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Short Changed 
Vanti’s breaths came short and quick, and 
sweat coated her palms as she entered the 
small house. Today was the day. All twenty of 
her classmates packed the room. Most of 
them were women, but there were a few men 

as well, and all had come straight from work-
ing in the fields. Dirt and dust from 
the too-dry ground caked their feet 
and clung to their clothes. Some wore 
scarves, and others were bareheaded. 
Sweat plastered their hair, and many 
sat slowly, eyes half closed as if they 
would fall asleep any moment. But today was 
too important for that. Even as the last men 
and women trickled into the room, the sleepi-
est perked up and paid close attention to the 
man near the front. He drew her 
attention, as well.  
 
The man congratulated them for 
their hard work over the last 52-
weeks and began to call out names 
and hand out small pieces of paper 
to the men and women who walked 
forward to claim them.  
 
At last, he called Vanti’s name, and 
she hurried forward to receive her 
paper. Red trim surrounded five 
beautiful words: ‘Vanti, Adult Litera-
cy Class Graduate.’ For a long moment, she 
did nothing but stand and stare at those 
words until the next person called tapped on 
her shoulder and pushed past her without 
waiting. Someone hissed a word she would 
never have repeated in front of her children 

as Vanti hurriedly backed away and 
stepped on the foot of the man behind 
her. Apologizing profusely, she contin-
ued to back away, bumping into     
another class member who had      
already received her paper. Sai , that’s 
the name Vanti remembered, smiled, 
and held up her certificate of gradua-
tion. 
 
“Exciting, isn’t it?” 
 
“Yes! Now I can read, and write, add 
and subtract and there is no one who 
can stop me!” They shared a laugh and 
made their way over to the entrance.   
 
“I know. I can hardly believe it myself. 

You should have seen my granddaugh-
ter's face when I read the signs for her 
in the marketplace. She could not be-
lieve I could understand the letters, 

like the ones in fancy clothes. She 
thought it was magic, sweet thing. 
What will you do now that you can 
read?” 
 
“I think I’ll go shopping.” 

 
“A wise idea. I might join you and bring my 
granddaughter so you can finally meet her.” 

 
The next morning, Vanti set out to plow 
more fields. Tired, dirty, and somehow light-
er than she had ever felt, she made her way 
to the market. Even at this late hour, there 
were many merchants still hawking their 
wares. She looked around for some time but 
did not see Sai, so she decided to start with-
out them. Vanti went from booth to booth, 
rationing her money to buy what she need-
ed. It was at the last booth where the trou-
ble started.  
 
“I would like some rice.” 
 
“Ah, some rice. Well now,” said the mer-
chant, “that will cost you about five rupees 
for…” He paused and held out a handful 
which he set carefully on a clean burlap rag. 
“About this much.”  
 
Vanti checked her remaining coin and count-
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ed up the  total 
before removing 
five rupees from 
her hand. That was 
all she had left ex-
cept for the two still 
clutched tightly in 
her fist. She handed 
the five rupees over to the merchant who 
took them and then glanced back down at 
her. 
 
“I believe I said five. You’re a bit light.” 
 
“That is five, sir.” 
 
“How would you know? Are you trying to 
cheat me? There are only three coins 
here.” He let his voice carry loud enough 
so that others in the market began to turn 
their way and watch the confrontation. 
 
Vanti snatched her rupees out of his hand 
and began to count them as she laid them 
back out on rice stand.  
 
“Two, four, five.” 

When she finished counting, one single-
rupee piece and two two-rupee pieces lay 

face up on the merchant’s stand. 
 
“I gave you five rupees. Now, where is 
my rice?” 
 
A low murmur passed through the 
market as many of the other women 
out that night whispered in astonished 
conversation.  
 
The merchant looked around and fixed 
her with a glare before lowering his 
voice. “Don’t play stupid with me,  
lady. You can’t count. People like you 
never can. Now, give me those       
rupees.” He reached for her clenched 
fist, but she drew back. 
 
“Return my money, and I will get my 
rice from a more reputable              
merchant.” 
 
“How dare you, woman!” His face 
went from red to purple, and he rose 
from his seat and took a step in her 
direction. 
 
“Hey!” The woman’s yell stopped him 
in his tracks. He turned to find the 
source and his blood drained from his 
face as he saw the other women shop-
pers gathering in a circle around him. 
One stepped forward and inserted 
herself between him and Vanit. 
 
“You leave her alone! Can’t you see 
you’ve been beaten? Give her the 
rice!”  

 
“Wait a minute! This woman is trying to rob me! 
She tries to buy rice with less than the amount I 
asked.” 
 
His voice was drowned out by the crowd as women 
all over the market began to shout. 
 
“Give her the rice!” 
 
“Leave her alone!” 
 
“Stop short changing her! Or can’t you count?” 
 
“Sir, I have already paid.” She tapped the three 

coins laid out on the counter. “That is five rupees.” 
 
“Fine.” Replied the merchant, looking very much 
deflated. He motioned to the growing crowd. 
“There’s no need for that. I’ll give her the rice.” 
 
The crowd cheered as Vanti tied up the rag like a 
miniature sack and started on the way home. She’d 
hardly walked a quarter of the distance when she 
saw Sai heading toward her.  
 
“What happened? I heard something.” 
 
“Oh, nothing much, but stay away from the rice 
merchant. He’ll try to shortchange you.” 
 
“Noted. Oh, by the way, have you met my grand-
daughter? This is my friend Vanti. Say hello, Sabi.” 
 
Often women grow up only learning manual labor, 
illiterate, and cannot count money in the market-
place or read the destination placard on the bus, 
so they know where the bus is going. We have an 
excellent one-year training course that will take a 
woman from illiterate to the 5th grade level in 
reading, writing, math, plus hygiene training. The 
classes are often taught in groups of twenty or 
more in the evening after they finish work for the 
day. In addition to being set free from the con-
fines of illiteracy, students hear the hope of the 
Gospel.  
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