middlemen for a pittance, all that remained was poverty and debt. Life was not pleasant, even on festive occasions. It was a horrible livelihood and a meaningless life where each and every day ended in dire shortage. Hearts became callous and family ties lost their meaning.

	Ayyanar’s mother and Parvathi were at extreme ends of the pole. They could not get along at all. It was always one disagreement after another. Words of sarcasm and stubbornness were exchanged. There was crying and grumbling, anger and sadness. The whole household was burdened with unhappiness.

	Parvathi was always pecking like a hen. She would complain about even the smallest thing and hurl words like daggers. Even if Mother remained silent, Parvathi would provoke her.

	“Even the iron will start rusting doing nothing,” she’d say.

	Unable to bear the nagging, when Mother started doing some chores, she would find fault with her. She would fume, saying “If an elderly lady does like this, how will the household prosper?”

	Mother wouldn’t give in. She would give it right back to her. She wouldn’t give in to even one word. “Why should I give in to this little dog? If my husband was around, would she be able to behave in this way? You coward! You call yourself my son?”

	Parvathi never gave in either. “This old snake has wound itself around my leg. It will not leave me until it kills me,” she’d spit.

	The fight between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law destroyed the peace at home. Ayyanar was stuck between them both. He couldn’t take sides. Either side would tear him apart.

	One day their fight reached its climax and Parvathi decided to leave home. “You can continue suffering at your mother’s hand. I am going to my mother’s house. I have suffered enough in this house,” ranted Parvathi.

	But even before her proclamation, Mother had packed her pots and pans and left the house, crying and grumbling. “You don’t have to suffer because of an old lady who is going to die soon. I’ll take care of myself,” said Mother.

	Ayyanar was devastated by his mother’s decision. He felt as if his soul was leaving him.

	“Don’t, Mother...don’t go. It would be such an embarrassment for me. The whole village will laugh at me.” He pleaded with her. He begged her. But to no avail. Mother did not care at all. She was stubborn and determined. A determination that had been the result of endless embarrassment.

	Mother screamed with fury. “You coward! You can’t even control your own wife. Even if I stayed with you, you will not be able to live peacefully. Let me go.”

	Mother left the house. She cooked for herself. She was determined to be well rid of them.

	And so, one day, just as he feared, Ayyanar came face to face with shame. At the teashop.

	People started taking sides with “Madam’s political party” (AIADMK) and “Sir’s party” (DMK) and it turned into a heated argument that almost broke into a fist fight.

	Ayyanar couldn’t help but intervene to pacify them. “Why are you fighting over political parties? Shouldn’t we live like a family in this village?” He spoke his mind bluntly. Immediately, the fighting men turned towards him. They cast him dagger looks, derision in their gaze.

	“Look who’s talking about family! Instead of feeding his mother, he left her on the streets like a destitute.”

	“That’s right...here comes the righteous one.”

	Ayyanar gasped for breath. He felt as if he had been spat upon. The words stabbed him and pierced into this heart. He thought the rest of the village was probably saving up its saliva for him, awaiting the right opportunity. If the right moment came, they wouldn’t miss the chance to hit him with their footwear angrily.

	All this shame came about because of Mother. If only she had given in a little...would this disgrace have happened? His thoughts were angry. “Mother...Mother...why are you so stubborn? So difficult? Do you see your son as an enemy?”

	As he crossed the drylands, Ayyanar was taunted by his bitter and vexing thoughts that ate into him like flies feeding on a wound.

	When he reached home he was both physically and emotionally drained. There was a commotion in front of his house. A few elders were pacing outside the house. Inside the house, the neighbouring women were rushing here and there. Even before he could open his mouth to ask what had happened, an elderly man took the liberty to admonish him.

	“Now where did you go? How irresponsible of a man! Poor Parvathi, she is in labour and has been suffering all by herself.”

	He was shattered. He felt like his life was slipping away from him. Just when he was about to dash into the house, the elderly man stopped him.

	“Now why are you going in there? A man is of no use in there.”

	“Paru, how is she...now...?”

	“The women inside will take good care of her. Ramayammal is a skilful midwife. She is here too. Everything will be fine.”

	Ayyanar trembled in fear. His face was full of terror and panic. He was like a chicken that trembled upon seeing the hawk.

	The elderly man said something to console him. Calm and soothing words that obviously came from his years of experience. But the words fell on deaf ears.

	His heart wailed, “Paru, Paru, Paru.” This was the last straw that broke Ayyanar. “How much would she have suffered all alone? How much would her heart have ached?” He continued mumbling. He felt guilty deep within and it pricked his conscience. He was as restless as a cat which had just given birth. He sobbed in distress, walking aimlessly in circles. He slipped out of the crowd without a noise and went around the roofed house. He came to the side wall. There was a small window on the wall about the width of a hand. It was covered with soot from kitchen smoke. One could see the entire house through this window.

	The round electric bulb was switched on giving out a dirty yellow light. Women were moving hither and thither. The bed was surrounded by women. Parvathi was writhing in pain on the bed. She was wailing, unable to bear the pain. Two women were pressing her hands down. Parvathi was twisting and turning in pain. Her legs were spread wide and two more women held them down firmly. Some women stroked her tummy gently and consoled her.

	Unable to tolerate the pain, Parvathi continued to writhe and scream. When she was not screaming, she bit on a rod.

	At the brink of death; his life, his soul, his life partner. Ayyanar was terrified. His legs gave way as if his thigh bones were no more supported by his hips. Panic ripped through him. He could not bear to watch her suffer so helplessly, as if she might die. His heart beat faster. He almost blacked out.

	A voice in his head reasoned, “Goodness, is this what child delivery is? Pain to the core. A child is born out of such severe suffering?” He felt sympathy for all women in labour.

	He was feeling Parvathi’s pain and suffering and screams were rising within him. Then, suddenly, a little cry rang out. It wailed with fear upon sensing the world for the first time.

	“It’s a boy!” Ramayammal shouted with joy.

	A joyful feeling came over Ayyanar. He felt like he was drowning in happiness and ecstasy. Without making any noise, he walked around the house to the inner courtyard. He overheard cheering coming from within. He was allowed to enter his house only after a long wait. All the women had left including Ramayammal. Parvathi looked feeble with a deflated tummy. She was very weak. Only her eyes glistened with the joy of having brought a life into this world. She looked at Ayyanar’s frightened face and smiled gently.

	His eyes overflowed with tears of tenderness and compassion. “Paru...” His voice was trembling with emotion.

	“Hmmm. Were you very scared?”

	“Giving birth is so horrible. Such unbearable pain, isn’t it?”

	“Yes. Each time a woman gives birth she is reborn. She goes through death and is reborn.”

	“I saw how much you suffered through the window.”

	Parvathi’s face contorted with embarrassment. “What a man you are!” she admonished him gently.

	“It was so sad to see you like that.”

	“Well, that’s a woman’s fate. Take a look at our son.”

	“Okay, okay.”

	“Will he support us in our old age or will he ignore us?” Parvathi asked with an outpouring of pride, in an endearing tone.

	Ayyanar’s heart melted and a stream of memories flooded back to him. Mother who made corn dosai (pancake) for him. Mother who hugged him so soulfully. Her smiling face...

	“Look here. I’m going to ask you something. Hope you don’t feel bad.”

	“Go on. Ask me.” She replied gently.

	“When my mother gave birth to me, she would have suffered just like this, wouldn’t she?” His voice sounded very different, very soft.

	Parvathi was a little shocked by his question. The shock reached the depths of her heart. There was a flutter in her eyes, like the fluttering of a severed lizard’s tail. She grabbed and squeezed his hairy wrist with fondness. She peered deeply yet gently into his eyes. She gazed at him as if she was examining his heart – the deep shadows within its many folds.

	Mother heard the news after returning from work in the evening and came running to the house immediately. She didn’t even look at her son or her daughter-in-law. She started simply cuddling her grandson.

	“My darling...my golden treasure chest...my gold chariot...my dear.” She didn’t look up at her daughter-in-law at all. Enemies. Bitter rivals.

	But Parvathi gently spoke up. “Mother-in-law...” Parvathi’s voice was tender, full of affection and aquiescence. She sounded different. Gentle. “Mother, would you remain here forever showering love on your grandson?”

	Ayyanar’s heart burst with happiness.
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