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1.The Naughtiest Boy in Class Turns Over A New Leaf 

 

 

Jay was a very clever boy. But he would use his brains for all the wrong things. 

For instance, he had an uncanny knack for upsetting any and every class, especially if he 

found it boring. The teachers, naturally, were wary of him. But he got the better of 

them more often than not. 

Once, he found a Geography class rather tedious: it wasn’t Jay’s favourite 

subject. Besides, that day’s lesson on imports and exports had sent half the class to 

sleep, with their eyes open! 

Jay sat through the lecture, glassy-eyed, till he couldn’t suffer it any more. He 

yanked the plait of the girl sitting in front of him for a distraction. She shrieked in 

pain. The stunned teacher almost dropped the bulky ‘General Geography Reader’ on her 

toes. She was terribly annoyed and looked around the class severely. “Now, who was 

that who screamed?”  

Priya stood up, nervously clutching the edge of her desk. 

“Why are you disturbing the class? Do you want to be punished?” snapped the 

teacher. 

Priya reddened. “I’m sorry ma’am. But it’s his fault.” She glared at Jay. “He 

pulled my hair and it pained. That’s why …”  

Many other children chipped in: “Yes ma’am, we saw him do it.” 

Seeing that the whole class was against him, Jay got up quickly and owned up. 

“I'm sorry ma’am. But Priya kicked me first, under the table.”  

“How can you say such a thing!” Priya stared indignantly at Jay. “Ma’am it’s a lie. 

He’s telling lies …”  

In fact, Priya sat in front of Jay and couldn’t have kicked him even if she had 

tried. But the teacher was in a hurry to get on with the class. So she just made both of 

them apologise to each other and there the matter ended, as far as she was concerned.   



Hot, angry tears flooded Priya’s eyes, but she was determined not to cry. She 

kept sniffing all through the class, further annoying the teacher. ‘Jay-ant the menace’ 

endured the truncated Geography class, a smug grin on his face. 

Another day, Jay chose to disrupt a Moral Science class. Miss Mala was teaching 

the students to recite a prayer. “I’ll stop after each line, and you’ll repeat it after me,” 

she told the class. But Jay wasn’t going to talk to God in a language he didn’t 

understand! He often made up songs in his head, and he thought they were infinitely 

more interesting.  

He looked out of the window idly, and was lucky to catch sight of a restless 

langur in the high-rise next door. After climbing four floors, the black-faced monkey 

had decided to jump into the balcony of an apartment adjacent to the school. A few 

minutes later, Jay saw it springing towards the school, holding one white sock in its 

mouth.   

“Langurs with socks  

and chicken with frocks, 

come right over  

and give Mala ma’am 

the shocks,”  

muttered Jay. 

Miss Mala’s sharp ears picked up the discordant rhyme, and her eyes 

automatically sought out Jay. “Aha! I can see you’re physically present but mentally 

absent,” she snickered. But the sarcasm was wasted on Jay. He was engrossed in the 

antics of the langur, which was now trying to eat the socks! 

Miss Mala stood with her hands on her hips, glowering. The prayer stood 

suspended. The students jostled each other, trying to see what the naughtiest boy in 

the class was up to. Miss Mala grew fiercer with each passing second. But Jay 

pretended to be blissfully unaware, till a friend nudged him. Forced to confront Miss 

Mala’s wooden stare, Jay squirmed. He scratched his chin, pulled his eyebrows, and 

fidgeted like he was made of rubber. But his mind was racing. He knew what questions 

would follow. 



“Why aren't you joining the recitation? Don’t you know you should repeat the 

words after me?” asked Miss Mala, promising fire and brimstone.   

“Ma’am, I’m sorry I wasn’t repeating the prayer, but I was thinking only of God,” 

replied Jay, trying to look penitent.  

Miss Mala gave him a cold look. “Oh, really! Will you enlighten us about your 

profound thoughts?” she mocked.   

Jay was ready with the answer. He pointed in the direction of the high-rise and 

said, “Ma’am, I saw a huge langur in that apartment. Naturally, I was reminded of our 

monkey-faced God, Hanuman __”  

Jay’s statement started off a lively movement in the class. All the students 

wanted to see the langur!   

Miss Mala banged the duster on the table and screamed herself hoarse. But the 

children were far too excited to care.   

Jay watched the commotion, grinning from ear to ear. He had successfully 

derailed one more class! 

Jay wasn’t choosy about the classes or teachers that he upset. The Algebra 

tutor, Miss Diaz, was known to be the best, as well as the strictest teacher in the 

school. But that made no difference to Jay. Miss Diaz was annoyed with him for getting 

a 'D' grade in her subject test. “Go out and stand in the sun,” she ordered him. 

“Perhaps the heat will thaw your frozen brains,” she said, and carried on distributing 

the marked papers.   

After some time, Miss Diaz noticed some children looking at the playground and 

giggling and grimacing. She looked to see what was distracting them, and found Jay 

standing on his head, supporting himself against the trunk of a tamarind tree.  

She strode up to the class door and thundered, “Jay! Come here at once.” 

Jay came scurrying, dusting the mud off his head.   

“Why are you performing monkey tricks when I asked you to kneel down? Aren’t 

you ashamed of yourself?” The words fell like a whiplash, and the class hushed up, 

sensing danger.   



“Ma’am, the sun didn’t seem to be helping my lazy brains. Maybe a rush of blood 

to my head would help, I thought. So only ...” Jay said, trying to look sheepish.  

The whole class roared with laughter. Even Miss. Diaz smiled – almost. But she 

was angry too. She tried to swallow her amusement and be angry instead, and ended up 

having a coughing fit. She had to rush to the staff room to gulp down some water… 

And so one can go on about Jay's escapades. But it wouldn’t be fair to him any 

more. You see, Jay has turned over a new leaf!  

Now, how did such a miracle come about?   

Well, one day the English teacher asked the students in Jay’s class to write a 

few lines on the topic: "My Most Earnest Desire."    

After correcting their papers, she asked Jay to come to the front of the class. 

She gave him Deepa's essay and asked him to read it aloud.   

“I can't hear. It is a birth defect,” Deepa had begun. “I have to use a hearing 

aid. But it helps only a little. There’s always a humming noise and sometimes the voice of 

the teacher is too loud or too soft. I have to go home and study for long hours. I have 

very little time to play with my baby sister or my friends. I work very hard and my hard 

work gets me 'A' grades. But I wish I could stand first in class. Jay is so clever. But he 

doesn’t care about getting good marks. He never studies properly. So, I wish that God 

gives me Jay’s brains and his ears just for one month. Then I can hear all the lessons 

and get first rank and make my parents proud of me. This is my most earnest desire.” 

Many in the class had tears in their eyes after listening to Deepa's essay. Jay 

sat through the rest of the classes, uncharacteristically pensive. From the next day he 

was a model student. He paid attention even to the Geography lessons on import and 

export! And in the next month's test he stood first in class, for the first time in his 

life.  

“I always knew you could do it, but I thought you never would. Keep it up, Jay. 

Well done,” said the class teacher.   

“All thanks to Deepa,” said Jay, stretching out to press Deepa’s hand with a shy 

smile. 



 

2.The Debate Karthik Lost, and Won  

 

 

The annual literary fest in Martha’s School was always a huge draw. ‘Elocution,’ 

‘Poster-making’ and ‘Dumb Charades’ were the most popular competitions and had the 

largest number of participants. But the ‘Debate’ drew the maximum crowds. It was an 

audience favourite, and almost always a house-full event. This year too the auditorium 

was overflowing on the day of the debate. 

The topic of the Debate was ‘Is it Correct to Employ Poor Children as Domestic 

Help?’  Most people had a strong opinion on this, as do most of us. But more than the 

topic, the students of Martha’s were excited about the face-off between Sushama and 

Karthik: both were in the eighth standard, and had been soulmates from kindergarten! 

The girls were all rooting for Shushama, while the boys were all backing Karthik. Verbal 

fireworks were eagerly anticipated. But what happened at the Debate was most 

unexpected.  

Sushama was the first to take the stage. She was arguing ‘for’ the topic. Her 

stance, her stride, her sweeping gestures, and her smile - everything spoke of supreme 

confidence. She had prepared well and practised long. She was sure she would win. 

“Honourable sir,” she began, addressing the vice-principal, who was the judge for 

the event. “All parents love their children. They dream of their kids becoming doctors, 

teachers and officers. Surely, poor parents also have dreams? They too would want 

their children to study and go to college and come up in life? Yet, they send their 

children to work. Why? Is it because they don’t love their children enough to give them 

a good education? No. It’s because they do not have enough money.  

“So many poor people in our country don’t have clean water to drink. They don’t 

have proper shelter: it’s not easy to live in a hut when it rains cats and dogs or when 

the weather is freezing cold! And they can’t provide enough food for their children to 

grow healthy and strong. Many of them send their children to work in other people’s 



homes as servants because this will ensure the kids have at least two square meals a 

day, decent clothes to wear, and a weather-proof roof over their heads.   

“I ask my friends on the other side: Is it better for the poor children to starve 

or to have healthy food? Is it better for the kids to sit in their huts and shiver 

through the rainy and cold months or is it better for them to keep warm in a proper 

house?   

“Honourable sir, we should do all we can to eradicate poverty. But till we achieve 

that aim, it is better if we don’t deprive these children of their means of livelihood. 

They will then have to struggle for food, water and shelter. However, all those who 

employ children should treat them with compassion and do their bit to alleviate their 

suffering. With these few words I‘d like to end my argument. Thank you.” 

Sushama resumed her seat amid loud applause. The girls were thrilled. Even the 

boys had to concede that she had presented her case eloquently. But Karthik wasn’t 

going to let her get away with the prize easily. He lived opposite Sushama’s house and 

knew exactly how she treated Chandra, the little girl who worked in her house. At times 

he felt ashamed to call Sushama his friend. But it’s not easy to stop being friends with 

someone you have grown up with! Whenever he saw Sushama being unkind to Chandra, 

he felt guilty and tried to tell her that what she was doing was wrong. But she seldom 

listened. So, when the topic of the debate was announced, Karthik saw it as an 

opportunity to make Sushama see reason.  

When it was his turn to speak, Karthik stood quietly for a few moments, mike in 

hand, eyes closed. His friends grew jittery, wondering if the fireworks were going to 

fizzle out. A couple of girls sniggered. Just as the boys were preparing to make a dash 

for the exit, cowering behind their bags, they heard Karthik say, “Indeed, my friend is 

right.” They stopped in their tracks. There was steel in his voice: 

 “It’s true that people send their children to work as servants in others’ houses 

because they are poor,” he began. “These parents think their children will get some 

food in their employers’ households, even if the food is old and cold. And, of course, the 

child gets to wear some decent clothes, even if they’re faded and too big for them. The 

child also gets to live in a proper house instead of a hut. All this is true. But give the 



children a chance, and they’ll run back to their leaky huts. Why? Because they would 

rather starve in their cold homes than slave in the pucca house.   

“Honourable sir, I use the term ‘slave’ deliberately. I use the term because the 

children are employed as domestic help, but they’re treated as domestic slaves.   

“My friend in the opposite side spoke eloquently. Those who employ children to 

work in their households should treat them with compassion, she said. It’s easy to 

preach. But does she practice what she preaches? I happen to be her neighbour. So I 

know they employ a child in their house who is just about half her age. And let me tell 

you how my good friend treats that little servant girl. 

“If her shoes aren’t polished properly, Sushama throws the pair at Chandra. On 

the walk to and from school, Sushama casually hands over her heavy school bag and 

lunch basket to that little girl and munches on chips or dry fruits, groundnuts, mangoes 

or gooseberries – none of which she ever shares with Chandra. I often see Chandra 

washing a bucketful of Sushama’s clothes, sometimes late at night, because Sushama 

changes half a dozen dresses when it suits her fancy. The amount of work Chandra is 

forced to do every day makes me ask – is it child labour or is it slave labour?   

“Honourable sir, I’m sure there are many Chandras in this world, and many 

Sushamas. That’s why I would like to emphatically state that it is not correct to employ 

children as domestic help. Thank you.” 

A stunned silence greeted Karthik’s speech and only Sushama’s muffled sobs 

were heard.  After a moment, the audience stood as one and gave Karthik a resounding 

ovation.   

The vice-principal walked to the podium to announce the results. He appreciated 

the points Karthik had made, but censured him for personally attacking a co-

contestant. “It is against the rules of the debate and I’m tempted to disqualify you,” he 

said. 

 Sushama was awarded the best debater prize. She also got the Literary 

Laureate shield for best overall performance in the literary competitions.   

That evening, an angry Sushama confronted Karthik on the walk back home from 

school.  “I thought you were my friend. But no, you’re just a jealous classmate. You can’t 



match my public-speaking skills. So you thought you could land the prize by making a 

personal attack on me. Shame on you! I’ll never talk to you again.” 

Karthik was taken aback by Sushama’s outburst. But as she whirled off like a 

tempest, he noticed that she was carrying her bag and basket herself. Soon after 

reaching home, he tore a sheet of paper from his pad and scribbled a note to Sushama.  

“Dear Sush, I know you’re a better speaker than me and I’m happy you got the 

prize,” he wrote. “I also know you’re already thinking about what I said. I just want to 

add a few more things I didn’t mention in the debate: A couple of days ago I saw you 

slap Chandra because she was touching one of your Barbie dolls. But you have about 

forty Barbies. Is it wrong for a young girl to want play with a doll just because she is a 

servant? So often you’ve told me that you’re helpless because your mother keeps telling 

you that servants should be kept in their place. But you’re not exactly an obedient 

daughter: I’ve known you to be stubborn for selfish reasons often. I’ve tried to tell you 

these things many times but you’ve never really listened. That’s why I used the debate 

to get across my point. I hope you’ll continue to be my friend. Affectionately, Karthik.” 

 He crossed the road to Sushama’s house, and dropped the note in their mail box. 

A few days later, when Karthik was cycling on the road near his house, Chandra 

called out to him. “Anna, anna, see this Barbie doll. Akka gave it to me. This frock is also 

hers. We’re playing carrom. She asked if you’ll also come.” 

“Be with you in a sec,” Karthik smiled. “I’ll just put the cycle in the shed.” 



 

3.’Scatter-brain’ Saloni 

 

 

All of us forget things. We misplace books, forget birthdays, and mix-up names 

of people – especially those we don’t meet too often. But these things happen once in a 

way. The problem with Saloni was that she was always forgetting things. Week after 

week, on at least three or four days, she forgot to polish her shoes and was fined and 

punished for it at school. She never ever remembered to switch off lights and fans 

when she left a room or to put off taps after use. She often left her swimsuit at home 

when she went to the pool, forgot to pass on messages when she received phone calls 

for others, and even sent off cards and letters by land mail without pasting stamps on 

them. Often, her cousins and grandparents had to pay the postman double the stamp 

charge to receive her mail. Everyone, except her mother, called her ‘scatter-brain 

Saloni.’ But that didn’t bother her. She quite liked the alliterative nickname! Naturally, 

she made no effort to change. 

Saloni’s mother was forever harried, trying to keep track of everything: 

“Saloni, have you taken the paint box? You’ve got Art class today.” 

“Saloni, your nails have grown so long! When are you going to cut them?” 

“Saloni, don’t forget to close the shower. You forgot this morning. By the time I 

got to bathe, after all my chores, the tank was empty.” 

This went on day after day for years on an end. One day, her mother got so sick 

and tired of trying to think on behalf of Saloni that she just gave up. She hoped her 

daughter would become more responsible without all the mollycoddling. Sadly, Saloni 

continued to live with her head in the clouds. 

On the eve of ‘Teacher’s Day,’ Saloni’s classmates chose her to make a card for 

their Class Teacher.  She was delighted; it was an important responsibility. She sat late 

into the night drawing and painting a beautiful card. "For the Most Wonderful Teacher 

in the World," she wrote in glittering letters on the cover, and imagined Mrs. Kamala’s 



broad smile when she saw that. But next morning, Saloni forgot to take the card to 

school. Her classmates were terribly disappointed. They were the only class that hadn’t 

presented a card to their teacher on her very special day. 

A few days later, Saloni’s carelessness let her down once again. Her best friend, 

Pooja, was leaving school to join her father in Canada. Saloni spent several hours to 

choose a gift and to wrap it beautifully. The hair-clip with its shells and beads would 

have looked grand on Pooja’s lustrous, long hair. But Saloni left the package in the bus 

and it was lost forever. She was inconsolable, both because her friend was going far 

away, and because she was the only one who hadn’t given her a gift on her last day in 

school.  

Saloni promised herself that she would never forget anything ever again. She 

even kept her promise diligently for a few days. But old habits die hard, especially the 

bad ones.  

Saloni’s grades began to slip as she often went prepared for the wrong exam; on 

a couple of occasions she even forgot she had an exam! But nothing would provoke 

Saloni to change. It isn’t as it she was a stubborn girl. In fact, she was sweet-tempered 

and large-hearted. She was also clever and kind. But she was just too lazy to make the 

effort to be less vague and more attentive. 

Last month, Saloni turned eleven. She had invited her close friends home and 

was waiting to see them drool over the Fairy Cottage: a fantastic pink and white and 

cream creation that looked good to eat right off the web-page. Her mother was a great 

cook and her home-baked cakes were all the rage among her relatives and friends.  

After shaping the cake perfectly, Saloni’s mother set the timer, asked Saloni to 

switch off the oven when she heard the buzzer, and cycled off briskly to the grocer’s a 

few streets down to make some last minute purchases.   

Saloni snuggled into the sofa in the living room with Enid Blyton's 'Naughtiest 

Girl in School.'  Soon the buzzer sounded loudly for a whole minute and then went 

silent.  But Saloni had forgotten all about the oven and the cake; she didn’t stir from 

the cosy comfort of the sofa. 



When Saloni's mother returned from the grocer’s and found her daughter 

engrossed in the book, she knew she had forgotten all about the cake. She rushed to 

the kitchen, switched off the oven, and called Saloni to “Come, have a look at the cake.”  

Saloni banged her book down and bounded into the kitchen. But all her dreams 

came crashing down. The pink and cream Fairy Cottage of her imagination had turned 

out to be just one colour in reality: a dull, over-burnt brown. Saloni was devastated.   

"Oh, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry I forgot to put off the oven! Please, quickly make 

another cake before my friends come.  Please,” begged Saloni. “It's all right if you can’t 

make the Fairy Cottage. Any ordinary sponge cake will do. You make the fluffiest, 

tastiest sponge cakes in the world; my friends will simply gobble it up" she said. “This is 

the last time, honest. I’ll never ever be forgetful any more,” she promised.   

But Saloni's mother steeled her heart against all entreaties and tears.  

Saloni’s friends were surprised, of course. It wasn’t the kind of party they had 

expected: the birthday girl had a tear-stained, cheerless face and the birthday cake 

was all black!   

Happily, Saloni’s mother's ruse seems to have worked. In the last thirty days 

since her birthday, Saloni hasn’t forgotten a single thing. 

“If I’m not absent-minded for one whole year, will you make a Fairy Cottage cake 

for my birthday next year?” Saloni asked her mother yesterday.   

“Perhaps, even much earlier.  And you can invite all your friends too,” she smiled.  



 

4.Monisha’s Marvellous Learning Methods 

 

 

The frolicsome All Girls' Gang (AGG) made a quiet, orderly exit from the school 

gates. No sooner were they out than there was cacophony and confusion. Monisha Tejas 

had to shout to be heard: "Hey gang, stop the racket! Can’t you hear Rajan Sir’s 

whistle? He’s coming right here. See him waving the cane! He’s going to thrash us! Run!"  

 There was a scramble to cross the road. Then all the seven AGG members burst 

out laughing. Whew! What an escape!  

They made their way home merrily, holding an intra-gang antyakshari 

competition. Each girl would recite a portion of a verse. With the last syllable of this 

line recited, the next girl would start another verse. The AGG had adapted the popular 

film-song based competition to revise Sanskrit language verses! Incredible but true: 

they were actually revising lessons on the go and having fun too.  

It all began when Monisha Tejas joined the sixth standard of the Presidency 

School a few months into the first term. The school had its first trimester test just a 

few weeks after she joined. Despite being a new girl, who had joined late, Monisha 

stood first in class. 

Shruti and Karl were surprised. The competition for the first rank had always 

been between them, ever since they joined school in the first standard. 

"She missed so many lessons. She joined late, remember? How do you think she 

made up?" Karl asked Shruti.   

"My thoughts, exactly. And Sanskrit is a new language for her. She told me she 

did Advanced English in her old school,” whispered Shruti.  

Aman overheard their conversation. She had news for them! "Haven’t you heard? 

Monisha’s family has all the right connections. Only ordinary mortals like you and me 

have to slog. People with links to power don't have to study to get marks, see?"   

Karl and Shruti nodded in silent agreement.   



Soon, word about Monica’s ‘connections’ got around. All her classmates - even the 

six lively girls whose group she thought she belonged to – avoided her. Monisha was 

very puzzled. Till the report cards had been distributed, the girls in her gang had 

shared their notes, explained lessons she had missed, and helped her with Sanskrit as 

it was a new language for her. But now none of them wanted to have anything to do with 

her.  

Puzzled and upset, she decided to tackle the problem head on. "I think you’re all 

being pretty mean,” she told Amreen who sat next to her in class. “Go on, ignore me as 

much as you like. But can you at least tell me what I’ve done wrong?"   

Amreen was an outspoken girl. "We’re not being mean. We just don't like people 

who use their parents’ clout to get high marks. We don’t think you deserve the first 

rank," she said. 

Amreen's outburst lightened the 'cold war' atmosphere in the class.  Soon 

Monisha was telling the other girls how she had been able to score such high marks 

despite joining late.  

"My grandfather taught me a magic learning tool.  It’s called the 3-R technique,” 

she said.    

The word ‘magic’ immediately caught her friends’ fancy. They pestered her to 

teach them too. But Monisha had a better idea. “The best person to teach would be 

grandpa. Come home with me this evening. I’ll introduce him to you and you can ask him.” 

“It’s a Friday anyways, so no homework to slog over,” said Jaya. The girls agreed. 

 That evening, on the way home from school, the AGG trooped into Monisha’s 

house.  Her mother quickly made some sandwiches with coconut-coriander-chilli-cheese 

spread. The ever-hungry girls gobbled it all up in a jiffy. 

Next, she treated them to golden yellow home-made mango ice-cream, scooped 

into crisp, brown cones. 

“Wow!” drooled the girls, forgetting all about the purpose of their visit. 

“Who gets to eat more ice-cream? Me, from my cup, or you girls from your 

cones?” asked grandpa, casually slipping into a chair in the living room, and taking a 

spoonful of ice-cream from his cup. 



This started off a lively debate about the possible dimensions of the cone and 

the cup with each girl taking a close look at the containers. In no time at all they had 

arrived at a consensus about the dimensions and calculated the volume of the cone and 

the cup. They were happy to discover that the cone, definitely, was bigger. 

“Do you stop any time at the Softy parlour near your school for ice-creams?” 

asked grandpa with a twinkle in his eye.   

“Oh yes,” chorused the girls and Afreen, Amreen’s twin sister, added, “At least 

thrice a week.” 

“That’s twelve cones a month for each of you. Oh, that makes you all valued 

customers of the shop!  He gets to sell at least twelve into seven – eighty four - cones a 

month to your group!” Any idea how much ice cream each of you is eating in a month?” 

asked grandpa. 

Soon the AGG was caught up in a medley of numbers. Funnily, each of the girls 

came up with a different value. And each claimed her answer was right! 

“Girls, girls! Just recite the twelve times tables aloud, together, and multiply the 

volume of the cone, figure by figure,” urged grandpa, shaking his head and smiling.   

Soon the girls were working out mental math problems by the score, and enjoying 

themselves so thoroughly that they urged grandpa to give them more problems! 

Only when it was time for them to leave did the girls realise that they had 

completely forgotten the purpose of their visit. 

“We actually came to learn the 3-R method, grandpa. Monisha told us it’s a magic 

way to learn. Please teach us also,” they begged. 

“Ho, ho, ho! Monisha told you about it, did she? Well, first you need to memorize 

a simple spell. It goes like this: 

 ‘Never let your mind be idle.  

Control your thoughts with a bridle.’  

The girls repeated the mantra. Easy-peasy. So, now what? 

“That’s all there is to it,” grandpa smiled.  

Monisha’s friends looked at one another and shrugged their shoulders. Whatever 

did he mean?  



“Puzzled, eh? Let me explain ...” grandpa smiled, looking at each of the girls in 

turn. “When you’re sitting in a car or bus, walking to the market or bus stand or 

bathing, or polishing your shoes, what is your mind doing?” he asked. 

“Nothing, I think,” stammered a couple of girls after a moment’s silence. What a 

strange question!  

“Exactly. Your mind just wanders or sleeps. Never let it idle, control it with a 

bridle; direct it the way you want,” grandpa said. “For instance, when you’re bathing, 

walking to school and so on you don’t really need to think. Use your mind then to recall 

scientific principles, dates in history, verses you’ve memorized, the lakes of North 

America, the exports of Canada or just about anything – even movie songs. Of course, 

you can also RECALL mathematical formulae like we all did over ice-creams just now,” 

he said, and grinned.  

“Oh, wow! You made us recall formulae, and we didn’t even realize!” The AGG was 

astounded. They’d spent an hour doing Maths, and enjoying it!  Right after school too!   

“Now, after all that mental jugglery, each of you knows what you should go back 

to and revise in Maths, don’t you? That’s the second of the three R’s. REVISE. When 

you recall your lessons, you’ll know where there are gaps in your learning.  Revise, read, 

and fill up these gaps.” 

“READ – that’s the third of the three R’s” chorused the girls, catching on quickly. 

 “Excellent! Excellent! So, Recall-Revise-Read: that’s the 3-R magic formula. But 

make sure you read a variety of things. Not just your textbooks, or fairy tales and 

adventure stories. Read newspapers, encyclopaedias and biographies. There are such 

fascinating real-life tales and adventures! Besides, such reading will help you know much 

more about the people and topics that appear in your lessons. Remember: control your 

mind with a bridle. Don’t let technology take over.” 

The AGG grinned, sheepishly. They were computer and gaming geeks all right!   

“You can even get together with your friends and play-act lessons from Language 

and History. We used to do that when we were kids. Make up your own dialogues, stage 

a weekend play for your families and friends, enjoy! In no time at all your vocabulary 



will become so vast. Makes your confidence zoom, you know, when you find the words 

just roll off your tongue ...” 

Initially, all this sounded like a lot to do. But soon the girls realised that 

Monisha’s learning methods were fun and didn’t really eat into their ‘free’ time. In fact, 

they found all the mental activity stimulating – even better than doing a jigsaw or a 

sudoku. And, best of all, the magic worked. Their test and exam averages zoomed by 

several digits.  

“Weirdos,” “nerds,” their classmates whisper, whenever they see the All Girls 

Gang members. They find it strange that the AGG could play with lessons and have fun 

doing it too!  

But the AGG simply doesn’t care. Their gang has started bagging all the top 

ranks in Class VI-E.  And they plan to stay there. 



 

5.Of Mice and Missing Socks 

 

 

 “Dad! Today’s a Sunday and it’s just half past seven! Why did you wake me up so 

early?” whimpered Veena. Her father had shaken her awake rudely at an unearthly hour 

in the morning.  And on a holiday at that!  

Veena’s father did not reply.  He just waved five socks, in five different colours, 

in front of her face. 

Veena’s droopy eyes grew round with surprise. What was her father trying to 

do? Tickle her nose or something? She pushed back the blanket and sat up, awfully put 

off by his behavior.    

“Young lady, if hiding my socks is your idea of a joke, let me tell you it's gone too 

far,” he said, adding fuel to the fire. 

“Joke? What joke? What do you mean?” asked Veena, now really angry.  

“One of almost every pair of socks is missing, and both the black ones are gone.  

I didn’t expect a twelve-year old to play such silly pranks,” said Veena’s father, rather 

cross himself. 

"I've got nothing to do with your socks, and I’m not so childish as you imagine,” 

said Veena, and walked off in a huff. A moment later she was back, frowning. "Weird! I 

just realized that my handkerchiefs have been vanishing too. What do you think might 

be happening, dad?"  

Both of them walked to the guest room, saw the mountain of clothes on the cot, 

and burst into laughter.   

“Mystery of the missing bits of clothing solved. They’re hiding in that great, big 

pile,” giggled Veena and her father nodded, smiling ruefully.   

It was a week since Veena’s mother had left on a holiday with her friend. Veena 

and her father had been sharing the household chores since. But both had agreed that 

there was no point in folding clothes and putting them away neatly in the cupboards only 



to shake them all out again when they were needed. So they had simply been dumping all 

the dried washing on a cot.  A week’s worth of unfolded clothes lay, like a small, multi-

coloured hill, jutting out of the cot’s middle.  

Both father and daughter set to work determinedly, soon putting the mass of 

dresses in order.  But even after they had folded and put away each and every piece of 

fabric, they couldn’t find their missing socks and handkerchiefs.   

That evening, when her mother called, Veena told her about the missing socks.  

Her mother didn’t remark on that, but asked, “Have you been putting back the vacuum 

cleaner in the cupboard? Remember I told you not to leave it lying around under the 

staircase?” 

Veena immediately passed on the telephone to her father. She thought it was a 

ridiculous idea to keep a vacuum cleaner inside a closed cupboard and she didn’t want a 

long-distance argument about it. 

Veena watched the furrows on her father’s forehead grow deeper as he hummed 

and hawed. "Take care of yourself, dear. Wear a hat when you’re out sightseeing," he 

said, and switched off the phone with a sigh. "Your mother asked me to look for the 

socks in the vacuum cleaner,” he said. 

“Odd! When I told her about the socks also she began talking about the vacuum 

cleaner!” 

“Has had a bit too much of the sun. Poor thing. She hasn’t had a real holiday for 

ages, you know ... ever since you were born, in fact. She’s probably exerting herself, 

trying to make up for the lost years!” 

The next morning, Veena’s father was in a predicament. He had no matching pair 

of socks to wear to work. Veena came up with a bright idea. She bandaged her father’s 

big toe using all the skills she had learned in her first-aid classes and asked him to 

pretend he was suffering from an in-grown toenail or something.   

“With that bandage on your toe you can get away with wearing slippers today. 

Buy as many socks as you want on the way back home from work this evening,” she said.   

“What a brainwave! Tell you what – I’ll vacuum the house today though it’s your 

turn,” said Veena’s father, thrilled with his daughter’s smartness. 



As Veena’s mother was expected to return in a couple of days, he did a thorough 

job of cleaning and then pulled out the garbage bag to empty it. And, what should he 

find in the garbage bag, but all the missing pieces of clothing! He blinked, amazed, and 

called out excitedly,  

 “Eureka! Eureka! Hey, Veena, I’ve found them! I’ve found them!” 

“Found what?” asked Veena desultorily, wondering why her sensible parents were 

suddenly becoming so unpredictable.  

“Come, have a look. The missing bits of clothing - they’re all here. In the garbage 

bag.” 

Veena came running down the steps. “Wow! What a find! The socks have more 

holes than cloth and the handkerchiefs are in shreds. But undoubtedly, dad, they are, 

indeed, the lost articles.”  

“But how did our things get in there?” they exclaimed perplexed, and burst out 

laughing hearing themselves. The mystery was resolved when Veena’s mother returned 

from her holiday, a few days later. 

“One night, when Veena was still a baby, I heard suspicious noises near the front 

door and went to investigate,” Veena’s mother began, giving her story all the trappings 

of a thriller. “The sounds were coming from the staircase room.  I went down the steps, 

dimmed torch in hand, feeling like Sherlock Holmes or something. And guess what I 

found? A family of mice, making merry inside the vacuum cleaner's suction tube! They 

squeaked and wriggled between cloth diapers – all chewed through, of course. The 

narrow tube was chock-full ... That's why, Veena, the moment you mentioned missing 

socks, I guessed where it’d be. Now, if only you’d listened to me and kept back the 

vacuum cleaner in the cupboard…"  

Scenting a sermon, Veena quietly wriggled out of the room.  Her father tried to 

catch her eye, to protest, but Veena bounded up the stairs on the double to the safety 

of her room.   



 

6.Cherry Tree, Very Pretty 

 

 

Robindranath and Nandita lived in a small, tiled house called ‘Kuteeram,’ right on 

top of a hill.  Everyone in that quaint, hilltop town called them Robin and Nan. Theirs 

was the only house in the village that had the Singapore Cherry Tree, which the locals 

called ‘gase gase mara.’  Robin and Nan cared for the tree like they would for a child, 

probably because they had none of their own. They watered it gently and fed it with 

organic manure made from leftovers and kitchen waste. The tree’s spreading canopy 

had long overgrown their compound, but the kindly couple couldn’t bring themselves to 

trim its branches. They couldn’t bear to hurt the tree even a wee bit.   

The tree would be covered with tiny, creamy, white blossoms every New Year. 

These would turn into luscious, fragrant red cherries by summer. Summers also meant 

vacation time for the children. With no school, and Robin and Nan’s cherry tree so full 

of inviting fruits, the children would flock to Kuteeram. They loved the quaint taste of 

the small, juice gase gase. And so did squirrels, and a host of birds. 

Robin and Nan enjoyed having the birds. The kingfishers, mynas, crows, pigeons 

and sparrows laughed, chattered, crowed, crooned and squabbled over the fruits. The 

bird sounds were a pleasant intrusion; besides, the birds and squirrels did not harm the 

tree. But the children were not welcome as they yanked the branches to pluck the low-

hanging fruit, and used catapults to stone down the cherries in the higher reaches. 

Every summer, Robin and Nan had their hands full shooing off the young invaders. 

One evening, after chasing away the last of the 'cherry-thieves,’ Robin sat on 

the stone bench under the cherry tree, and hummed a familiar tune: 

 

I think that I shall never see 

A poem lovely as a tree; 

A tree whose hungry mouth is pressed, 



Upon the earth's sweet-flowing breast, 

A tree that looks at God all day 

And lets our children climb and play. 

 

"Isn't that a nice poem I've made?” he asked Nan. “Just came to me, looking at 

our cherry tree." 

 "Lovely poem," smiled Nan, "but I've heard it before."  

 "You couldn't have. I just composed it," protested Robin.  

 "We learnt it in class four … Except for the last line, nothing's original," laughed 

Nan. "But the last line's wonderful. It would have been fun with kids around." 

 Robin fell silent. Nan leaned against him and watched the pink and purple evening 

sky through the leaves of the cherry tree.   

"Yeah. I would’ve built a tree house,” said Robin, who was very clever with his 

hands. “We could've spent the afternoons up there playing snakes and ladders, reading 

stories or just catching forty winks." 

 Nan didn’t say anything. But her mind was buzzing with ideas. 

The next afternoon, as usual, some children crept up to ‘Kuteeram.’  Standing on 

tiptoe outside the compound wall, they tried to get their hands on a few cherries. They 

never gave up, in spite of the daily dose of dressing down they got from Robin and Nan. 

Even threats of a spanking wouldn’t deter them. The fruits were simply irresistible.   

But that day, instead of scolding them and shooing them away, Nan opened the 

gates of her house and welcomed them in.   

The children were wary at first. They thought it was some kind of trap and shied 

off.   

When Nan crinkled her nose and exclaimed, "I can’t believe it! None of you wants 

to climb the tree and take fresh fruits - as many as you want?" it was too tempting an 

offer to refuse.   

One of the boys opened the gate and stepped into the compound gingerly. When 

Nan continued to smile from a safe distance instead of charging at him, he clambered 



up the tree with gusto. In the blinking of an eye, half a dozen children were scrambling 

up, laughing and tucking into the choicest fruits.   

One of the bolder ones even asked Nan: "Aunty, shall I throw down some 

cherries for you?"  

The news spread and many more children ran in to join the ones already on the 

tree. 

Hearing the din, Robin got up from his siesta. Soon, he was shinnying up the tree 

along with the children. For the next half hour, the street reverberated with another 

rehashed song that Robin firmly believed was his own: 

 

Cherry tree, very pretty 

And the cherry flower is sweet, 

But the taste of the cherry 

Is impossible to beat.  

 

 “Yeah, impossible to beat,” shouted the kids in jolly chorus, and began all over 

again. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-- END -- 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR 

 

 

Hello! 

I hope you enjoyed reading the stories as much as I enjoyed making 

them up for you. 

Do write to me at sangha0mitra@yahoo.co.uk and let me know which 

stories you liked and which you didn’t. I promise to reply to every mail. 

I look forward to hearing from you and knowing about you. 

With love and best wishes. 

 

Revathi. 

April 2012.
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