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Leela had eyes that were a little too close together, a nose that was longer than ideal and ears 

that fanned out from her wide face, which she tried to hide among her stiff curls and with 

huge gold jhimkis. Yet together with her broad fair forehead, pouty lips and traditionally 

proportionate hips, she had an appeal that got her a very good marriage proposal. The 

discerning audience at the wedding were heard saying that the bride’s family was respectable 

and the bride herself, though not strikingly beautiful, had a certain aanachandam.  The 

youngest son of a family that owned enough land to forego work for four generations and 

also had its own elephant tethered in the courtyard under a silk cotton tree could do better 

was another discussion that happened and then quietly died down when KT Nambiar 

mentioned that he had bought fifteen acres of the grooms inheritance that bordered the new 

bypass road and Kunji Mohammed had bought the northern paddy fields just a month before 

the wedding. The very satisfactory sadhya brought all speculations to an end, especially when 

they saw that the bride had a healthy appetite despite the glaring lights from the 

videographer’s equipment. It was a good sign. 

Within a year, Leela had to work at the primary school and Ayyapan the elephant was 

regularly leased out to a timber mill in Nilambur to pay for his food and the mahout’s arrack. 

The parcel of land that held the silk cotton tree was sold to Nambiar and Ayyapan had to be 

tethered using an iron peg and chains driven into the cow dung smeared yard on the east side 

of the house. Every night, when the mahout went to the arrack shop, Leela would sit on the 

eastern verandah and speak to him. The tight chains chafed against his skin and he had red 

pus-filled pustules on his back legs. Just like the constant shoe bite Leela had from wearing 

her thrice repaired wedding sandals everywhere. She had been too shy to ask for another pair 

for the first six months and then realised she would have to work for the money to buy them. 

The first salary had gone to the family temple. The second to her husband. The third to buy 

food for Ayyapan. The elephant was the only thing in the family that did not speak to her 

because it couldn’t and not out of choice. The other daughter in laws didn’t work, owned 

property and brought whatever they needed from their own homes. Leela’s next salary had 

already been booked by her father to pay for her brother’s job visa. She told Ayyapan all 

about it, waiting for her husband to come home for dinner and hoping he would be passed out 



drunk. One night he had almost torn the jhimkis out of her ears in a semi drunken rage. She 

ran out to the eastern verandah and saw that the mahouts hook had made a tear in Ayyapan’s 

vast yet delicate ears.  

One night Leela finished her chores and took her weary bones to the eastern verandah and 

immediately saw the fresh scrape down Ayyapan’s trunk. ‘At the timber mill, one of the logs 

slipped. The mahout then went for his nightly arrack ritual. She touched her own nose. Her 

husband had opened the teakwood bureau door right into her face and called it an accident. 

He had been ranting at her about her poverty and his sister in laws rich families. Her longer 

than usual nose had caught the brunt of the intricately carved door.  

Something stirred in her and she circled Ayyapan as he stood swaying. The shoe bite matched 

his foot ulcers, the torn ear, the bruised nose, the burn on her arm had a corresponding cut on 

his foreleg. The scar on the back of her thigh matched the one next to his tail. Her torn 

fingernail, the splatters of oil across her stomach, the sore at the meeting of her lips, and she 

circled back to the front of him. The tears that formed tracks on their skin. She stood there 

shaking as fear clutched her stomach and made her heart sound like rain on a newly tinned 

roof. Ayyappan stood mute. When she was a child and nothing helped with the nightmares, 

her grandmother had taken her to the temple and after paying the mahout a fee, asked her to 

run under the elephant’s belly and come out the other side. It makes nightmares go away. She 

had somehow managed to get close and was almost under it when something telescoped out 

and a torrent of liquid splashed onto her. The elephant had peed. The mahout and her 

grandmother had broken into peals of laughter. They had left with a piece of hair plucked 

from the elephant’s ratty tail and a story that had made her cousins call her Aanamuthram 

Leela for years. Now she shuddered and shook her way to the side of the elephant before her 

and worked her way under the belly and out the other side. The elephant stood still and then 

spoke. ‘Shall we leave?’  

 

Leela nodded and pulled the peg out of the earth, unwound the chains and followed. Ayappan 

was very polite, he asked the cow in the cowshed if she wanted to come, but she said that she 

had to give milk to her calf in the morning. Ayyapan told her that the milk would be taken by 

the humans. ‘How do you know?’ the cow asked. ‘Elephants never forget’, he replied. He 

asked the chickens but they wanted to hatch their eggs. Ayyappan told them that the humans 

take the eggs. ‘How do you know?’ asked the chickens. ‘Elephants never forget’, he said. He 



asked the dog who barked ‘Who will feed me?’. Ayyapan told him that a dog can find food 

for himself. ‘How do you know?’ the dog growled. Elephants never forget, Ayyappan said 

and they left. 

Leela and Ayyapan walked through roads and farms, through fences and walls. Leela 

matched his rhythm and soon the farms gave way to scrub and the walls gave way to open 

skies. Finally, there was a scar of a road cutting through in front of them and Ayyappan 

stopped and turned to her. ‘Once we cross this path, you cannot go back. This is the path that 

my great grandmothers took from time immemorial.’  

‘You were born in the elephant camp. How do you know? Leela asked. ‘Elephants never 

forget’, he replied. And Leela understood from the bottom of her eighteen toenails to the tip 

of her long nose.  

--- 

The newly minted software boy from Bareilly was not having a good day. His job in 

Bangalore and their first extended family safari was not creating the awe-inducing effect he 

had hoped for. The sight of two elephants crossing the road after seeing jungle chickens and 

one lonely flea ridden fox raised his spirits. As the entire family went quiet for the first time 

in known history he was the one who shouted what would become the family joke and song 

for the next three weddings. One of the elephants disappearing into the foliage had a 

twinkling jhumka in its ear.   

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

*jhimkis – umbrella shaped hanging earring.  

Aanachandam – an elephant like charm. Though they are huge, grey and wrinkly skinned, 

long trunked, most humans find a certain beauty in the elephant.  

Aanamuthram – Elephant Pee 

Jhumka – Jhimki in Hindi.  

 

 



 

 

 


