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  Introduction




  Human nature is essentially the same in all cultures; traditions are evolved as a result of history and climate and tend to differentiate societies.




   




  Short story affords an opportunity to study human behaviors and attitudes, in the particular contexts of life the episodes deal with. The collection covers different moods and situations common in life. Stories are snap-shots of life. A journey through them gives the reader a bird’s eye view of the human society.




  1. Realization




  Love need not precede marriage nor is it necessary to keep declaring love frequently to confirm its existence or to keep it alive. Love by itself is not sufficient to sustain a marriage. It has to be reinforced by responsibility, understanding and appreciation and accommodation of partner’s feelings and aspirations.




   




  

    	RealizationSubbarao was against sending his daughter Malini to school. He believed that education was unnecessary for a woman; he felt that her job was to manage the house, and that women without any education had been doing an excellent job of it. His wife Lalitha was uneducated; in spite of all her efforts, she failed to convince her parents to let her go to school. She was determined not to let her daughter lapse into a similar state and insisted that Malini should be admitted into school. Subbarao had to give in and admit her into school.


  




   




  Kaluvakolanu in South India rapidly developed into a small town. Four High Schools and two Colleges sprang up. Andhras are as fond of watching a cinema as they are of owning a house. Five cinema halls came into existence. Large colorful cinema hoardings used to attract the attention of children as they went to school and returned. They used to excite strange ideas and romantic thoughts and used to intensify their desire to watch the film. Whenever children asked Subbarao to let them go to a cinema, he used to flare up and shout at them. With the connivance of their mother, they were able to extract his permission once in two or three months. As children grow, changes eventually come up in their thoughts, aspirations and desires; they start dreaming about their future. Their dreams get stabilized and strengthened by exchange of views and through discussions between friends. Recently a theatre began to show English films also, twice a week. Their posters used to be much more attractive and much more exciting. Malini ardently desired to watch those English movies but Subbarao put down his foot firmly and did not budge. Moreover, as she was getting older, her parents imposed several restrictions on her movements, especially after dusk. She was annoyed and frustrated that those restrictions applied only to her and not to her brother. What could she do? Society itself discriminated against women. What was happening in their house was neither peculiar nor uncommon. Most women compromised with their lot but Malini used to become very excited and angry.




   




  One need not think of well known matters; unknown matters do not enter the mind; it is only those things of which one has a partial knowledge, that bother the person. Looking at the fabulous colorful suggestive posters Malini used to lapse into her dream world. “What an exciting country America is? How beautiful are those people! How great living in that country would be! I think women there are treated on an equal level with men. Why not? There, women also are well educated and are employed along with men in all walks of life.” All this and more, was the knowledge acquired through discussion between equally uninformed ignorant and day-dreaming friends. As Malini grew older, her desire to go to America intensified but she had no clue how she could realize her dream.




   




  Malini completed her high school. Although her brother failed once and completed his high school along with her, their father was eagerly planning to admit him into a good college but no one thought about her admission into college. Her father was anxious to get her married as soon as possible. He wanted to abide by the word he gave his father that Malini would be given in marriage to the son of Subbarao’s sister. Both Malini and her mother were bitterly opposed. They pleaded that according to medical research, marriages among close relatives could be responsible for several health problems in their children. Subbarao dismissed the argument by saying that such marriages were being performed for several generations without any problem. He planned to visit his sister next weekend because it had three holidays in a row. That very next day he received an invitation from his sister about the marriage of their son! She ignored her late father’s desire and settled for a different alliance. Malini was fortuitously saved from the calamity. Her father was crestfallen.




   




  So far, Malini’s father had been adamant about her admission into college, also because there was no college in that town exclusively for girls. After his disappointment to get her married as he hoped, he began to seriously look for a suitable alliance. Malini pleaded with her father again to let her go to college and continue her studies. It was not because she was particularly keen about education; it was because she felt that she could at least spend some part of the day with her friends cheerfully. Moreover, going to college offered her an opportunity to watch the cinema posters even if she might not be able to see those films. Lalitha supported her daughter and convinced her husband that because finding a suitable alliance would be a time-consuming process, it might not be appropriate to keep Malini at home idling away her time and that it was better to admit her into college. Moreover, to encourage education of women, the state government had introduced a scheme for exempting women from paying any fee for their college education up to the first degree level. Subbarao finally agreed and Malini was admitted into a college. He intensified his efforts for a suitable marriage alliance for her. Except for a negligible minority, where the boy and the girl chose each other, marriages were arranged by parents. The marriage market was prohibitive, with the parents of prospective bridegrooms, making absurdly unrealistic inflated demands. They had to also honor countless traditional practices and taboos. That was one reason why some chose the easy way out by getting their children married among traditionally acceptable relatives, in spite of contrary medical advice. Change in societies steeped in tradition, is exasperatingly slow. The efforts of several social reformers for almost a century and innumerable legislative measures did not make much of a dent in the age-old beliefs and practices. The dowry system was still rampant in their community like in many others. However, in the recent past progress has been fairly rapid, especially in the cities.




   




  Marriage was not an issue for Malini only. More than half her classmates shared the same predicament. They wanted to continue their education but their parents wanted to get them married as soon as possible. Kamala was Malini’s childhood friend and continued to be her classmate. Kamala was a brilliant student and was eager to continue her studies at least till she obtained her first degree, before her marriage overtook her aspirations. But she was apprehensive because her parents were making frantic efforts to get her married. For Malini, college was just a pastime. Her first ambition was to watch an English film and the second, going to America at least once.




   




  One day she had a brainwave. Her father was keen to get her married; she was keen to go to America. Why not both of them be combined? She told her mother that she was ready to marry only if the groom is from America. Her mother told her that their economic status cannot afford to obtain an American resident and she strongly advised Malini not to build castles in the air. The advice had no effect on her aspirations. She repeatedly pleaded with her mother who began to soften and spoke to her husband. He told her that not only could he not afford it financially but that he did not like to send his daughter to such a distant unfamiliar country. Although she met with opposition and disappointment at every stage, she continued to think of ways and means to achieve her objective.




   




  Meanwhile talks for Kamala’s alliance headed to a final stage. The boy was doing research after completing his M.B.B.S. An American professor who was working in the same field was impressed with his work, offered a scholarship and required that he should join him within one month. His parents were unwilling to send him before getting him married and began their hectic trials. They happened to come into contact with Kamala’s parents. Consultations progressed briskly and satisfactorily and they agreed on all preliminary details. The groom’s party was invited to Kamala’s house for a traditional preliminary meeting between the two families. Malini was happy that at least her friend was getting an opportunity to go to America. The groom and his entire family were satisfied with Kamala. She was not at all interested in getting married then, before she got her degree but who would listen to her and honor her simple ambition? Priests from both sides sat down to decide the auspicious day and time for marriage. In the course of their discussion it came to their attention that the bride and groom did not belong to the same ‘Nadi’. Nadi actually meant ‘Region’. Traditionally marriages were restricted not only to caste and sub-caste but also to such details as nadi. The groom’s parents were prepared to overlook the minor infraction but Kamala’s parents were more orthodox and fastidious. So the alliance fell through. Kamala was extremely happy that a silly prejudice saved her future. She told Malini about her narrow escape.




   




  One day Lalitha casually asked her daughter what the date of Kamala’s marriage was. Malini replied jubilantly that because of the difference in the nadi, the alliance was called off.




   




  L: What a strange girl are you? One would be sorry at the failure of a friend’s alliance. Will anyone be happy at the bad news?




   




  M: If it was an alliance with which Kamala was pleased, I would have been sorry. In spite of her strong opposition, her parents wanted to force their choice on her. We are celebrating the news.




   




  Lalitha smiled at her childishness.




   




  Suddenly Malini had a flash in her mind. Her parents were also thinking of getting her married; she strongly desired to go to America. If that alliance was settled for her, it would satisfy everybody. She was neither keen on her studies nor on marriage. She was also not against the idea. The only ambition that was strongly rooted in her and was propelling all her thoughts was to go to America. She felt that God created this opportunity, just for her sake. She told her mother who was extremely surprised.




  L: How can we aspire for such an alliance?




   




  M: Why not? Am I not as beautiful as Kamala?




   




  L: If beauty was to be the principal criterion for marriage, a majority of boys and girls would never have got married.




   




  M: What else is required?




   




  L: Several things! To start with, caste and various other differentiations should be compatible. Usually the groom’s parents and relatives have plenty of unrealistic expectations.




   




  M: They are there all the time!




   




  L: Yes, that is why it usually needs a lot of time. One can’t be hasty about such crucial matters which concern your entire future.




   




  M: But for that inconsequential difference, Kamala’s marriage would have been performed in a matter of days! Kamala’s parents must have already scrutinized the alliance from all angles and must have been satisfied. That has saved you from all preliminary hassles. The groom has to go to America within one month; so they too are in a hurry to get him married. I think it is a good opportunity for us. Ask dad to contact them. I feel that if we try, we can succeed.




   




  L: My goodness!! I am amazed. What a brilliant scheme did you manage to conceive even as you consistently rejected the idea of marriage! I was under the impression that you were still a small girl. When did you become so intelligent?




   




  Lalitha was convinced of the logic of Malini’s argument and felt that the idea had a good chance of success. She persuaded her husband to hasten. When a woman’s determination propels a proposition it is bound to glide into success; here one woman’s determination is backed by that of another woman! Both parties agreed to make minor adjustments and Malini’s marriage with Ravi was performed within ten days.




   




  After the marriage, Ravi remained at Malini’s place to assist them in the passport and visa preliminaries. Did you know what Malini’s first demand to her husband was? It was to take her to an English cinema that Saturday evening! She proudly announced to her parents in a tone that one uses after having conquered the world that she was going to see an English cinema. Her parents smiled at her naivety. She was not sure that her parents would permit her go to an English cinema, all by herself, after the departure of Ravi; so she went to as many cinemas as possible, during his stay.




   




  She believed the tall claims made by the ministry that passport would be issued within two months if the application was in order but it took more than six months. The inevitable wait for the visa seemed unbearable for her. People told her that it was not easy to get a visa to USA. She became apprehensive and did not know what to do. She used to go to the college just to while away time. Meanwhile, it was time for the Final Examinations. God knows what she wrote in the answer papers; she too passed the Intermediate examination. After a frustrating delay, she secured her visa. Finally she achieved her life’s paramount ambition. She was extremely happy to step on the American soil.




   




  Even though Ravi married Malini under the pressure of circumstances, he treated her with affection and responsibility. Although he had to spend most of his day in his research, he spent the rest of the time, especially the weekends, with Malini. They used to visit places of interest in the city and in its neighborhood. Of course they went to cinemas. They used to visit friends, attend parties and go to picnics and to temples. Friends, especially Indian friends, used to visit them. Moreover, TV used to show many interesting programs, serials and cinemas. They did not have TV transmission to Kaluvakolanu yet. So it was a novel experience for her. In the beginning, she used to try to make sense by watching the pictures but gradually she began to get used to the American mode of speaking English. The first few months were spent interestingly but soon they exhausted visiting all interesting places around them. They made some out-of-town trips to tourist spots. Gradually, Ravi’s research picked up momentum and he had to spend longer hours at the lab, library and hospital. Sometimes he had to go on Saturdays also. Malini began to feel bored to spend time all alone especially during the week days. TV began to appear monotonous and dull and she became tired of watching those programs. She began to complain that Ravi did not remember her or the house once he entered the lab. He was sympathetic and understanding and used to patiently explain and humor her. He told her that the very purpose of his coming to America was his research and that their team was trying to analyze and understand a particular kind of Hepatitis and try to discover methods and means to cure and eradicate the decease. He told her that it was the ambition of his life and requested her to understand and cooperate. He reassured her that as soon as his objective was achieved, they could return to their own country. That, surely, was not the solution she was looking forward to. She managed to come to America after a Herculean effort. Was it just to allow the opportunity to slip through her fingers? Certainly not! Ravi also offered her another advice. He asked her to join one of the several courses of study available in that city in a number of areas of interest and utility. She was never interested in studies. Even now, she can understand English spoken with some foreign intonations only but not all. She never ventured to speak in English. She was afraid that whichever course she tried to pursue, her classmates would subject her to ridicule. She felt that she wouldn’t be able to tolerate that humiliation. So she rejected that idea but wondered what she should be doing. All that the cinemas taught her about America was that it was a free country, that men and women were treated as equals, that people there had no worry or hassle and that they move about freely and cheerfully like butterflies. It never occurred to her that in any country, people had to struggle and toil to get their stomachs filled. She concentrated only on the means of reaching America but did not think beyond that, about such matters as living in that country.




   




  Days were rolling on. Ravi’s research activity intensified. Malini’s complaints turned into reproaches and naggings. He never lost his cool but he always tried to humor and cajole her. Soon their marriage anniversary approached. Last year they had a grand party with friends and colleagues. It was very late by the time the guests left. Although they enjoyed it very much, both of them were very tired. So they retired to bed without even clearing the tables or cleaning the plates and slept late into the next day. She remembered their ordeal after the party and decided to celebrate the event privately, by themselves. It turned out to be a Wednesday. Ravi had some urgent work to be attended to, in the lab. He convinced Malini that he would certainly return by four. He reserved tickets for a cinema of her choice and a table for dinner and planned to spend the evening merrily with his wife.




   




  It is said that man proposes and God disposes; God who had cooperated in everything she planned, till that time, appeared to have suddenly withdrawn his benevolence. That very morning, tests established that a patient who was admitted to that hospital was suffering from the same type of Hepatitis, Ravi’s team was investigating. All team members were alerted and activated. They made observations, took several samples, conducted tests, performed analyses, referred to existing literature and engaged in discussions. Office staff was strictly instructed not to disturb any member of the team in any way and was forbidden from attending to or transmitting any phone call to any of them. Everyone was so devoted to their work that none of the researchers bothered about food or rest. They stopped after their bodies refused to cooperate. Ravi entirely forgot about their marriage anniversary and about his promise to his wife. As soon as she caught sight of his entering the house, she flared up and gave free vent to her anger, disappointment and frustration. He heard her quietly without a word of protest. She finally stopped after exhausting herself. He agreed that it was his fault. Then he told her that a golden opportunity presented itself that day to assist him immensely in the pursuit of his life’s objective and that he had to stay back at the lab. He explained the situation and begged her to put up with the inconvenience for a few days. He promised to do that weekend all that they planned to do that evening. After prolonged persuasion, she was pacified. They spent that weekend merrily.




   




  Neel did his M.S. and was employed in a company in the same city. Ravi and Malini met him at a party. They came to know that he was also from Andhra and they began to converse in Telugu. She was happy that she found someone else who also spoke in her mother tongue. Neel had a knack for impressing others and to make friends His style and seemingly carefree behavior and manner of speech attracted attention. Ravi and Malini met him at many more parties and their acquaintance soon progressed into friendship. Three months ago the company in which Neel was working was forced to downsize its operations and to lay off many employees. Neel was one of them. Although he was trying for another job, he had plenty of free time hanging on his hands. He used to spend time visiting friends. He started going to Ravi’s house also. He was an interesting and an engaging conversationalist. Malini was impressed and her boredom disappeared at least as long as he remained in the house.




   




  After the patient with the same type of Hepatitis they were investigating was found in the hospital, the pace of research began to accelerate. The team was engaged in different types of experimentations simultaneously. It meant that researchers including Ravi had to go to the lab, library or hospital at any time; so the time Ravi could spend with Malini began to shrink rapidly. She was angry and frustrated. Ravi used to console her that if they struggled for a few more days and completed the project, they could live in peace thereafter. She did not know what to do. Neel used to visit both when the couple was in the house and when she was alone. She was happy to get an opportunity to talk in Telugu with someone else.




   




  Susan was a researcher in the same project along with Ravi. The deadline for submitting the final report of their work was approaching fast. They were awaiting some more reports. Further experiments had to be conducted based on those results. Some more investigations remained to be performed. Then the results had to be consolidated for the final report. Susan and Ravi were also planning to submit their joint thesis, which, if approved, would earn them Ph.D. degrees.




   




  It was the month of February for which Malini had been waiting for four years. It was the February which was going to bring the twenty ninth day which happened to be her birthday. During the other years she had to compromise, and celebrate her birthday one day before or one day later. She could celebrate her birthday on the very day only in a leap year. She made elaborate plans for the first such fortunate occasion in America which was due in about a week. In good faith Ravi promised not to keep any other engagement for that day. But destiny interfered to discredit his promise.




   




  The results of the tests the entire research team had been anxiously awaiting arrived on the morning of the 29th. Ravi, Susan and their professor spent the entire day with one aspect of the work or the other, till their brains refused to function. Perforce, they had to stop for the day and return to their homes.




   




  Ravi promised to come for lunch but did not come home even after hours past the lunch time. Malini tried to contact him by phone but as usual nobody lifted it. She was pacing up and down the living room in anger, frustration and dismay. “Is the work at the lab more important than his wife’s birthday which occurred once in four years? Can’t that work be done tomorrow if not today? The fact of the matter is, he has no regard for me; he has no love towards me. He married me just to pacify his parents but he did not select or choose me. He declared several times that he came to America just for the sake of research; where do I figure in his scheme of things? What does it matter to him how I feel, how I live or how I suffer?” These were the thoughts tormenting her. She planned to have lunch along with Ravi and did not eat. All special dishes and delicacies prepared for the birthday feast remained lying untouched on the dining table. The time of the commencement of the cinema for which they reserved tickets was also approaching. She wondered why all preparations she made to celebrate her first real birthday in America went awry… She heard a familiar sound. Yes! That is his car horn! At last he remembered his house and his wife waiting for him! So thinking, she opened the door even before the doorbell rang. She was disappointed and startled to see Neel at the door. The expression on her face did not escape Neel’s notice; he remarked “I think you have been expecting someone else.”
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