Chapter 21: The Marble

Chapter 21: The Marble begins with Dodo, a young boy, waking up in Ward C-1 of
Pennhurst, an institution filled with men who are each grappling with their own
struggles. His early days in the ward are a haze of confusion and pain, magnified by
the effects of the strong medication he is given. Transitioning from the comfort and
familiarity of his room above Miss Chona’s grocery store to the overwhelming, chaotic
environment of a ward with over two hundred men proves to be an incredibly
traumatic experience for Dodo. The harsh realities of his new life—surrounded by
strange patients and gruff attendants—instill in him a deep sense of fear and despair.
However, his immobility, due to a previous injury, spares him from the physical
violence and tumult of the ward’s daily chaos. This allows him the opportunity to form
a bond with another patient, a man known as Monkey Pants, who also faces his own

challenges in this difficult environment.

Dodo’s journey toward connection with Monkey Pants is slow and fraught with
difficulty. Despite being nearly deaf, Dodo and Monkey Pants begin to forge a unique
form of communication, relying on gestures and facial expressions to convey their
thoughts and feelings. At first, their attempts to understand each other are clumsy and
awkward, but as time goes on, they find that they can make themselves understood.
Monkey Pants, who remains a constant presence, becomes a source of support and a
beacon of light in Dodo’s otherwise bleak world. One of the most significant moments
in their developing friendship occurs when they come into possession of a blue marble.
The marble, which sparks memories of Dodo’s life before the ward, becomes a symbol
of hope and connection. The small, shiny object stands in stark contrast to the dark
environment of the institution, providing a brief, but much-needed, moment of joy for
both boys. As they spend more time together, Dodo’s depression begins to lift, and he

starts to feel a growing sense of optimism, fueled by the connection he shares with



Monkey Pants.

As the days go by, however, Dodo grows frustrated with the limitations of their
communication. The blue marble, which initially served as a point of connection,
becomes a source of confusion for Dodo as he tries to understand its significance. He
is determined to find out more about the marble’s origins, but the barriers of their
communication prevent him from doing so. This frustration leads to a breakthrough
moment when the boys establish a rudimentary code using the fingers of Monkey
Pants to map letters. This new system allows them to spell out words and form
sentences, enabling them to communicate more effectively. Through this simple but
ingenious method, Dodo learns that the marble was a gift from Monkey Pants’s
mother, a revelation that deepens their bond. This shared experience of discovering
the meaning behind the marble brings the two boys closer, offering them a sense of

partnership and a shared purpose amidst their otherwise lonely existence.

As the friendship between Dodo and Monkey Pants grows, the ward becomes a place
of both connection and danger. A new, menacing attendant arrives, and his presence
threatens the fragile sense of safety that Dodo has just begun to feel. The attendant’s
hostile demeanor and aggressive actions cast a shadow over the ward, creating a new
source of anxiety for Dodo and Monkey Pants. In a moment of instinctive caution,
Monkey Pants warns Dodo about the potential threat, heightening the sense of
urgency within the ward. Their growing friendship is tested as they face the harsh
realities of their environment together, navigating not only the physical dangers of the
ward but also the emotional and psychological challenges that come with living in such
a place. The relationship between the two boys, built on trust and mutual

understanding, becomes their lifeline in a world that is otherwise cold and unforgiving.

Throughout the chapter, the themes of resilience, the need for connection, and the
battle against isolation are poignantly explored. Dodo’s journey from fear and despair
to a sense of connection with Monkey Pants is a testament to the power of friendship
in overcoming adversity. The bond they share, formed through small gestures and the

shared experience of the blue marble, highlights the importance of human connection



in even the most dire circumstances. The institution, which initially seems like a place
of suffering and alienation, becomes a setting where two individuals can find meaning
and purpose through their friendship. In the face of danger and uncertainty, their
connection allows them to withstand the challenges of the ward, illustrating the
profound impact that emotional ties can have on one’s ability to survive and thrive.
The chapter serves as a powerful reminder of the strength of the human spirit and the

importance of companionship in the face of overwhelming odds.



