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“Aaji, | got two stars today.” Ashwin
showed his wrist as he came out of
the classroom.

“What for...?” Mani Aaji, his
grandma, asked inquisitively. She
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came every day to pick up Ashwin
from school.

“I explained ‘seed germination’
steps properly.”

“That’s nice... and the other one?”



“I drew a fire engine and a fire
fighter ex...tin...guish...ing the fire.
Teacher liked my drawing. So...”

“But you were afraid you won’t be
able to draw!” “I remembered your
words ‘Try sincerely and you can do
it.”” Ashwin said so innocently that
Aaji couldn’t stop pulling his cheeks.

Six year old Ashwin stayed with
his grandparents as his parents
were doctors, both working in a
municipal hospital at the other end
of the city. Since Ashwin had always
stayed with his grandparents, it was
unanimously decided to enroll him
to a school close to their house.
Even Mani Aaji had whole heartedly
taken Ashwin’s responsibility so that
his parents could focus on their hos-
pital duties. Ashwin met his parents
mostly on weekends.

Mani Aaji was a hands-on Aaji.
She was always vigilant, be it Ash-
win’s school, studies or extra-cur-
ricular activities. Draped in a saree,
holding a yoga mat in one hand and
a sack on her back, she would be
seen juggling between the ground
and her house, with Ashwin’s hand
firmly gripped in her other hand.
Their walk to the school was a
similar sight but for a long umbrella
instead of the mat. Ajoba, Ashwin’s
grandfather, would help her when-
ever possible but his business kept

him busy with clients and work.

Aaji’s world revolved around
Ashwin so much that when Ashwin
went to his parents’ home on week-
ends, she would feel lost without
Ashwin being around.

One day, Ashwin came running
down the school stairs very excited.
“We have a doll wedding day
after. Teacher has asked boys to get
the ‘broom’ and girls ‘fried’.” He said
hurriedly. Aaji couldn’t control her
laughter. Ashwin was clueless why

Aaji was laughing so much.

“It’s ‘groom’ and not broom.
Groom is a ‘dulha-doll’. Broom is a
jhadu for cleaning the floor. And it’s
not fried but ‘bride’, the ‘dulhan-
doll’. Remember Aashu Mavshi’s
wedding where she was the bride
and Om kaka the groom?” Aaji ex-
plained with in-between bouts of
laughter. “But that’s fantastic. | have
enjoyed so many doll weddings
when | was your age. | had a collec-
tion of beautiful dolls and I loved
playing with them.” Aaji added get-
ting nostalgic.

“But, | don’t have a doll.” “Don’t
worry we will get one for you.”

“Aaji can we have the dulha driv-
ing a dumper truck?” Ashwin’s
query while walking back home, to
which Aaji had another good laugh.
After dropping Ashwin home, Aaji
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went on the ‘dulha search’ mission
at the nearby market. Luckily,
Ajoba was home that day to be
with Ashwin.

Aaji searched for a long time in
different shops but couldn’t find the
dulha-dulhan pair anywhere.

All the shopkeepers told her that
she wouldn’t find them in that mar-
ket and she should check in the
main market. But that was quite far
off from their home. Suddenly,
she had an idea. ‘When there is
no option, you need to create
one!’ She said to herself. She
bought a simple doll wear-
ing a western outfit.

“But Aaji, this is a girl
not a boy.” Ashwin protest-
ed on seeing the doll.

“Don’t
worry. We
will convert
itinto a
broom, sor-
ry groom.”
Aaji said
winking her
eyes.

“But...
how?”

“Ashwin,
just
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believe in your Aaji. She will defi-
nitely do something.” Ajoba assured
Ashwin. That afternoon, when Ash-
win was sleeping, Aaji got to task.
She cut the doll’s long hair into a
boy-cut. From shimmery red and
yellow fabric pieces that she already
had, she stitched an attractive wed-
ding suit and dressed the doll. She
then made a decorative turban like
what grooms wear in marriages.
Using some pearls, she
made a necklace that
she put around the
doll’s neck and a gar-
land that she tied to
the doll’s forehead.
Finally, she painted
a moustache and
a vermillon on the
doll’s face. She had
an old show-piece
of a horse on which
she mounted that
doll. By evening,
the dulha was
ready.



“Aaji, this dulha looks more beau-
tiful on a horse than a dumper
truck.” Ashwin said after
he woke up and saw the all re-
vamped doll.

“You can do anything for Ashwin.”
Even Ajoba was surprised to see the
makeover.

“Yes! My Mani Aaji is a magician.”
Ashwin hugged Aaji tightly. For Aaji,
Ashwin was her world.

On a late evening, when they
were returning from their usual
ground routine, Aaji spotted three
stray dogs barking in the lane that
they took to reach home. It was a
deserted lane and had only one dim
street light. Ashwin firmly gripped
Aaji’s hand as he was very scared of
dogs. Aaji looked around to see if
she could find some help. But Ash-
win’s friends had already left as Aaji
and Ashwin were the only ones who
walked their way home. Aaji knew
she had to muster courage to cross
that lane as it was their only way to
reach home.

“Be brave. Just look down and
keep walking close to me.” Aaji said
firmly. Tucking the free end of her
saree’s pallu firmly, Aaji took a deep
breath. She took Ashwin’s sack in
her left hand and his yoga mat in
her right.

As they started moving further,

the dogs frantically came charging
towards them. Aaji swayed the yoga
mat and the sack in all directions

as if it were a sword and a shield.
She started screaming to shoo them
away. This frightened the dogs and
they backed off a bit. Luckily, a
couple, who was passing by, joined
in. They kept shouting till the dogs
finally ran away and they all crossed
the lane safely. By this time, people
who had gathered there praised Aaji
for her courage. Ashwin was awe-
struck seeing Aaji in that ‘avatar’.

After reaching home, Ashwin nar-
rated the incident to Ajoba replete
with actions.

“You fought the dogs? You are
so much scared of them yourself.”
Ajoba asked rather surprised.

“When in a tough situation,
the strength comes from within.”
Aaji smiled.

“Ajoba, at that time | felt Mani
Aaji resembled Rani Lakshmi Bai
who fought the British alone. Re-
member that story we read? Is that
why you often call her ‘The modern-
day Man...kar...ni...ka"?”

“Absolutely! That’s Rani Lakshmi
Bai’s maiden name, which by the
way, is also your Mani Aaji’s real
name... Mankarnika!”

-Prachi Mokashi

mokashiprachi@gmail.com
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