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  Preface




  After passing through serious crises in life and gaining stability, human nature begins to long for every comfort, one normally desires.




  An honest and simple minded person continues to regret a crime committed in a state of emotional frenzy, for the rest of the person’s life and confesses it when an opportunity becomes available, although none else is aware of the person’s involvement.




   




  Unless a woman is a mother, a daughter or a sister, a man always cherishes a latent desire towards her. The body has a strange power to arouse a sex starved person to induce his mind to accept, what he once rejected; an accidental feminine contact might force him renounce everything else and run back to one whom he publicly rejected but latently desired.




   




  Confronted with a situation, a person might behave in a manner quite different from what he might have imagined capable of; in retrospect, he himself might be surprised at his behavior.




  **************




  Chapter 1. Conflicts of perceptions




  Some people are born unlucky. Some are not only born unlucky but carry their misfortune with them, to also haunt others in their proximity. Chayadevi was one such woman. Her father died after a brief illness soon after she was born. With the meager property they possessed, her mother brought her up with great difficulty and wanted to get her married early. The village elder, who appeared to be sympathetic to her, took advantage of her situation. He proposed an alliance in spite of being fully aware that the groom had a hole in his heart and was in such poor health that he was unfit for marriage. The mother trusted the village elder and fell into his trap. The groom sickened to death within two years. Widowed Chayadevi returned to her mother in Chiriwada.




   




  Seethapathy was a fairly busy advocate in Sreepuram. His wife Sumathi was also a native of Chiriwada. Although she was fairly older to Chaya, they used to play and spend time together as children. Sumathi used to go to Chiriwada every two or three years and was dismayed to see the deteriorating plight of Chaya. Sumathi was kind hearted and used to render all possible assistance to her childhood friend. People imagine that accidents happen only in busy cities. Accidents do occur wherever cursed souls, the very embodiments of misfortune, happen to be present. A bullock cart spun out of control, dashed against Chaya’s mother and killed her instantaneously. Chaya’s last pillar of support was razed to the ground. The tenant farmers started evading giving her the agreed amount of produce, year after year, citing one pretext or the other. Her small reserves of rice and money did not last long. Many times, she had to go without food or had to reconcile with a partial meal once a day. She had no one to look up to and nothing to look forward to. She often wanted to put an end to her life but somehow, resisted the temptation. Fortunately for her, Sumathi happened to go to Chiriwada on her usual visit. Finding Chaya in such a miserable and desolate state, she was moved to tears. She took pity on Chaya’s plight and brought her to Siripuram, without even informing Seethapathy. He was surprised at her bold decision but sympathized and cooperated with her. Chaya remained very grateful to the family and assisted it in every possible way. She took charge of the kitchen. She maintained and organized the house. She did not allow Sumathi to exert herself in anyway but took over every domestic job and completed it herself. She endeared herself to both Sumathi and Seethapathy who began to treat her as a member of their family and as their own daughter.




   




  Sumathi’s good luck was not destined to last long. She was unwell for two days and on the third day she experienced pain and stiffness in the jaws. On the fourth day it worsened and on the fifth day, while she was being taken to the hospital, she expired. It was too sudden, too premature and too tragic for Seethapathy and Chaya. She strongly felt that Sumathi’s death was a result of her indiscretion of giving shelter to an unfortunate, cursed and condemned being like herself. She was convinced that she was a contagion of misfortune. She blamed herself incessantly for Sumathi’s death and sank into depression. She also considered putting an end to her life. Seethapathy consoled and convinced her that she was in no way responsible for the death of Sumathi. On the contrary, he reassured her that her presence was a great source of strength and support in those trying times. However they could not recover from the shock for quite some time. During that period of shared distress, the bonds of intimacy between them strengthened further. Gradually they compromised with fate and returned to their normal routines.




   




  Human nature is strange and unpredictable. After somehow climbing out of the deep abyss of helplessness, distress and misery and after remaining stable for some time, it tends to forget the painful past and begins to long for every pleasure, comfort, happiness and wellbeing like any normal individual. Desires that remained dormant and suppressed acquire a life of their own and begin to urge their fulfillment unmindful of the fact that one could not have even imagined anything like that in the past phase of one’s life. Human nature has another characteristic also. As long as things happen mechanically and systematically, it does not pay much attention towards them. It is only when some impediment occurs in the routine, its attention is aroused and it works out ways and means or looks for devices to surmount the impediment or to discover alternatives.




   




  In about two years Seethapathy stabilized himself and regained the level of his professional practice. Chaya remained a great help. She managed the household for him. He considered her a God given daughter. But a daughter she was! That kept reminding him of his responsibility. She was still young and had several years of active life ahead of her. He felt that it was his responsibility to find her an understanding husband who would take good care of her. He had been making some efforts in that direction. He was reticent by nature. He was not sure what Chaya herself was thinking in that regard. He felt shy and hesitant to broach the topic with her and kept his thoughts to himself. She had her own dreams and visions which began to take shape sometime ago and were consolidating gradually. She was waiting for an opportunity to ascertain the situation and advance in her plans. Only one detail was keeping her from being a full-fledged member of the household. Can’t that be worked out?




   




  Seethapathy used to wake up early in the morning. After tidying himself up, he used to go to the dining hall. Chaya gave him a cup of coffee. After that, he used to go for a walk, unless there was some important hearing that day for which he had to refresh his argument; in that case, he went to his study. Around ten he had his meals and then went to the court. After returning from the court in the evening he bathed again, had his tiffin and coffee. Occasionally he had some work to be attended to and used to go out. Otherwise, he used to settle in his office room. During this period, his clients came to meet him. Depending on the pressure of work, he had his dinner around nine and went to his study to prepare for the next day’s work. After that he went to bed. The routine was back to what it always was, except for the fact that Chaya was now attending to all those household duties which Sumathi used to attend to.




   




  However, in the recent past, he did not always remain in the office after returning from the court. His body was frequently reminding him of the physical intimacy with his wife he had been missing for the past more than two years. In the beginning he dismissed it as an aberration and tried to regain composure. The urge became stronger and stronger and was beginning to dominate his mind with growing intensity. He tried hard to control it but it was a losing battle. He enrolled in the ‘New Club’ expecting that spending free time in a relaxed carefree environment with people at the club might relieve the intensity of his physical urge. However, the explicit dances and the ambient atmosphere of the club just did the opposite. Some women had the extraordinary talent of spotting and reading the minds of persons like Seethapathy. The club also had provision of a few rooms where people could meet privately. Seethapathy started frequenting the club, spending more time there and returning late to the house. Chaya had her suspicions but did not dare question him. After all, what was her position in the house?




   




  When Seethapathy was not in the house, because Chaya was the only other resident, she had to answer clients or visitors who came to meet him. The office room was on the other side of the hall and opposite to the dining hall and kitchen. The hall opened into the backyard. She was sitting in the hall looking at some newspaper. Venkatarao arrived and demanded “Where is lawyer uncle?” He was about twenty five but the teenage shades still persisted in him. He was the son of Kesavarao, who started from scratch and built up a considerable property by the sweat of his brow, his perseverance and his discipline. He was distressed to find his son easy-going, callous and unconcerned about his future. He also fell into bad company. No amount of paternal advice was able to mend his ways. Vexed with the son, the father restricted his allowance and as a final resort, wrote out a will earmarking a very small portion of the property to him. Venkatarao was furious at his father. He replied, “My father did not give me anything to start my life with. I had to fend for myself and create room for my two feet to stand upon. That was the hardest thing to do. You are fortunate. You have something to start your life with. Go ahead and prove yourself”. Venkatarao was scared out of his wits. He protested, pleaded and shouted at his father but his father did not budge. Seethapathy and Kesavarao were friends. Venkatarao did not find his father so tough and unsympathetic, ever before. He was sure that his father was being advised by his lawyer friend. So he used to go to Seethapathy often to request him to advise Kesavarao to change the will to enable Venkatrao get his rightful share. Chaya sometimes heard him talk to Seethapathy but did not have an occasion to talk to him. Because of his familiarity, he used to call Seethapathy “Lawyer uncle”.




   




  C: He is not in the house.




   




  V: No? This is the third time I am coming. I don’t understand why he is dodging me like this. Where did he go to?




   




  C: I have no idea.




   




  V: So you don’t want to tell me!




   




  C: How should I know why, when and where he went? People don’t even inform their wives when they go out.




   




  V: He can’t escape from me with his lawyer’s tactics. I am determined to meet lawyer uncle today and settle the issue.




   




  C: He is due any moment. Please wait in the office.




   




  She opened the door of the office room and switched on the lights. Venkatarao followed her and sat in a chair. She handed him a newspaper and left. He browsed through the newspaper for a while, folded it up and threw it on the table. He was agitated and restless. He got up from the chair and began to pace up and down the room.




   




  Chaya was inside the kitchen. Another visitor Rajani entered looking for Seethapathy. She saw the lights in the office room and entered. She was a dancer at the New Club. The level of intimacy between her and Seethapathy had perhaps increased to such an extent that she took the liberty to come directly to his residence. Her dress, her mannerisms and her very personality betrayed the type of woman she was. She tried to strike up a conversation with Venkatarao and said “Hello”. He looked blankly at her and sat in a chair. She also sat in another chair and asked “Is Mr. Seethapathy not at home?”




   




  V: No.




   




  R: Where did he go?




   




  V: How the hell should I know?




   




  She was startled but took it in her stride. “Forget it. It is alright if you don’t want to tell me.”




   




  Venkatarao ignored her provocative remark and went back to his newspaper. After a while she said “My name is Rajani”. He did not lift up his face from the newspaper but said “I see”. She was not the one to let go so easily. Unmindful of his attitude she continued, “The race course is agog that ‘Merry Weather’ is sure to win the Governor race. But Sarala is banking on ‘Ruby’ and staked a fortune on her. As far as I am concerned, I trust ‘Red Rose’ but none other. I like that name immensely. All the three have a good track record… What is your opinion?




   




  V: What opinion?




   




  R: Which do you think would win?




   




  V: Win what?




   




  R: The Race, of course!




   




  V: What race?




   




  R: What!! So, I have been merely wasting my breath all the while! Tomorrow is the day for Governor’s Cup Race at Sreelakshmi Stadium.




   




  V: I don’t go to horse races.




   




  R: You don’t? Then where would you go? People from all corners of the state and every metropolis in the country come to witness those races. The cream of the society is sure to be there in full attendance.




   




  V: I am an ordinary person. I have no interest in such things.




   




  R: You do not know what a golden opportunity you are letting down through your fingers. The pleasure and excitement have to be experienced and enjoyed. They can’t be described. Make up your mind and attend tomorrow’s races for once, I would wager, if you would ever miss a race in the future.




   




  V: I have more important work to be attended to.




   




  R: Oh work! Everyone will always have something or the other to be attended to.




   




  V: (Sarcastically) Really!




   




  R: (Ignoring his remark) Of course! These days another responsibility also descended on my shoulders. I was requested to collect donations for the extension work at Gandhi Girls School. Shall I come to your house?




   




  V: To our house?




   




  R: Why are you so scared?




   




  V: It is nothing.




   




  R: There is only one girls’ high school in our town. The accommodation is insufficient. The furniture is in poor shape. Facilities, especially for games are much below par…




   




  V: -For heaven’s sake! Will you please keep quiet and let me have some peace of mind? Take my contribution and leave me alone. (He handed over a currency note.)




   




  Rajani was very surprised. After some time, she asked “What picture is being shown at ‘Paradise’ today?” He banged the newspaper in his hands on the table and rushed out saying “I can’t remain here one second more!” Hearing the commotion, Chaya went towards the office room. He stopped on seeing her and said “Please tell lawyer uncle that I would meet him later”.




   




  C: What is your name?




   




  V: Venkatarao




   




  C: I think it is regarding the Will.




   




  V: Yes yes! Did the lawyer uncle do anything about it?




   




  C: I don’t know.




   




  V: Did my father come here?




   




  C: Who?




   




  V: Mr. Kesavarao




   




  C: Yes, he did.




   




  V: What did he say?




   




  C: He did not speak to me. He spoke with the lawyer. Please ask him.




   




  V: Of course, I surely will.




   




  He walked out briskly. Meanwhile Rajani came out of the office room. On seeing her, Chaya remarked “You too must have come to meet the lawyer?”




   




  R: Yes. When is he expected?




   




  C: He is expected any time now.




   




  R: I thought of meeting him at the court itself. But I thought that it would be appropriate to meet him here.




   




  C: If you come in the morning, you can surely meet him.




   




  R: By the time I wake up and get ready, it is already time for school. Mr.Seethapathy would also be busy preparing to go to the court.




   




  C: So, you are a teacher.




   




  R: Yes I work at the girls’ high school in Gandhinagar. Actually I have come on behalf of my school to invite Mr.Seethapathy to be the chief guest at the Independence Day function at our school.




   




  C: Mr.Seethapathy is sure to oblige. He likes to participate in such functions.




   




  R: Then we are lucky. You too should attend the function. I cordially invite you on behalf of our school.




   




  C: Thanks! But it won’t be possible for me. The household work itself takes up all the time.




   




  R: Do you also reside here?




   




  C: Of course. Mr.Seethapathy is my brother-in-law. I am a distant cousin of his wife.




   




  R: I see!




   




  C: (Hands over the newspaper to her) Excuse me. I have some work to be attended to, in the kitchen.




   




  R: That’s alright. Please go ahead.




   




  Chaya departed into the house. Rajani kept the newspaper on the table and kept examining the room with curiosity. She got up and began looking at the hangings on the walls and other objects in the room. After some time Seethapathy returned home carrying some papers and still immersed in his thoughts. As he was stepping into the hall, he noticed lights in the office room. Wondering who could be waiting for him there, he turned towards the office room and stepped in. He was startled to see Rajani there and remarked “Is that you, Rajani!”




   




  R: Of course, it is indeed Rajani. Why are you startled?




   




  S: I am pleasantly surprised, that’s all.




   




  R: Mechanical remark from the tip of your tongue! Can’t I see through you?




   




  S: Rajani! How did you locate our house?




   




  R: Is it so difficult? Where there is a will there is a way.




   




  Sitting down in his chair he said “Come now! Tell me all the news.”




   




  As he looked at Rajani from his chair he noticed that the office door was wide open. He got up, closed the door softly and returned to his seat. When clients met the lawyer, the office door would usually remain open. Chaya knew that Rajani was in the room and therefore became curious as to why he was closing the door. She quietly doubled up close to the office room to overhear the conversation, if possible.




   




  R: Do I have to tell you? Apparently, you have plenty of other resources.




   




  S: So, the lady is jealous and is spitting out her anger on me.




   




  R: What else can a helpless woman do?




   




  S: Rajani! What is the matter with you? What happened?




   




  R: You are asking me! Me? You are the focus of my happiness, my future and my entire existence. It was three days ago that you met me. You promised to meet me at the races yesterday. I have been looking at everyone that entered but you were not among them. You told me that you would meet me at four this evening but conveniently forgot all about it.




   




  S: Believe me Rajani! It is the pressure of my work that was responsible for all my lapses.




   




  R: These days New Club appears to have become the headquarters of your work.




   




  S: What do you mean?




   




  R: Aren’t you coming from the club now.




   




  S: Yes, I am.




   




  R: Perhaps, Sujatha had to go somewhere else today.




   




  S: (Laughing) So, that is your suspicion. Sujatha is a witness in a case I am now dealing with.




   




  R: Since when have lawyers begun meeting their witnesses at the clubs?




   




  S: She is a witness of the opposite party. I had to gather some important information from her privately.




   




  R: You are, after all a lawyer. It is child’s play for you to spin up stories.




   




  S: You may go and check with Sujatha herself. She happens to be a dancer at the club and if I casually met her at the club, I thought that it would not excite any notice. This is no story. It is real, believe me.




   




  R: What else can I do!




   




  S: Rajani! Please bear with me. These days I am very busy. Do you think that I can tolerate not meeting you for so many days? Even if I had the slightest opportunity, I would have come to you.




   




  R: Perhaps you are telling the truth. However I feel frightened.




   




  S: What! Why do you feel frightened?




   




  R: I fear that I might lose you; my sole source of support and my very future.




   




  S: You silly! You need have no such fear. You are the queen of my heart and would ever remain so. I have decided long ago. You can rest assured.




   




  R: Then what is all this delay about?




   




  S: What delay?




   




  R: Why should I remain away from you in my house when we have accepted each other as partners for the future life? When our bodies and souls were united why should we live separately?




   




  S: It is for the sake of the society in which we live. If we go against the norms and traditions of the society we belong to, it ridicules and torments us endlessly.




   




  R: It means that our lives should continue to be spent separately for ever, as of now.




   




  S: That was not what I meant. Let us wait for some time till the people get used to our relationship and things fall into place.




   




  R: How?




   




  S: If we rush through too soon, all sorts of uncharitable inferences would be drawn. After a time society would get used to our relationship. Then no one would bother what we do.




   




  R: What we propose to do is nothing so unusual or unique.




   




  S: Yes, but caution is essential. Society will just be waiting for an opportunity to ruin our wellbeing and happiness.




   




  R: You are only making up something to console and appease me for the time being.




   




  S: Rajani! Look deep into my eyes. You yourself would realize how much I love you. Because you are a woman you could openly say what you felt. I can’t. This is all the difference.




   




  R: Of what use is the love which trembles with every flutter of the wind?




   




  S: Please Rajani! Think carefully. If you come and remain with me now, what would people think?




   




  R: What is there to think? We will marry publicly and I will come home with you as your wife.




   




  S: Marriage is not such a simple proposition. Society is not sufficiently cultured or large-hearted to understand human beings for what they really are. I have also been thinking about it for quite sometime. I have not yet been able to figure out how and when we should do it.




   




  R: By the time you come to a conclusion it would be too late and futile. You don’t have to try hard to conceal your real intention. You are cleverly trying to remove the bush of thorns that your feet got entangled with.




   




  S: Rajani!! Please understand me. Don’t misunderstand me.




   




  Chaya was not a little surprised to hear portions of the conversation that seeped through the closed door. It was for the first time she was able to learn about a different facet of his personality. Although she had her suspicions, she did not have any proof or evidence for it. After her initial shock passed off she began to feel happy to find that he was likely to be amenable to fall into the trap of her designs. Until then she was unsure and hesitant to talk to him about her desire and plan. Now she felt reassured and hopeful. She felt somewhat restless, perhaps jealous and wanted to end their meeting before the situation escalated. She went to the door and said “Dinner is ready Mr.Seethapathy”. He answered from his seat “I will be there in a minute”.




   




  R: I will take leave now.




   




  S: Wait a minute, Rajani.




   




  R: What for? Earlier there used to be a flicker of hope. Now even that seems to have disappeared.




   




  S: You are talking strangely Rajani. You are like a different person. I am unable to understand you.




   




  R: Yes. How can you? Every woman has a knack to understand the latent meaning of what a man says. If she is clever enough she can also read his feelings… Who is she?




   




  S: She is Chaya, my sister-in-law.




   




  R: I see!




   




  S: She is Sumathi’s distant cousin. They both belong to Chiriwada. Her family is very poor. She has been very unfortunate in her life. She has no one to take care of her…




   




  R: -Not anymore!




   




  S: What?




   




  R: Does she reside here?




   




  S: She resides in the room on the south side.




   




  R: Of course! She is your relative.




   




  S: Yes … why are you asking about her now?




   




  R: For no reason at all! I have been talking to her before you arrived. That was why I asked you about her.




   




  S: What did you talk about?




   




  R: Nothing in particular. By the bye, I told her that I have come to invite you to be the chief guest at the Independence Day celebration of the Gandhinagar Girls School. Please remember that.




   




  S: Wonderful! There is no school in Gandhinagar. Gandhi Girls School is in Nayanagar.




   




  R: Well, it is up to you to resolve that tangle. I think I should really be going now.




   




  S: Wait a minute, Rajani. It would have been better if you could peep in and perceive the conflict raging within my conscience. I am forty five. Society will ridicule me if I married a girl of twenty, twenty five. It does not realize that it is the body that ages but not the feelings and aspirations.




   




  R: The cow dies by the time the grass grows.




   




  S: I will never let that happen. I give you my word of honor that whenever I marry, you and you alone would be my bride.




   




  R: (Happily) Your promise uplifts my spirits. I have no other care. Such resolutions brook no delay. Delay turns nectar into poison.




   




  S: There are some problems to be taken care of. Please give me a few more days….It is getting really late now.




   




  R: Yes dear, I know.




   




  S: I will come and meet you tomorrow evening without fail; believe me.




   




  R: What else can I do? Hope is a stable support to lean against.




   




  Both came out of the room. He bade her good-bye and went into the hall where Chaya had been waiting for him. He was still thinking of Rajani. Looking at him, Chaya said “What is disturbing you so much Mr.Seethapathy?”




   




  Suddenly recovering from his thought process he said “Oh! It is nothing.”




   




  C: You have already been very late in coming home. If the meeting was so important, you could have spoken to her after dinner.




   




  S: I just made a casual remark about her School. She began to talk and talk endlessly, about all their problems. Even now, it was my persuasion that made her leave.




   




  C: Is that so! Let her come next time, I will send her away from the entrance itself.




   




  S: No, no! Please don’t do that! She will be hurt. It is interesting to listen to their problems and programs but today, I am tired due to pressure of work. My head is beginning to ache.




   




  C: Poor dear! There is no one to look after your health.




   




  S: Don’t worry Chaya. I am alright.




   




  C: Why do you need to struggle so hard? Don’t exert yourself beyond limit.




   




  S: The nature of some cases is such that one might have to work hard for hours on end. But there is a thrill and satisfaction at the end of the day.




   




  C: God knows! Would sister Sumathi have kept quiet if you continuously indulged in such heavy taxing work! She was not fortunate enough to enjoy the fruits of your labor and you were unfortunate to have been deprived of the pleasure of her company and of her services.




   




  S: Yes indeed! Sumathi used to be obsessed with my wellbeing and had been keeping a constant vigil over me, unmindful of her own comforts and strain.




   




  C: That’s right! At this stage in your life, you need someone who takes complete care of you affectionately. It is high time you remarry.




   




  S: Me!!




   




  C: Yes Mr.Seethapathy. Please listen to me.




   




  She was drifting closer to him as she spoke. Her advance was arrested by the sudden arrival of Rajani who said “Excuse me I forgot my handbag in my haste. I have come to retrieve it. I thought that you were having your dinner. (Then she flung a meaningful remark) Perhaps your hunger is getting satiated here itself”. So saying she went to the office room and returned with her handbag. Chaya and Seethapathy remained transfixed. With a mischievous smile, Rajani waved them both good bye.




  

  




  Chapter 2. Trials and disappointments




  With the sudden demise of Sumathi, Chaya felt that her life which was beginning to brighten up, went back to a square one. She felt as if she was dropped from the summit of a cliff into the bottom of an abyss. In the absence of the person who brought her along, she was not sure what her position in the house was going to be like. However, Seethapathy had no second thought about the matter. He felt that he should discharge the obligation Sumathi took upon herself and not jeopardize Chaya’s life. Moreover, she merged with the family so well that the thought of sending her back never occurred to him. He was very sympathetic and affectionate towards her. Each was a source of strength for the other in getting reconciled to the tragedy and to get back to normal life.




   




  For the past few months Chaya had been thinking about her future. What if some misfortune suddenly gobbled him up? What if he did not continue to feel obliged to take care of her? A fleeting thought occurred to her which she dismissed immediately. The same thought kept returning until she softened and took serious note of it. Now she was beginning to feel that it was the best possible solution to her situation. She has been residing in the same house as a family member. She was also taking care of the dog just like Sumathi did. She was attending to every need of Seethapathy, except one. Why not they marry each other? Such marriages are quite common and socially acceptable. She was not sure what he felt in this matter. She was afraid to broach the topic because any misstep could deprive her of the shelter she was enjoying, thanks to the kindness and benevolence of Sumathi.




   




  Seethapathy was also thinking about Chaya’s future. By an unusual and sudden circumstance she happened to land herself in their house. By her exemplary behavior and intense feeling of obligation she endeared herself to both of them. Seethapathy always treated her with consideration, kindness and affection. He felt that he should do to her all that he would have done to his own daughter. He felt that it was his responsibility to find her a suitable husband. He started looking for alliances and was keen to get the marriage performed even before the expiry of the first death anniversary of Sumathi. Such a marriage was considered auspicious. However, he was unable to find a suitable alliance and had been continuing his search.




   




  Seethapathy considered himself to be a disciplined person. He did not have to struggle too much for anything in life. His legal practice was good enough to afford him a comfortable carefree living. He was married at a right time in his life and he never suffered from unfulfilled sexual urge. He was silently proud of the manner in which he was at peace with his life and living and felt that it was all due to his self-discipline. He did not realize the silent latent support he had been receiving unconditionally from his wife at every step and in every aspect of his life and living, which was in fact largely responsible for making his life carefree. Now that the support had vanished, he began to realize how fragile his self-discipline was. He wondered how even at that stage in life, the sexual urge which had been dormant in him, could become so strong that he was forced to succumb to it and seek fulfillment and relief outside societal norms. There was also one good aspect about the sexual urge. It gradually built up and dominated one to distraction but after it got satisfied, it ebbed off, remained dormant again for some time, thereby permitting the mind to overcome the stress and regain normalcy. This was a temporary phase of lull for Seethapathy. The mind could relapse into the crazy state anytime once again. He soon realized his situation and became angry with himself. He did not know how to get out of the mess he had created for himself with Rajani etcetera. He was trying to dodge the consequences with devices like false promises and evasions.




   




  Seethapathy felt that he was not exerting himself sufficiently hard in the matter of procuring a suitable alliance for Chaya. He resolved to concentrate more on the job. He still had no clue about her opinion in this regard and still felt constrained and hesitant to speak to her about it. He thought that once he could find a suitable person, he could tell her and there was no reason why she should have any reservation whatsoever.




   




  Chaya never imagined that Seethapathy was obliged to take care of her future. It was really magnanimous of him to have continued to provide her shelter even after the demise of Sumathi who brought her. Her future was solely her own responsibility now. But what could she do? The tenant farmers, who had completely stopped paying her share of produce since she left Chiriwada, could not be expected to behave differently even if she returned to the village. Perhaps they have tightened their hold on the property and might even claim it as their own. The village elders were elders only in name. They would be the first to grab any opportunity to exploit, especially in the case of a powerless single woman. Sumathi passed away very suddenly, even before Chaya could settle down completely. So far, she did not pay any serious attention to her future. Events seemed to be occurring so fast in her life that she was being pushed from one crisis to the next. It was only after the demise of Sumathi that the stark reality of her rudderless life became clear to her once again and now she began to think about her future seriously. Her education was rudimentary and she had no other skill to enable her earn her livelihood. She had no idea whether Seethapathy thought about her future or made any plan for it. Of course, it was too much to expect from him. Therefore she concluded that he was not doing anything in that regard and that it was for her to do what was required to be done. She wanted to proceed with her plan in two stages. She wanted to first persuade him to agree to get remarried. In the next stage she wanted to present herself as the best possible choice and hoped to clinch the deal.




   




  After listening to some portions of his conversation with Rajani that seeped through the closed door, Chaya became emboldened to start the process. She actually began to talk to him about his remarriage. Before she could present her argument, Rajani’s unexpected intrusion spoiled her effort. On several latter occasions she brought up the topic of his remarriage. At first he dismissed it out of hand but Chaya continued to press her argument. He replied that the essential purpose of marriage was already accomplished and that in any case, he was too old to think of a new marriage. He thought that she was unaware of the purpose of his frequent visits to places like the New Club. She replied that his present and his future were those phases of his life, when a wife and husband needed undivided attention and assistance of each other. He agreed that it would have been ideal if Sumathi continued to be at his side but that no one else could take her place. Then he lapsed into thoughts about her. On another occasion, Chaya again tried to persuade him to agree to remarry and said “Of course, Sumathi sister is irreplaceable. But what can we do? We can hardly quarrel with fate. We have to compromise and carry on with our lives. Life has its own demands. We can’t deny or postpone all those demands for all time to come. That is why people marry again and learn to get along with new alliances and arrangements”.




   




  S: I don’t need any such alliance or arrangement. You are here to look after the house. I have a profession to keep me engaged.




   




  Chaya was happy that his reply acknowledged her position in his life. She felt that her goal was just one step away.




   




  C: Yes, but for how long?




   




  S: Let us think of crossing the stream when we reach it.




   




  C: Why should we always allow events to overwhelm us? Sometimes we ourselves can overwhelm possible calamities.




   




  S: What do you mean?




   




  C: You admitted that the present arrangement is satisfactory. Why can’t we make it more secure and permanent?




   




  S: I don’t understand.




   




  C: I am Sumathi’s sister. I am attending to all domestic chores and managing the household as an adopted member of the family. Why don’t you make me the natural member of the family?




   




  S: How?




   




  C: It is very simple. It is a very common practice to marry the sister of the wife when the wife passes away. You can follow the practice and marry me.




   




  Seethapathy was so startled with her proposition that he jumped up from his seat shouting “What?” He was so upset that words refused to come out of his mouth. Chaya continued with her argument.




   




  C: What is so strange about what I proposed? After all, I have been living here as a member of the household for quite a long time. People are beginning to assume that we are husband and wife.




   




  Meanwhile Sethapathy was able to regain some control over himself and said “Stop, Stop, Stop! How did such a brazen idea get into your head?”




   




  C: I told you what I felt because I found nothing wrong with it. Moreover it is very common.




   




  S: From the day you stepped into the house, both Sumathi and I treated you like our own daughter. Whatever might have been our relationship I have never treated or looked at you in any other manner. Don’t entertain any tangled ideas. Remain here as you have always been.




   




  He moved away in a fit of emotion. She was not the one to mind the rebuff. She continued to plead with him whenever she could get an opportunity. Of course, she was treated like a daughter. Which itself meant that she was not a daughter. One could also say that she was treated like a sister. Because she was not his daughter or sister, he could start looking at her and begin treating her differently. He was not prepared to hear any plea in that regard; he had a closed mind on the matter. However, he began to look for a suitable alliance more vigorously. Even now, he did not inform her about his plans for her future.




   




  Kamalakar was an advocate who wanted to set up practice in Sreepuram. About two years ago, he met Seethapathy and offered to work as his junior. Seethapathy was uncomfortable to share professional responsibility with anyone else and was aware of this limitation. He did not work as a junior with any senior lawyer but built up his practice all by himself. He told Kamalakar that he was not taking any junior right then but that he was welcome to call on him any time for any consultation, assistance or guidance. Kamalakar went to Seethapathy sometimes for consultation and advice and because he was intelligent and hard working, he was able to build up a practice soon. He remained grateful to Seethapathy for the advice and help received from time to time. Seethapathy had a good opinion of him not only as an advocate but also as a human being. He was unmarried. Seethapathy spoke to him about Chaya and he promised to give the proposal a careful consideration. After hearing Chaya’s marriage proposal, Seethapathy again approached Kamalakar and requested him to hasten his decision.




   




  That day Seethapathy returned from the court and as usual, bathed and changed into home washed domestic dress. After taking tiffin and coffee served by Chaya he went into the office room and started looking into some files. Venkatarao barged into the office and stumbled into a chair exclaiming “I am lucky today to find you in your office, lawyer uncle!”




   




  S: Easy, easy! Take some breath and then talk.




   




  V: What did you do about my problem, uncle?




   




  S: What do you want me to do?




   




  V: You should get the will suitably altered by dad so that I get my legitimate share.




   




  S: Is it my property? How can I force your dad to follow my advice?




   




  V: Dad is sure to listen to your advice. You are his close friend.




   




  S: Aren’t you his only son? He might also listen to you.




   




  V: (Raising his voice) He won’t! And you very well know why.




   




  S: I see!




   




  V: Please don’t provoke me Mr. Seethapathy! It is not good for you. Please think well and carefully before you tender advice to your friends.




   




  S: Oh yes! I have no work other than giving free unsolicited advice to one and all!




   




  V: You are morally bound to get a will written which is fair to all. Please do not endanger yourself.




   




  S: Look here young man! Don’t get excited. His property is self acquired. He is free to do what he liked with it. If you follow his advice, perhaps he might give you a fair share.




   




  V: If he shows me wine and wants me to call it milk, should I call it milk?




   




  S: Yes, you should.




   




  V: I can’t do that.




   




  S: Then don’t do it.




   




  V: What about me?




   




  S: God knows.




   




  V: Why do you bring in a God whom we can’t see, when there are so many demons here, whom we can see?




   




  S: That is also true.




   




  V: My father is bed-ridden, off and on, for almost three years now. He might croak at any moment. Then it would not be possible to do anything.




   




  S: Why should anyone give you anything Venkat! God has given you a pair of hands and a pair of legs. You are also educated. What more do you need?




   




  V: Who would give me a job for my qualification, uncle!




   




  S: Why? There are several people in good jobs, with your qualification.




   




  V: They were lucky. They did not have a father like Mr. Kesavarao. Moreover, I have promised to help my friends. I have promised to help some organizations. I have to keep my word. Otherwise I would lose face.




   




  S: It is these friends and these organizations that have reduced you to this state! Did you have your father’s consent?




   




  V: Why should I? I too have a right over the property and a share in it.




   




  S: What property, Kesavarao’s property? You don’t have any right unless the property is given to you.




   




  V: How can he escape giving it to me? I am his only son. More stubborn people had to yield. I am still hoping that matters can be settled by persuasion. Otherwise I know how to get my fair share, in spite of advice and assistance of any number of lawyers.




   




  S: Go ahead! Good luck!




   




  V: How can you keep watching when a father is contemplating such gross injustice to his own son?




   




  S: Okay! I will close my eyes when it becomes too unbearable.




   




  V: (Banging the table) Beware! Before long you might have to close them permanently! (Toning down) Please Mr.Seethapathy, listen carefully. If you don’t get the will changed as I suggested to you, you may have to give up any hope for your life.




   




  Hearing the commotion, Chaya felt concerned and walked into the office.




   




  S: (Noticing Chaya at the door.) Oh! It is nothing. Venkat is anxious to go. Is tea not ready yet?




   




  C: It is almost ready. I will bring it in a moment.




   




  She went back into the house.




   




  S: Sit down Venkat! Don’t create a scene. A cup of tea will sooth your temper.




   




  Venkatarao had known Seethapathy from his childhood. Although Seethapathy was angry with him, he had also affection for him. He felt that his outburst was improper. He sat back in the chair. In a few moments Chaya brought them tea. Venkatrao gulped it down his throat as fast as he could and left.




   




  C: I was very much frightened. Why don’t you complain to the police?




   




  S: (Laughed) He is a foolish emotional brat. He will soon cool down and come back to his senses. I have known him since he was a child. He has always been like that.




   




  C: Last time he came, he was lamenting that the will his father wrote was very unfair to him. He also said that his father cut down his allowance drastically.




   




  Seethapathy was not paying much attention but was engaged in the file he was examining.




   




  C: Do you think that the will was unfair to Venkatarao?




   




  S: Who are we to judge what is fair and what is unfair? After all it is his self acquired property; whatever he does with it, is fair.




   




  C: But the only son deserves a better deal.




   




  S: Perhaps. Kesavarao feels that with plenty of unearned money at his disposal, his son is going astray into an undesirable lifestyle. He wants to salvage the situation.




   




  C: But his action only breeds and intensifies the feeling of enemity and hurt. Perhaps it would lead him father astray.




   




  S: What can we do? I have also advised him on several occasions to be more tactful and affectionate. People of our generation have strong notions that don’t change easily.




   




  His reply contained a message for her also which she did not fail to grasp. In spite of her repeated efforts, she could not succeed in persuading him to agree to remarry. She failed in the very first stage of her two phase strategy. What bothered her most was that he was rejecting her proposal not because he was disinterested in sex. She heard with her own ears that he was quite active outside the home. What she could not comprehend was why he was rejecting her in preference to a person like Rajani. Chaya became more determined not to give up her efforts until she prevented him from succumbing to persons like Rajani and until she succeeded in gaining him as her own husband. Seethapathy was not interested in marrying anyone but because he faltered a few times with Rajani and some others like her, he was trying to skillfully extricate himself from their grips, by doing whatever was necessary and appropriate for his ultimate objective. Chaya, who heard portions of what he spoke to Rajani in the office room, was left with a completely erroneous impression.




  Chaya began to realize that her pleadings and proposal were not having much influence on him. She wondered why Rajani was successful while she was failing although she was an infinitely better choice compared to Rajani and her likes. Chaya felt that she should also adopt some of their techniques, in order to succeed.




   




  One evening after returning from court and freshening up, Seethapathy took his tiffin and coffee and was proceeding towards the office room through the hall. Chaya who had been waiting in the hall went towards him and suddenly embraced him tightly. He was taken aback by that totally unexpected act and became speechless for a moment. He soon regained his senses, became furious, held her by her shoulders, separated her from the embrace and pushed her away saying “How could you be so shameless? I never expected a woman like you to behave in such an obnoxious manner”. The push felled her into a sofa.




   




  C: Perhaps it is an exclusive privilege of Rajani now.




   




  S: Rajani is a dancing girl who depended on her body for her livelihood. That is why she is not in my house; you are. If you behave like that once again, I would be forced to turn you out of my house.




   




  C: And bring the ‘Queen of your heart’ right into the house without any hindrance or impediment.




   




  S: So you have overheard our conversation in the office room.




   




  C: It is your house. You are free and welcome to do whatever you please where ever you like.




   




  S: Chaya! You are an innocent woman. Don’t look through colored glasses. Don’t entertain silly ideas. I am advising you in your own interest and for your own sake. I will never forget the obligation Sumathi took upon herself. Don’t imagine things. If I really wanted to marry Rajani or any other woman whole heartedly, there was never any impediment. Even if there was, I am not the type of person who would honor such niceties and give up or sacrifice my wish whatever might be the hurdles. In the context of some case, I had to meet her. That’s all.




   




  C: You are forgetting that you are talking to a woman. Do you imagine that I have not been noticing the two of you? Because I had confidence and faith in you, I didn’t bother much. Now it is crystal clear.




   




  S: I don’t care what you think.




   




  C: Yes. Why would you? But Mr.Seethapathy, I am neither so magnanimous nor as foolish as to allow someone else to enjoy what I fail to obtain for myself. I am not so incompetent to give up. As long as I am alive, I will ensure that Rajani can never enter this house nor ever be your wife.




   




  S: Your obsession has eclipsed your senses. You have gone crazy. There is no use talking to you now.




   




  He rushed out in a huff. She dropped into the sofa exhausted. She felt insulted and humiliated. Tears filled her eyes and began to overflow. She went into the house, tidied herself and returned, deep in contemplation. She paced up and down the room. She took the news paper looked at it for a while and dropped it down on the small table in front of the sofa set. She continued to pace up and down thinking hard about something. She drifted into office room she was obviously thinking of a strategy to gain her objective. Aimlessly she sat in one chair. Then she got up and after a few paces up and down, sat in Seethapathi’s chair.




   




  Be that as it may, she was also experiencing something else. It was her body. It was after a long long time that her body was in close contact with a male body. Her body was suddenly enraptured. Currents of joy and of anticipation tickled her body. She could neither understand nor comprehend completely what it was. She was no doubt married. But her husband was so sick that he was unfit for marriage. When he was slightly better, he tried to meddle with her body but always failed and ended up exhausted and breathless. Like most girls before marriage she too was unaware of the physical implication and meaning of marriage.. Her marriage was a mere ritual and was nothing more than nursing her perpetually sick husband who died slowly. Although she was no longer as innocent as she was at the time of her marriage, her body never had an opportunity to experience the pleasure of sex. Now her body was experiencing some unfamiliar feeling of pleasure which made her senses tingle. Whatever might have caused it, she seemed to be enjoying it. Moods and actions are not always guided by the mind. Sometimes it is the body which assumes total control. Chaya was gradually passing into that stage.




   




  Rajani who came to meet Seethapathy found that the lights were on, in the office room and entered the room expecting to find him there. She was a bit surprised to see Chaya there, instead.




   




  R: Good evening.




   




  C: (Recovering from her thoughts) Good evening. (She behaved as if she did not know the visitor) May I help you? What brings you here?




   




  R: I came to meet Mr. Seethapathy of course! (She was somewhat surprised by Chaya’s attitude) Perhaps you did not recognize me.




   




  C: No I didn’t.




   




  R: I work at Gandhinagar girl’s school as…….




   




  C: As?




   




  R: As a teacher, of course!




   




  C: I see!




   




  R: We already met earlier.




   




  C: Did we?




   




  R: Yes… A dispute has cropped up in regard to our farmland. The trouble is with the share-croppers. I wanted to consult the lawyer in that regard.




   




  C: Where is your farmland situated?




   




  R: They are at Ramnagar.




   




  C: Where exactly is this place?




   




  R: It is close to Vijayawada.




   




  C: Oh near Vijayawada! Perhaps it is towards the east.




   




  R: Yes yes! It is near Cheruvugutta.




   




  C: Cheruvugutta! I belong to the same village. Is Ramnagar beyond Cheruvugutta or before it?




   




  R: it is between Vijayawada and Cheruvugutta.




   




  C: I spent all my childhood in Cheruvugutta. But I have never heard about any village named Ramnagar in the neighborhood.




   




  R: I never visited those places therefore my knowledge about them is sketchy. The tenant farmers themselves bring me the produce annually.




   




  C: Don’t you realize Ms. Rajani that I am able to clearly see through the bundle of lies you are spinning?




   




  R: What!




   




  C: I know very well who you are. Your permanent real estate is what all God had granted your person at the time of your birth. You are a demon among women, one who is out to wreck happy and respectable families.




   




  R: Now! Hold your tongue Chaya! Behave yourself and keep to your limits.




   




  C: Easy Ms Rajani! Cool down, cool down. School teachers should not be provoked into anger so fast! I have been in this town for four years but do not know where a girl’s high school is located in Gandhinagar. Where is it situated Ms. Rajani?




   




  R: I don’t have to answer you!




   




  C: Perhaps you don’t know where the school is!! What a pity! How about your teacher’s job?




   




  R: I have nothing to do with you. I have not come here to talk to you or to quarrel with you.




   




  C: But this is our house. People who do not have anything to do with me need not come here… How long do you want to carry on this drama, Ms. Rajani? How long do you expect to throw dust into the eyes of the world and carry on this affair? It has crossed the limits of tolerance. If we don’t put an end to this right away, everything would be lost. As long as I am alive, if ever you step into the house once again under any pretext, you would be taught a good lesson you would remember for the rest of your life. Get out now and find some other place for your enterprise. This is a house where respectable people reside and which is visited by respectable people. It is not for the likes of you.




   




  R: Of course it is a place for clever and resourceful person to corner a lonely individual, display her charms day in and day out and overwhelm him to surrender … Yes, it is not for a person like me.




   




  C: Shut up! If you utter a single word more, I will thrash out your teeth from their roots.




   




  R: Perhaps you might be tempted to try, had this been your house. But this house belongs to Mr. Seethapathy. If your designs had the power and were destined to succeed, there would not have been such an inordinate delay in clinching the issue. The world is large and wide Chaya. Mr.Seethapathy is neither blind nor did he lose his sense of discrimination. It is I who have succeed in this competition.




   




  C: I am tickled to laughter at your benign self assurance. Although I am angry at you, I can’t help feeling pity for you and sympathize with your situation. You are a simpleton Rajani. One who would believe all false and deceptive promises made by a clever cunning person and fall into his trap. Yesterday, Seethapathy and I got married at the sub-registrar’s office.




   




  R: What!!




   




  C: That was why I called this our house. All your hopes and ambitions were no better than castles in the air. Heed my advice at least now. Settle down with some one else, before you age and lose your charm.




   




  R: (Almost in tears) Chaya!




   




  C: Seethapathy wanted to keep the marriage secret for sometime. Because I realized the miserable state you were in, I divulged the secret to you. Moreover I did not see any reason why the news should be kept secret.




   




  Rajani was overwhelmed with grief and was furious at the betrayal. She froze into silence. Chaya wanted to send Rajani away before Seethapathy arrived, but he returned home and walked right into the office room without their noticing him. He was surprised to see Chaya sitting in his seat.




   




  S: What are you doing in the office, Chaya?




   




  C: Nothing. Rajani has been waiting for you for a long time. Finding her all alone, I came to keep her company.




   




  S: Now I am here. Go and attend to your own work.




   




  Chaya left the office with a smile darting on her lips, saying “Sure!” After she left he asked Rajani “What brings you here at this odd hour?”




   




  R: Why? I have come at the right time.




   




  S: What?




   




  R: How long did you want to continue this game? Because I lacked experience in these matters, I have trusted you and believed everything you told me. With great expectation and hope I have sacrificed myself to you. I was foolish to have tried to quench my thirst in a mirage. You have wreaked my whole life and destroyed me. You have…




  S: -Wait, wait, wait! What did I do? I am unable to understand what you are accusing me of.




   




  R: How can you! It was not something that has happened by itself; you planned meticulously and did it. If you intended to marry someone so close to you, why did you have to tempt an innocent woman like me with all sorts of inducements and promises and then wreck my life? Of what use is your education, culture, status or age, if you fail to realize the poignant anguish to which you are subjecting an innocent woman, after exploiting her person? Now, I understand what a person could really be like. I could not see what really existed behind the mask of dignity, responsibility and sweet talk.




   




  S: Stop, Rajani, stop. I have done nothing to deserve this tirade against me. I really fail to understand what is bothering you.




   




  C: A cat closes its eyes when it drinks milk stealthily and assumes that the rest of the world also cannot see what it is doing. But the world is not blind Mr. Seethapathy.




   




  S: I am waiting for you to speak explicitly.




   




  R: Didn’t you both get married at the sub-registrar’s office yesterday?




   




  S: Who both?




   




  R: You and Chaya.




   




  S: (Laughs, fully relieved) Rajani, somebody is making a big fool of you.




   




  R: It is none other than God who created you and me. He made a big fool of me the very first time I met you.




   




  S: Someone has been exploiting your gullibility and feeding you with malicious misinformation.




   




  R: It is your life and you have every liberty to do what you like to do with it but why did you ruin my life?




   




  S: How did such a brazen idea get into your head?




   




  R: Why? What is so strange? Such alliances also have the stamp of tradition.




   




  S: Please Rajani, don’t say that! Chaya is a very unfortunate woman. She faced a series of tragedies too severe for her tender age. Sumathi took pity on her and brought her to our house. Right from the day she entered the house, both my wife and I treated her like our own daughter. I continue to do the same. Trust me.




   




  R: I don’t know any longer what to trust and what not to believe. The very ground under my feet is slipping away. I don’t care what Chaya passed through in her life or how you treated her or treat her now. Please don’t imagine that I am so tolerant or incompetent to allow someone else grab and carry away what belongs to me and only to me. I will ensure that none else can get to marry you if I can’t marry you myself.




   




  S: So you think that I married Chaya.




   




  R: Why should I doubt it?




   




  S: Where did you get this preposterous misinformation from?




   




  R: Why, would I believe if someone else told me? Chaya herself told me.




   




  Seethapathy became red and shook with rage.




   




  R: You did what pleased you and what you could. Now I will do what I can. You would soon know what I am capable of doing.




   




  She got up from the chair angrily and was about to step out.




   




  S: Hold on Rajani!




   




  He Sprang off his chair and physically restrained her. He turned towards the house and shouted, “Chaya! Chaya!”




   




  Cool and composed, Chaya entered the office and asked “Do you need something Mr. Seethapathy?”




   




  S: What have you been dinning into Rajani’s ears.




   




  C: Can’t you see for whose sake I had been doing that? I have been trying to protect you from evil forces.




   




  S: Having spent all my life, do I now have to depend on the protection and care of a mere woman? Do I look so helpless that I need to be taken care of by you? Anyway who gave you the right and authority to interfere in my personal affairs?
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