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The visitor was expecied only at four in the afternoon. But Kalyani got
ready by three, Because she did not like the idea of meeting with the
genileman alone, she had asked Annasami to be home at half past three.

She was in the verandsh seated on a ratien-chair awaiting Annasami
anytime now and, as her regular pastime, watching the children from the
nursing school across her house.

Her mood, as she watched the scene inside the school compound which
was fenced by bamboo and wooden boards lined with white, violet,
bougaimvilia flowers and where the children were cheering, shouting, and
laughing as they were going up and down on the slides and see-saws,
altemated between heaviness to smile (o a sigh. Now and then, she turned her
head toward the street corner; she secrely wished Annasami showed up

She felt, for strange reason, that at this first meeting - she believed there
would be several such meetings with the visitor in the foture - Annasami
should be with her.

.Wassheongmrdurfeelinginsecum?sumuldn'tfathomhaow

In fact, Kalyani was never able 1o reach into the depths of her own mind.
At some paoint in her life she would think she knew who she was, but then, as
time moved along, she would be exposed to yet another slice of life, and she
would readily acknowledge she is not that former person. It was feelings that
bound her 1o life with all their wonders as she tried o discover more and
more about herself.

But she felt she didn't understand herself. She felt overwhelmed by a
tremendous foad of hopes, desires and ideals weighing on her, but she camried
on because she had no other choice.

Life had taken her through several paths, and she always felt certain
ambivalence. Who is the real me, she kept asking. There were many stints:
after high school she worked as a government clerk with a salary of one
hundred rupees; then she got interested in dance and music and had
opportunities to display her talents - easily winning the admisation of others;
athermothm’surm“sevenmvmed' she could become a ar
movie star. But w] she pot ready with her costame and facial makeup,
and even in all her previous endeavors, she would grow leery and begin to
wonder if deep inside her there was any sense of accomplishment. or

satisfaction. This uncertainly would numb her, and she would sit in silence
and spend long hours mulling over,

Today something told her she was acting really strange.

Annasami didn't know who the visitor is going to be. Had he known,
Kalyatxlli was sure, Annasami wo“ldbetwunh:wthem me.md'lhe:emhad been
determgmdmhﬁngaboutareoonciliaﬁmoreveupmmnﬁeaﬁ‘!imddﬂp
bmmmm;mMWmW‘ reason she wrotc a letter inviting the visitor
0

It was Aanasami who introduced her to the visitor.

She was now watching the children in the nwrsery playground and
laughing with them, but her mind conjured up images from an incident she
has recently witnessed: that was Jast month, in a theater, late in the evening,
when her play was scheduled to commence in a few minutes; suddenly she
heard a commotion following a hot exchange of argumeants between the
visitor anct Annasami; she was not done with her makeup yet, but she got up,
ran up the stage and peered through a side opening at the audience.

That scene now grew vivid and strong in her mind.

Invariably, in every theater there would be openings or some slots,
natural or man-made, on the partitions at either side of the stage. They arc
the windows the players use to watch and enjoy the world of audience. Yes,
it & true, what we have here is a two-way traffic, the audience and players
waltching and admiring one another!

Players on the stage sometimes derive as much, if not even more, secret

from their audience. Before a play commenced, Annasami, as the

man in charge of the show, would gauge the pulse of the audience for the

Kalyani Art Center plays by scanning his eyes across the crowds visible
through the openings, and take stock of their varying moods.

'I‘h&:udienue,;}éooursc, wasnlwaysﬂ:adeofaglwdim&hy:thﬁeﬂ
were the society bigwigs presiding over evening program; speci

invitees; film producers looking for a story that could be adapied from the
play; directors who 'tlist:-ow:.:edl movie stars and movie directors discovered
by movie stars; the jealous members of rival drama groups who came, with a
heart burn, to watch the play; and then there were usual partisan crowds -
those who were pleased with what they saw - warmly cheered and applauded,
while their counterparts who only wanted o embarrass did so by indulging in
cat-caﬂsandoﬂensl.lppl:memzmtheirownqialogueswimﬂmseofﬂw

actors on stage. So, the openings on stage partitions served as informers to

spy on the audience in their state of appreciation, excitement or boredom.
Annasami would oot only gange the audience response from such a vantage
point - except when he himself was acting in the play and appeared on the
stage - be would also share his observations with Kalyani. Such an
investigation into the effect the play had on the audience gave him an
ammunition to eventually score points with critics when they reviewed the
play in local newspapers or magazines.
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It was last month, they were in the theater, the first bell had been given,
a large mirror toying with lipstick when she was diverted by a noise that at
firstonlymﬂdlymoyedher;itmgrewhudetandthenbmejust
intolerable. She looked around for Annasami or someone to attend to the
disturbance, but it soon became apparent to her that the blatant clamor afar
belonged to Annasami himself. She ran out of the make-up room, and raced
on to the stage where she glued her eyes to an opening on a panel 1o the left
side of the stage.

Annasami was shouting on the top of his voice, muttering words that
seemed to make no sense to people close by - some twenty or thirty people
were surrounding him - and oblivious to the fact that the leather bag
normally s to his shoulder as well as the towel clasped to it were now
lying on the or. *Just because you have a pen, you think you can scribble
any nonsense?” Annasami was yelling at someone in that crowd. "Then, it
becomes a free-for-all thing. If you say you are a drama critic why don't you
just stick with the play? Why do you get into personal attacks? Why don't
you just work for some, smutty, yellow journal? And what do you know
about drama, anyway? I have thirty years of experience in drama and arts.
You ase just a kid. How dare you come here and attack us? Do you think we
are afraid of you critics and would ut up with all the garbage you write? No,
pever. I want you out of here; oum*

Annasami spoke fluently in English, and for once Kalyani marveled at
ge wagog: elegant style of that language masked the intense resentment in
058 .

She looked at the target of Annasami’s assaults, That was a young man
whoappearedreadytotakennevenmorebm'bs,asherep]iedcalmly.his
words clearly reaching Kalyani's ears:

*All right, what do you want me to do now?"

apology. The young man was defiant as he put his arms around his chest and
calmly asked: "What if I don't?"

Again there was commotion. And whea she was able to get through the
shouts and noise, Kalyani recognized some of Annasami's outbursts:

*I will drag you to the court; I will sue you for libel; I will see that you
are fired. What do you take me for?"

=All right, why don't you do just that?" the young man asked calmly. He
knelt down and casually picked up the towel on the floor and handed it over
to Annasami.

"You wanted me out of this place, so I am leaving.”

That was the end of the matter, Kalyani thought. . But soon, she noticed a
few others in the crowd - maybe they were journalists or drama critics like

3

him - lending him support and shouting inaudibly in the melee. Kalyani
could not anything from their loud voices.

Like a fire sweeping all over, the place was soon mired in even mose
commotion and confusion. It scemed the crowds were now split in two- with
parﬁsangroupspoisedforaﬁuht-umfm‘Anmsamimdameorlhe
drama cxitics. The next scenario could bring people at cach othes”s throats,

Barring a few members of the drama group, such as stagehands, orchestra
crew, some theater staff, a few actors in the make-up room ready for their
mgeappwmca,alltheactmsandmessesseemedmdymukepminﬂm
ensuing confrontation, and they had all converged close to Annasami.

Kalyaniﬂ:oughtitwasﬁmnsheintewenedinthematw-shewnmedto
walk up o the stage in spite of her grip the microphone by hand
and personally plead for restoring peace and onder. But as she removed the
uimgb-shapedsﬂkscarfoverha‘fomhead,shemﬁwdq:“vnmgmmhad

her move. He was now standing on a chair requesting the
crowd (o sfay calm.

“This is no fight, nothin serious, everything is fine, let us not get carried
away."hewasassuringhisinstenm‘ . “Please go back to your seats. The first
bell has already been given, the play is about to begin.” He began to pacify
the audience who stood nervously in the last rows. Then he walked over to
hismppoﬂminlhnhall,puthismmsonthekshuulderstohush@m.ﬂex&
he met with the orchestra crew and other drama staff and bade them (o retum
to their normal duties.

Then be looked at Annasami who was by now guite upset by the
unexpected turn of events of the day. Asif to find a r with Annasami,
theyoungmandraggedhiminmthcbackstagesaying could discuss the
matter in a more congeaial atmosphere.

Kalyani.whohasbtﬁ:naﬂthistimew&?glingﬂmemm ings
through the opening on the stage panel, now ily retreated to the make-up
room and ined her position before the mirvor. She pulled the silk scarf

over her forehead, and started behaving as if she had never left the room.
She resumed applying lipstick and casually watched from the mimor the
yomgmmmmmemakcupmm.mnﬁamm.

Shehemﬂtheyoungmm'swordsaddressedmmasami: *Sar, if you
privaﬁelymadesomedu'ogmrymm'ksabnutme,andiﬂge_tevenwim
you.theuitbemmwidl{namatterbetweenthetwgofus.BuLﬁyoushuut
wonds like “Get out® at me in front of others, the feeling would grow that you
hawinsulwdajomalist,soynuwﬂlﬁndyomselﬁnanawkwdmmn.
Iammysonylbecamemaponsibleformaﬁngsuchabigmhere.m
usmowon.mcasegiveinstrucﬁomformeswondbell.andletlhep}ay
begin. Ibaveso_mudlworktodo.lwishyouhudtahmmewholeﬂm;
n&aspmtively." Then, a5 Annasami left the room, he sat on a metal chair
in the corner, and lit a cigarette.

Kalyaniwasobwvhgallofﬂaisevmasshewasnowgivingaslight

' touch-up 1o her eyes and brows. Annasami gave the onder for the second bell
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and let the actors and actresses have his blessings before leaving for their
stage appearance. In a sudden change of his voice, he spoke to the young
man: "Mr. Ranga, don’t go away. Please wait for me, I will be back.”

Kalyani smiled to herself, quite amused by Annasami’s short-lived
temper, but the name she heard him utter now touched a familiar chord in
her. She let the name sink for 4 while into her mind, recognized i, raised her
eyebrows and once again watched the young man through the mirror. Then
she turned around, fixed her gaze on him and slowly arcse from her seat.

She had heard a lot about this Rangaswamy aka Ranga.

He had been part of a large organization engaged in publishing numerous

dailies, weeklies and monthlics in several Indian languages with a

wide circulation all over the country; Ranga was especially well known
among the Tamil readers patronizing those publications.

He had other things going for him. Ten years ago, he became popular
through his short stories in a weekly magazine, where he was serving as its
assistant editor, and Kalyani, then working as a clerk in a govemment office
had read his short stories, and enjoyed them. She had always known him as
Ranga, the short story writer. However, she was unaware that Ranga had
givma?wﬁﬁngshmmﬁmfmsomeﬁmemw;thishashappmdmthu
gradually, as his stories were first received well, then became controversial,
and later were condemned and banned outright from the magazine. Ranga,
since then, has been writing in another section of the magazine on a varicty
of topics and Kalyani chanced to read them, only occasionally. And then he
snddenly seems t0 have disappeared, that was the end, she never came across
his name, again.

During those years Rangz had become an astute journalist who excelled
in working with politicians and their leaders; be was feared as well as
admired because he would often catch his targets off guard with questions
mmughtMSomeuniMendedcommmmdmmrmlmlmdedhis
targets in a coniroversy; at the local press conferences held by visiting
national politicians, Ranga had established a star value for himself by his

bing questions and his ability to pin down the speaker on the issue at
ﬂ:d.Mpoﬁﬁcianswhowuefamﬂiarwilhhistacﬁcsoﬁmphyedm:ir
parts very well: if a question in a press conference originated from someone
other than Ranga, their nse would come after a steady pause; if the
questioner was Ranga himself, the pause would last a little longer.

There were oocasions when Ranga as a matter of fact forced some public
officials to say some foolish things in his presence and later, when they
would come up with a retraction, Ranga woukl have his magazine publish the
following day their views on a 'seven-column’ article. Ranga would also have
the decency to give them am o ity - their rebuttal would also be
published prominently in the magazine. was a secret behind such a
dignified gesture on his part: be would tell his colleagues at the end of the
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press conference that a rebuttal would indeed be forthooming, and when it
did appear in the magazine, that amounted to a double whammy for him.

Ranga, the joumalist, also became a cause for complaint in the political
areng. Same political leaders, on their very first meeting with him, just hated
his guts and jumped on him. Ranga however saw such behavior as an
gmomnﬁxywummndlheirmcﬁonmhim.%ahertheymmadm

or insulted him, he always reacted with 8 smile, reminding himself that
he was a journalist first and last, and that he can treat ¢ ing as news.
Unruffled, be would ask the next question as if it was his duty to do so. Some
politicians therefore tried to curry favor with him.

A sense of non-partisanship coupled with an independent spirit and self-
confidence that refuses to be taken in by any politician could be a part of a
tradition among the American or British journalists. But in India, especially
in Tamil Nadu, whenever journalisis come out with such laudable qualities,
they see themselves, much to their predicament, knocked down from behind
by some unknown forces. So it happened, two years ago, following an
unfortunate incident, that Ranga lost his position as a political co
The owner of his firm personaily pleaded with Ranga that he bad to let him
20 as a journalist, much against his will, due to pressure from an unavoidable
mp-levalsouwe;bnthecmvinoedmngathathecouldwnrkasacnlmml
critic for the same organization. It was ironic, Ranga thought at the time, that
the owner was unaware that the cultural world was subject to as many
pressures and warring groups as the political arena.

However, as far as Ranga was concerned, it was no 10ss.

So Kalyani now recognized Ranga, the erstwhile short-story writer tumed
into a cultoral critic. Around the same time she gave up her clerical job and
had entered a different world as a full time professional stage actress.

As she faced Rangs, Kalyani felt some affinity with him, because, just
likehemelf.hetoowasaprotzmofthe cultural world.

However, she had never personally seen him before. Her mind never
gramﬂedwiththequestionwheﬂmkangawasyoungorold.msname
mmndedhermmeofdxebubshehademgloyedmhisdrmrwiews.and
the short staries she had read and enjoyed a long time ago.

Ranga had once called Aanasami an ‘amateur officer’ and the title became
snpopularmathardrmamwuseditasauﬂcmism.foqmiinhis
absence. And when Kalyani first heard description she scoffed,
provoking Annasami’s ire, Ranga's review refiected truth so eloquently that
it hurt Annasami.

Two months ago, while reviewing a new play staged by Kalyani's drama
compaxty, Ranga had indulged in a personal attack on Annasami.



He had satirized how the state government has embarked on a mission fo
employ full, salaried employees like Annasami to destroy the Tamil theater.
He wrole a long piece eriticizing the practice of public officials taking time
off from their professional duties and fully committing themselves o
organizing drama pesformances.

In that review a tried to convince his readers that the play in
question had indeed the norms of a conventional play.

Kalyani was aiways awed by Ranga's writings. She was imwedbythe
fact that Ranga was able to pick on the flaws and weaknesses cluded the
watchful eyes of other critics. Then again, he always seemed to be armed
with some sort of four pronged strategy or plan to argue and rebut his
deiractors; she knew Ranga’s deiractors usuaily reacted to his comments with
usual heartburn and very litle sophistication. As for herself, she laughed
away at his barbs with a mild curse, even if occasionally pained.

When the theater and movie professionals met and discussed Ranga's
reviews, they invariably hated his guts; but even if they didn't respect him the
wayshg&Kﬂyanimva&ele&sundm&odMappmachedhﬁnwiﬂn
sense o 2

Even though Annasami - in so far as he was singled out for a personal
attack in a review of the play in question - thought Ranga was arrogant and
mean spirited, he had a veiled admiration for him, and respected him. He had
felt confident that Ranga would admire the play in question, and therefore
extended him a special invitation,

“T am telfing you, he will surely enjoy this play,” Annasami confided to
Kalyani several times, Kalyani also started nursing a vague sense of
optitism: maybe it will all turn out fine, Ranga would probably write a
favorable review, afier all who knows what's in store?

But it mroed out to be & wishful thinking. Only when Ranga tore apart the
entire play in his review column did Kalyani recognize its obvious flaws.
*These flaws and drawbacks can be blamed neither on this drama company
nor on the playwright,” he had commented. "They have strictly ta do with the
fate and misfortune of Tamil Nadu."

As if this were not enough, the VIP who presided over the function on
that day praised the play with a sickening adulation. "Just as a poet is
born once in a thousand years,” he reminded the audience, "a play like this
blooms once in a bundred years in a cultural garden.” He spoke the words
punciuated with smiles and smirks at Kalyani and Annasami flanking him on
the stage; Annasami was simply elated, but Kalyani felt the VIP was
stretching his admiration for the play a bit too far,

She coold still recail the last sentence in that review with a chuckle,
Ranga had written:

“All said and done, we are indeed fortunate that a play such as this
appears only once in a hundred years!"

As these words came down her memory lane, while seated before a
mirror in the makeup room, Kalyani bowed down her head lest Ranga should
notice her facial expression.

She had resented Ranga for implying that Annasami had, by his actions,
called into question his own professional integrity; by suggesting that the
stale government intervene in the matter, she thought, Ranga was trying to
get Annasami fired, Kalyani agreed with Annasami this only showed Ranga’s
sheer arrogance.

In the last iwo months Annasami had been seeking a kind of revenge on
Ranga.

With Annasami, anger was a passing fad, a touch and go; this was known
geothcrmembmoihcrdrmacompmy;mwnimwwondmdhuwm
W it too.

Annasami now returned from the stage and, as he hurried past Kalyani,
he decided he should formally introduce her to Ranga.

He was in a kind of dilemma - whether he should first apologize to Ranga
for his bullying tactics or go ahead with his introduction plan. After some
hesitation he decided to do both - simultaneously.

*Kalyani, this is Ranga, I want to introduce him to you,” he wld her. "He
is our Evemy Number One, but I think T went overboard today.” Then he
turned to Ranga: *T am very sorry, you imust excuse uy bad semper, I insist
youseethisﬂayrightaway.ltdmsn‘tmawifyouﬁndholasinitorwam
to attack it, the important thing is you must waich it.”

"Isthisaﬂshmcnlorsomedﬁng?‘kangachncﬂedasifamsedatﬂw
invitation. he trisd 0 put Annasami at ease: "Even before you're
askinﬂs,Ihaddecidedmwmhﬁwplayﬁﬂinterqﬁsion.mdhwethe
latter half for another day - even if it means buying a ticket on my own. And
1 am doing this, mind you, not just for your play, but for my magazine. That's
my professional duty!” He preeted Kalyani with folded hands.

Kalyani, who has been all this time watching Ranga through the mirror,
now directly faced him. Wosds failed her, but she returned his gestures - not
just with her hands but with a warm heart.

Shewassurpﬁwdemmomatlheconﬁaslbetwaenkmgu’swriﬁngs
and his real image. When she had read Ranga's short stoies she felt the
writer who penned them was someone with 'thirty years of experience’ just
like Annasami had claimed a few minutes ago. Now she found herself
longue-ﬁod,watchﬁ:gayoungmansomeﬂmﬂywsold,mscahnmd



iﬁtg:dsgrigq:ose belying his age. The occasion demanded she say something, so

"I have read your short stories. Why don't you write them anymore?”

"Short stories?" Ranga looked as if surprised by the question, as be raised
his eye- brows and started scratching his chin, d

'I:enyeamagohchadwﬁnenmmeshonsmﬁesandlamr.mmmepom
of his life, he felt embarassed to go over them, so he shunned them
altogether; mow, when an appreciative remark greeted him from a least
expected source, he felt totally unprepared for it. He answerad:

"Now that I have become a drama ctitic, do you think I ought to keep
those short stories in my mind, without hurting my professional integrity?"

Someone now walked close to Kalyani and asked her to get ready for
stage appearance. Kalyani took leave of him, and said: "I like your short
stories and also your drama reviews. I think the world of drama will improve
only when everybody appreciates - or even understands - your reviews. I am
very pleased to meet with you. We shall meet again sometime scon. Ihave a
lot of things to discuss with you."

Then she slipped into darkness behind the stage and, from where she
stood on the stage, she watched him again. was still standing there in
the makeup room, staring into the darkness that just enveloped her, smoking
a cigarette and wrapping up himsclf in some deep thoughis.

Amonthaftcrthatincideml(alynniwrotealeunrtomngnathis
magazine address. He was uppermost i her mind during that month and she
was curious to find out if he too harbored similar feelings about her. She
knaw absolutely nothing about him - except his writings and the image she
had of bim at their last meeting. So what she knew about Ranga were just
thoughts, and they remained as thoughts only. At best, she felt a Iitle
comfort by occasicnally conjuring up his image in her mind.

There was yet another reason why she wrote the letter: to promote
friendship between Annasami and Ranga But this was some kind of
afterthoughi on her part: she reasoned to herself that if her letter didn't bring
forth the response she secretly yearned deep inside her, at worst, she will be
able to hide her disappointment by working for such & reconciliation, which
by now was already a done deal.

She omitted her name and address in that letter. It was an anonymous
leltu‘,andsimplyregd:
ir:
If you are able to guess the author of this letter, please ury to come
and see me,

The letter was unsigned, and once she wrote it, Kalyani vacillated for two
days about her action, and then finally mailed it. After a month, she received

areply.

Ranga wrote he wanted to interview her on a particular day at four in the
afternoon, and asked het 10 confirm her availability. He had signed the letter.

Kalyani agonized for a few days as to how she should respond. She knew
Ranga was using his signatare to test her idenfity, Then, one day she made up
her mind and confirmed her availability by phone.

He would be here soon for that interview,

The time was not yet four. The nursery school was near anarchy. While
Kalyani liked all the children at the nursery school, she had her own
favorites. She would watch these toddlers as they arrived and left the school
premises - some came in auto rickshaws, a few walked with their servants,
and a few others rode on the rear seats of their servants’ bicycles - and, as if

ing them with a secret code, Kalyani would smile and gesture with
huﬁnggﬁﬁechﬂdmm“uldeagalymclpmcmmsmﬂesghwing
on their X

Kalyani had an unusuaily large garden in the smalt compound attached to
her house. She was very fond of roses and had six varieties of them; that's all
she could afford in the last six months; if she had her way she would have
liked to grow even sixty varieties of roses. Occasionally the children from the
school would approach ber and innocentiy extend their small hands for the
roses, &nd Kalyani would gladly oblige them.

She now heard the school bell ring and, with her expectations
mulﬁplyﬁﬁishewndm'edwhomsgoingwbelhsﬁmttomwthueye&the
school chi Annasami or that visitor Ranga?

A (axi was turning at the street corner. It could be carrying Annasami; on
the other hand, its passenger might be Ranga. Slightly panicked, Kalyani
rose from the chair.

Annasami had promised to be home around half past three. She started
thinkinghiiahewouldhandleMgashouldheacwauyarﬁvebefore
. o

She could have Ranga wait in the front hall so that she can go into
kitchen under the pretense of preparing a snack with Pattammal, the helper in
the house; Annasami might arrive a short time later, and everything will be
fine; once in a while she can walk to her room Ranga to fetch an anicle
or something and formally apologize to Ranga for keeping him waiting. She
cmremmthekkchenaﬂerhandhgomhimawzine,bmkorphuw
album to keep him otherwise engaged. As her mind was working out all
these jdeas so that she can delay her interview before Annasami showed up,
she heard Annasami'’s voice. He alighted from the taxi, slightly bowed his
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head, cleared his throat and spat the pan onto the roadside; he loudly
tendered his apology to Kalyani for being late. He paid off he cab driver and
entered the house.

He walked direcily to the main hail, looked around, and tumed his head
toward the kitchen, savoring the aroma emanating from there. "Are we
celebrating something?” He asked. "I guess Pastime is preparing a special
dish, the flavor of ghee is all over the place.” He entered the kitchen and
teased the gir) in charge. "Hi Pattu, tell me what's going on! Is somebody
coming 1o propose you for marriage; or is somebody visiting your mistress?”

Paitammal, a fifteen year old girl, grinned and dismissed him with 2 mild
irritation}." "Yon have nothing better to do than tease me with all these

Kalyani, who was still at the verandah, didn't hear the between
Annasami and Pattammal. She now turned toward the hail addressed
Annasami: "Do you know who is coming to our house?” She watched the
expression on his face. "It is your best friend, Mr. Rangal”

"Oh, I see,” Annasami replied. “Let him come, I am not worried.” He
sat on a sofa in the main hall. He actually didn't believe her words.

"Sar, I am the truth," Kalyani assured him. "He asked me if 1 can
grant an interview for his magazine, and I agreed. I thought I will be more
comfortable if you are around when I do the interview. After all, you are my
guardian, aren't you?” She gave him Ranga's letter.

Outside, the school bell rang again, and Kalyani left the hall and moved
to the verandah where she stood to watch the children darting out of their
classes with joy; just then Ranga came along on a bike and, because Kalyani
mmﬂmghtuywhhthechﬂdmn.shedidn’tmﬁcehimardvhgaﬂhc
house and opening the compound gate.

Ranga smiled as he saw her totally absorbed in the scene; he 100 stood
there enjoying the children after he put away the bicycle in 2 corner
alongside the compound wall,

When Kalyani turned around, she greeted him with a surprise:” Mr.
Ranga, glad to see you, When did you arrive? 1 have been waiting here to
see you come in." Then her eyes fell on his bicycle. "I missed you because I
wascxpecﬁngyouinataxioracar.“lhensheledhiminﬁothehouse.
"Please come in, Mr, Anmasami is also here”

Ranga feigned nervonspess. "I am a kind of scared w face Mr.
Annasami,” he said as he entered the hall, and greeied the older man on the

sofa...

"Come in, Mr. Ranga," Annasami welcomed him. "Only a few minutes
ago I came to kaow about this meeting between us. Can you tell me what is
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going on? Seems like the lady of the house is trying to set us up on a
collision course!”

Ranga ignored the tone of Annasami's voice and sat on the sofa; he
moved the leather bag from hie hand to his lap.

"No Sar, ] am not bere to start a fight with you,” he assured Annasami. "I
am planning to do & magazine piece after interviewing Miss Kalyani, the
stage actress. I think your presence will be 2 big help.” He pulled out a note
book and a pen from bis bag and then gazed at Kalyani as if signaling to her
that he was ready to begin the interview right away.

"Can we have some tiffin before we begin?" she asked him in a voice
marked by hesitation and respect. “Do you have any other engagements?”

*Actually, T was thinking if I could wrap up the interview early so that I
can go out and have tiffin in some restaurant," he answered. "I haven't had
any lunch, there was oo time for that. I was taking the afiernoon nap and
mkeuponlyathalfpastﬂme.ﬂebikeﬁdeﬁomChuhimlhisplwetook
slmost half an hour. ¥f you are offering me tiffin now, [ wouldn’t mind
staying here for dinner as well!”

His remarks set off a Joud, if unwarranted, laughter from Annasami. As
Kalyani weighed in his commenis she imagined Ranga was probably single
with neither 8 home nor obligations t0 a wife and children. However, she
ﬂklyhuughthmdfm she coukd be totally wrong about this - as

was walking toward the kitchen - after all, married men with families do
cat out in restaurants. Don't they?

"Mz, a, have you any children?” Annasami's query rising well above
the clamor lhedngm' in the neighborhood school brought her to a full
sﬁup.andthefcwsecondsthatelapsedhetweenthequesﬁonandﬂlcreply
seemed to last forever, and tested her patience. She quickly regained her
composure and pricked vp her cars,

"F have a daughter, just five years old,” Ranga said, and she secretly bit
her lip. Her reaction was quick but short-lived, after all she was someone
who had matured through bitter expetisnces in life.

Annasami's voice, restrained but with a touch of sarcasm, was once again
heard. “No more kids? Are you into family planning or something?"

“No Sar, nothing like that,” Ranga replied. “My wife passed away during
her delivery. My daughter is now living with my wife's relatives. I am living
all by myself." Annasami was visibly embarrassed by Ranga's explanation,
feeling guilty for abruptly hurting him with a personal question. He could
only mutter, "Mr. Ranga, I am very sorry.”
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Kalyani reacted with a spirit of stoicism, which was soon replaced by a
fecling of disgust at herself. As she stniggled to free herself from self-pity,
shefoundawayoqueawningsheheardmming'andkmwmﬁnmme
conversation she just heard, especially the trath about Ranga hi .

She entered the kitchen and ordered Pattammal to serve sweets to the
guests. She returned to the hall, and set up two small teapots in the space
between the sofas occupied by Ranga and Annasami, Soon Pattammal
brought sweels in two stainless steel plates and laid them before the guests.

Ranga watched Pattammal with a puzzled look - is she a housemaid or a
close relative, he couldn't tell - and as if to answer him, Kaylan spoke:
“Pastime is my only companion,” she said after formally introducing her.
*But for her I would consider myself an orphan locked up in this house. Last
month I lost my mother after she was bedridden for a month. At that time
Pastime and her mother - who is my aunt - visited us from the village.
Pastime has been good enough living right here and rescuing me from
loneliness; of course, I am not sure how long this arrangement would last.”

Pastime, who by now moved away from Ranga's view and stood between
the kitchen and the main hall, spoke in a shrilled voice: "Sister,” she
addressed Kalyani. "Don't say such a thing, I will never leave you. 1 will
always be your companion in this house.”

Kalyani returned her with a smile. "How can you be so sure?” she asked.
"What will happen when your mother comes along with & marriage proj
for you? You can't refuse to go, neither can I force you stay with me.” She
took one of the plates with sweets and sat on 8 moda next to them.
Pattammal served water to everyone.

As she came close to Kalyani to serve drinking water Pattammal
whispered to bes: *I want (o see you get married before I do.” At which
Kalyani, mildly annoyed, could only mutter, "You are acting crazy, now get
back to the kitchen."

Ranga noticed a giant sketch of Kalyani's mother in the main hall; a small
bulb, Jit like an eternal flame, stood aver its metal frame decorated with a silk
garland. Aharmoninm.atablc.mduumlhdmabundle,couldbcseen
at one cornet of the hall, He guessed the hall served as a main arena for their
drama rehearsals. He remained silent till he finished the tiffin.

Kalyani probed to discern from Ranga's face any signs to the effect that
he knew ibe anonymous letter came from her, only her. She found none, this

_ only strengthened her suspicion that he indeed knew it, and was on guard.

Kalyani has been thinking all this time that the anonymous letter was a
smart move on her part, but now she congratulated in ber own heart
foroutsmmﬁnghu:hchasbeenveryclevﬂinaﬂofm.qlﬂleooolinhis
method, revealing at no time any hint of the letter, and now, after a month, he
is visiting her- ostensibly to do an interview. She smiled o think how she
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refused to oblige him with a letter of confirmation and used a phone to let
him know her availability. Now that he is here and had met Annasami in her
house- quite unexpectedly - could he be doubting that Kalyani was the one
who wrote the letier? Is he confused about the whole thing?

Annasami's voice brake her thoughts: “Why don't we do the interview
while having the tiffin?"

* Annasami is my mentor, guardian, and guide,” Kalyani began. "I think it
would be proper for him to talk about me, rather than I talk about myscif.
That’s why I have requested him to be here this afternoon.” Then she paused,
and thought: Why am I saying these things?

She saw Ranga return a smile as if suggesting he was not really interested
to know why she had invited Annasami.

After drank coffee, Kalyani brought in a wad of pan leaves and
spices. As if eagerly waiting for them, Annasami readily grabbed a handful
of betel nuts and emptied them into his mouth He seemed to have a voracious
appetite for pan- something he was in the habit of chewing in his wakeful
hours; his addiction was said to be so that he occasionally forgot to
clear his throat and empty it before going to sleep!

Kalyani helped herself with a pan. Annasami suggested to Ranga that he
was welcome to join them. Ranga politely declined, and lit a cigaretic
instead. Kalyani soon brought him an ash-tray, but as she laid i before him,
she noticed it was dirty with vigareite butts, used match sticks and thin veirs
discarded from used betel leaves.

“Pasiime, why don't you keep the ash trays clean?” she shouied at the
young girl, her voice mixed with ivitation. "These are the ones that always
getﬁgledup.mad:swthemusicpmyfo]kscominghm“msﬁmcm
brought in a new, clean ash tray and gave it to Ranga,

“That's great,” Annasami complimented Kalyani. "I must say you have
trained Pattammal very well.” Then he pried open the small tobacco packet,
and asked Kalyani:

"Would you like some?"

“A little," she demurred, gathered a very small amount with her tiny
fingers, and tumed her face away from them before dropping it info her
mouth.

Ranga couldn't help laughing, and joking: "How am I supposed to do the
interview if both of you keep on chewing tobacco?”

Annasami gestured as if he wanted to say something.

*You said you have no other engagement for the day," Kalyani reminded
him, "Didnt you?*
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Ranga began the interview with a question: "Madam, did you get dn)r
opporimities to act in the movies?" :

“I have made up my mind that T would never act in movies,” replied
Kalyani. "I would like you to include that statement in your interview. That
way nobody will ever again walk into my house - to lecture about this or that
movie role - and ask me if I will be interested. Your clarification would save
me a lot of trouble.” She trned 1o Annasami, whose face now registered a
change at the import of her words.

As a journalist who had conducted several interviews, Ranga felt he was
now witnessing something new i Kalyani, an ordinary aciress, someone
with no star value and certainly no name recognition. He thought this was
remarkable because his work had carried him far and wide o inlerview many
women, actresses as well as professionals from other walks of life. That
exposure had given him an edge - to probe into human psyche in ail its
aspects and ferret out its dark secrets.

Again.anactressinomsocietymmainsanopenbookwithmpdvacyof
her own; {o even imagine she has privacy is just 4 wishful thinking. When the
facts of her private life are fally known to public, others contribute
even more ‘facts’ - facts that bear no relation whatsocver to her own life - to
lend color and drama to her image. Her fame would grow in direct
proportion to that image.

He knew Kalyani, an aspiring actress, was yet to make her impact on the
public at large; he helitved she mevmﬂy rise to the but in this
very first interview she had demoli such a hope he held for her future.

As a critic Ranga dida't favorably look upon the plays he was called upon

to review; if anything, he felt only pity or disgust watching them. His attitude

toward the players was no different.

*The Tamil Theater is nothing but a ladder used by its actors and
actresses to climb and reach out to the Tamil Cinema," was how he had
summed up his observations, "It only serves as a screen 1o hide their own
persanal lives - lives that brim with poverty and shame."

Now into his first interview with Kalyani, he paused momentarily to
refiect on his harsh comments; while he understood his conclusion on Tamil
plays was based on solid reasoning, he now conceded his verdict inflicted a

wanton cruelty on his targets.

Kalyani's character revealed elements in total contrast (o those affected
by other actresses known to him in his career. What struck him as a welcome
change was her total, disarming style, no nebulous lines there, she was
uncommonly frank and direct in her approach; she had welcomed him from
her verandah dressed in a plain cotton sari; there was certain artlessaess,
even a childlike inpocence in the way she helped herself with tobacco in his
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presence; after their conversation had gone for a while, she had casually
arisen from her chair and sat on the carpet, with her back against the wail,
explﬁnhgshefeltmmemlaxedwryiﬂgonmedialngmmatway.ﬂm
small acts made Ranga feel he may have to reconsider his opinion of Kalyani
as a professional actress.

Considering her exposure to professional acting was only brief, Ranga
ihought Kalyani was amazingly shnrpin_leamingﬁ'omherexpaiezmand
Eﬁ;tﬂndfd:m her own place in that medium; she knew what worked, and

% : even when she occasionally felt hersclf trapped in the stage
and cinema career, she was someone who could reflect upon her situation
and think through her vulnerability calmly, and gain a sense of clarity and
purpose, no mean achievement for someone that young, and something that
Rangahndwlmcssedonlyamongaveqﬁewinhiswea.l{cthnughtheis
yet to come across another actress with Kalyani’s maturity and grasp of

As the interview continued, Kalyani spoke clearly and firmly on the
mpicsundetdisumsiunasifshewaswellconvetsantwiththemundhadbeen
thinking over those issues. Ranga could appreciate how well she
communicated - always pausing before answering his question; pausing after
her reply; and in between, pausing with a smile to show ber good taste,
simplechencyandmmnity.WhenhewasdmewithmeMemewhewas
still baunted by her pleasant face. :

Again.ashewaspednlinghiswaymwardl\{ountkmdfordingerina
restanmnt.mngacouldseehewasstill charmed by Kalyanl’s atiractive face
with almost no jewelry, bright Lips revealing a sparkling row of white teeth,
andbyhﬂpomureassheregmdedhim,whﬂzhamllﬁngmmgenﬂy
trying 1o push back tresses falling on her eyes.

The interview Jasted three hours.
Annasami had overcome his initial reluctance to get involved in the

interview.mdhctoomadeafewobwrvaﬁonsofhisown,hetemdﬂlm.

makingsmehewasnotintrudingintolheoonvmathnbetv.:eenknngagnd
Kaylan. He had been helping himself with tobacco five or six times during
the interview - may be as a ploy to keep himself silent when the other two

When Annasami was deliberately drawn into their conversation with a
question, “What do you think?” he feigned his inability to talk, and walked
out to clear his throat. He would delay retuming to the hall to offer his own
opininnhthemaﬁerbypiekingupsoﬂeoddeonmﬁononthemywith
Pattammal in the kitchen and indulging in some gossip.

Annasami had disagreedwithl(nlymioversomeoftheto ics
she discussed with Ranga, but he refrained from offering his own apinions
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during the interview. Even Ranga could see Annasami was struggling hard a
few times to maintin his composure.

~ 'When Ranga was about 1o take leave of Kalyani after thanking her for her
time, Annasami congratulated him on his success, even as he indirectly
referred to Kalyani's artistic talenis.

*Mr. Ranga, I think you have done an incredible job," he said. “1 had
never realized Kalyani had such sharp opinions on so many topics, and your
questions, one afier another, literally brought them out for all w see.
However, I have one observation to make: do you think you ought to publish
all this smif? To whntpuryose?[ammlsuggeﬂhgwhatyoushoulddo.l
just felt like speaking out, if you don't mind . . . There is something else:
before this interview goes to press, do you think we will have a chance to go
over it?" Annasami now turned to Kalyani as if seeking her approval for his
request.

"If you don't mind . . . .” Kalyani at Ranga as she slowly spoke
thcwords.h%ealsothoughtﬂliswon aﬂ’ordhetyetmoﬂwrﬂﬂmmmtyto
meet with him. Ranga complied with her request, saying he would personall
bring it over to her to look at the final draft. yioe d

It was then that Ranga remembered he nceded one of Kalyani's
photographs to serve as an insert in the magazine interview. Kalyani went in
and fetched an old album. He spent some niore time right there with her,
going over the photographs, one after another, and comparing them to the
real person now standing before him. Kalyani stood next to him curious
about his choice and somewhat ill at ease by his eyes darting now and then
from ¢he phots to herself; some pictures in the album were glamorous
enough fo cause her blush, .

He finally chose one that showed her with no make-up and in a posture
justlikcshcwasnowmﬂdjnmefomhim. It must have been taken soon after
she had an oil bath, the wavy hair let loose and dropping on her shoulders.

"Can I have this?" Ranga asked her politely; Annasami was so appalled
by his choice he ventured a ready, if mild protest. But Kalyani didn't mind,
in fact she took Ranga’s choice very well. "Why, that's my picture 00, she
said calmly and handed over it to him.

When inquiring her during the intesview how old she was. Ranga
betrayed a smile at the prospect that actresses invariably undersiated thetr
age; but she surprised him saying she was thirty three; he had guessed she
would be thirty, and would probably suggest an age below twenty five,
"Whick month?” he had asked her unconsciously, and pat came the reply:
“ *, *So, you are ouly six months younger to me," he countered,
much to her surprise,

Annasami intervened. "What do you mean, thirty three?” he asked
Kalyani in a tone tinged with incredulity. “Are you crazy or something?”
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*I am telling the truth,” Kalyani replied. "I was born in 1537." Annasami
staried counting the years going through his fingers.

He was ready for an argument. "You can say your age is thirty two that
wiil be comrect; ber 15 stil! far away. Only when you completed thirty
three years, you can argue the age is thirty three. You don't say a baby is a
year old on the day it is bomn, do you?" He continved in a voice marked by
sadness. "One can see a tot of actresses - real old - falking and behaving
as if they were babies born only yesterday. Why do you have to add more
years to your age? Why don't you tell the truth as it is? That is only fair.”

*All right, agreed, let us put an end to this,” Kalyani took Annasami's
admonition with a langhter. "Let us say my age is only thirty two, he can put
it down in his notes.” Ranga recalled that laughter as he now found himself at
the restaurant. He locked his bicycle near the entrance.

‘The time was past nine,

Ranga wanied to leave for his apartment immediately after dinner, and
work through the night with his interview notes; he des y wanted to
oompdh;tetlnmsknthandsoﬂmhecanmm‘wthe with Kalyani the
next day.

He normally had his dinner only after eleven, if he had not missed it on
puzrpose, For some years now, he did not even bother to adkere to a definite
schedule concerning work, food or sleep; occasionally he would even forego
his lunch or dinner. Among his expenses, food always rated the lowest; he
literally survived on tea and cigarettes.

Now he felt a pang of hunger and, as his wont at nights, he wanted to
have briyani, and preferred this particular restaurant in Mount Road.

As be comfortably seated himself in a private dining room, a8 waiter came
and served him a glass of drinking water. Ranga ordered briyani, and as soon
as the waiter left the room afier closing the door behind him, Ranga helped
himself with a swallow from the glass; he then took out the photograph from
his shirt pocket and closely smdied it.

He felt Kalyani was again smiling at him as if she was meeting him for
the first time, sharing a secret between them. He recalled the words behind
that smile: I you are able to guess the author of this Jeteer. . .........

He smiled as he imagined her lips now uttering those words.
He tried to mentally organize his earlier conversation with her in some
logical sequence, and very act now pleased him. He was

continue such an effort over and over again so that he could work on the
entire  interview in a si session, something he wanted to perform as a
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recapturing the fleeting moments, here and there, and enjoying every
minute of it.

How many wonderful things she had actually spoken that day!
Ranga's appraisal of Kalyani amounted to this:

First and foremost, she was that rare specimen, a wonderfully, superior
woman. She was also a connoissenr (it was hard to determine which came
first, the woman or the comnoisseur); secondly, she was an actress and
purveyor of culture, andthisqualitywasagainshaﬁby her refinement and
good taste. She had a natra) inclination for excellent manners, and the fact
that she was not tainted by outside influences in her chosen field, was a
testimony to her strong character.

He pulled out his diary and checked his notes.

He had asked to know why she chose acting as a profession and how
began her career. He went over her answer in his diary where he
scribbled her comments. Meanwhile the waiter came in and served
briyani. Ranga began his dinner stowly keeping the diary with notes close by
on a left hand corner of the tahle.

He conjured up her image as he carefully tried to expand on thase notes
and put them in perspective:

*I like myself,” she had begun. "I often think I am very beautiful; I feel
happy about my body, my voice and my own thoughts. Even now I feel like
spending many hours watching myself before the mirror; doing simple things
like painting my eyelashes; touching the eye brows with a pencil; trying
different hairstyles, one afier another, without getting bored; rimming my
nails and polis them; trying different cosmetics - I loved doing these
things since I was a small girl. T feel very happy when I am singing and
listening to my own voice; I can also enjoy listening others sing, just like I
admire other beautiful people. When 1 say I admire beauty in me, [ am also
saying I can see it and eajoy it in others - I often think I can get casily swept
away by beautywhu‘everlhzgpenn see it. When I have nothing else to do,
I am kind of indulging in self fove, and I guess this habit has helped me love
others as well. Maybe that was the reason why people see me as an actyess. I
guess what has actually made me choose acting as a profession is this self-
love, this habit of appreciating things about me and myself.”

5

“Of course, when I am down, frustrated over something,” Kalyani
continued, "whether it has to do with my profession or something remotely
connected with it, 1 would yell at my mother asking why she got me into
acting; again, I would also take on my boss (Ranga could see she was
referring to Annasami) blaming him for all my troubles - but the truth of the
matter is are my well-wishers and give me fuil suppori in my caceer.
But, when ali is said and don, as I just now mentioned to you, self ove has
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been the greatest influence in my life, and I am alone responsible for
choosing acting as my profession.”

"What do you think of Tamil plays?" was Ranga's next question and he
read what she had replied; her comments so amused him now that he was
about (o explode into wild laughter.

He seemed haunted by her memory - especially her smiling face - for a
long time afier he ended the interview. He was in a trance, Kalyani always
beaming at him, mentally iniriguing him - first when he was riding on his
bike from her home to Mount Road, later at his dinner in the restaurant, and
then again when he was retuming home somewhere in the city cornes; he feit

in her images, one after another, her soft-spoken words, and finally,

Itsuddmlydawnedonhim:itwnsnotthatbehadinmiewedhcr.

" Kalyani 100 has interviewed him, in her own way, and to come to think of it,

she had accomplished it rather very cleverly.

She had figured out the main aspects of Ranga's personal life - his single
life, his wife passing away, and his daughter's life with his wife's relatives -
during that interview. He was now all the more convinced that Kalyani's line
of ioning hed a definite purpose: she was not out to patronize him, she

y cared about him.

Now, riding ihe bike on a narrow, dusty, deserted lans, he unconsciously
blew a whistle. "I am acting weird," he thought. "Is this some kind of
infatuation or something?*

He tried to dismiss those foelings with no further thought. “This is all
sentimental stuff, he assured himself. I have a professional duty to
consider- the interview has got be done by tonight. Why should 1
emotionally get involved in something like this?"

He wondered if his lifestyle - a dull routine, no woman (o share his
company-hadsomahingmdowithhisoonfusedstate.Thmhethoughwf

Sumathi, his sister-in-law, his late wife's younger sister, who was keenly
interestedinmanyinghim.mdofhismmlrejecﬁmofsud;amdem

When he reached his apartment at eleven at night his mind was still
josiling with images and events of the day gone by, Kalyani's attractive face
looming large among them.

RangalivedinasmallhouseiuChulai.as.mall,sleepyvillagewilh‘afew
traditional brick-built file houses, a road-side water tap that served the village
mmenwhupntienﬂyawaitedilsgrwewid:ﬂmkdaypolshidinmws.and
a 1ea shop at the street corner open all the twenty four hours to cater to the
mill s of a nearby factory. Ranga had rented a room in the front
poﬂimnfahouseonﬂleAdikesavaluNaikerSu'eet.Hewaspaying a rent of
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twenty five rupees for his room; because this was the house, he was told,
where his parents once lived, and since the strect was named after his
grandfather, Ranga felt a kind of street-loyalty akin to patriotism.

He knew he commanded loyalty and respect from the residents of the
Adikesavalu Nicker Street, a seatiment deserved by his parents and
himself. Iﬁsfamﬂy.hadlostmuchofilsweallhoverﬂ:eyeus,butnotits
prestige. The elders in the village respected Ranga for his family honar, the
younger gencration for what he is today.

Most of the Chulai residents known to Ranga were mill employees, day-
to-day wage camers, or simply poos workers, Except for a few, most of the
bouses had multiple families. The daily lives of these men and women were
subject to potential discords and disputes because they came from different
occupations and sought different things. There was always room for group
mentality, rivalry, enmity, and, last but not the least, differences arising out
of political creeds and trade union loyalties. Still, they acted and behaved like
the members of a single caste or a tribe; their group loyalty nearly always
surpassed the multitde of things dividing them.

Ranga was the most educated among them. He had graduated from
college with a bachelors degree some fifteen years ago and has been getting a
kind of royal treatment ever since.

He was sought by groups of young men claiming certain political
affiliations as well as others who ran rival political organizations; Ranga was
ablemtmadwefullybemanﬂxetm,offending neither party and
volunteering his own time and help when they needed them.

When women saw him, they would stand in his presence as a mark of
respect. The owner of the housc would accept the rent with no complaint
when Ranga chose to give it to him; someone made sure that Range's room
was always cleaned up in the morning, and that fresh waler was brought in
for his ready use; a boy from the neighborhood would run up to the nearby
shop and feich hot tea before giving him the wakeup call; the
would also buycigmenesaudnewspapﬂ'fnrw.mngawouldmdtwo
English daily newspapers in the morning, the Tamil dailies later in the office.

Ranga would never stop his bike on his way to work, unless, of course,
someong walked toward him for a conversation, when he would get off his
bike in a polite gesture. He would never - absoluicly never - smoke while on
that street; because he was fully aware of the respect they had for him, he too
was inclined to show the same respect toward them.

As he now approached the house, be was struck by a question: Why all
ﬂ:isrespectmdlnynltyforme?mquestionwasfcsmingmide.ithad
something to do with his life in Adikesavalu Naicker Street, with the village
folks a part of his life. He got down from the bike, unlocked the front door
and switched the light.
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After opening the doors wide open, he went out and carried the bike into
the room and put it away in & corner.

Th.erew«ecloﬁeswei%ionfgdownheavﬂyonampcthatmnmthe
room. In a corner lay a stack of empty cigarette ts, discarded butts and
wads of white paper that had a semblance of having been used for some
writing and Iater abandoned. Close to the window stood a table on which lay
several stacks of books; there were also books in another shelf laid against
one of the walls; the wind had apparently strewn the newspapers all over the
room. Ranga knelt down and gathered the loose sheets lying around, folded,
and put them away. He then shipped into his night clothes; one look at his
lean frame as he put on a new shirt, revealed his pathetic condition.

He let the windows open fully afier anchoring them with the side hooks,
and helped himself with drinking water from & pot in the room comes. He lit
a cigarette and sat near the table 1o begin the task at hand. He gathered his
herlatﬁa‘fwetjag.tmkoluhisdiﬂymdm ani's photograph; he again studied

Heagainfncedlhe-}gresﬁonlhathaumedhimafewminumsago: why all
this respect and loyalty for me? Now he got the answer.

He dutifully resumed writing the article on Kalyani using his diary notes.
Halfwsy through the article, he remembered that letter.

It all came in & flashback,

He hed met Kalyani in a drama theater where she happened to
te him on the short stories he bad written many years ago; then,
after a month, he got an avonymous letter from someone simply stating:

If}'ouareabletoguessthemlhorofthislwer,pleasemeandsaeme.

He knew Kalyani wrote that letter, he was positive, no second thoughts
about it. Then he interviewed her at his own option and, now, it is almost
midpight, he keeps on looking at her picture awed with her voice and
langhter.

“What is the meaning of all this?" he asked himself. "Are we in love?”
He admitted to such a possibility with a surprise and disbelief.

He had never fallen in love with any woman. He never ket such romantic
notions - yes, he always thought love was some kind of foolish seatiment, a
ﬁgmemoﬁmaginatiun-tomhhim;henembeliewdinﬂmmanyway.
Somewhere in his life, when he was to realize that a man needed 2 woman o
share his life, he was willing to take a wife. He lived happily with her, she
was someone valuable 0 him, and he loved her. When she passed away he
meourned her loss, and be still thinks of her with affection. If he found
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another woman - someone exactly like her - he would still feel toward that
person exactly as he felt toward his late wife.

After all, what is this love, Ranga wondered. It is something the mind

gets into - & crazy pastime - it sets you thinking, craving, appreciating,
mulling over things again and again. All to what purpose?

There was a time when Ranga even thought that arts such as poetry,
drama as well as their enjoyment were the social perversions indulged in by
the privileged class and the idle rich. Was he afraid to speak out? Or was he
silent because it would serve no purpose? The truth of the matier is there was
indeed a time when he did subscribe to such views.

- For example, he had always thought movies had a harmful effect among
the poor and the underprivileged who lived in his neighborhood; they were
spoiled because they ho, to live their lives fashioned after the movies -
with all the trappings of the privileged class depicted on the silver screen.

Now those time-honored convictions and opinions are being tested, much
to his disbelief. But he could see the writing on the wall: Kalyani ioves him,
m:}ouhtabomit.Rangatoohnsreadhetmnd' and he too has succumbed to
her love.

He was witnessing the beginning of a love between two mature,
experienced adults. Granted there was something peculiar, albeit foolishness
in such a relationship, be was confident they would face the problems
squarely and deal with them in a practical manner.

The immedialc problem is how the neighbors would treat this
relationship. They might carp at him, verbally attack bim and disapprove his
hanging around with a professional actress.

mlil::l was not willing to deceive himself by rationalizing such attacks are
¥

He knew he must face up to such assaults sometime in the near future.

That determination gave him a litile consolation, but also left him with
some confusion and restlessness. :

He worked through the whole night and finished the article. Then he put
offthe]ightandreﬁmdtobed.Helayonmcbedhiswithhishandspulfed
together under the neck; sleep eluded him as he was still haunted by
Kalyani's smile,

He eagerly waited for dawn, when he would go and see her.

*h = *%

A long time after Ranga left Kalyani's home, Annasami was discussing
with Kalyani her interview with Ranga. He was mentally going over her

He was a little upset that Kalyani didn't confide in him aboui the
interview well before he arrived at her home; there were absolutely no
secrets in Kalyani's life that were not known to Annssami. If anything, he
was privy to a few secrets about Kalyani's personal life which were not
known even to Kalyani.

1t was only much later in ber life that Kalyani knew she was born in a
family of devadasis. She was bom at a time when the social mores had
e Ty wao raaly anwace (et parets wes: seves formally

yani was totally unaware that her parents were never ¥
married 10 one another; her mother was able to marry her husband only
through a e ceremony where she was ‘dedicated’ to him. Still, the
relationship, while not 2 conventional marriage, meant the woman after that
mmmymmaiuadfai&fnlmmemanﬁllherdwth,mdﬁmmsamihad
looked upon the family with respect.

Years ago, Kalyani's father had worked as a head clerk in a firm where
Annasami's oo was employed. He was fuirly senior to Annasami, and
following his death, Annasami personally helped that family to scttle the
financial matters relating to insurance and provident fund. He also helped
Kalyani, then staying at home afer doing her tenth-standard, to work as a
clerk in his own office...

Since then, there have been many changes in Kalyani's life, and
Annasami was worried about her: Kalyani’s mother is now dead, how long
can&l&ranidepmdon?aﬂammamliwwilhheﬂsnehasmomwp;om
her, and she doesn't seem o bother. Annasami had tried to probe her mind to
allayhiswonies,butsbewunotvayhelpﬁﬂ;shewuulddﬂmdismimhis
concerns as of B0 consequence or elude him with some clever reply.

He was intrigued by some of the questions Ranga had asked her in the
interview, as as the answers she had given him.

Afier confirming that she was not interested in any movie roles, Ranga
had asked her: "Does this mean you are planning to get married after some
ﬁmemdﬂmnpmmanmﬂygiveupacm?'ﬁnmmimns}dﬂedﬂm
question very iate and nodded his head as if congratulating Ranga.
He was eager to w the answer as much as Ranga did; Kalyeni smiled and
replied:

"I cannot definitely say I will not get married; but why do you think I
shonld give up my peofessional role as an actress? It is possible 1 will never
get married, but why should it mean quitting the theater?”

Ranga followed up with a question on Tamil dramas.
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"If you are saying your involvement in Tamil drama is going to be that
serious, does this mean you are quite satisfied with their quality 7"

“T don't claim % know much about the Tamil theater or the world in
general," Kalyani replied. "Once in a while I hear people discuss some
cultural matters and I too feel like offering my own opinions. 1 like Tamil
plays, I love them for the simple reason I am involved in them. I know critics
like yourself find defects in these plays, maybe you are right, the plays are
e The macet mnporiant thing  pow T onjoy myscl 1 ey puiing

im is how | enjoy myself: I enjoy pu
makeup on my face, walking up to the stage and standing inthel!:melighl;
I can never think of giving up that joy and pride for anything else. After all 1
have been deprived of simple pleasures which many women like me
take for granted; I have given up my job; maybe 1 have given up marriage,
family and kids too; the only thing that sustains me after all these losses and
makes me happy is this acting, and I will never give it up. These plays may
mtbegpodenoughforyou;andasyouhaverecenﬂyoommenmdinoneof
your reviews, one may think they are not plays at all. So what?”

Annasami was saddened at those words, He has been working hard to
groom and promote Kalyani as a ar actress - he hoped to advance his
own career and share the limelight her - but now he felt his hopes were
- dashed leaving him in utter disappointmeat.

He was upset even more because of the potential damage the interview
might cause to Kalyani's public image; had she taken Annasami into
confidence with just a few words, he could have used his influence and
arranged for a press conference, if not a small party, to promole her fame.
He could have even arranged to publish a profile on her - some atiraclive
colorful photographs accompanying a well written piece. After all, he was
acﬁywaiﬁngjmtfwsuchmupporﬂmitymmwapumicnycampaign
on her behalf.

But his plans have now gone awry. Because Kalyani had chosen to act on
her own, she had confided in this useless drama critic Ranga, and what is
more, she had dragged Anpasami into this game ing him a privy to the
interview questions and her own answers. He thought Kalyani had botched
the whole thing, it is going to make things worse, and he grinmed at the
prospect what all this meant for the future.

After finishing her duties in the kitchen Pattamma sat on the verandah
awaiting Kalyani. She expected Kalyani to have dinner afier Annasami had
takeuleavtofher,bmﬂ:isdidn‘t{appmSoPanmaweminsidemd
proceeded to sleep in the backyard afier spreading a piece of cloth on the
cement floor. She could see the moon from where she was, and sighed. Very
soon her mind was free from any thoughts of Kalyani, Annasami and the
dinner, and as she let herself dreaming on something else, she was drawn into

sleep.
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Annasami helped bimself with a few betel leaves, his face still grim
owing to his concern over the interview. Kalyani could understand his mood
from his studied silence, but she didn't like the idea of drawing him into a
conversation against his own will. She let time drag on for a while; then, on
some pretense, she went to see Pattamma in the kitchen. Pattamma was
already sleeping in the backyard and Kalyani looked at the clock; it was
getting late. She thought of spending some time in the backyard under the
moaonlight. She too expected Aanasami would be leaving shortly.

She thought of finishing dinner after Annasami's departure so that she can
spend the night savoring the pleasant memories of the evening - the interview
with Ranga, his questions, his ever - pleasant smiles, deep insight, and
above all, his level headedness.

She felt a bit of conversation with Annasami might cheer him np and
even hasten his departure feom the house.

"Sar, you seem $0 be thinking deeply about something," she addressed
him. “Let me have your box of betel leaves." She broke the silence between

them, and helped berself with a few batel leaves.

*I wish you had told me in advance that you wanted to do an interviews
with the press,” Annasami spoke, suddeniy. "Even a small hint or a word
withmecouldhavedoneﬂmﬂick,andlmuldhavemmeugowithagmat
plan.YouEbablykmwabomthisnga.heisactuyfe w, and yoo
have told him everything. - [ mean everything. I am worried what will be
actually published in his magazine. I am telling you, be is very dangerous.”

Kalyani understood Annasami detested the very idea of her personally
inviting Ranga to her house for the interview. She also hated the implication
in his words that he need to bave a say in her personal decisions; still she
didn't want to take on him directly on the matter, because that went against
her nature. She remained silent, 25 Annasami contisued:

"You know something?* he asked. "There, in my house, my folks are
getﬁngmadthulamnotevenshowi%ﬁehalfasmuchimmtinthe&
pemomlproblmnsasldoinyourcase. y are so jealous.” He mumbled
mnudiblywhimsclfﬁotafewswon&,pauaedmdoonﬁmed:'nutﬂ:eyhave
nothing to worry about, everything is taken care of. T don't interferc with
them, and they are happy to be lefi to themselves. You will be suzprised to
know how mmmmy wife and davghier have been piling up recently.”
Kalyani simply ki without any interruptions as Arnasami continued his
tirade 'ﬂ:liswifeanddnnshber.agninrefe:ﬁng.asusual.minelevm
details t them.

Annasami had this habit of venting out his frustrations and anger at his
own family in her presence, and Kalyani always reacted with a dignified
silence; that was her way of showing her respect for his family members. But
she never understood why Amnasami made a big deal about this, never
missing an oppartunity to remind her of their anger and jealousy toward her.
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Kalyani could comprebend how much Annasami cared for her, and it
became clear that what annoyed him most was the personal invitation she
had extended to Ranga without his permission. He seemed concerned over
what would eventually get published in the magazine. Kalyani chose to calm
his fears on the last concern.

I don't know what others think of Mr. Ranga,” she calmly said, while
helping herself with another betel leaf. "T believe he is a vu? straight-
forward man, Again, be bas promised to show us the final draft of the
before it went to press, didn't he?

Annasami paused to think of the inextricable bond between himself and
Kalyani's family.

He thought of his own role over the years, first as an amateur actor and
later as a promoter of the Kalyani Art Centez, a role that contributed barely
anything to his own financial wellbeing; if anything, be was called a fool by
his wife and daughter for such an undertaking. He ignored their insults and
remained totally dedicated to Kalyani's career; however, it pained him to
think that practically there was nothing i that relationship except for the
emotional trap he found himself in.

"Kalyani, remember this,” he said. "You may decide to act in movies or
may not; you may decide to get married or may not, these are your own
choices, your personal matters. Why do you have to express them in public?
You are to use this interview to advance your carecr, and not to get yourself
forced into a corner by admitting whbat you actually want or do not want in
your life. Do you know how the other actresses in your ion are
handling these matters? They will first rehearse the whole thing to be on
guard what to say in the actual interview. I am really sorry you didn’t ask for
my advice in such an important matter as this.” Kalyani katw Annasami was
making his feelings public, be was pouring out of his heart; she arose from
her seat and left him signaling with her hand she will be back in a minute
after clearing her throat.

Annasami watched her leave the hall with warmth and a little satisfaction.
Just as her sudden absence at this time wouldn't deprive him of an
opportunity to have her listen to his side of the story, he reflected, her
decision to do the interview with Ranga withont his permission had not
acwually driven her away from his of influence. His eyes were on the
verandah door as she disappeared behind it, and later, when she did return
afier a few minutes, his gaze was still riveted on the door and again on her, as
if his looks eagerly sought to grab and forcibly draw ber close to him.

"SAR, what are you staring at?” Kalyani inquired him with a smile, and

Annasami tried in vain to dismiss her remarks. his eyes became teary,
- and Kalyani was horrified.
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"Sar, have I done am to hurt your feelings?" she asked him and
arose from the chair. it was only appropriate that she stand and
address him becanse he cared for her and she, in turn, respected him; over
the years their relationship has certainly fostered a sense of cquality between
them but she didn't want to misuse that privilege now. She acknowledged
that Annasami was free to point out her drawbacks, if any, and that she
certainly owed him an explanation for her behavior.

*No, no, nothing like that,” Annasami hastened to assure her. "I am all
right. You have done nothing wrong, do sit down.”

*I wonder how long you want to continue your life like this - I mean, as a
spinster,“heoonde:i“PerwnallyIamagainstit.Ywhamalsomued
telling everybody you are already thirty two years olkd. Have you ever
seriously thought about your single life?”

Pat came Kalyani's reply. "Sar, 50 far nothing serious has happened to
me, 5o how can I get scrious about my marriage?”

Annasami fel¢ fitillation sweep his entire body.

What on earth does this woman mean? Annasami was puzzled. "Are we
both talking about the same thing?" It seemed incredulous. :

“Nothing serious can ever ba all by itself”, he said his mouth wide
open, and exposing all his teeth. has to create it."

Kalyani showed no particular interest in his words, and she simply let
him go on. He began, hi tone suddenly turning personal, his voice first
assertive, then gradually fainter: "When others serious about our

relnﬁomhbwecan‘tjustignomlhmmddweiwomelmasifm&inghas
happened. To be frank, I find you are closer to me than my own family
members. Kalyani, do you understand what I am saying? You are the only
important person in my life." '

'nowdeérly saw the man behind those emotional outburst; she
reacted with neither shock nor sorrow. She thought Annasami's feelings were

justified; however, she was surprised why till now she never thonght about

them that way. She braced herself to cope with the awesome task now
facing her.

Her mind was clear on one thing; she recognized Annasami’s motives ran
deeper than anything crassly sex it was much more complicated than that.
He was actually confused, she thought, becanse his admiration for her beauty
and taleat, as well as his faith in ker future and his own efforts (o advance her
career - all these, and above all, his sense of isolation from his own family
members-worhedtheir:v:gintohispsyche,mdsomewhne_ the line
made him simpleminded and come up with a notion that he was in love' with
Kalyani. She thought it could be just platonic fove born out of his affection
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and wellbeing for her; she found a rationale for his confusion and
acknowledged his right to express his feelings to her directly.

_*Had he made his feelings public 10 me eatlier - that is, well before I had
written the anonymous letter to Ranga and invited him for the interview,”
she asked herself, “‘would I have gladly welcomed his offer of love?” She
could not bring berself to think that all the warmth and guidance he was now
offering as well as his concern for her professional advancement were based
on such an assumption on his pant.

She felt sorry for him; she thought abowt his family members who
disliked him as mnch as his serious artistic and cultural sensibilities. It made
a lot of sense to her to look at the practical considerations that drove people
likc Annasami to create private lives following their own dreams; and she
had known some of them in her own profession.

And what about her own life? Sometimes she felt maybe she was not
entitled 1o the hoouries of marriage, family and children. However, shoukd
they ever become realities, she would g welcome them, and even live up
to them, and enjoy them to her best ability, But she was not willing to trade
her carcer with any of those faraway promises. Just as she made clear to
Ranga in that interview, acting meant a great deal to her, she had stumbled
on it 85 a career after a series of disappointments in her life, it made her feel
good about herself, and above all, it gave her a sense of profound
involvement with others. She can never give up acting, never.

She has been looking forward to meet with 2 decent man (o start a new
relationship, a jonshijp probably tied to her owm profession, yet
something lofty and meaningful, and free from complications. She was
willing to make compromises within those limits. _

Her single life was empty and boring, it didn't so much have a purpose,
and she wished she could end it. She Jonged for marricd life - she was willing
to marry even a poor clerk with a salary of one lundred rupees - as long as he
was a decent man, loved and respecied her.

She has been wary of the professional world she was moving about, day
after day; she was only too familiar with the loose morals it spawned, and of
the men not unwilling to use women for their ulterior motives - those film
producers and other men wielding power and wealth; had she wished,
Kalyani could have become a mistress or a ‘kept woman’ them,
assured of wotal protection and freedom from any financial worrics. But she
totally rejected such a rouie because it would mean corrupting her soul and

eventually corrupting her external world.
Tt never ocemred fo her that Annasami could possiblzfill that void,
only because she had always put him on a high pedestal; erhigmgardfm'

him blinded her from seeing him for what he was - an ordinary human being
subject to usual foibles such as weaknesses, desires, drawbacks and cravings.
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Now that Annasami opened up his heart o her Kalyani too felt
emboldened to examine her own private thoughts with a clarity and purpose.

Annasami's commitment 1o her drama company was total; he acted in the
plays, he was the man in charge of the entire enterprise, he took care of
everything, the small and big, often running the stage operations as if he was
supervising 2 marriage ceremony; he personatly welcomed the andience and
took care of their personal needs, and when they showed their admiration for

Kalyani's performance with and cheers, be was mose than
leasad, he felt totaily rew by his . However, now, as Kalyani
gegantothinkahmtit.hisownfamily members, his wife and daughter,

mvuboﬂmedmmmowut;&onﬂmseomasions.eithﬁmwamhhis
performance or anything else in the play.

So it was clear to her that Annasami found a sense of fulfillment and
satisfaction in his devotion to Kalyani's drama company rather than to his
own family; viewed in such a context, she thought, his s jon that she
accept him as a partner in her life certainly made sense; it could be even
considered an ideal soluticn.

After all, Annasami was not a very old man; neither was she an innocent
virgin; she is not someone who has too many dreams, cestainly not under the
present conditions of ber life.

- Often men and women see their lives take a dramatic turn due to
circumstances, some good and some bad, all of them not entirely under their
control. Their artistic and cultural sensibilities could color their instincts and
thus corrupt their private lives. To outsiders they might become a langhing
stock, their actions just scandalous. Yet, the truth of the matter is the men and
women who have embarked or a new course believe with a religious fervor -
decp in their conscience - that their actions are just and proper. If this were
not the case, they may even be tempted to commit suicide.

Seen in that light, Kalyani thought there could be a justification for a
relationship between her and Armasami. The fact that she had aiready been
attracted to Ranga seemed to make her feeling for Anaasami a bit less ardent;
yetsheunderstoodﬂmtsheandAnmsamiwmmwminkingmmﬂu
lines- Annasami loved her, Kalyani also thinks that he would be an ideal
pamcr.bmshefeelssheisahudyoommiuedtomnga-andshcpaupndfqt
words. How can she point out this to him without actualty hurting his

feelings?

"Kalyanil” Annasami was addressing her again, his familiar voice
choked with emotion; both his heart and mind straining hard, seeking her
concern as well as favor.

Kalyani watched him silently.

“Do you know what my dreams are?" he asked. "I want you o become a
star full of glory and fame." He was almost begging for her love.
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"Sar, you always sec me as a young woman,” Kalyani chuckled, "To be
frank with you, I know [ am getting on my years and often feel ashamed even
mdreamofasWsﬁfe.Whenlseearwndmesoman);mgm‘womeu
aspiring o become stars, 1 am gratified to think your are totally
directed at me - somebody who is already past thirty and can count on only
her integrity and self respect to succeed m life; this again shows how much
you really care for me."”

A long sigh escaped from Annasami; he was pleased and a lide
comforted at Kalyani letting her warmth and affection for him come into
open.

He was still smitten with her, mistaking her words to reciprocate her love
for him. He could only mutter in mild whispers “Kalyani . . . Kalyani . .. “t0
draw her attention further toward bim.

As he tried to push himself closer o where she sat, Kalyani wanted to
play safe and remind him about Pagtamma slecping a few away from
them in the backyard. She threw a glance afar in that direction and arose
from her seat. She then forced a smile on bher face and looked at him Jest be
misinterpret her abrupt rise from the chair,

Again, it was equally important that he didn't mistake her smile as some
kind of assent or favor an her part. "The time is already ten!” she remarked as
ifuyinﬁﬁohastenhisdspam.'Youmaymtheablebgetatuiatﬂlislate
l:our."fo :ignpmtantlhingisforAnmsamimknnwhowmuchKalymistﬂl
cared for him.

But Annasami didn't seem to get her message; he was in no mood o
leave any fime now. As she left the room and walked toward the moon-lit
front verandab, he too followed her.

Kalyani sat on one of the chairs in the area where she awaited Ranga
&ﬂmmmmmmmmmwachﬁrnmmhamdmclosew

There was some traffic on the street. The houses on either side of the
nursery school across the strect were now brightly lit. o

Annasami went to the hall to feich the box of betel leaves and nuts.
Meanwhile Kalyani made up her mind to reveal to Annasami her affection
and love for Ranga; again, she would let him know that she was not upset or
mad at Annasami professing his love for her - he was justified in doing so;
she needed to inform him the situation as she saw fit and proper without
actually hurting his feelings.

When Annasami returned and sar near her, she began:
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"Sar, T have been planning to discuss some important matters with you.
Now it is a kind of getting late . . . But I see no problem... You may pian to
stay overnight if you want . . . I don't want you to misunderstand me. You are
the only well-wisher | have ever gol, whatever I want to do - for my
good or bad - I need to consult with you." She paused to gauge his reaction.

Annasami oo was usable to guess what was on her mind, yet he nodded
his head as if he understood her words. He went out to relieve the tobacco
m]hismuth,m“henhemmrmd,hehalpedhmwwim;fewmore

eaves.

Kalyani continued:

“Youhavebeenv%h;lfﬁﬂtomeallthescyemmdlowemypwsent.
prospeity to you. Our company has attained fame and success owing
] own efforts. 1 am not saying these things just to praise you . . . Butin

of all this my life appears to me like a journcy with no destination.
Sometimes I feel my ambition to become an actress, to act on stage and
display my talents that brought me so far in my life. On the other hand, if I
hnlfSMCkhnmyclericaljobmylifemuldhaveukenadifferentmlptme
face this: only acting gives me of mind. If I had no talent for acting, 1
would have been deprived of this peace of mind also. But if that happened, I
wounder, if ] might be still dreaming of becoming an actress.” She paused. "I
am sorry I am digressing.”, and continued.

"] want a life where I am peace with myself. That would be just
impossible if I become a workaholic or turn greedy or g0 on multiplying my
wants, I am just satisfied with this drama company I now have. I have given
up the desire to become a movie star a long time ago. I want a life with
dignityanﬂse]fre@eusothaucanfeelpmudmdgoodabunmyself. I
wish [ had this attitude a few years ago so that I could bave avoided some
scandals . . .. Any way, they belong o the past and we need to let go of
them."

“At 2 time when the tradition of devadasis was justified and even
tolerated, my mother chose and lived a highly life. On the other
hand,tuday.lﬁndmgselfunablcmwimoarelaﬁonshipwﬁamspwftﬂ
family.Youweadwsinsmesome&meagotbatIoughtlnenterhtosucha
rul_aﬁomhigmwith another man, and 1 have now decided to do just that.
However, for some strange reason it never occurred to me that you could be a
parhminsuchuelaﬁonship..lamsunylhgvetosaym-mpecially_aﬂe_r
you have personally expressed your strong desive for me."

Annasami was listaning to her with no interruptions, He was so familiar
with her generally commendable traits of fine temperament and sense of
justice that he let her continue.

[ don't think I will ever enjoy a life better than the present one - T have
peace of mind and enjoy all material comforts. But . . .” She paused, bowed
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her head and continied: “Remember Mr. Ranga, who was here this
afternoon for the interview? He was here at my own invitation. Even at the
wryﬁr_stlimelsawhjm,lkindoftookmhim,andlhadneverfeltﬂlesame
way with anybody else. So I myself wrote him a letter.” Her voice now
drying up, she sweated in profisse drops that gathered on her forehead.

Annasami's eyes began to glow; he couldn't speak up because of the
salivating tobacco in the mouth.

*I was not sure if Mr. Ranga was a bachelor," Kalyani continued. “If he
was a married man, 1 told myself, I ought to feel guilty in ever wanting a
relationship with him. However, I assured mgtself that there was essentially
nothing wrong in just meeting with someone for a little chat. I am not saying
I was by a strong sense of love or deep sentiment, nothing like that.
I felt it was no crime inviting someone just for company or friendship. Again,
1 am clear on this: once I lost my heart to him, it becomes something serious
and 1 must not deceive myself into saying it was simply a matter of just
company or friendship.”

"So I wrote him an anonymous letter on a simple post card: “If you are
able to guess the author of this lefier, please try to come and see me.”

*I thought I can determine from his reply if he is interested in me. Then,
after a month, a letter came from hins requesting an interview. 1 was not sure
if my letter and his were actually linked to one other as they were meant to
be - there was no way to find out any possible connection - so I didn't share
this piece of news with you. But I knew I can't do the interview without your
taking part in it. If I had known at that time about your inferest in me, I
wouldn't have certainly written to him; neither would I have agreed for the
imerview. Now I really don't know what is on his mind." Her wotds came out
of a simple, direct style with no unnecessary embellishments.

Annasami's reaction was quick, and he wanted to at once, He
againnoddedhisheadandmommgtridofthepan. " a fool I am!"
he was talking to himself, his smiting against his forehead in a

symbolic gesture of blaming himself for being so dimwitted all this time.,

"Kalyani, I have been really a big fool,” he told her. “I have been of late
saying a lot of foolish things, please ignore them. You may laugh away my
wmdsasiftheyweremwmdbyasmgemll.etusforgmfoolishmlk
mdmnveon!lnawayiflwereuotacﬁngmissnﬁid.you have never
opened up to me. Ranga is a good man; I think he lost his wife, that's what he
told us ....Good ... Thope your wish will be granted . . . God bless you.
This will be a good match -you and Ranga - and I hope it will become a
reality soon . . . ] really think so.” Annasami seemed so excited at the tum
of the events that he could not help expressing his own thoughts in one
continuons flow.
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Kalyani listened to him, tnuchedtl)ﬂehis excitement and savoring his every
whim, gesture and word. She was relieved by the final outcome and let her
mind ficat in a pleasant mood.

* All right, I have to go now, “he said, taking leave of her. "Ranga will be
definitely tomorrow. I have to attend to some personal work tomorrow,
:&I won't be able to make it.* He winked at her meaningfully and arose from

chair,

He bad a final piece of advice for her: “You must get that magazine
interview anticle from Ranga so that I can see it before it goes to press,” he
said. "No changes may be necessary, but he is a crazy fellow and we donft
want him to say something we y don't like. . .” He again smiled at her
and was all sct (o depart.

Kalyani saw him off at the gate and walked back to the kitchen to wake
vp Pattamma for dinner.

2

Last night when Ranga took keave of Kalyani and returned to his room it
was two hours past midmight.

Six onﬂ:sagoRaug&hadgonetosgeKalyanimpcmonallyinmiew
her for a magazine article; once the interview was done, he rushed home and
mkedth:ouﬁlthenightm complete the piece so that he could show the
final draft to her before it went to press. He eagerly awaited the dawn and
raced to her house. Since then, in the last six months, he has been visiting
her regularly, but the article in question, based on that interview, never got
published.

andfllcwokenlilate!hismming.ﬁﬁggﬂﬂ' dowumlzmmomingu_:a
ighting a cigarette, his eyes cau u smoke the photograph in
a new frame on the nearby table; it was the snap shot he had planned 1o
include in the article - it showed Kalyani with no makeup, dressed in a
ﬁmﬂemw&hmymemmmmmmmeemsofme
Iast six months, and he laughed to himself.

It is true his meeting with Kalyani had set off many warm feelings in his
beart; nevertheless, as he had through various chores demanded of him
in the following day or two - like asking for her photograph, writing up the
piece in ane sitting through the night and rushmg to her home - Ranga
believed he was simply reacting to his professional demands, and nothing
more.

But his very next meeting with Kalyani revealed to him her real motive.
She openly told him that her request to go over the article before its
publication was just a ploy - a ploy to get to see him more and more in the
following days.
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Nobody in his neighborhood had ever seen Ranga leave for work so early
in the dawn. .

He wished to have the article finalized and delivered to the composing
room by ten in the morning so that it could be included in the ing
magazine Sunday supplement. So he saw a deadline to be met, and pedaled
his way through four miles to Kalyani’s house.

He saw a few musicians settling down on & carpet in the front hall when
he reached the place; they seemed to have arrived about the same time he
did, and were getting ready for a drama rehearsal.

A Youngman among them - a tabala player- noticed Ranga but was so
occupied with his act that he kept on playing the instrument. Ranga was a
litile amused by the young man and his aplomb. He was somewhere between
twenty and twenty-five - and his hand gestures were strong and forceful
enough to let his cutly hair fali freely on his forehead. He wore a minor
chain, a muslin jibba, a thin mustache, and his manner seemed to be
declaring to others that he was not just a tabala player but a kind of matinée
idol of the fulwe.

Ranga 0o felt no need to be bothered by them; he felt free 10 be on his
own in that house. He walked into a room next to the main hall ard made
himself comfortable on a sofa. He went over the article he had brought with
him as he tried to hide his face among its sheets. His eyes were on the article
in front of him but his heart and mind were alert to catch any human voice
amiist the tabala sound.

"Sister, he is here!" he heard a voice angounce his presence. "Remember
the gentleman who was here yesterday?" There was an immediate response
to the call and Ranga could visnalize the face that would soon greet him. But
he chose not 1o take off his eyes from the sheets up front.

Only when Kalyani came close and greeted him cheerfully did Ranga get
up from the sofa, pick up the sheets and fold bis hands together in a symbolic
gesture.

Kalyani however chose to avoid acknowledging his formal salutation
because it seemed 1o go against her respect for him. ‘As she approached
Ranga she turned to the tabala player and said: "Please stop your music . . . it
is splitting my ears." Then she turned to Ranga with her folded hands as if
deflecting his earlier gestures. Then they both sat on sofas facing each other.
Kalyani had just then taken a shower; the wet hair had moistened her blouse
near the shoulders. She removed the towel around her head and dried her
long tresses.

Meanwhile a taxi arrived at the front gate and two more musicians got
out. Kalyani asked Ranga to excuse her for a minute and went out (o receive
them. Adter formally greeting the visitors, she spoke with the tabala player.

35

*Dhamu,” she addressed him. “You can have your rehearsal upstairs, I need
to discuss some important matier with this gentleman." Dhamu started
packing the tabala and another man with him began folding the carpet. The
fwo new visitors went upstairs. _

" Are there any rooms upstairs?* Ranga asked because he waated o start 2
conversation, He had conjured up a small shed with a ceiling lined with palm
leaves.

"No, no roams,” Kalyani replied. "We have allotted some open space for
rehearsals; these musicians are so lazy even to walk a few steps that they end
up working only i the hall.” Meanwhile Pattamma brought coffee from the
kitchen.

Dhamu, who was on the stairs, glanced at Pattamma and asked: "Pattu, is
there coffee for us?" There was a touch of sarcasm in his words, "You don't
have to bring coffee over here, upstairs; once I am done with the tabata, T will
come down and get it."”

Pattamuma glanced in the direction of Dhamu, and smiled. "Of course,
there is always coffee for yon," she said in a low voice and laid the tray with
coffee and a few cups before Kalyani. Kalyani took one of them and offercd
to Ranga. Then she helped with another cup and sat before him. She
inviled Ranga to drink his coffee, and sensing that it might be too hot for him
she proceeded to cool it by pouring it into another cup and letting the heat
away.

After Pattamma left them, Ranga told Kalyani: "1 have finished the article
last night. 1 would like to give it to the printess today after you take a look at
it. That way we can have it published in the Sunday supplemeat.”

Kalyani looked at him, but said nothing.

*I wonder , . .” Ranga began with a smile."] see you surely enjoy tobacco
and bete] leaves, how come your teeth still look very bright?"

*I am not addicted to betel leaves,” Kalyani replied. "I take a few when
Master (she meant Armasami) visits me - of course he visits me almost every
day - but I make it a point 1o wash my teeth afterwards. That way, the teeth

siay healthy and bright."”

Ranga drank the coffee and then read aloud o her the interview article

which Kalyani listened with no intercuptions. The music from the rehearsal

- & combination of violin and tabala - seemed to provide a pleasing
background to his voice.

Whean he finished reading, Ranpa looked at her for approval. She was
still watching him, no word . Suddenly he had a feeling that she had
never paid any attention to words and simply had her eyes giued to him
during the entire exercise.
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. Andﬂ:atlook.stiﬂfocusedonhim.seeWaqmﬁom "What
kind of games are we playing?" It seemed to , ance for all, that they
tearawaythosei?etenses~calltheminmiewormagazme' atticle or
whatsoever - and frankly admit what they wanicd from one another

*How come you are not saying anything?" Ranga demanded. “Do you
think some of your comments during the interview were not properly written
down? Do I need b revise any of the stuff here?"

*Well, it was Annasami who wanted to see the article before it was to go
to press”, Kalyani replied. "But let me ask this. When there are several
actresses, why did you think of interviewing someone like me?" She

bit her lips as the words escaped her.

*Well, I usually interview people who are already popular, and those who
are likely to become popular, “he replied. "And when it comes to dramas,
you are certainly a popular actress - no one doubts that.”

Kalyani admired his rejoinder, he was right on the target, there was no
way one could win an argument with Ranga.

The violin could still be heard from the upstairs. Dhamu was now coming
down the stairs shouting "Pattu . . . Pattn® all the way to the kitchen.
Kalyani turned toward him annoyed, and asked: *"What is it?"

“Nothing, sister,” he replied in a timid voice. “I need some water and
betel Jzaves.”

*Then why don't you go in and get them yourself?™ Kalyani admonished
Dhamu. “Why do you keep on shouting Pattu ..? Pattu? Don't you see we
are talking bere?” Afier a while she turned 1o Ranga and asked; "What is the
big hurry, anyway? Why do you want the interview o appear in the Sunday
supplement?”

“No hurry, nothing like that. You may keep the article with you and show
it to Annsami if you s0 wish.”

*All right, can you come back this evening?” she asked. “T am sorry 1am
troubling you. I hope you don't have to pedal a long distance to come to this
house" She wanted him to know of her strong desire for him as well as her
inclination not to tire him out,

She knew Annasami wouldn't be visiting ber for the whole day; if Ranga
agreed o come in the evening, she could talk with him again. Ranga readily
understood her mind and accepied the invitation,

"It is no problem for me to come here directly from my office,” he
explained to her and got ready to leave.

n

“Where i3 your house?” she asked.

"I won't call it a house.” Ranga told her, "It is only a room! Number 16,
Adikesavalu Naicker Street, Chulai!®

She accompanied him to the street in front of the house. While readying
his bicycle Ranga told her: "I can't do anything without this bicycle. 1 am
getting a scooter next month. That will make things a lot easier.” Kalyani
congratulated him on his scooter plan. “It is a very good idea to have a
scooter,™ she told him, and he acknowledged her appreciation.

He took her photograph from his note book and asked her: "Can you
El‘lease sign on this photograph? Do you usually sign on photographs?”
yani was stung by his question and bt her lip,

“Ofcourseldo,"shesmlckbackandsignodlhephowgmphafterlaygg
it on the bicycle seat. Then, her face still red, she asked. "Why did you
me if  would sign my photographs?”

"No particular reason,” Ranga smiled. "Seme people don't sign their
photographs.”* He took the photograph from her as she handed it over to him.

When he finally ok teave of her and started to pedal the bicycle, he
said: “Some people don't sign even their own letters!”

He spoke the words without looking at her. Kalyani wanted to say
something, but he had already moved away. '

A few feet away into the street Ranga looked back from his bicycle, and
Kalyani waved her hand. ‘The music from the upstairs was still flowing
melodiously in the air.

That evening Ranga and Kalyani came closer to understanding the
intense relationship between themselves- the relationship that had an uneasy
;t)art, got entangled in delays and eventualiy came to a sudden outcome, as

llows: '

When Ranga returned to Kalyani's house that evening, the place scemed
deserted. Even Pattamma was nowhere io be scen. Kalyam and Ranga
remained sileat for a time. She didn't even look at his face; she
welcomed him 10 sit in the hatl and then seemingly lost herself in some deep

Kalyani now found herself in a situation not quite different from where
one plans and watks a long distance to arrive at a and having acrived
there, feels hesitant to enter it; such a caution is very real and significant, and
if it had lasted for some more time she would have probably reexamined her
options and retreated - retreated as much distance as she had first ventured
out from her resting piace.
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Then it happened, suddenly, as if that stranger's house doors opeped wide
and she was freed from the doubts and insecurities wei upon her. It was
as if the stranger eased her fears and assured her: *You are in the right place.
You belong to me. Nobody deserves you bettes!”

Ranga handed over the letter to her without saying as much that his
instincts were right . . . . & was you who wrote that anonymous letter. As her
fingers cluiched the letter he warmly gripped her hand.

That was how Ranga recalled the ‘love affair” started between them; now
that it all came back 1o him he was surprised at his own courage; he again felt
embarrassment like a teenage girl

Wk
The time was hine in the morning. Rangs noticed the young girl - the
house owner’s daughter who came 0 clean his room -was eagerly looking at
Kalyani's photo on the table.

"Is the bathroom free?” Ranga tried to start a conversation with her.
"Yes, it's available,” the girl replied, her eyes still on the photo,

That photo has been framed and publicly displayed in Ranga's room for
over a month now. Whoever visited the room has certainly seen it, but so far
none had even mentioned it to him - they simply felt it was not a proper
subject to talk about. But this girl, Ranga thought, seemed to have a special
fascination for the photograph.

He ventured to talk about it. "Why do you keep staring at it?" he asked.
"Do you like her?"

"Mm, ... she looks beautiful," the girl said. "But who is she?" She
picked up the frame photograph and studied it.

Ranga wanted ber and other residents to know that he will be soon
moving cut and relocating to somewhere else. "You can take it down and
show it to your mother.,” he told her. “You can tell her I wilt be marrying this
woman pretty soon.” The girl felt excited and ran out with ¢he picture in her
hand. Ranga got ready for the shower.

When he was in the bathroom he heard a commotion in the front yard of
the house wilk people exchanging their opinions about the woman in that
photograph. _

*This is Kalyani, the stage actress, I am telling you!" 4 lone voice shot up

and held the crowd's attention. That voice belonged to Ezumalai, the high
school kid, the house owner's son.
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"You never go 1o school, and you never do your lessons,™ his mother was
admonishing him. “You failed last year, remember!? But you are always
interested in talking abont this movie star or that stage actress whenever you
kappen to see some woman's face!”

"No, I am positive. I am (elling you she is a stage actress.”" The boy
confirmed his earlier statcment.

*I say shut up, he may hear you!”

*Just wait and see,” Ezumalal screamed. “You can see her signature
Kalyani right here on the 1™ Now that he could present a proof to
support his claim, the crowd responded with a heavy silence.

Ranga in the bathroom also felt that heavy silence.

T
Eveniually, that article based on Ranga’s interview with Kalyani was
never published because Kalyani wouldn't give ber consent. Ranga was, of
course, very serious about its publication; when he banded over the final
draft to her for Annasami's review on that evening - he same evening be
returned the anonymous letter to her - he believed he was fulfilling his

But when Kalyani confided in him that she was averse to doing
interviews, that she was neither a popular actress nor one destined to become
one in the fisture, and that she didn't seek fame, Ranga felt be discovered
another side of her personality that was not mentioned in his article.

»] wanted to meet with you and that was the only reason I had agreed for
the interview,” she told him. "But I want to ask you: how did you find out
that I was the one who wrote that letter?”

Ranga paused for an answer.

“How could you be so sure?” she again asked him. *What if I denied that
I ever wrole it?"

Ranga expiained: "It could be something I remember about you. Whea
you looked at me . . . not directly but throngh the mirror in that makeup room
when I came down with Annasami.”

He noticed he had suddenly addressed her in singular person, as if their
mlaﬁomhbhadbeoomeclmumdﬁiendliu;ithappmedrnthercmallrand
:hv:ttl_mmrally-itdidn‘tacmallymemhewasaddressmg' her info ly for

st time.,

He followed it up with an explanation as to why he cnmcﬂs{eguessed

Kalyani must have penned that anonymous Jetter: first, the way
athgm through the mirror; how she congratulated him for his drama reviews

40



after their formal introduction to each other by Amnasami; how she
appreciated the short stories Ranga had written some ten years earlier, and
she did that in no patronizing manner; then too, she kept on looking at him
from the stage with darkness behind her and Ranga in the makenp room
smoking a cigarette; and above all, Ranga said he felt an emotional r
with ber and determined in clearest terms that Kalyani must have written it.
He had known it as soon as be set his eyes on the letier.

It was petting dark and they were still talking through the crecping
darkness, even forgetful of switching the light in the hall. Kalyani had even
forgotten o serve him the evening coffee.

Ranga has been smoking more than his usual self and the hall was filled
with fumes. Kalyani switched the fan to dispel the smoke; she also switched
on the hall lights.

thought Kalyani looked even more beautiful, under the new lights,
than he had imagined. She was drawing closer to him, when, luckily . . .

Pattamma, who had been to the temple, just returned. She directly
proceeded to the kitchen; stopping somewhere between the hall and kitchen,
and away from Ranga's view, signaled to Kalvani and gave ber the
temple offerings.

Pattamma's instincts were right on target; as she had watched the
relationship growing between Ranga and Kalyani during Ranga's recent
visits she has become shy and respectful in Ranga's presence; she preferred
to talk to Kalyani in private.

Kalyani came to the hall and stood with the vibuhti and kumkum before
her mother’s portrait. Then she turned toward Ranga and solemnly streiched

She smiled and asked: "Do you believe in these things?" She came closer
to him, still seated on the sofa, and tried to apply the vibuthi on his forchead.
Ranga gripped her hand and guided it to his forehead.

"I really don't believe in these things,” he said, “But I won't object to
ymutryi:ﬁoitonme.”ﬂefelthmapplythevibmhiamdﬂnnwatmly ooked
at ber, without slackening his grip.

It was then that he kissed her on the forehead. Kalyani, concerned that
Pattamma may be soon upon them, pulled herself away from him.

Pattamma's voice could be beard from the kitchen: "Why is the coffee
still here?"

Ranga and Kalyani realized they forgot all about the coffee.

4]

Kalyani suggested that Ranga stay for dinner, but for some reason he
dectined. Kalyani was not unduly upset at his response; she saw it as his
steadiness and appreciated it. _

She then invited him for a feast the following day.

"Feast?" he blinked his eyes in surprise. “What am I supposed to get if 1
atvend it?"

"Well, everything you want," she said and closed her face with both

"Do I need to ask or will I get without asking?”

“Well, you will get to know when you attend,” she said after removing
hes hands from the face. She seemed distressed she had to wait for one more
day before seeing him again.

Pattarama came with coffee. She stood away from the hall and addressed
Kalyani: “Sister, " she said and paused a few feet away from them.

*Come over here, why are you shy?” Kalyani tcased her. Pattamma
approached them, her head bowed. Kalyani desperately wanted to introduce
Ranga to her as her future athan - brother-in-law, but she restrained herself
because she was overcome by her own shyness, and bowed her head.

Pattamma ran away (o the kitchen after serving them coffee. Then
Kalyani and Ranga resumed their conversation. They kept on talking till nine
at night, without quite even remembering what they talked sbout.

Ranga remembered one thing though - what Kalyani told him when be
took leave of her.

As he came down to the verandah to unlock his bicycle, she came close to
him and said:
"Please do not mistake me. I don't think the interview article needs o be

published. After all jt has played its role in our wanting to sec one other. Let
us just forget about its jeationt”

Ranga agreed and smiled. The article remained with Kalyani for ever.

And Kalyani's photograph stayed with Ranga, hidden for many days and
then eventually framed and displayed in his room, and now it has become a
matter of discussion and comments by his friends and neighbors after
Ezumalai was able to reveal its true identity as Kalyani - the stage actress.
The signamure across the photograph proved Ezumalai's claim.

Ranga emerged from the bathroom and walked through the heavy silence
in the air. Because he was not properly dressed -he wore nothing above the
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waist - he didn't think it proper to stop on his way; he wanted to go to his
room first, get dressed and then take care of the matier at hand. But he
changed his mind as he crossed the yard, 5o he turned 1o Ezumalai. “You are
quite Tight, “be told him. I will come back and tell you the rest of the
story.”

It was obvious to him that nobody in that crowd would ever approve of
his marrying a professional actress.

Back in his room as he went through the motions of dressing up - as bhe
did everything mechanically - like powdering his face, putting on the clothes,
combing his hair- his mind was thinking of the intense dissatisfaction he has
causcd among his caste members. There was no way he could pacify them,
certainly that was not his intention. Becausc he cared for their love and
regard toward him, be pessonally wanted o inform them of his decision and
let them know that he will be leaving their premises in a couple of days.

When he had returned to the front yard, the owner of the house brought in
a chair for him. He sat on it but was confused as (o what to say and how to
say it; he silently looked at the cizcle of people surrounding him.

The lady house-owner and a few others among the crowd didn't think that
Ranga could do something so extreme or radical i his personal life.

A few others found comfort in thinking that Ranga was displaying
Kalyani's photograph as a show off- a kind of vanity or prank - as many men
usually do; when the young girl who went 1o clean Ranga's room asked
Ranga sbout it, they thought, he had been only joking about his marrying an
actress

The lady house-owner now held the photo in her hand. "Even I was
deceivedintolhinkirllf that you had found a new bride,” she told Ranga.
*And now they are telling me she is a stage actress!”

Ranga took the picture from her hand and studied it. The smile from
Kalyani had a secret message for him: ‘Seems like you arc prepared to
sacrifice everything because of me!”

He raised his head and looked across all of them. He smiled and
addressed the lady owner of the house: "Thotha!™

They all belonged to the same caste and, in a sense, felt kinship with onc
another, Ranga considered the lady as belonging to his own family, like an
aunt; because be called her Thotha, her hus became Chinna Naina, and
the other members of that casie were accordingly addressed in appropriate
terms.

"fi is true this woman acts in dramas,” he said so that his message went
loud and clear. "She doesn't even belong to our caste.”
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Thotha shot back as if offended. "Why talk about her caste?” she blurted
out. “The last thing a shameless woman - an actress - can claim is a caste!”
She was unable to control her temper as could be seen from her glowing red
face, Ranga ignored her mood and moved on.

“Thotha,” he explained. "After Devaki (Devaki - Ranga's first wife's
name)pamedaway.lwasnotimmdinanoﬂwrmamage.lamnot
interested in caste or answering to matrimonial columns.”

*Then, are you saying you are taking this woman as a mistress?" The lady
sounded a little angry and sarcastic.

"Well, you may put it that way. But I have decided to go for a register
marriage,” Ranga said and lowered his head.

Now Chinna Naina arose from his chair and approached, asking him:
“Rangaswamy, do you really think you are doing the right thing?”

"You must remember this!" he continued. "You are the grandson of
AdiksauﬂnNaicka;;mngrandfaﬂmrhasareputuionhme.Yourfa&egof
course was a spendthrift and destroyed all his inheritance - losing one piece
of after another. But he never did anything to bring disgrace to his
caste: he and others were illiterate and bad to live at other peoples’ mercy.
Bmmarodifferent,ymareedmaud.youmthconetobrmgmdeand
fame to your generation. Please think about all these matters. We may try to

lain these things to you, but you are already aware of them. If you are
glrmgmmmmwmismmmcmuqdmithm“gm
beﬁeveyouwmtmuknthisememesteposfmmymgher.ﬂensegomw
the matter seriously before you act en your plans.” He took off his towel
from the shoulder and seemed to walk away from Ranga. Then, after walking
over some distance, he retraced his steps.

'Didyoueverstopmﬂﬁnkmmammaniswaiﬁngfqryou?:‘he_asked.
"Rangaswamy.pleaselistentome.lﬂlinkyoummahngablgmmhe.
Right now, if you let me act, I can arrange a bride for you - a woman from a
prestigious family. What do you say?" _

His wife now joined him. *There is no dearth of brides," she said. "What
about Sumathi - Devaki's own sister? She is said to be eager to mary you.
She is beautiful and comes from a good family, what else do you need? I
myself saw her recently, and she is taking very good care of your daughter-
just like her owa. [ was hoping all alo that you will be marrying Sumathi
and settle down into a happy domestic life. But no, you are only in
givingupmsteandlradilionmddoingthingsonyourml“lhmwasa
touch of sadness and finality in her voice.

Only yesterday did Ranga go over to his village to settle the issue of his
marriage once for all.



Today he was aiready late when he left for work. The caste members
seemed persomally hurt by his decision as was evident from their conduct
toward him.

_ Last night he returned home from Kalyani's house at two hours past
mldgh%tt._oandbecausehewasdiscussinghismndageplam with Kalyani he
was r work.

Till yesterday he was on vacation for a week, and had visited the village

during that pericd. Because he was talking to Kalyani about his visit to the
village and his discussion with his own folks, he was unduly held up at her
home ¢ill late night.

He dida't have even time for his breakfast. The sun was burning hot when
e rode on the scooter this mormning.

During the last six months he and Kalyani got to know each other.
Invariably everyday Ranga would leave his room in the morning andﬂocced
directly to Kalyani's house. Again, afier six in the evening, he would go to
ber house from his office. He would return to his toom very late at night.

He got his scooler two mounths ago; in the evenings he and Kalyani woukd
ride together, and their close relationship in public has become a past history
among Ranga's colleagues.

Ranga continued to have his lunch away from his room as well as his
office - and that suited him ideaily from his professional obligations. Of
course Kalyani had suggested on several occasions that she could arrange to
send lunch to his o but Ranga fimnly declined ber offer. "It simply
wouldn't work," he told her. *T am not sure exactly where I wiil be wandering
arcund when the lunch time arrives!”

But his dinner was always at Kalyani’s. The morning tea be got from the

i tea shop, then he would leave for Kalyani's house for
breakfast. Even if he missed breakfast just one day, Kalyani was upset, so he
treated the breakfast at her house as a duty he owed her, and therefore tried to
adhere to a strict schedule.

Kalyani even wished Ranga would decide to move permanently to live
with her, but she could not bring herself to publicly express her desire. Her
steady mind would not let her interfere in his independence and
lifestyle; she simply enjoyed when he did offer his company to her, and when
l':?wasgoneﬂomherplaceshedeligmedinrecaﬂinghergwdtimeavﬁth

im.

Ranga too could discern a change in himself - he was becoming Jess of a
guest and more of an active participant in Kalyani's household, aliogether not
4 pleasant praspect.
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Occasionally he felt uneasy and puzzled over his own new rights in that
household: he was able to visit her at his own will, walk into her room, take
off his shirt and litetally sit there in his tee shirt with absalutely no qualms.

His visits also prompted Kalyani to react in every possible way to attend
to his personal needs. Whether she was taking part in a drama rehearsal or
engaged in some conversation, she would easily break loose and personally
atiend to him. These may invoive inquiries such as: *“What would you like to
have?" or "Did yon have your kmmch, why do you look so tired?" or serving
him coffee or even plain drinking water. Ranga often wondered if he could
objectively understand how all this had an impact on the aititades of others in
Kalyani's establishment toward his growing relationship with Kalyani.

Day after day he began to realize how much he owed his happiness to
Kalyeni, and this knowledge dowa heavily upon him. As for
Kalyani, she treated him like a treasore to be valued and cherished; of course
she did feel somry that he wouldn't permanently live with her, She had

expected nothing more from him,

On the day she had invited him for the party at her place, Kalyani
mnductedherselfasifkmiﬂadmlhingdsetodmandﬁomhmmdshe
was obliged to surrender to him with no qualifications. Kalyani belicved she
hadmlhingtohsefmmsuchatotalmrmnderonhum. She was
mellowed cnough to act that way; if Ranga for some reason had decided not
to visit her after that day, she would have taken it in stride. She would have
considered her earlier contacts with Ranga as just as useful and nuriring
experiences. Ranga too was amazed at the composure and the maturity she
displayed in her total submission.

Yet, if Ranga was the primary source of her happiness, Kalyani was still
not too concerned about the consequences stemming from such a relationship
between them, namely how others thought about their alliance, and even
it bod. SHply Ao, Katyan was very bpgy 3

nto & permanent imply yani was very
conteated, and enjoved a sense of fulfillment during these six months.

The other members of Kalyani's drama group were quick to accept and
even bless their growing relationship.

Ranga on his part continued his tEmfes:;immltaml.:ofrﬁ:vit*:\.!.ﬁﬂgtl:le_pla}.'s
staged by Kalyani's drama group with the same vigor as before, and this only
something controversial about Kalyani's role in one of plays; Kalyani
couldn't agree more with his opinton. She was someone who always saw
something sound and beautiful in everything about Range, so she couid
wholcheartedly endorse what he thought about her in his drama reviews.

As for Annasami, he could only confirm his worst suspicion that Ranga
was indeed a man of strong views. Yet he was friendly toward Ranga
because of his closeness to Kalyani. On issues other than the film, drama and
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cultural matiers Annasami felt comfortable to discuss and share his views
with Ranga.

One day last month, while talking with Kalyani Annasami raised an
important point with her.

*Kalyani, I am very pleased you found a good companion in your life,”
he said."But remember, you can't just go on like this, cén you?"

Kalyani was a litte confused at his words.

“On the other hand, I do feel and pray to god that my life would go on
like this," she said her heart swelling with contentment.

"l hope your grayers will be answered,” Annasami gestured with his
hands. He paused for a smile.

"Kalyani, when two persons decide to live together,” he continued, "1
know it goes beyond sharing their emotional and physical nceds. But what
about the legal, social and financial implications involved? If you think I am
bringing up this matter because I have no confidence in Ranga, you are
totaﬂymistaken;itisbecauselhaveuunostconﬁdenminkmgalam
bringing this up. Ifeel confident that Ranga and you can live in 2 permanent
relationship, hence my advice to you. I think at a minimum yon two must
formalize a civil ge to take care of your future. I am kind of surprised
that you haven't thought about these marters;, maybe Ranga did." Annasami
broke his voice as he Ranga arrive by scooter.

Kalyani tried to put an end to the conversation. She was wary that Ranga
not misiake their convexsation 10 mean be has lost credibility with her.
Knlyanipuﬂedhersclftogemmandspoketomsamibefmckmgacould
enter the house after Jocking up the scooter in the front.

"You were saying he must have thought about this, didn't you?" she asked
him. “That was the reason why I didn't think about it. He knows what he is
doing. I won't discuss this with him."

"You don't have 10 bring it up,” Annasami told her. “But I can certainly
discuss it with him . . Don't you think I have that responsibility?"

Ranga heard those words as he joined them. Kalyani was a little
embarrassed.

"Mr. Ranga, 1 was telling Kalyani that both of you should get married.”
Annasami explained to him. "What do you think? I am sure you must have
thought about such a possibility. What concems us are not the formalities -
like marriage rituals and traditional practices. . A register marriage will just
do ... Do you think it makes sense?" He spoke in his usual self - not caring
for gently probing Ranga’s mind but confronting him with his thetoric.
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Ranga glanced at Kalyani; he thought Annasami's suggestion could be a
way o lightea the burden that has been increasing and consciously weighting

upon him
"Kalyani, what do you think?" he asked her."I think he is right. 1 bave
about it myself. My caste members are not going 0 of our
marriage snyway and I have to give up on them, That's no big ... The

only loss is my long association with them. I think Annasami's idca is
acceptable.” He went over Annasami’s plan a few more times and felt
grateful for his interest over their relationship. He welcomed Annasami's
suggestion with warmth and gratitude.

Then be thought of his five-year old daughter growing up in the village,
of his wife now dead, and Sumaihi, the young woman waiting in the wings (o
marry him.

He wanted to go to the village and inform his caste members of his
marriage plans - he thought he owed them the news even if they wouldn't
welcome it. As far as Ranga was concerned, he had made up his mind a long
limeagothathewouldnemmmSumathi-butdespitehisrepeatedhims
the caste members wouldn't believe him. thought he was against a
second marriage because he was still emo y in love with Devaki; they
claimedwknnwmanyawﬁowerlikekmgawhopmfessedhwﬁnthc
deceased wife and then at some stage changed their nunds and conscated for
a second marriage. So they have been waiting patiently for the past five years
conﬁdeul that Ranga would give in ev ty. Sumathi is now twenty two
years old.

ngaconwyedtnAnnasamihiscousemforaregistermn'iagc.
Annasami checked the almanac and chose an suspicious date for the wedding
the foliowing month. He also invited them for a dinner at his house on that
day.WhmAnnasamiinformedhiswifeofthisnews,shefeltanewpeweof
mind.

Yesterday morning Ranga took a bus to his village, which lay in the
Madras-Vellore highway route, some fifty miles from Madras. After his wife
had been to the village only twice. His daughter Indu would

think him of him as a stranger and try to hide away from him even as he
approad:edhcr.ﬁerewasmwaysheeouldbedrawntohjmhyaswwtor
persuasive talk; if he forcibly accosted her, she would simply cry.

nAndyest«day,aﬁermmmﬂcgn:woyws,whmR?&gawemmhi%
village he happened to see a yo irl in a pavaadai in company o
otherchﬂdmywnwtbmhn!:ffplayingakindof‘ﬁmﬂy game’ and
ardering others; he immediately recognized hier as his own daughier.
* Amma, somebody is here," the girl shouted and disappeared into the
now warmly cherished that village gir] in his heart as be now rode
1o his office on scooter.
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He was told his daughter Indu was addressing Sumathi as Amma and
even believed she was her real mother. Does it mean Ranga can marry
Sumathi? Certainly not. He had firmly and unequivocally informed Sumathi
and others of his plans for register marriage with Kalyani - he minced no
wotds and was very candid and direct abowt the whole thing, thereby created
;wwmmmoﬁmmlm&rhkcmmbqum

was not claiming his dau from their costody; they inured their
hearts to his irrevocable decision, they were reconciled to their new situation
and felt their relationship with him was over; it was as if they had washed off
their hands in so far he was concerned.

Ranga believed he was doing the right thing-all because of his love for
Kalyani, there was nothing else o it :

Wpkrggkg

He was late for work. Because he woke up late that moming and has been
engaged in talking with the lady of the house and others about Kalyani, he
was unduly delayed. He decided against having the breakfast in Kalyani's
place - it was alveady past ten thirty- and rode on scooter to work. He wanted
tobggﬁtheoﬂ'webyeleven;hewouldmeawiﬂlmanimmmeewning
or mi

At work he ordered coffee from the office cafeteria. Several matters were
pending for his approval to go for printing and were piled up on his desk. But
he was in no mood to do any work.

He remembered Kalyani might be still expecting him for breakfast, and
possibly waiting for him. What if she herself ski breakfast?

He remembered Kalyani occasionally used the telephone in the nursery
school across her house. Even Kalyani's drama group personnel used that
phone o contact her, now and then. In fact when Kaiyani made her first call
to Ranga she had used that phone only.

Ranga checked the telcphone directory and dialed. He politely requested
for Kalyani across the school and patiently awaited her voice.

After a few minutes when that voice did come across the telephone wires,
he suddenly forgot why be had called her. But Kalyani, having recognized
his voice, the conversation.

"Why didn't you come for breakfast?" she inquired. “Did you have your
lunch?" Ranga said he called to answer that very question. Kalyani then
insisted that he go over her place for lunch, and he accepted her invitation.

Then he immersed himself in the work at hand. When he finished proof-
reading the matters on his desk, the compositor came in and requested matter
for two additional columns. Ranga went to wark with his notebook and came
up with two or three interesting "boxes" to go into the press. Then he noticed
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one of the pages he had proof-read needed some changes in the layout; he
grabhbed that page and raced to the printing house.

Raising his voice above the roar and din of the printing presses around
him. Ranga explained to the foreman his layout requirements. Standing next
to a compositor who worked on the page set up on a stone reviewed
the layout changes as they were being made. An hour has m‘imsedby
the time the changes wene made to his satisfaction. He proof - the page
once more and happily returned to his desk.

The time was now an hour past noon. Freed from his official duties his
mind again turned to Kalyani. He recalled how his caste members reacted
negatively to his marriage plans that morning; it made no sense for him to
continue to live in their company any more.

The possibility that he will have to live with Kalyani in her own house
after their marriage didn't sit well with him. The alternative - that he could
continue to live a single life at his curment address - didn't seem proper either.
Ranga was a little that he didn't think through of these consequences
till now. Does Kalyani believe - albeit with some confidence - that Ranga
would consent to move into her establishment? She certainly had a right to
expect such a move from Ranga, still Ranga feit he be demeaning
himself if he chose to move out of his room only to live permanently with
her. He realized ke owned no house like Kalyani did, and for the first time he
recognized the yawing economic gap between them.

He didn't know all the details about Kalyani, but he undersiood Kalyani
occupied amud:highcrﬁnancu]‘mdposiﬁonlhmhedid.}ﬁsownwmlm
amounted to only five hundred and sixty rupees a month and he had no other
income to speak of,

Kalyani owned & house. She was also the owner of her drama company
and must be surely enjoying considerable income and savings from such an
enterprise. Ranga decided what he ought to do ence be and Kalyani were
married: he must distance himself from her business and professional matters
and, as a first step toward that goal, he must decline any suggestion that he
permanenily live with her in her house.

He remembered he had a lunch appointment in her house. He would seitle
the matter with her soon.

Later, when Kalyani was seated next to him and served him food, e
slowly began the conversation:

*How many days are still left for our wedding?"
“Seventeen more days.” Her voice was quick and to the point.

*We haven't decided how we should organize our lives after our
marriage, have we?"
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*How can I plan it on my own?" Kalyani asked. "You are the one o
decide ir."

*According to our convention, after a marriage, a woman goes to live
with her husband," Ranga said. . "But I don't have a house." His voice
sounded pathetic and sad. "There is a street in my village named after my
grandfather. But I live in a room that is too small for both of us. We will
never be allowed to rent a house there."

Kalyani didn't respond because she was unable to gavge the inteat behind
those words. Ranga's ¢yes were riveted on her; he was still silent and smiled.
Kalyani spoke now, ever careful that she doesn't hurt his ego and pride.

“If we both had a marriage formally by our clders we can expect
all kinds of conventions to be followed," she said. “But now, as things stand
between us, this marriage is not going to create anything new or dramatic in
our lives. T had not entertained any dreams of marrying you and coming
down to live with you. But when such an unexpected event becomes a
reality, I feel very happy. I I know what kind of life you want us to have
once we are married, I can adapt to it. If you ask my opinion, T will say this:
after our marriage I belong to you, so does this house. You can consider this
house as yours and move in."

Ranga had of course expected this from her. He wanted to come out with
his own decision in the matter right away but he thought he might be hurting
her feelings. He remained silent till he finished the lunch. Then he washed
his hands, came to the hatl and lit a cigarette after easing himself on a sofa.

"] don't think it is a good idea for me o move here permanently,” he said.
"But 1 also realize I can't possibly provide you with another house like this
one. I don't want to inconvenience you either. So maybe we should continue
our living arrangements even after our marriage . . ." He saw Kalyani
laugh at his words.

“Why are you laughing?” he asked, a little puzzled.

"No, nothing, I am kind of amused how this has turmed out to be a
problem,” she said. *But I agree with you. When one starts a new life,
ing should be new, the old stuff needs to be scrapped. I have an idea:
whati;,wemntoutmyhomemdusemalrentinomnetoremamﬂmnew
house?”

Ranga thhought her idea was worth examining, and he said: "We must be
able to rent a house as big as this one,” he said. “But only I will pay the rent.
The rental income from this house will directly go to your savings . . . or will
be used to take care of your personal expanses . . . Do you agree?”

Kalyani again smiled. She could appreciate Ranga's major concern - he
was aculely conscious of his relatively weaker financial position even if he
never suffered any inferiority complex or loss of self esteem. Kalyani was
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pleased all this has not driven Ranga away from her. Had Ranga been
concerned with these problems much earlier, she thought, perhaps there
would have been absoluiely no relationship developing between them.

understood the reason for her laughter, and spoke: "Maybe you are
thinking 3 am making a big deal about these small matters. My point is we
must not Jet these small things tarn ugly and pose new problems for us in the
future. We need to discuss them right away. After all we aren't children. I do
have faith these will not become a problem between us. But a kot of e
creaie many problems for themselves only becanse all they have is only a lot
of faith . . ." He paused and then changed the subject. “What kind of money
are we talking about - if this house is 10 be rented out?"

Kalyani looked around the place as if setting her eyes on it for the first
time. *How about . . . . . say two hundred and fifty rupees?” she asked.

Mgamdwﬂhhammcmmﬂypaymmofmﬂm
from his and still run the family of two with the remaining two
hlmdredmpees.fbwaswillhgtnacoeptllwncwsiumtionheadonbecause
he wouldn't be compromising hus honor and dignity.

*] think it's a good ilea, let us just do it," he said making up his mind. "1
will try to find a decent house we can rent for two hundred sod fifty rupees.
As for as this house - yours - is concerned, we can probably keep the upstairs
for ourselves so you can do your rehearsals and other programs. Meanwhile [
will see if I can rent a place that can possibly accommodate your rehearsal
needs also. If it doesn't work out, we will just keep the upstairs here and rent
out the rest. The upstairs portion is facing the street but we can make sure
that it doesn't pose a problemn to the tenants.”

Kalyani was fully convinced of Ranga's plans and she trusted his
instincts. Shemuldseewhatadmtmdﬁ}niﬁedmmkmgam.sm
was not offended the slightest that be was still treating her as a kind of an
outsider; on the other hand, she felt it was only proper she become his
companion first and then a deserving partner next on his own terms and feel
entitled to his acceptance, love and affection.

Ranga said he was late for work and wanted to leave. Kalyani stood at the
house entrance to watch his scooter disappear from her view, then went back
to kitchen to have her lunch.

s

That evening Ranga wanted to meet with Chinna Naina to inform him of
hisplanlovacatehisroomandmowoutﬂewashesilwta:smhowhc
shoold ‘break’ the news; he kept on moving in and out of his room and
carrying out his other chores before making up his mind; someday the news
has got to be delivered, so why not do it right away?
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Chinns Naina was smoking a cheroot outside his house near the
compound wall. Normally he would start a conversation when Ranga was
around but today he seemed aloof because Ranga's infatuation with an
actress had upset him; what is more, Ranga had personally admitted to such a
relationship in his presence. So Chinna Naina chose to ignore him and went
on smoking the cheroot, even after Ranga made his presence felt more than a
couple of times.

“Chinna Naina,” Ranga invited him to his room. "I need o talk you on
some important matter, Can you please come in?"

"What have you got to tell me?" the old man asked. “You are not going to
listen to me anyway. You have aiready made up your mind about the register
marriage ... The problem is if we elders say anything against the wishes of
the younger generation we end up losing our self respect.” He was still in a
complaining mood as he arose from where he sat.

"Please come in," Ranga greeted him into his room and drew a chair for
him. The old man was a little pleased that Ranga had not lost his respect for
him. He avertad his eyes from Kalyani's photograph on the table.

"Chinna Naina,” Ranga said. "I find my office is too far from this place,
and T am almost late for work every day. So I am thinking of looking for a
place close to my work and then vacate this room. What do you think?"

Chinna Naina at once threw down the cheroot, and stood up.

"What is this?" be asked. “You never hiad any problem commuiing to
work on a bicycle, and now that you have a scooter ate you telling me the
situation has become worse? Don't give me that kind of stufft I1haveaseena
]otofae:gle]ikeyou,andyouamjustakid! Why do you want to play
games with me? Do you think you are just a tenant in this house? Have I ever
demanded rent from you? You have volnnieered to pay us something and we
didn't feel like refusing it. Why don't you just admit that you are now
involved with that actress and so you want to move out from here? 1 have
seen many people like you. Even if you want to leave now, you will
evenially come back to us . . . because you are & man . . . You don't have to
: vamtethemnm.Youcmlockit_upandhkethekcywiﬂlyouorp'witto
me. Let me see how long your association with that actress will last.” Chinna
Naina kept on yelling at Ranga without giving him any chance for a rebuttal,

That evening when Annasami visited her house Kalyani appraised him of
their new plan now being worked out - her house will be renied out and she
and Ranga would move out to amother one. Annasami listened to her
patiently and then asked:

"Did Ranga come out with this plan?”

"Yes," she answered.

53

"Do you see what a crazy man be is?” Annasami asked her. "I can't
believe what hie is doing! He is suggesting that you rent your house- a mice
and comfottable one - and use that income to move into another house! And
you are telling me it is a great ideal I think it is just silly! He looks like a
proud and haughty husband who wants to drag his wife from one place o
another. 1 think you should talk him into out of this whole idea, tell him he
can come and live with you in your own home once you are both married . .
. You shouldn't simply dance to his mnes . ."

*1 think you must look at this from his point of view," Kalyani replied. "1
tend to agree with him. What if others around him say that he has sinply
became a slave to an actress and moved to her establishment? I have
personally seen how those men who are married to actresses are made fun of.
Even newspapers describe such men as "water carriexs” or sexrvanis in a very
derogatory way. What is the reason for hurtling such insuits? Simply
because the actress earns more money and has more material comforts! The
men seem to be attracted io her because of her money and material comforis
only. 1 don't want 10 end up as that kind of actress! Ranga doesn’t want to
take any chances where he would be treated with disrespect after our
marriage, and 1 agree with him. How can you call him crazy? To be frank, !
have begun to respect him even more afierhe came up with this idea.”

Annssami raised his eyebrows and was lost in his thoughts. Then his eyes
met bers.

“Why are you silent?" she asked him.

"Nothing in particular,” he said. "I am kind of worried if you are going to
agree with all of Ranga's ideas and even go to the extent of dissolving our
drama company.” He was ready to express his deep-rooted concem at this
ime; if the situation warranted, he was willing to face up to the new

Kalyani wanted to speak out her mind with the utmost clarity she could
muster, "You know me very well, still I can see your concern is well
justified. Let me ask you this: If my main intention in life is to give up one
particular thing under the pretense of gaining something else, and if I had
handied my personal problems over the with such an attitude, don't you
think by now I would have become a big actress?" She paused and let hec
eyeslingeronhimforafewseconds;duﬁngﬂmshontimeAnngsm'sn_md
was crowded with memoaries of so many incidents from Kalyani's past life -
incidents that were known only to him and t0 Kalyani's mother.

"Whatever I do," Kalyani continued, "I do just because I am totally
involved i it. It is demeaning to get involved in one thing because I expect
or do not expect something else. If 1 had decided to act in dramas it is
because ] enjoy the freedom and happiness that comes from them. Even at a
ﬁmewhmyouandmymﬂ:erwesayinﬂgatmymofessimalinm]vemem
in theater will help me get movie roles I bad already decided I wouldn't be
interested in movies. Are you now suggesting I will give up my stage career
after my iage with Ranga? I will not stop acting in dramas because of
that reason. If I decided to give up acting, I will do so first and then get
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married to him. I believe Ranga is not someone who will insist on such
conditicns; should he ever come with such a proposition, I will tell bim face
to face that I will make no deals, it is totally wrong, and I am sure he will
agree with me." She broke her voice as Pattammal was just then getting
ready to go out, and approached them.

“Akka,” she informed Kalyani. "I am going to the temple.” Annasami
was struck by Pattamma’s makeup and her new dress as well as her face
bright and beaming with joy.

Kalyani didn't even look at Pattamma’s face because she was immersed
in other thoughts. "Please come back soon,” she remarked.

Annasami waited till Pattammal had walked out of the door steps and
gonewenilmmesnutanddisaplmdfromﬂnirview;ﬂnnhclowewd
his voice and whispered to Kalyani as if letting out 2 secret.

“I had thought of bringing this to your attention a couple of times,” he
said. “You know what, there is something going on between Pattamma and
our tabala player Dhamu.”

Kalyani rolled up her eyes as if she suddenly woke up from sleep, and
looked at Annasami in wonder. She understood what he meant,

“Have yon some personal knowledge? She asked. "Where, when?"

*I have been watching them in the tempie,” be told her. "They didn't see
me, but I did. I think they are meeting their everyday. I think Pattamma is
now going there to meet with him."

"] see, ] have been a kind of dumb and didn't know what was happening,”
Kalyani replied. "You know ing about Dhamu? Is he a decent fellow? K
you say so, we can get ahead and ize their marriage.” She spoke like a
guardian responsible for Pattammal.

*I think he is a decent boy, but I don't know aaything about his family,"
Annasami said. "Of course, I can find out. You need to talk to Pattamma and
her mother. Maybe we can ceiebrate their marriage along with yours. What
do you think?"

Kalyani grinned. She was not too happy at Annasami's suggestion.

*Her situation is quite different,”" Kalyani said. "We don't know what's on
her mother’s mind, and how she wants to celebrate her danghter’s wedding. 1
don't think it is a good idea to link her marriage with mine. As a first step I
amgomglsoinvitchermomermcumeowhete.ﬂeescgoahmdmdmake
inguiries about Dham. Then let things take their own course . . . ." She
seemed relieved that her own family problems were slowly coming to some
plausible solation.
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Aficr a while, Ranga came, and Kalyani heard the scooter announce his
arrival.

As soon as Ranga entered the house Annasami volunteered 10 greet him
and ask him directly: "I was told you are planning to move out of this house
after your wedding. Have you found a place?”

*[ am still looking,” Ranga replied. "I have talked with a few friends; I
have even contacted a real estate broker. It is not that easy to find a house in
the city.” He eased himself on a sofa in the hal.

Annasami was wondering if it made any sense to rent out a good house
and hunt for another one, but he restrained himself, and said nothing.

*Kalyani, we need to have a rehearsal here tomorrow evening, we have
onlytwomomdaysfortheperformancc,“Annasmniinformdhu.mdwas
aboultmleaw."lcametoremilﬂym I will also let Gthers know. I will see
you later."

Ranga invited Annasami to have some coffee.

Annasami let off a mild laughter. "Mr. Raags, you are still a guest of this
house. You can entertain me you move to your new house. This is still
our house! Kalyani, why don't you serve coffec for both of us?" His face
registered a lookasifhejustuueredajok::ilﬁmdenoughtopmvoke
langhter; Kalyani obliged him with a laugh and so did Ranga.

It was the first time that Ranga had stayed overnight at Kalyani's house.

Aﬂerdiuuerasngahadretiredtolhepatiowhmhelaidamﬂnnme
floor under the bright moon fight, Kalyani came up to him- she had helped
herself with the batel Jeaves - and started the comversation."We have to
finalize the marriage for your sistes-in-law,” she said.

Ranga thought of Sumathi.

~Fhat's not in our hands,” be commented. "She is acting very childish,
Munformnatelythcclderswoseemwhmlosttheirmhdgndm
unwittingly encouraging her false hopes. It is always pricking my
conscience, but . . . but what can we do?" Ranga was agonizing over his
frustration. .

Kalyanihadwamedm.talkaboutPauammalbutRangafeltshqwas
referring to Sumathi. Still, Kalyani didn't want to correct him and continved
to talk about Sumathi.

"If she is 50 keen on marrying you why didn't you want to marcy her?”
she asked, ‘Isitbecausesheisawlﬁgegiﬂ?'
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Ranga paused for a while and then continued. "If someone asked me why
I want to marry a woman, I can give a proper reply. On the other hand if T am
askedsmlwhg I?dmy to marry mhgs:maom, what kind of answer ¢an 1
possibly give is not a vi as you sugpest. When I recentl
we_ntto}hevillagelcamemknnw‘};ll:: isyworkingasateacherini
neighboring town. For some reason, from the very beginning, I never wanted
to marry her. The age difference is nota factor. Maybe it has something to do
with the suggestion that I ought to marcy Sumathi at the time when my wife
was sick and bed ridden, and my strong negative reaction to it." He spoke as
he lay back on the mat and explored the sky above, and then he suddenly
turned around and faced Kalyani.

"How does that matter now?" he asked. "We have already seutled the
matter, didn't we?”

Kalyani sighed. "Does your daughter recognize you as her father?”

“She knows I am her father because that's what she hears from people
arcund her. But she still treats me like a stranger and shuns me.”

"Maybe they thought you will marry Sumathi because of your daughter.
Don't you agree?"

sai?es,lsaidthesameminngumathLandshestamdcrying,"Ranga

*She told me I am free to marry anyone I wanted, but she literally begged
that 1 leave my daughter with her. I felt guiity for saying those things to her.”
Kalyani noticed his voice soften at those words.

"Let us say Sumathi gets married sometime in the near future," Kalyani
asked. "Then what happens to your daughter? Will they let her come and
live with you?"

Ranga discerned a touch of pain and anxiety in Kalyani’s voice. Once she
was married to him, she naturally feit she was eatitled to bring up the gir
under her own care.

"You like children, don't you?* Ranga moved on the mat close to her and
pressed his face on her lap. He raised his eyes and boked at her face.

Kalyani was speechless; like an innocent child she seized his face,
clutchloiditlohcrchestmdmbmedhim,HethMWheavyandin
turmoil.

Her fingers held him tight even as continved to and probe the
back of his head. tent they press o
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“You will have children of your own," he whispered to her and thea felt a
few tears fall on his back just above the neck. He was horrified and looked at

her,

Her eyes were teary, and lips tense. She swung her head as if disagreeing
with him. Then she took the corner of her sari and wiped her face. Her while
teeth sparkled as she let out a mild laughter.

Ranga lit a cigarette and asked her. "Why did you cry?"

"I must tell this - because you are going to marry me. I can't have
children . .. If two persons want to get mamed because they want to have
children, then we shoukl never get married.” She spoke very clearly as if
purging her heart. _

*How can you be so sure?" Ranga asked her. "I am not marrying you
because 1 want children. Still I am wondering how you can be that
determined about not having children.”

She bowed her head in silence, smiled and continued: "1 am not sorry
because of such a problem . . I am not saying 1 will not definitely have
dlﬂdlm..lhavea%inglwﬂlmbeamothwwmyownchﬂdmn
and there is a very good reason for such a feeling . . . If we ever want to have
our own children, we may have to wait and see ..."

a wanied to end the conversation on the subject right away, and he
spoke with a touch of finality. “The problem in our country,” he said, "is we
have (0o many children. i we can't have our own children, it is no big deal.
Let us not worry about it."

Kalyani remained silent.
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