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  Foreword.




  “A girl’s quest for self-realization” is a translation of ‘Terachiraju’, a Telugu novel by Kavisamrat Viswanadha Satyanarayana, a recipient of ‘GyanPeeth’ award by the Government of India.




  
Chapter 1: Spellbound






  "Sweet scented breeze fluttering through the branches of Malaysian Sandalwood trees is rolling in




  




  Ferocious and poisonous breaths emanating from the cobras resting concealed in the crevices of the same Sandalwood trees are also rolling in simultaneously."




  




  That was the meaning of the lyric being sung on the stage.




  




  Although the auditorium was crowded beyond imagination, there was pin-drop silence. The melodious tune softly floated over, as if baby cobras were frolicking in divine ecstasy. The breeze seemed to stop in amazement to savor the exquisite beauty of the superbly rendered lyric. Even when air appeared to stand still, it would be in perpetual motion; otherwise the tune couldn’t reach the audience. Audibility was better in gentle breeze than in still air. People remained transfixed like mesmerized cobras. They had been waiting in joyous anticipation for that very moment. Finally it had arrived. It was like the gentle morning breeze rollicking over the wet green grass and like the fragments of cotton wool galloping across the rising full moon, just as its red tinge was fading out. The auditorium was a picture of still-life. The ecstatic tune so elevated the minds and enslaved the souls that people remained motionless and speechless, drowned in the sublime satiation of their senses. They experienced an unprecedented joy and blissful contentment. The melodious tunes unobtrusively sank into the inner recess of their consciousness. They regained their senses only after a while, but the experience left them with a lingering sense of sublime satisfaction and unclear astonishment at the state of their own minds.




  




  It was Vasanthi who rendered the beautiful lyric exquisitely. It was Saradhy who was responsible for creating that elevating experience. Saradhy was a consummate actor. Divine nightingales appeared to have settled within Vasanthi and lent her their voice. Her eyes twinkled with darting luminosity of nascent lovers. Her body reminded one of mint plants near the water front, with fresh soft tiny white flowers awash in the morning fog, swaying in the tender pre-dawn breeze. Her dress resembled a new moon night with protruding stars like Sukra and Bruhaspathy.




  




  Vasanthi got the lyric especially written and tuned for her, for the role of Mohini she was playing on that day. The play was “Mohini-Rukmangada”. Saradhy adorned the role of Rukmangada. The manner in which he entered the stage, his sophisticated bearing and his evocative looks created a flutter in the auditorium. The message of love he conveyed to Vasanthi through those looks, astonished one and all. Saradhy was the ultimate promoter of the dramatic excellence of the town. Vasanthi was ultimate repository of musical treasure of the town. They were transforming themselves into Rukmangada and Mohini. It was no surprise that Vasanthi was transforming herself into Mohini; it was incredible that Saradhy also transformed himself into Rukmangada. Saradhy was forty five. Everyone knew that he was a great actor. However, he never adorned the role of a romantic hero. He used to play roles of valor such as those of the heroes of Mahabharata, of Kings like Pratapa Simha or of Pouranic Rakshasas like Hiranyakasipu or Narakasura. He was the ultimate authority of the art and science of dramatics and was comparable to Bharata himself. It was rumored that the famous poet-duo Tirupathi-Venkata poets, rendered several episodes of the great Mahabharata epic into dramas, just for the sake of this stalwart. He was not merely an actor but he carried the entire drama on his shoulders. He was a lean person with an athletic body. His face did not betray even a trace of any grace or charm. His eyes were set deep and appeared to blink all the time. His cheek bones protruded high and his teeth prominently darted out of his large mouth. When you passed him on the street, you couldn’t help feeling the shadow of a bad omen. But when he became a Krishna, a Pratapa Simha or a Hiranyakasipu, nobody noticed any of those deformities. Then people were convinced that he was the de-facto Krishna, the de-facto Pratapa Simha or the de-facto Hiranyakasipu. Knowledgeable persons flew into raptures in his praise. Right from the beginning he was totally divorced from music and could hardly recognize a tune or a note. He rendered the poetry portion of his characters, not according to any accepted musical tradition, but according to his own tune and meter. If anyone else did it on the stage, the theatre would have been pulled down and set on fire. No body listened to his poetry for the sake of its musical finesse. People had great regard for the manner in which he paraphrased and interpreted the poem and for the new meaning his rendition would tend to evoke.




  




  That was Saradhy.




  




  Vasanthi was sixteen. For the past four years, she had been a member of the dramatic club. She was a musical prodigy. In the last four years during which her childhood gradually matured into ravishing youth, admirers and the town’s patrons of music continued to grow along with her. Her youth appeared to have added luster to her musical talent. It was often not clear whether the audience was swayed by the effervescence and flashes of her age or by the lilting notes of her sublime music.




  




  Six months ago there was a small talk that Vasanthi wanted to play the role of Mohini and that she was asking Saradhy to play the role of Rukmangada. He did not agree. As time went by many members began discussing the proposal. A decision was reached about a month ago. The town was a combination of strange and different attitudes. Its affection, its antagonism, its jealousy and its vainglory were unrelated to each other. Saradhy was greatly respected. Vasanthi was the darling of the town and enjoyed its affection like the town’s own child. Yet, some people thought that the two were physically related; some even claimed personal knowledge. Some said that they were like father and daughter and some smiled wryly as if to say “Alas! You know nothing”. People indulged aimlessly in such loose talk and baseless attitudes. Some would welcome and some actually desired to see such a relationship. But Saradhy was forty five and she, a mere sixteen. That was the catch.




  




  When Vasanthi initially proposed to Saradhy that he should play the role of Rukmangada while she would play the role of Mohini, he shrugged and made a grimace. It was his technique to snub further discussion. One loses heart and gets so demoralized by that gesture that one dared not bring up the topic ever again. But Vasanthi persisted. “You should play the role for my sake. I want to see how it would be like, if you play the role. People were saying that you could not play a romantic role. There could be no such role that you would be unable to play. Even in the drama of Prahlada, while you played the role of Hiranyakasipu, I noticed how you made a graceful romantic gesture towards Leelavathi. If you play this role, the world would come to know of your prowess. It is a strange world. It can not recognize great talent. Simply because someone does something well, people begin to conclude that he can only do that job well but has no knowledge of or expertise in any other task. It may be true of nine hundred and ninety nine out of one thousand. But there is one great soul. In his case, there is nothing impossible for him. This foolish world can’t recognize him.” Saradhy did not reply. Some days later she broached the topic once again. He continued to be silent.




  




  Members of the society were fretful of taking any proposal directly to Saradhy. He would never be angry with anybody but would display his resentment or displeasure by a facial expression or a derisive laugh. That was enough to put off anyone. He was no different with Vasanthi but that did not deter her; she never took him seriously.




  




  To start with, it was a zamindari village. Now it was no longer a village. It had developed into a small town. It was the residence of some zamindars. The bullock-cart tracks gradually became roads. Soon the cross-roads became a cart-stand. The village was surrounded by fertile fields, producing Virginia tobacco. Commerce picked up. Population increased. A college also sprang up. Eventually the village grew up into a small town. However it retained its earlier flavor and composition. Half the town depended upon the zamindar who was called and treated like a king. The other half was independent and adopted the customs and life styles of the British rulers. They were the service class professionals and students. However because of the mixed composition of the town, they too respected the advice of the zamindar to some extent. Sometimes persons entirely depending on the zamindar behaved as if they were under no obligation.




  




  The drama club of the town was famous far and wide. Not only people from neighboring towns and villages, but many from far off cities used to come and witness the society’s performances. If Saradhy selected a play for enactment, reputation of its author would spread across the land. There were several poets in the town; two were better known and accepted by the public. The zamindar never declared any of them court poet. In fact no one enjoyed that title. But each of the two claimed to be the sole court poet, described himself as such and argued about it endlessly.




  




  Vasanthi engineered a rumor that Saradhy decided to stage Rukmangada drama, that he would adorn the role of Rukmangada and that he was actively searching for a good script on Rukmangada story. Within a fortnight the town came up with many Rukmangada dramas. The two ‘Court poets’ also wrote the plays. One was Peravadhani and the other, Ranganadham. He was around forty while Avadhani was in his seventies. He was clever and tough. By praising and manipulating, he strengthened his position in the royal court. Ranganadham had greater influence among the educated and the service class. He managed to establish the notion among them, that he was a sensitive poet and that Avadhani was a listless poet.




  




  This situation came about because Saradhy quietly accepted Vasanthi’s suggestion. He never conveyed his decision orally or formally; it occurred within his mind. Members of the club behaved as if the decision to stage Rukmangada drama was already taken. They wondered how Saradhy would refuse any proposal by Vasanthi. What choice did he have? In fact, she did not force him at all. He refused openly when she initially made the suggestion. His acceptance of the rumor which she engineered was the result of some divine coordination between the physical and psychological processes occurring under fortuitous circumstances. Aware of imminent opposition, wise people cleverly use suitable soft conciliatory tactics to accomplish their purpose. Vasanthi also did likewise. To induce one to adopt these techniques, there has to be some compelling circumstance which fails to get expressed but remains mentally dormant within them. Both of them became aware of it but conditions were yet not conducive for it to reach the stage of explicit expression. When such a strange compelling circumstance, relating to the soul and pervading the mind, arises between two persons, it directly propels itself all the way leading into the performance of an event. The mind would have traversed subconsciously all stages leading to the decision event. That stage was reached when the script for the Rukmangada drama had to be selected.




  




  Ranganadham does not open his month in the presence of Avadhani. But Avadhani openly criticizes the writings of Ranganadham and abuses him. He tolerates this out of respect for Avadhani’s age. Any way there was nothing Ranganadham could have done. The zamindar as well as influential citizens were on Avadhani’s side. In their opinion he was a great poet. They had high regard for him but Ranganadham enjoyed their sympathy. However, the general public resented Avadhani for his crude conduct and it had great affection for Ranganadham.




  




  Of the scripts received, Ranganadham’s version was better. If Saradhy expressed his frank opinion and option, Avadhani was sure to descend on his head. Saradhy would receive messages from the zamindar. Influential citizens would also pressurize. Finally Saradhy selected Avadhani’s version; however he made so many changes that it was difficult to recognize traces of the original script in the production copy. There were a hundred poems in the original; the final version hardly had ten lyrics. No original dialogue was retained. Saradhy had the entire dramatization altered and reconstructed to make it suitable for the stage. He got the dialogues revised and re-revised till they attained the proper ring and effect. Based on the ideas proposed by Saradhy to synchronize with the context and of the progression of the drams, Avadhani had to write and rewrite all poems and lyrics till they gained the satisfaction and approval of Saradhy. Neither the shape nor the substance of the original drama remained in the production script. Yet Avadhani was billed as the author of the “Mohini Rukmangada” drama that was being staged. He also began to feel like the author of the play and was happy and pleased about it. When people who knew the entire truth were prepared to accept Avadhani as the author of the play and give him all credit and respect where was the surprise if the general public of the town who were unaware of the facts believed Avadhani to be the author of the drama and a great poet? They felt proud for one of the residents of their town.




  




  However Vasanthi had two lyrics especially written by Ranganadham for her character. Avadhani was aware of it. In the beginning he raised objection but because she agreed to sing one of his poems also, he did not persist with his objections. Moreover he was the author of the entire play; how would the inclusion of mere two lyrics matter or damage his reputation? Vasanthi did not follow even Saradhy’s bidding. Often, he was compelled to follow her. Those who ignored the advice of Saradhy could not remain in the dramatic society. Vasanthi ignored Saradhy’s advice but she continued to remain very much in the society. Avadhani could do nothing in that regard.




  




  Avadhani was sitting beside the Zamindar in the front row along with the royal staff and prominent citizens. Ranganadham sat in the second row. While the entire auditorium was thrilled and was enjoying Ranganadham’s lyric melodiously sung by Vasanthi, Avadhani turned away disdainfully exclaiming to the zamindar, “He deceives the public with four lines of stale soft meaningless words, without any substance or beauty. He is a great poet? Each letter and word is full of mistakes. All normal rules and restrictions were thrown to winds. It is this type of poets who are praised and applauded these days”. The zamindar did not utter a single word. His body language remained silent – yet if one could overcome his suspicion of the existence of a steel lock holding the fortress of zamindar’s mind securely behind it, penetrate it through his poker face and peep into his mind, one would discover an opinion in support of Avadhani’s statement. Avadhani did not speak to the zamindar in undertones. He could be heard by several people. In fact all people in the front row heard him. Could this matter or any other matter which Avadhani tells the zamindar be untrue, they wondered. For those people it was gospel truth.




  




  Vasanthi’s song left the entire auditorium spellbound. However, those sitting in the front row remained immune. Ranganadham was seated in the second row with his friends on either side. It was more appropriate to describe them as his devotees, rather than friends. They treated him as their singular deity. While the entire auditorium was immersed in the impact of the sweet waves of the milky ocean of happiness, Ranganadham was resting in the enjoyment of his satiated conscience and self. It was essentially himself rather than his conscience that experienced this satisfaction. For him, Vasanthi’s beauty, the melody of her voice, the perfect coordination of the scene and action and its harmonization with the context of the play, all of which evoked the emotions of bliss in the audience, were all the result of the lyric he penned!! He believed that without his song none of the effect could survive. And that his lyric in fact created the entire atmosphere. If there was a component in this experience of the audience which was beyond the realm of physical senses, he was totally unaware of it. His experience and his satisfaction were limited to his senses. His consciousness was confined to the range of his senses; the deeper and sublime aspects of this consciousness did not exist for him. His consciousness was filled with a lust for fame. He sensed the fragrance of his fame spreading across the universe. It already occupied his consciousness and that of his several devotees. Others who lacked refinement of spirit could not reach the required level. He fully enjoyed the experience, which, according to him, the satisfaction was supposed to evoke. This was evident from the way his broad smile compressed his cheeks, from the way his eyelids almost closed, leaving a slit between them and from the way he bent his head forward. That was his style. It was a state which gave his several devotees immense joy and satisfaction and a feeling transcending sensual pleasures. It was their bliss.




  




  Audience continued under the spell of Vasanthi’s lyric till she completed it. A wave of astonishment swept across them. The artistic manner in which Saradhy entered also contributed to the total effect. The audience remained in that trance for a while. Realization of the wonderful experience suddenly dawned on them and the audience burst into a chorus of deafening applause. Avadhani saw how Saradhy entered but he could not understand what the audience was applauding. Ranganadham also witnessed the scene. His dreamy eyes opened wider. He was surprised. He bent his head forward and rested it on the back of the front seat and gasped with his half open mouth. He turned towards his devotees and waved his left hand as if to urge them appreciate and enjoy the beauty of the scene. It was his typical reaction when he experienced perceiving a beautiful event. He was able to harmonize the external trappings of the beautiful event with the outer fringes of his consciousness but was unable to penetrate deeper and enjoy the latent bliss and contentment which would have brought satisfaction to his soul. Therefore he merely praised the event and showed it to others. It might sometimes be possible to crack and enter the poker face of the zamindar and break open the steel door of the fortress of his mind but it was impossible for anyone to enter the façade of ever changing nuances of the face of Ranganadham and to break open the diamond door of the fortress of his mind.




  




  People in the front row were clapping. When others in the auditorium were clapping it was disrespectful of one not to do so. Saradhy entered the stage from the left wing. Those on the left side in the front rows were unable to see the entry but they too were clapping. The zamindar was seated in their row. One must be aware of the respect due to him and behave accordingly. All distinguished persons of the town were seated on chairs in the front portion of the hall. Others were seated at the rear on an elevated floor on which mats were spread. For them zamindar’s presence did not make any difference. They were not bothered by any urge to show any deference unlike those in the front rows who were not sure whether or when they should clap or refrain from doing so because the zamindar never clapped. But the highest official of the town was the tahsildar. He was independent. He clapped although the zamindar did not. Taking the cue, people in the front also clapped. It was quite possible that this act of tahsildar angered the zamindar. No body knew for sure. Only the future could clarify.




  




  Avadhani did not clap. How did it matter to him, what response Rangandham’s lyric evoked? Later in the play Saradhy would sing the lyric he authored. The audience would be surely enraptured by it, and they themselves would recognize the difference.




  




  Avadhani was eagerly waiting for that lyric. Why was Saradhy not singing that song yet? He entered the scene and stylishly moved two or three paces. He took two minutes for the act. A branch of a tree was so arranged that it extended on to the stage. He stopped near the branch and leaned against it. The emotions his posture, looks and his entire body evoked sent a flutter of appreciation through the auditorium. He was not looking at them. His entire attention, filled with intense, mute, romantic rapture, was concentrated on Vasanthi. The audience was speechless, now looking at Saradhy and now looking at Vasanthi and now back to Saradhy. They could not fully comprehend what was happening to themselves. Oh! Who was this Vasanthi? She was a shy doll engulfed in a strange thrill of a novel experience. No one regarded her to be an actress; People were aware of her melodious voice but no one expected her to be capable of effectively portraying such complex emotions the situation demanded. Was her action an art she had cultivated and mastered? Was it really her action or was it merely a natural instantaneous reaction induced by the superb art and craft of the romantic action displayed by a supreme actor?




  




  Saradhy himself was amazed. After all, his initial apprehensions were not valid. Vasanthi knew nothing of the ultimate meaning of acting. She was paired alongside a skillful experienced master of the art. He feared that it would degrade the level and quality of the performance and that all his efforts would get wasted considerably. He had a high regard for her musical talent but an equally poor opinion of her acting skills. It was unworthy of being called action. He knew her since her childhood. He and Vasanthi’s father were close friends. She grew up in Saradhy’s arms. He did not agree to admit her into his drama club but she insisted; her word was law in their house. She was an only child in the family. Her father had music taught to her. He longed to see her give public performances and reach the level of fame enjoyed by Veena Dhanammal. She already started giving performances.




  




  Vasanthi had been watching the dramas enacted by Saradhy since her childhood. Although she was incapable of acting she had a divine gift of keen perception of the art and craft of acting and of the infallible capacity to judge the acting capacities of other artistes. For her Saradhy was a reincarnation of Bharatacharya. She was determined to play roles in the dramas his troupe would enact. Initially when she was unable to correctly deliver a dialogue or perform an instructed movement, Saradhy admonished her several times and she used to break into tears on many occasions. He used to pamper and cajole her and finally to reconcile her by saying “It’s alright”. The audience was not expecting histrionics from her. They desired the enchantment from her sweet voice.




  




  Saradhy was astonished at the spurt of that superior acting talent in Vasanthi. It felt strange that it was Vasanthi who was in that role. By the exercise of his talent, he was transforming himself into a romantic idol. He was watching at her, as she stylishly evolved into a feeling of pleasure and of satisfaction. Vasanthi became a sweet shy doll and perhaps reacted with her body and costume, in spontaneous resonance to Saradhy. Time passed. Two minutes became four. The audience waited in anxious expectation without battering an eyelid. Avadhani was waiting for his poem to be sung. As usual for Ranganadham, his experience did not go deeper than his physical senses. He was looking hither and thither in utter amazement. The inability of his senses to experience the deeper impact of the scene was troubling him. His despair was not against anything external, he disliked himself, as he could not comprehend clearly what was bothering him. He merely felt disturbed and restless.




  




  Saradhy regained his senses back from the role he was enacting. No sooner had this happened, he realized that he did not look at her in the normal way he looked at Vasanthi. On any other occasion he would have cleansed his mind and put it back in place. But now he did not have the time. At the moment he was Rukmangada. He must change over quickly into the role and start singing the poem.




  




  He sang the poem. It was not a lyric, but just prose. No, it was not prose but a lyric. Everyone knew the manner in which he would render any poem his role demanded. He would divide the words, cut combinations in his own way. He would demonstrate some words with gestures and looks. He would emphasize some portions of the lyric and pass over the others lightly. The sublime and the ordinary portions would be differentiated tonally. He did not sing that lyric in the usual manner. The meaning of the lyric was “Who was she? Did my desire for a woman get incarnated into this form standing in front of me?” Saradhy read the poem. The supreme actor demonstrated how the desire for woman dormant in his inner consciousness, sprang out of him as a divine stunning beauty. He was wearing a pink colored silk costume with golden border adorned with cluster of silk threads hanging from it. He wore a soft bright black sash adorned with flashing designs. He wore a gold chain of ten layers, and a pair of lion faced gold bangles. On shoulders he wore accessories worn only by kings. He applied a sweet smelling paste all over his body to give it a beautiful lustrous tone. He prepared the colors himself. Only he knew the combination and the technique. His tanned body appeared to have been painted by the creator with filings of the sun, drenched in milk. He possessed an athletic body hardened by daily exercise. He had a broad chest and a slim waist. When he bent his arms the muscles moved up and hardened and appeared conspicuous. All his muscles so moved that it appeared as if the form of a divine woman emerged from him. As his muscles moved upward his face acquired the concentration of the supreme creator when he shaped a beautiful form. He was also a yogic expert. He brought the eyeballs close to the nose, looked down and remained motionless for a while. Oh! How fortunate were the residents of that town! In fact, there might not have been more than a dozen people among them who could fathom the ultimate excellence in acting and realize the bliss of knowledgeable appreciation. Others generally knew Saradhy as a great actor but unaware of the rare sublime excellence of his talent.




  




  Ranganadham told his devotees that only an expert who perfected yoga was capable of such action. Avadhani told the zamindar “That was what a good poetry should look like. What was poetry without a sublime meaning conveyed in correct syntax and meter?” Saradhy did not quite like the meaning of the poem wrote by Avadhani, “Who was this woman? Was she Urvashi born from the thighs of Narayana? Darkness seems to emanate from her hair. Her eyes were like lotus flowers. Her hands were like lotus stalks. Who could be that fortunate creation of God who would enjoy her possession?” Avadhani read out this poem to Saradhy and remarked “Initially, Kalidasa expressed this latter idea. I am the next one to use it. Kalidasa made some mistakes. I corrected them”. Saradhy had a good laugh within himself at Avadhani’s conceit.




  




  Saradhy was not conscious of himself till the moment Mohini met Rukmangada. She was in fact Mohini and he was Rukmangada himself. It was not new for Saradhy to identify himself with the character he portrayed. But a romantic role was new for him. He felt it strange that in spite of the fact that it was Vasanthi who was playing the role of Mohini, he lost himself in the character. His trance was suddenly broken as soon as he heard the drum beats, ending the ritual of “Ekadasa Vratam” and he regained full control of himself. Even during his identification with the role, did he forget his self identity completely? Can any trance totally drown self identity? Yet, this partial identification was a strange experience. It felt like total unison. In spite of the knowledge of his self identity, he felt unaware and totally submerged. All natural feelings also appeared to be influenced by this identification. Saradhy was upset when he heard the ending of Ekadasa ritual. He heard the triple beatings of the drum from the wings. He underwent a tremendous change. It was a momentous situation. He was aware that he was Saradhy, that he indulged in the role of Rukmangada and that this indulgence exceeded normal limits. He began transforming himself from romantic Rukmangada to an astute spiritual Rukmangada devoted to the Ekadasa Vratam. During this change Saradhy’s characteristic emerged conspicuously. He came to realize more clearly that he was Saradhy playing the role of Rukmangada. Still, the feeling of Rukmangada did not leave him completely. It lingered in the inner consciousness. He felt like a churning of the ocean was taking place within him; poison was coming out of it. The changes he induced at that juncture, in his face and all other organs, appeared frightening. The audience was benumbed. Even Avadhani’s attention was disturbed from the self admiration of his poetic talent. Ranganadham smiled in appreciation. Saradhy moved his eyes side ways. His face resembled that of a demon that was just relieved from a curse and was struggling hard to revert to his original divine form. Vasanthi, the tender damsel, was unable to bear the ugly deformations of his face. She continued to grow up bodily and reach her youth but what did she know about the secrets of creation? Physical development and sensual experiences induced by youth were natural to all animals. This romantic feeling was not the blossoming of the self; it was the blossoming of the body. She was shaken up by the sudden realization. She was trembling. Tears were filling her eyes. Saradhy noticed the state to which Vasanthi was transported. She was on the verge of a break down. Saradhy consoled her saying “Don’t be afraid, bear with yourself and take it easy”. He placed his arm on her shoulder to reassure her. He took her face into his arms and rested it on his shoulders. Thus he saved his face from her looks. Then he enacted an astonishing emotion that the fault for his romantic exuberance was entirely his but not that of the woman who caused it, that it was not proper to be angry at her and that it was the duty of a decent person to extend reassurance without consoling her. There were two lyrics he was expected to sing. He decided to drop them and signaled downing of the curtain. Avadhani was extremely put-off by Saradhy’s snap decision. The zamindar and another official next to him feigned surprise. Turning to them Avadhani mourned “Diamond gems sir! Two diamond gems, those two poems!! I devoted all my poetic talent to compose them. Saradhy thoughtlessly skipped singing them”. Avadhani was bellowing his distress. Human tolerance was strange. In fact there was not much to be surprised about. His concentration was induced by the experience of his external senses. It was very easy to come out of it. “Avadhani was a great poet aged 70 years” was a common deep rooted perception. But the astonishment and awe Saradhy’s action inspired, albeit for a fraction of a moment, was an unfamiliar satiating experience. Avadhani’s moans brought them quickly back from that state. Oh! These experiences! People of different levels of culture, circumscribed by the physical realities, were incapable of comprehending the sublime depths of artistic excellence, except from a long distance from its outer fringes. What was the worth of such trivial comprehension? What about the experience which can’t even understand what was in front of one’s eyes? Avadhani was an elderly person. Common people do not really know whether he was a great poet or not. It was nothing else than trusting a popular perception. Avadhani wrote only the text of poems describing the ideas someone else supplied. Even the zamindar was aware of it. Yet he believed it to be Avadhani’s poetry. It was something stranger than creation itself.




  




  The performance ended after sometime. Towards the end Saradhy displayed a mood of total renunciation. He demonstrated the secret of yogic science by his dexterous acting skills. Only a few among the audience knew the intricacies of yogic science. Because it was Saradhy who was enacting the role, they thought that the action was great. They lacked the keen knowledge of a discerning connoisseur and the appreciation remained superficial as if they were witnessing a good play with the usual ingredients of music dance and literary finesse. What was the value of appreciation and experience of persons devoid of knowledge and capacity to differentiate the finer nuance of the sublime art of acing? In general, Saradhy’s action used to receive only this kind of response. A person merely looks askance at Godavari in spate. At Hrishikesh one sees a turbulent Ganga flowing down swiftly through the Himalayan gorges. He sees the snowcapped Mountains. During the rainy season he sees vast fertile green fields and the mountain ranges in the south, with trees in full blown that resemble tribal woman bedecked in colorful flowers. He experiences nothing more than a broad sense of awe at nature’s grandeur. He seldom gets deeper into analysis in the sublime feeling. It is akin to the feeling, one ignorant of the intricacies of the science and art being displayed gets while witnessing such a craft. On the other hand, one well-versed would be able to penetrate into its inner meaning and realize its sublimity. There were no more than four or five such persons in the entire gathering.




  




  The play came to an end. The curtain was finally drawn. Some elders sitting in the front row requested Avadhani to make his concluding remarks. Almost everyone requested him to speak. Although he was aged, he was still energetic. He could not see properly and wore spectacles. It appeared as if he could see better without them. He had some difficulty mounting the stage. Some official helped him on to the stage He straightened himself up and cleared his throat. Most of his teeth were missing. He started his rumbling speech “Saradhy is a very great person. I give him my blessings. A poet’s word surely would come true. There was no actor greater than he, in the whole of our country. I declare with confidence that he is the greatest. It was a well enacted drama. All the actors performed well right from the young lad. Everything was good but he omitted singing my two poems which were like a pair of diamond pearls. I took great pains to compose them, a labor for which I sacrificed my blood. I felt bad about it. But Saradhy is a great actor. I extend my blessings and good wishes to all the actors….”




  

  Chapter 2: Body’s lapse.




  




  There was a separate make-up room for ladies. In their club, usually women used to play feminine characters. Now, there was no lady other than Vasanthi in the club. The present make up room was especially readied for her. Male members would stay away from the premises. Make-up artistes used to assist Vasanthi prepare her for the roles she had to play. Both while she put-on the make-up and removed it, she called Saradhy several times. She used to ask him again and again for things such as coconut oil, or some particular items of make-up she misplaced. With some irritation, he used to admonish her. “How should I know where you keep your stage properties?” However, he used to come into her room search and find for her the items she needed. Sometimes, he used to be annoyed at her endless requisitions. When he got angry, she laughed at him and all his annoyance would get evaporated.




  




  When Vasanthi was a baby, Saradhy caressed, cajoled and played with her. When she was four or five he used to carry her in his arms and take her along with him while he did his shopping. He used to take her to the garden and play with her till late in the evening. Even when she grew older he regarded her as his own daughter. As a small child, when she could not pronounce his name properly, she used to call him “Adhi”. Even as she grew up, she continued to call him Adhi. Eventually, she stuck to the same nomenclature. For others he was Mr. Saradhy, even her father addressed him like wise. Her father admonished her several times “Stop calling him Adhi. You are old enough to call him Mr. Saradhy as every one else does”. She insisted that she would call him Adhi for ever. Saradhy used to interpose “For Vasanthi, I always continue to remain Adhi and not Saradhy”.




  




  Vasanthi went into her make-up room immediately after the performance ended. She was removing her make-up herself. She could not do the job properly. It was not as if she was incapable. Who in the world is incapable of any job? When one gets used to doing something with help from others, one feels incapacitated when such help is not forthcoming. The regret of not receiving the usual help dominates and overshadows care and attention required to do the job and makes one feel unequal to the task. She could not remove the color from her face completely. In fact she did not know whether the make-up was totally erased or whether it still lingered at some places. Her attention was not on clearing up her face. She was aware that she was Vasanthi, that she donned the role of Mohini and that she had to remove her make-up. But beyond and above this awareness there was some other feeling that engulfed her attention. That feeling pervaded through her awareness and appeared to dominate it. She could not clearly comprehend what that feeling was she did not try to understand it. It was her conviction that Saradhy could also enact romance superbly. She succeeded in proving it to the world. In so doing, it appeared that something else also got established. She did not quite know what it was. It did not get clarified in spite of her efforts. She could sense a feeling of a fret and shyness in her. She thought of calling Saradhy as she used to do. But she did not. Something within her was withholding her. Was it fear? Was it shyness? She felt that Saradhy should not then be seen by her? She felt that, after removing her make-up as best as she could, she should be going home directly without seeing Saradhy. She was unable to think clearly. Sitting in front of the mirror, she removed her earrings; she put them on again without being aware of what she was doing. She remembered removing the ear-wear but did not remember putting them on once again. It was impossible for her to remove her make-up. No job was possible without the assistance of Saradhy. Removing her accessories and make-up appeared to be impossible without Saradhy’s help. She was engrossed in finding out how quickly she could remove her make-up and what route she should take to reach her home, without being seen by Saradhy. No, it was not just a thought; her entire person was urging her to do so.




  




  Saradhy was removing his make-up. He did not play a similar character in the past. He did not adorn such dress, properties or jewellery. He would remove his dress, make-up and jeels from the characters he played in the past, without paying much attention. He had the experience of twenty five to thirty years. Special properties and jewellery selected for the present role for ears, neck, fingers, and the royal embellishments of the dress were novel. He had some difficulty in removing them. Another actor stepped in and assisted him. Usually he used to receive summons from Vasanthi before he could attend to himself. So he used to first go to her, help her remove her make-up. Only after that job was completed would be return to remove his make-up. That day he did not get a call from Vasanthi. Even if she did not call, he himself could go to her. Somehow he seemed to be aware that he would not receive her call that day. Something seemed to warn him that he should not go even if he received a call.




  




  Saradhy was skilful and clever. He remained unmarried. No one had a good opinion of his character. He himself used to say that it was not necessary for anyone to have a good opinion of him. Generally character is considered to be of two kinds. It is necessary to differentiate between the two. One is exclusively sex-related. The second is related to all other virtues and vices: lying to others, deceiving others, being arrogant, stealing money or properties from others, harming others, scheming against others, preventing capable person from getting the job in spite of your own incompetence for the same - there are thousands of such misdeeds. All these are clubbed into one entity. Lust and all related aberrations are classified into another entity. There is no consideration of right or wrong, status or class; there is no control on illegal relationship or restraint of friendship stands in its way. In each kind of character there may be differences in the levels of intensity or depravity. There are a lot of differences between the two kinds of characters. In case of sex related character, there is usually her consent, her cooperation and her equal culpability, whereas, in the case of the other class of the character such partnership never exists. So, in this case, the evil is entirely his. The one related to sex is an evil in partnership and does not generally harm others; therefore it is the better among the two. If one did not know that his wife or his sister or his daughter had an affair with another person, one will not get disturbed or suffer any pain or anguish. If he gets disturbed and angry when he discovers the truth, it would be something which he imposed upon himself. This self imposed annoyance results from his beliefs and opinions and because of his interpretation of the events. It is not so in the case of action related to the second group. They directly cause suffering and loss to the individual, they affect his money, cause life and death problems and interfere with his physical wellbeing.




  




  Moreover, if the woman is of easy virtue if she is not a family-woman and if her behavior does not damage the reputation of any respectable household, what is the problem? Sexual urge is common to all animals. In regard to women belonging to decent families and to women of virtue, some restraint is understandable. But where is the need for restraint in the case of women who have sexual relation with several people? Such a view is pure selfishness.




  




  This was a portion of Saradhy’s philosophy. He was like that; still he might be considered to be a man of character. He never desired a family woman and tried to seduce her or entice her with money or gifts. If he noticed a family woman evince an interest in him, he followed the rules of decent behavior and avoided paying attention to her. He was a very modest and docile person, when he visited his friends. He was a yogi whose senses were under his perfect control. All women in his friend’s households were affectionate and very free with him. He used to treat them as his sisters or as his daughters. Perhaps no one else could distinguish between right and wrong conduct as he would.




  




  There was no occasion when sexual urge overpowered him to wreck his peace of mind. For him a woman was just a woman, a means of relieving his sexual urge. At other times she was a person. Today that sort of Saradhy’s mind was also experiencing a feeling of fret and of hesitation. But the feeling which dominated his mind was the recollection of the flicker of happiness he experienced in his inner consciousness. He felt like going to Vasanthi on his own and help her remove her costumes and make-up. But his mind was hesitant. His consciousness was urging him to go but his mind was withholding him. The conflict remained unclear and indistinct within him.




  




  A thought occurred to him. Whenever he played a character, he used to identity with it. He had a high regard for this capacity. He felt that it was this gift of talent which enabled him to become a great actor. It was the same that day also but his identification that day did not please him entirely. A flaw crept into this identification that day. In the past, for example, when he played the role of Hiranyakasipu, he used to experience the anger at Prahlada and enmity for God Narayana. But he had no anger against the boy who played the role of Prahlada or any enmity towards the person who played the role of Narasimha. His identification with Hiranyakasipu would react with and evocate only with the characters of Prahlada and of Narasimha. It was not the same that day while he was playing the role of Rukmangada he did not think of Mohini; he was thinking of Vasanthi. His action in the romantic segment of the role was directed at Vasanthi and Mohini separately. Why should it have happened so? Vasanthi forced him to don that role. His natural affection for her accorded her power and influence over him. The little girl persevered. “How could she enact the complex role of Mohini? What does she know about acting? Even if she wanted to see me play a romantic hero why should she insist on playing the role of a heroine?” All these thoughts together induced kindness combined with anger, love combined with denial and affection combined with detachment. For six months, such feelings were gradually building up. He mused “when I stylishly entered the scene with a bewitching smile darting on my lips, I would enchant the audience but Vasanthi would simply blink on the stage. She would not know how to react. How much would I enjoy her discomfiture! Disguising my ridicule in my actions, I would approach and deride her in subdued tones so as to avoid their reaching the audience and say ‘Like a great actress, you compelled me to play this role but you remained the same wooden doll as always!’ I would enjoy the fun at her expense!” However when he actually entered the scene Vasanthi’s reaction was natural and appropriate. She was a sweet shy romantic idol and displayed complex emotions with tenderness and the right impact. It upset all his calculations. He was pleasantly surprised and overjoyed. He was not Saradhy any more. The artistic satisfaction her action generated in him transformed Rukmangada into a romantic hero. It disturbed his perception of Mohini in Vasanthi and induced him to see Vasanthi as herself. He could not overcome his propensity to see Vasanthi in the character. Initially it began as an admiration for the sudden revelation of her superb acting skill. Soon the great actor within him took control and transformed him into a romantic mood. During that phase of action neither retained their original identities. Romance engulfed their consciousness. Saradhy regained himself as soon as he heard the ritual of the end of ‘Ekadasa Vratam’. However during the rest of the drama no change was noticeable in Vasanthi, she continued to remain Mohini. She was not an actress. She could not realize that she was only a means provided by the deities. How could she experience or demonstrate the emotion of self destruction of love for Rukmangada?




  




  With the advent of youth, all animals begin to become aware of the sex differences. A human society sets some norms of behavior and consequently implicit rules and restrictions get set. They remain natural to that society. These restrictions and limits induce the society to condition the relationship between man and woman in conformity with them. Thus in a civilized society sex related feelings of love do not germinate between a girl and her brothers or her father and such others belonging to the unacceptable categories. Sexuality does not remain at the same level in all people. This is similar to any other human characteristic. Civilization and society desire to discipline humanity. Religion promises spiritual and other-worldly rewards for such discipline.




  




  One is a very strong person. He uses his strength to help tackle tasks beyond the reach of others. He does not bully others. Similarly a hyper sexual person might concentrate all his desire in a single individual. Vasanthi was like that. Without letting his exuberant sexual urges damage the society at large, one might seek satiation at public sex service providers. Saradhy was like that.




  




  Sometimes it would be unclear whether the feeling of lust remains concealed in one’s thoughts. It might manifest as respect towards an individual. It might manifest as kindness towards a person or affection towards another. It might manifest in praising his intelligence etc. When an appropriate situation develops while they continue to remain mutually engaged, the feelings might get transformed into desire. That day, on the drama stage, two different personalities Vasanthi and Saradhy, two decent individuals, could not comprehend that they had taken a turn towards mutual physical attraction, which their hearts seemed to confess. Vasanthi had unlimited respect and praise for Saradhy’s dramatic scholarship. Saradhy had a great affection for Vasanthi. Her melodious voice gained proficiency in music at a tender age. It is affection matured into respect and appreciation, and because she was very much younger both their feelings merged exquisitely. The difference in their ages was such that these mutual feelings had absolutely no chance of blossoming into romance. This age difference stood like a mountain in the way of the progression of their mutual feelings into love. But lust is like a raging storm. It is not used to respecting mountains. For the onlooker, the river however large it might be appears unlikely to be able to overrun the hill. But when it is in uncontrollable spate it runs over the hill. The river itself knows the extent of its own fury and prowess. The trees on the bank have no idea, the village next to it does not know. If this love happened to engulf the tree or the village, they too would be in spate. But they remain far away from the river and criticize it. It is natural for the world to think that strengthening the banks, restricting the river to flow its course and preventing it from over running the villages and the fields again, amounts to doing a good deed to the world.




  




  Saradhy was removing his make-up. Generally actors adorning the role of kings do not wear “Keyurams”. In fact they have no idea what it had been like. People read about keyurams in ancient literature but nobody had any idea what it looked like. Saradhy was a strange person. He was not merely an actor. Neither was he merely a coordinator or a director. The intricacies of make-up, known to him were known only to him. When he makes up his mind to adorn a character, he spends some months thinking about the make-up. No one knew how long he deliberated on his make-up. He adorned a wonderful pair of keyurams on his shoulders. When viewed form a distance, they looked like a silk upper cloth of a traditional Indian dress, just peeping over the shoulders. Strings flowing down from the two edges were twisted into slim ropes the ends of which appeared to be tied up into tiny knots. In place of knots slender pearls were hanging. The fine cloth appeared to be made entirely of pure golden threads. There was difference between this color and the golden hue applied to his body. His chest bore the same colors as that of keyurams. Down, up to the navel, the color was less luminous. The entire front chest was golden. The middle portion was bright yellow and the sides were less yellow. A slim black ray went from the chest down to the navel; the luminosity from the chest was merging well with that from keyurams but the difference in the shades continued to show themselves up.




  




  Saradhy removed such keyurams. He bought some flashing pieces of cloth and got it skillfully stitched. On the day of the drama or on a previous day, he would go to the cloth shop and buy small bits and pieces of cloth. They would be pieces no body would be interested in buying. He purchased strips and pieces, sometime as small as a few inches. He would take them to the tailor and have them stitched in his presence as per his instructions. Sometimes he would stitch a few, himself. There was one such tailor. He was sixty years old. He was a Saivite. He and Saradhy were friends. He knew Saradhy for the last forty years. The tailor had immense respect for Saradhy. He declared that an actor greater than Saradhy would not be born in the whole creation. His name was Thundi. During these forty years, at least within the last thirty years, he did not witness even a single role played by Saradhy. Thundi was a great tailor. There were always four or five assistants working under him. While the others worked on sewing machines, he worked manually. One who gets a shirt stitched by him will never ever go to any other. He would not touch petty jobs. If small jobs were brought to him, he got irritated and put off and would refuse them. But when Saradhy takes the strips and pieces to him, he himself attends to the job. If he makes a mistake Saradhy admonished him. Thundi never allowed himself to the addressed in the singular. Saradhy not only addresses him in the singular but sometimes also admonishes him with remarks like “You are not a tailor you are just a hillside barber”. Thundi took it sportively and dismissed it with a laugh. His hair was snow white; his face was muscular and he had large white bushy moustaches. He looked forbidding and no one dared to talk to him disrespectfully. They used to wonder when he patiently used to stitch as instructed, all the bits and pieces brought by Saradhy and when Saradhy abused and admonished him for any mistake he made. After Saradhy left, Thundi often used to admire him and remark to his children “How does Saradhy know so much about our profession of tailoring?”




  




  Several times in the past, Thundi accomplished strange and weird tailoring jobs for Saradhy. His surprise knew no bounds when he prepared the keyurams which he stitched on the previous night. On one occasion the needle Thundi was working with, became useless. He asked Saradhy how he should proceed. Saradhy took a penknife and trimmed the nail of Thundi’s left thumb into the shape of a saw, with which he had the cloth pierced appropriately and got the stitching job completed successfully. Thundi exclaimed “Who are you? You must have been the one who had dressed great emperors in one of your previous births, reborn like this now”. Saradhy was overjoyed. Embracing Thundi he said “Yes! Yes of course! I am not an artiste. I am a tailor. That is why we are chums now.




  




  Saradhy liked the keyurams immensely. No one knew that he got them stitched. His co-actors also saw them for the first time when he entered the stage. None of them knew what they were. But because Saradhy was wearing them on his shoulders he acquired the appearance of an emperor. No one knew the erudition of his scholarship and the keenness of his imagination which could conceive and construct keyurams. They imparted the characteristic of an emperor to the role. All the time Vasanthi was on stage, she kept looking at the keyurams. Once she happened to touch one of them. Restraining her, Saradhy whispered “keyurams are symbols of royal status. They should not be touched. Touching them betrays your ignorance of acting”. Vasanthi was frightened when she heard him; he immediately consoled her. He removed the keyurams and took them into his hands. He recalled Vasanthi touching one of them and his admonishing her. “What would she have thought? She was a small innocent girl. She must have thought that touching them amounted to a display of her intense affection for the king.”




  




  Along with that thought another thought began to torment him. “Was Vasanthi’s action deliberate which resulted from such a feeling or was it spontaneous?” He dismissed the thought immediately after it occurred, but the thought kept returning. He lacked the mental strength to pursue the indistinct feeling and gain clarity. Vasanthi’s palms were painted vermilion red. The keyuram turned red where she happened to touch it. How could the red stain be removed from the keyuram? The cloth cannot be washed nor can soap be applied. He began to chuckle and wonder “Why would one require these keyurams again? I am not going to play the role of Rukmangada ever again. This was the first and the last time.” Then, why was he paying so much attention and taking so much care of keyurams? It was a symbol of his skill and accomplishment. What was its cost? The total material cost was less than two rupees. It seemed that he developed an attachment towards keyurams. Was it proper for him to have rebuked Vasanthi for touching them? She was tender aged. Would she not get hurt? There was no question, she did get hurt. As a matter of fact keyurams should not be touched. Touching them amounts to damaging royal esteem. But how many among the audience were aware of such intricacies of the science of Natya Shastra, whose traditions he was trying to uphold? How many among the audience knew that he would be so intimately involved with the nuances of the art of acting? There was one person in the auditorium that was fully aware of it. As soon as the thought occurred to Saradhy, he recalled this person. He was so knowledgeable that he could observe Saradhy secretly warning Vasanthi from touching the keyurams. If Saradhy displayed exquisite piece of action, it was only because of the presence of this connoisseur in the audience.




  




  Even such a great actor like Saradhy failed to perform satisfactorily on some occasions. Those were the occasions when that connoisseur was out of station or when Saradhy knew that that person was not witnessing his performance that day. The name of that connoisseur was Umapathy. As soon as Saradhy recalled Umapathy thoughts concerning Vasanthi began to recede. A ray of happiness began to unfold. The next day he would meet Umapathy. He must know what Umapathy had to say about keyurams. For him listening to Umapathy’s praise and appreciation amounted to wading in the sea of happiness. Umapathy’s praise was the ultimate reward for his accomplishment in acting. He acted for the sake of Umapathy. Saradhy was not satisfied with his own action unless it pleased Umapathy. In his view Saradhy was the God Narayana himself. He was a great artiste. He was the incarnation of the profession of acting. Oh! What artistry! The entire artistry of great artiste tends to advance towards a connoisseur of that art. To gain his appreciation, the artiste refines and elevates himself to higher levels. As soon as Umapathy entered his consciousness, he set aside his keyurams.




  




  Vasanthi made an exit. She began to fade. Her fading out meant the disappearance of the feeling associated with the actress Mohini, who so far dominated her personality. The previous Saradhy was under the influence of a certain indistinct, doubtful, real or evanescent romantic feeling. Now, Saradhy was a pure artiste. He was a great actor. He was anxiously anticipating meeting Umapathy and listening to his critical appreciation of the superb dramatic craft, talent and erudition he displayed. Saradhy quickly removed his make-up. Vasanthi might be facing difficulty removing her make-up. He must go to her and help. “She was a small girl. What did she know?” The thought of Umapathy had shaken Saradhy free of the indistinct ray of romantic feeling troubling his mind and he began to see Vasanthi as a small innocent girl as usual, the focus of his tender affection and sympathy. He did not know how to take care of and preserve the keyurams. When he got them prepared he did not think about where he could preserve them. Arrival of a new object is fascinating. If it is clothing, once you put it on, its former crease and cohesion is lost. Then it would be difficult to preserve it. Once they are worn, their chastity gets damaged.




  




  Saradhy smiled to himself. He had a trunk to keep his clothes. He had to vacate an entire portion to make room for the keyurams. Leaving some objects outside he locked up the trunk. Even before clearing the colors off his body, he went to Vasanthi’s room. She was not there. He asked the people who were around. They had no idea. A door from her room led to the backyard. He searched for her in the back yard. She was not there. The audience had left along their respective ways. He asked someone else. He was told that Vasanthi and her father left together. They would usually come to him before departure. Vasanthi’s father always used to praise him. Then they would depart together. This was their habit. Why had it been different that day? Saradhy, who stopped thinking about Vasanthi, began to think of her again. No one knew the trunk in which she kept her stage properties as well as he did. He went into her room and examined the trunk. Things were littered all over in a disorderly manner. It looked as if she did not take off her make-up or clothes that belonged to her role. What should he do? He should go and wash his body. He should apply oil and scrub off the color with a piece of cloth and cleanse his body with soap. He forgot about all that. He did not know what time it was, but he was feeling hungry. If he had to play a role, he would not eat that evening. After the drama was completed he would partake of adequate snacks and coffee and go to sleep. He had asked Vasanthi’s father to bring him some snacks that evening and he had promised to bring them. But Saradhy could not find them anywhere. He was feeling hungry. Should he go to Vasanthi’s house and inquire how she was doing? Or should he first eat something or should he remove the paint from his body before that? Unable to make up his mind, he paced up and down.




  




  Saradhy’s situation was something like that of a person to whom thoughts that were beyond the reach of his mind and thoughts that were unworthy of bringing to the mind with great effort, happened to occur suddenly. The stream was flowing to its capacity. The farmer was strengthening weak portion of the bund to avoid any breach from developing. If it breached the luscious crop would get flooded and submerged. Moreover it was raining. Saradhy was like the farmer, who holding up a kerosene lantern whose glass was largely tarnished with deposited soot, was anxiously looking at the weakened portion of the bund, which was in danger of breaching. He feared that it was going to breach somewhere. Perhaps it already had. Wherever some moisture oozed, he took same dry earth and applied over it. There was no relationship between sunrise and the occurrence of a breach. Breach can occur even after the sun rises. But the farmer would await the sunrise anxiously. After sunrise he could leave the place and go home. If breach occurred after day break, someone would convey that information to him. He could go immediately and try to block the breach. If a breach occurred during the night, it would continue to enlarge during the rest of the night and might become so large by the daybreak, that it would be impossible to close it. Not only his field but the neighboring fields would also be damaged.




  




  Saradhy was awaiting the sunrise. It did not appear that the sun was going to rise any time soon. He was feeling hungry. He had to wash himself. But first he had to set Vasanthi’s trunk in order. Among these, whichever task he started with, he could gradually complete all of them. If he did not begin with any, all of them would remain as incomplete as they were.




  




  The mind and the body are two different things. One would be always competing with the other. Usually the mind subdues the body and proceeds forward. Undoubtedly the mind was stronger than the body. But the body knows that it has the real authority. Occasionally it enforces its power without any restraint. The body has certain weapons through which it can enforce its authority. Hunger is one of them. When it gets virulent it acquires an extraordinary strength. Ignoring all other cares Saradhy began to search for something to eat. Vasanthi’s father must have brought snacks for him. He must have kept them somewhere. Saradhy couldn’t find them. He thought of setting Vasanthi’s trunk in order. But finally he washed his body before that.




  




  He must go home. He felt he was unable to walk. As a matter of fact, to him, the auditorium was very much like his home. It was much more secure than his home. His home was a thatched hut. It was a residence, more for the sun and the moon than for him. It was a large plot. His hut was at one corner. The rest of the area was covered with flower plants. There was a cot in the hut. There was a blanket and a pillow. The pillow was from his grandfather's era. One didn’t know how many years ago was the blanket washed. That amounted to his home. He would sleep peacefully only when he slept at his home. This was purely psychological. When the spell of sleep is intense the body pulls up to overcome this propensity and lulls a person to sleep on any surface. Sleep is a descendant of hunger. Sleep follows hunger. Sleep also follows after the hunger is quenched. Sleep would be waiting like a watchman before and after hunger.




  




  Sleep overwhelmed Saradhy. He rested on a bench in the auditorium. He was no longer conscious of his body.




  




  The auditorium complex could be secured by a single door in the front. One could enter the hall from the front of the stage. There were no doors to the hall where the audience assemble. Security was only at the main entrance from the street. Thinking that everyone left the premises, the watchman locked the main gate and left.




  




  Saradhy was fast asleep. What would be the situation within a deserted house? It was a place meant for the people to reside. During the period the drama was enacted, the auditorium would be crowded with people. It would be resplendent with lights and glitter. The whole area would be reverberating with pleasant musical notes. When there was no drama, the misery and the squalor of the place is comparable to the state of a penniless person who had once been rolling in wealth and spending it as he pleased. How would the people who see the auditorium in all its splendor know that so many rats would be darting across the same place? Vasanthi’s trunk containing stage properties became a playground for the rats. One or two of them also climbed on to Saradhy. He pushed them away even as he was asleep. Soon it was sunrise. Gradually the sun rays crossed the fences and walls and began to enter the houses. It was mid-morning by the time Saradhy woke up. Everything began to look different. But acute hunger was burning within him. After completing the morning chores he bathed at the well in the backyard and went to the coffee hotel. He ate ten Pesarattus and ten Idlis and half a rupee worth of upma. He drank four cups of coffee. It was then that he felt that life returned to him.




  




  Saradhy’s waist was like that of a lion’s. In the matter of hunger he resembled a wolf. Similar to Duryodhana’s trials to kill Bhima, Saradhy subjected himself to self-inflicted causes of death. There was a medicine in his friend’s house. Saradhy asked him what it was. His friend told him that it was a medicine, that it contained poison and that it had to be taken in small quantities. Saradhy asked him whether one would die if it was consumed all at once. The friend replied that one would certainly die. Saradhy gulped down all the medicine. The friend was very frightened; what could he do? That day or the next, he expected the news that Saradhy died or that he became critically ill. The next evening Saradhy himself came to the friend’s house. Saradhy did several such dangerous deeds.




  




  That food was in fact, not enough for Saradhy. He would go directly and settle in the kitchen near the pan where Pesarattus were being roasted. It was late by the time he went. There was nothing there even if he wanted to eat something more. Then he started to go.




  




  The village was on the sea coast. The vast area between the village and the sea was wide open. It was an area free for Saradhy to roam. Whether it was a hot day or midnight, there was no one to object to his roaming about the beach, two mile wide and ten mile long stretch. Saradhy spent the day roaming in the sand and reached his home at night fall.




  

  Chapter 3: Saradhy’s lifestyle




  




  Next evening Saradhy was sitting alone on a sand mound near the sea. There was a road from the village to the beach. The residents went along the road towards the sea and settled on the sand mounds lying on its sides. Families of rich folks and the wealthy came by carts.




  




  Saradhy was sitting all alone farther away from the road. Three or four well-known persons might go to him but others stayed away from him. There was talk that he would not mingle with others and that he displayed a proud dignity. A wiry person came along. His hair was white. He was wearing a home washed white dhoti and a close necked white shirt. He wore spectacles. He was tall. Intelligence radiated from his face. He came to Saradhy and sat near him. They exchanged smiles of salutation. They did not talk for a while. Saradhy gestured with his eyes as if to ask what the news was. The person replied with the twist of his month. After a while Saradhy asked him “why didn’t you meet me yesterday?” He replied “I came to your hut. You were not there”. Saradhy laughed. His laughter meant a slight dilatation of his lips keeping his protruding teeth concealed under his lips. His friends referred to his home as his hut. Another minute was spent in silence. The friend spoke “What are they? Are they keyurams? How did you guess that keyurams would be like that?” Saradhy laughed. The friend continued “The keyurams are unfit for use hereafter. How can you remove the red stain from such delicate soft golden cloth?”




  




  S: Because of your presence my acting talent gets illuminated.




  Umapathy: Is the luminosity only within the mind of another person? Doesn’t it exist in the void?




  




  S: There we don’t gain any satisfaction.




  




  U: I wanted to play the role of Mohini by your side in your drama.




  




  S: Is it not enough to tie up a saree to a bamboo pole and erect it on the stage?




  




  U: I am a bamboo pole. You are a scare-crow. The combination would be just right.




  




  Saradhy laughed.




  




  U: When did Vasanthi learn classy action?




  




  S: When I played the role of a romantic hero.




  




  U: Even if I am a bamboo pole, our ages would have been compatible. The difference between us is only five years.




  




  Saradhy opened his eyes wide and looked at Umapathy seriously. Saradhy’s eyes were filled with tears.




  




  U: I know. I know... There are some animals. They would be roaming about in the forest. There would be an idol of a Goddess at one place. The animals do not go to the idol’s neighborhood. Sometimes its prey would be near the idol. Still the animal keeps watching the prey from a distance. It would wait till the prey leaves the vicinity of the idol and comes closer.




  




  Saradhy laughed.




  U: The secret of my life is that I was born when a great actor like you is alive, that I was born at the same place and that I am your contemporary. I am living while you are alive. But if I was still a child I would not have been able to understand this grandeur of your superb talent. This is a fortuitous good luck. I failed in the exams. No one would give me a job. Where ever I roam during the day, if I go home in time, I would be fed. God must have created me merely for the divine purpose of understanding and enjoying your superb acting talent.




  




  S: Has there been any problem at your house lately? You don’t even agree to act in our drama club, which could fetch you a small income.




  




  U: What a suggestion! If I play a role in your drama, audience would be tickled and the drama would reduce to a farce. You should be playing the roles and I should be watching them from the audience. There has been no new problem in the house... Look out! Someone told Avadhani that you were sitting here. He is coming towards you. I am leaving now.




  




  Umapathy left. Avadhani reached the place. He carried a bejeweled walking stick and wore a white shirt. He was somewhat plump and short. He put on a green Kashmiri shawl. He wore thick glasses. Looking over his lenses with contracted eyes he reached Saradhy. Without rising from his seat he requested Avadhani to be seated. Saradhy was the only person in the town who would not care to rise from his seat when Avadhani approached. Avadhani Sat down and said “Look Mr. Saradhy! What a beautiful performance yours was, in the regal role! Congratulations and best wishes. I should write the drama and you should enact it. It suits both of us well. The raja was very happy. How well you sang that poem! You do not know music but if you did, it would have been much better. In fact you were really like the king. I didn’t imagine that you would fit so well. You should enact the drama once again. I am eager to watch it again. I am now seventy years old. Who knows how long I am going to be alive” and he broke down into tears.
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