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1.

Natya had tried to reason with her mother umpteen times, 
fruitlessly squashing the suspicion of an intruder barging into her 
mother’s room to impinge on her privacy. She relentlessly kept 
persuading her that nobody could ever sneak into her room and 
had even violently shoved the iron lattice of the large window 
in her mother’s morbid room bereft of any semblance of mirth, 
several times, to ascertain that she was protected and safe inside. 
But the attempts to win her mother’s trust were always in vain. 
Natya had strived hard to drive the obvious fact into her mother’s 
mind that she was only hallucinating, mistaking her own reflection 
in the mirror to an enemy’s, but it seldom worked. Her mother 
being her mother stuck to her idée fixe and kept admonishing 
her daughter for being severely callous and coldly insensitive to 
her complaints, and kept accusing her of taking sides with the 
nasty woman she despised so much; who, Natya had hopelessly 
struggled to convince, was only a figment of her wild imagination. 
But her mother never yielded.

Natya’s mother loved her daughter immensely but her boundless 
and unconditional love for her child did not restrain her from 
hurling raving charges at her. She had alleged that Natya had 
connived with the enemy woman, so they could together pin her 
down to her knees and had issued repeated warnings that she was 
not one to crumble to their manoeuvring. Inexorable in her stance, 
she kept slinging stern warnings to the woman, her eternal foe; of 
dire consequences for having caused immense pain to a mother’s 
heart by luring her daughter and filling her mind with malice 
against her very own mother.
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‘This treacherous woman, she will get it from me one day,’ she had 
cautioned Natya.

Today she had indeed accomplished what she had forewarned her 
daughter of many times. She had smashed the large mirror in her 
room with her weapon, a mop, that she continued to clutch fiercely 
as she stood there, completely debilitated in the bloody pool of 
sharp and tiny shards scattered all around, some of which had 
pierced her arms, legs and face.

Tears gushed from Natya’s eyes the moment she caught sight of her 
mother who looked utterly desperate and desolate in the puddle 
of blood, totally unmindful of the excruciating pain the shattered 
pieces of glass caused to her senile body.

Consumed by her own sense of victory, she kept parroting, ‘I have 
broken her…I have finished her…I have broken her…I have...,’ 
and smiled meekly, as she looked up at her aghast daughter who 
continued to stare mindlessly at her dishevelled mother. ‘I told 
you she was bad, but you would never listen…she wanted to 
kill me…but I have killed her instead,’ she drawled and slumped 
unconscious on the floor.

A distraught Natya leapt forward to hold her mother.

ab
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Kalavathi’s mobile phone began to play its ringtone; a rambunctious 
song from a latest blockbuster movie that had taken everyone by 
storm and had it playing in revelries, family functions and even 
blasting off from mobile phones, no matter the double entendre of 
its lyrics. Kalavathi, ever priding herself as a connoisseur of music, 
would switch her ringtone whenever a new song hit the market but 
this raunchy ‘item song’ that it was called, lasted the longest on her 
mobile phone and she would even gyrate rhythmically to it, much 
to the amusement of her children and annoyance of her husband, 
but she couldn’t care less.

Having finished lunch a few minutes ago, she had been busy 
arranging the used plates and dishes in the kitchen sink. Jumping 
to the sound of her ringing mobile, she instantly dropped the plate 
in her hand which landed on the pile of plates. She then scuttled like 
a mouse to answer her mobile phone which sat precariously on the 
handle of the wilting wooden sofa in the living room that was just a 
few strides away from her kitchen in their modest, compact house. 

She knew that the call was from her favourite sister-in-law, Rukmini, 
who always phoned her around tea time to chat about the latest 
happenings in town. Their conversations would cover a myriad 
topics and happenings and they would spend hours gossiping on 
their big flock of relatives, covetously slamming those who had 
bought a new home or jewellery and drew hedonistic pleasure by 
backbiting about who was getting married or divorcing and if no 
such thing was happening, they would simply cook up juicy bites 
about people they did not like because doing so always livened 
them up.
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However, that day, an emergency situation demanded their utmost 
attention. A slice of flash news had been broadcast a few hours 
ago to everybody in their extended family and that matter had to 
be discussed by both of them on top priority. Kalavathi began to 
hurriedly contemplate whether the thoughts that were galloping in 
her mind were leaping in Rukmini’s as well. 

Ever since Sita Devi, their eldest sister-in-law had announced 
Natya’s travel plans in the morning, they were both eagerly waiting 
to complete their household chores as quickly as possible, which 
included packing lunch for their husbands and sending them off 
to their offices, so they could deliberate and debate in peace on the 
latest bit of news - something they could not do when their husbands 
were around, for they were tired of the ladies’ non-stop prattling 
but could do nothing about it and the women badly needed their 
space when they were sharing juicy tidbits.

But today’s matter was a family issue of serious make-up with the 
potential of severe ramifications upon all of them and it was already 
quite late. She had been impatiently waiting for her husband to 
leave for office so she could discuss the matter at length. The call 
from Rukmini was a tad earlier than their usual tattle time but 
Kalavathi understood her predicament. First things had to be done 
first, and only she knew how well the two of them were tuned to 
each other, for they could not wait until tea time today to discuss 
a matter that was much more important than anybody’s blissful 
marriage or bitter divorce. 

Kalavathi smiled triumphantly as she glanced at the screen of her 
drab mobile. She was so glad, that she had not let her husband give 
away his old mobile phone in exchange for a new one that he had 
wanted to buy. After all, she needed one too. So what if she always 
stayed at home? Would she not miss timely updates on worldly 
affairs when she was to step out of home for grocery shopping or 
other chores? But her husband was never convinced that she needed 
a mobile phone, for he only feared a viral increase in her yapping 
and so denied her one, coaxing her to be happy with a landline 
phone. Then, she began to unplug their home phone whenever she 
went out, much to his fury.

Print 1_The Withering Banyan_ 8.5 x 5.5.indd   10 4/17/2015   4:22:51 PM



Hyma Goparaju

10 11

This act was one of the many traps she laid to extort her husband 
and make him yield to all her fancies. Kalavathi was a stubborn 
woman who knew how to get her desires fulfilled, either by hook or 
crook, though a lot of times it would be through the latter method 
and all her blackmailing antics usually got her the results she 
desired. This one time too her husband succumbed. He bought a 
new mobile phone for himself and gave away his old one to his 
mobile-yearning wife, though, he knew that by doing so he was 
granting her a gadget to let her pursue something that she loved the 
most but he despised to the core; gossiping and spreading canards.

When Kalavathi and Adinath were wedded, people thought it was 
a rather unlikely match. He was an accountant by qualification, 
sober by nature while she had not even completed her high school 
and had the ludicrous reputation of being the flashiest person in 
her tiny village. He was discreet and diplomatic in his dealings and 
she was crafty and lairy. He was a boy from a noble descendancy, 
something he hardly flaunted and she had not a single tune to 
blow on her trumpet but never left any opportunity to show off. 
He helped people in pain and she had no qualms about gloating 
over somebody’s misfortune. They were like chalk and cheese and 
people wondered how an alliance could ever be forged between 
them.

Despite all these shortcomings, she had an ace up her sleeve in 
possessing the one major qualification that was just enough to 
outwit the other prospective brides. She was Rukmini’s cousin. 
Both the sisters had grown up together in their village and Rukmini 
wielded an overbearing presence in her husband’s family. For, 
the family’s elders had come all the way to their village to seek 
Rukmini’s hand for their son, Visweshwarnath, after his first wife  
died of a sudden illness. And for the time the Marri family was 
together, Rukmini had called the shots and had even resorted to 
a great deal of arm-twisting to ensure Kalavathi’s entry into the 
Marri household.

Clutching her precious mobile in her palm, Kalavathi took immense 
pride in how she could never be wrong. She beamed at her sense 
of perfect assessment and judgement as the gleaming screen of her 
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mobile flashed ‘Rukuakka.’ A true acolyte of Rukmini’s who she 
fondly addressed as Rukuakka; Kalavathi followed her like a lamb 
in every letter and spirit. And why wouldn’t she, for she was ever 
indebted to her older cousin. That she was nicknamed Rukmini’s 
sidekick did not ruffle her one bit, for it was Rukuakka who had 
transported her from the dreary hinterlands to the rapturing 
thrill of urban life when her father was on the verge of getting her 
married to a simpleton from their own village. Kalavathi, ever in 
awe of the glam and glitz of city life, detested living in their tiny 
village, which she grumbled was aeons away from the fast-paced 
world. And when Rukmini had proposed Adinath’s name to her 
elders, she couldn’t curb her excitement at the thought of getting 
married into the Marri family that lived in the city.

Kalavathi pressed the fluorescent green button and exclaimed in a 
skittish voice, ‘Rukuakka, I am sure you know of it!’

‘Like mother, like daughter,’ shot back Rukmini sounding terribly 
annoyed and raged. ‘And she even dared to marry that accountant’s 
grandson.’ 

‘Just what is she coming here for now, after years have passed by 
and there is hardly anything left?’ Rued Kalavathi.

‘Her mother must have ordered her to grab that last bit of her 
share before she left the world. The golden asset and pride of our 
family; the Marri Mansion, which we are anyway planning to 
dispose of once we get it into our hands,’ Rukmini replied in her 
acerbic tone.

‘How do you think she must be like? Wheatish, like her mother 
or fair, like her father?’ Kalavathi interjected changing the subject 
abruptly from property matters.

‘Fair? Or white? Can’t say really, Kala. They say daughters usually 
go after their fathers. So you never know,’ Rukmini laughed 
wickedly.

‘And what happened to that accountant Narayana Shetty’s 
grandson? Could he not have just completed his studies in Australia 
quietly?’ Kalavathi blustered in a tone brimming with cynicism.
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‘Kala, don’t you know how people are; with a roving eye for 
property and gold? And he is an accountant’s grandson, you see. He 
must have surely learnt to tally balance sheets quite well right from 
his childhood. I suspect his family might have apprised him of the 
girl’s mother’s share in the property and he must have knitted a fine 
net around her,’ replied Rukmini in her typical sardonic tone that 
she usually slipped into, whenever she indulged in muckraking.

‘I was startled, when Sita akka announced the news of their 
marriage, Rukuakka. Apparently he had gone to Australia to do 
some course in cooking and ended up marrying her.’

‘Oho Kala…it is called Hotel Management. They teach all aspects of 
hospitality like how to serve, how to arrange cutlery and of course 
how to cook all kinds of dishes – Chinese, Mexican, Continental 
and all. You will remember Avantika wanted to join it, but her 
father was very strict. He had made it rather clear, that no girl in 
our family would ever enter into ignoble occupations like cooking 
or serving food in restaurants and hotels. She got an emphatic 
’No’ from me as well. I can never imagine my daughter serving 
beverages to people in a hotel. And then we have to get her married 
too. Won’t it be difficult for us to find a suitable groom for her if she 
were to get into such a demeaning profession?’ She blasted off, in a 
tone filled with arrogant contempt.

‘You are so wise, Rukuakka,’ glibbed Kalavathi in her unctuous 
voice. ‘So is that girl also a cook, serving beverages and all in that 
foreign land? They call them Chefs, right?’

‘I don’t know, Kala, but it is quite possible. Her father was a cook 
and chef is a cook too,’ replied Rukmini her voice suddenly turning 
bitter.

‘Tell me Rukuakka, how do you think she has managed to convey 
her travel plans to Sita akka?’ She prodded her cousin nosily.

‘Through Somnath, my dear, the great black sheep of our family 
and also the self-proclaimed rescuer of girls like her and her mother. 
You know it well, how he could never get along with anybody in 
this entire family save for that girl’s mother. And they all say that he 
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is very fond of her too. Do you remember, I once told you that they 
email regularly and she had even sent him gifts for his birthday, 
some set of books that were all red in colour?  Shruti had seen them 
when she had gone to invite him for Avantika’s engagement. She 
had told me that most of the books had cover pages with black and 
white pictures, of just the face of some rebel-guy sporting a beard 
and wearing a cap. I vaguely remember his name was some She or 
Che or something like that, supposedly a leader of the red brigade, 
a man of his types.’

‘So do you think, even she is like her Somnath uncle? A firebrand 
communist?’ Kalavathi enquired uneasily.

‘I don’t think so, Kala. Your brother-in-law was saying that Australia 
is a capitalist country and so the chances of her being a communist 
are quite remote.’

‘But then, what about those She…er…Che books?’ Kalavathi 
continued to fuss.

‘What can we say, Kala? Can we stop weeds from erupting in 
the best of the tended fields? Shruti was saying that they are all 
supposedly very expensive with each book costing at least 20 or 
30 dollars and how can our poor fellow afford them with his dole-
like income?’ Rukmini replied scornfully, at which they instantly 
shared a boisterous laugh and Rukmini continued to spit venom on 
their youngest brother-in-law. 

The sisters despised him from the bottom of their hearts and they 
had their own strong reason for doing so. Somnath had severed 
his engagement with Rukmini’s cousin who was also Kalavathi’s 
half-sister. Rukmini, as always, had vociferously campaigned for 
the alliance to materialise. Somnath, who had shunned marriage 
for a long time had reluctantly agreed to get married upon pressure 
from his brothers. But the innocent belle that she was, his fiancée 
had confessed to Somnath that Rukuakka had ordered her to fall 
in line with her and Kala, as early as possible after the marriage 
ceremony got over, to ensure mutual prosperity. An enraged 
Somnath had unleashed his rancour against Rukmini and blamed 
her for trying to take over their entire family in a scheme of sorts by 
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orchestrating the marriages of most of the brothers in their family 
with her relatives. That, according to him, was her master plan: to 
ordain herself as the dictator of the family. Since he was ever against 
any form of dominance, he had curtly notified her from harbouring 
any such authoritarian aspiration and had apologised to Prema for 
breaking off the engagement, advising her to look for a guy who 
would allow her to fall in line.

Rukmini had lambasted Somnath equally. She accused him of 
utter brashness and lacking respect towards elders in the family. 
In an emotional outburst that followed between them she had 
even charged the Marri family of suffering from a strange form of 
madness that made them hallucinate and assume wild conjectures. 
‘Falling in line’, she had then defended about stating to Prema was 
to make her understand the ways and means of the big family so 
she could adjust accordingly, something she accused that neither 
Somnath nor the other members of the Marri family ever possessed 
or recognised the importance of.

Somnath had not conceded to it and they both decided never to 
cross each others’ paths ever.

While Rukmini’s husband carried a soft spot for his youngest 
brother, he could not do much to cement their relations. He took 
up the cudgels for him, postulating that some siblings of his, like 
Somnath, were far too naïve to make independent decisions and 
were genetically programmed to stick to their families and so 
avoided marriage. Rukmini had always struck this thought off, 
counter-arguing that some of his siblings had actually suffered 
from a madness that had seeped into their lives and cast a deadly 
pall over the once wealthy and illustrious family, causing its 
unceremonious downfall. Else, she would always lament on how 
they would have been leading an opulent and luxurious life and 
not a calculated and a measured one, as they did now.

Visweshwarnath would always get distressed over his wife’s 
accusations, not knowing whether to accept or deny the charges 
of madness hurled at his family. He had pleaded with her many 
times, to never raise the issue of his family’s alleged insanity ever 
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again and after a good amount of blustering, the husband and wife 
finally reached a conclusion.

They formed a pact between them and went on smoothly with 
their lives while Somnath continued to remain unmarried, with 
nobody in the family caring to take the initiative to look for a girl 
for him after Prema’s episode. Rukmini stayed away from Somnath 
and as agreed her husband never pressurised her to follow family 
obligations, not at least as far as Somnath was concerned.

‘So, is she going to stay with her dear Somnath uncle when she is 
here in India?’ Kalavathi launched a jibe against Natya. 

‘Quite possible. She might also stay with Sita akka who has a soft 
spot for her. Are her daughters less in any manner? Kala, why 
bother as long as she is not staying with us, though I do plan to 
invite her for lunch once, maybe. What do you say?’

‘Yes, you are right, Rukuakka. Just imagine if Irram House existed 
today! We would all have been at one place and received our guest 
in the huge Marri mansion,’ squealed Kalavathi.

‘Oh, forget it Kala. What are you saying? Irram is over, finished 
forever. We should be happy that we at least have a roof over our 
heads now. Had it not been for us standing up together for our 
well-being and salting away some money for our future, we would 
have been on the roads by now. So for now, let us all wait and see 
what this pesky daughter of the runaway princess Shraddha has in 
store for us,’ Rukmini lashed out in her icy tone.

ababab                                                                                     

The phones were disconnected but their thoughts were not. They 
continued to brood on why she was coming here after so many 
years. The memories of the thirty-year-old episode were still fresh 
in their minds and kept lingering over, again and again. 

Natya’s mother had eloped with a foreign tourist and there 
was never any news from her after that, except for a telegram 
informing the family of the birth of a girl child. Nobody rejoiced. 
Her birth had coincided with the downfall of the once illustrious 
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Irram Sweet House causing the family members utmost pain and 
humiliation. 

According to the decree of the court, the assets of the Irram Sweet 
House were to be divided equally amongst the siblings after settling 
the heavy dues and debts that had accrued over the years, as the 
once successful business house tumbled over and fell headlong. 
The female offsprings backed out from claiming their inheritance in 
deference to the patriarchal tradition and the Marri men and their 
wives were on cloud nine. 

But the infuriation of the family knew no bounds when they had 
received a notice from Natya’s mother, Shraddha Devi, demanding 
her share of property as per a new legislation that equated the 
rights of daughters with sons in an inheritance. Daughters in many 
families had hailed the legislation but several members of the Marri 
family had secretly condemned it.

While the rest of the family waited in nervous anticipation of Natya’s 
arrival, the news did not go well with Rukmini who smouldered 
with indignation and even slammed the girl’s audacity to present 
herself in flesh and blood before the family that had disowned her 
mother and everything related to her past or her future the very 
day she ran away with an Australian chef. Rukmini and her army 
comprising her henchwoman Kalavathi resolved to take off their 
gloves once again for yet another brutal round of an ensuing family 
combat, this time with a foreign relative of theirs who was half-
Indian and half-Australian.

ab
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3.

In the 1920s, on a balmy summer afternoon in the southern part 
of India, a devout couple - Siveswara and his wife Parvathy Devi - 
set off on a pilgrimage along with Siveswara’s insightful mother, 
Kanakamma. The couple had completed seven years of wedded 
bliss and the stork had not visited them yet. Well-wishers advised 
them to go on a holy yatra, and they had reluctantly kicked off their 
divine tour. Reluctantly because Siveswara firmly believed that one 
must never demand anything from God other than moksha. But 
Kanakamma was persistent and convinced her son into taking up the 
journey. She emphasised that a visit to holy places soothes the body, 
mind and soul and the dutiful son that Siveswara was, he obliged.

To take a dip in the pious waters of the holy river Ganga flowing 
in Kashi had remained an unfulfilled dream of Kanakamma’s and 
with this trip she could fulfil her long cherished desire. Kashi, her 
parents had described when she was young, was that point on the 
earth where birth and death merged into one entity, undifferentiated 
and equitably, which they had reckoned was the very essence of the 
cycle of birth; beginning from the end and ending at the beginning, 
in an utmost detached manner and when one imbibed the colossal 
significance of this recurring cosmic pattern, one would go on 
to lead a blissful life. Standing in the cool waters of the river she 
thanked her ancestors for everything. She felt spiritually elated 
as the waters kissed her ankles and when she immersed her body 
in the translucent waters, she could feel her soul being scoured of 
all  unpleasant stains. Alighting from the waters she felt lighter and 
peaceful. She thanked the Gods for blessing her with a dutiful son 
and a revering daughter-in-law. She wished for more and prayed to 
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the Gods to bless her son and daughter-in-law with a child to take 
forward their lineage.

Kanakamma had very fondly filled her dearest possession that was 
passed on from generations to her, her brass lota; a jar, with the holy 
waters to the brim. She folded her hands in reverence promising 
to herself that she would place some water in her puja altar and 
distribute the rest amongst her neighbours and friends in her 
village, especially to those who could never travel this far.

On their return journey, they got down from their ferry in the 
town of Vijayapuram from where they had to hire a bullock cart to 
reach their village. Tired and haggard from the long and arduous 
journey, they decided to rest for a while before resuming the last leg 
of the trip to their village. Their tour had been strenuous and they 
were fatigued by the month-long travel which they had covered in 
parts by bullock carts, ferries, buses, trains and sometimes even by 
foot. Their faces were weather-beaten and feet scalded by heat and 
dust but the contentment in their hearts concealed their exhaustion 
completely.

They spotted a large Banyan tree sprawling majestically a furlong 
away from the bank of the Krishna river, and settled down under its 
cool shade along with other co-travellers who soon began to share 
some interesting fables with them. They told them that the huge 
tree was more than five hundred years old and was a favourite 
resting spot of tired travellers and passers-by.

Kanakamma and Siveswara relished the cool breeze that blew from 
the side of the river Krishna. The gregarious Kanakamma shared 
her bit of knowledge about the river with the people sitting under 
the tree. She told them that the river that rose in the far lands of 
Mahabaleshwar flowed from the bustling town of Vijayapuram 
before confluencing with the Bay of Bengal in the neighbouring 
village of Hamsaladeevi. 

‘Quiet flows the ‘Krishna’,’ people around told her, ‘but when 
it turns furious, it unleashes massive destruction.’ Kanakamma 
could not agree more. She reminisced about her ancestors who 
had tilled their fertile lands in this region and had lost all their 
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fortune to incessant floods. Her family members had then moved 
away in different directions in search of their livelihood. Despite 
the troubles it brought into their lives, Kanakamma only wanted 
to hold on to the fond memories of the river and of her sprightly 
childhood spent on its bank playing with her friends. She loved 
the boat jaunties that her father would occasionally take her and 
her friends on. Though she harboured a considerable amount of 
disquiet about the river, she was still stoical towards it. It was 
revered as the Ganges in this part of the world and she had learnt 
to venerate it.

The area around the tree was bubbling with activity. Little children 
thronged the hawkers selling shelled groundnuts and puffed rice 
in cone shaped cups made of dry palm leaves. A well was located 
a few metres away from the tree where people were drawing out 
water by a pail tied to a thick jute rope that ran over a small iron 
pulley making screeching sounds every time it ran down. Little 
kids huddled around it, clapped jubilantly as the pail dropped 
down in a jiffy, and when it came up filled with water, they took 
turns to drink the cool and sweet ground water and quenched 
their thirst. It was a lively sight to watch as the elders devoured 
packets of home-made tamarind rice and tempered curd rice while 
the children played around the tree, hanging by its roots and 
swinging merrily, unmindful of the sweltering heat and humidity. 
Siveswara wallowed in the fun and frolic unfolding around the 
tree and Kanakamma observed that her son was completely lost 
in the liveliness of the place and watched it with a child-like 
exuberance in his eyes.

The Marri tree was a favourite resting-spot not only for tired 
travellers who passed by the town, but also for those who did not 
really have the necessity to rest at all but did so for the love of the 
big tree and to spend some idyllic moments under it. Some people 
regarded it a good omen to breathe the fresh air of the tree before 
starting a new task and even believed that whenever they were to 
begin a journey from under it, it was destined to be fruitful. A few 
parents even brought their little ones, so they could play to their 
heart’s content and go back home happy and healthy.
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The ambience was like the aura of a big house with lots of happy 
family members. Siveswara was fond of big families and would often 
lament about not having any siblings. He had lost his father quite 
early due to some mysterious ailment that his mother had always 
avoided talking about. Though the loss of his father made him all 
the more responsible and dutiful, as a young kid he never missed a 
moment to play with his friends and often invited them to his house. 
That was his way of compensating for the deprival of a large family.

Parvathy Devi was watching the blissful spectacle in a tranquil 
gaze along with her husband, while Kanakamma had slipped into a 
gentle siesta. As the couple sat there enjoying the breeze that turned 
soothingly cool when it passed by the tree, Siveswara began to share 
a few titbits with his wife. He told her that the Banyan tree had always 
been a traveller’s paradise as it had served as the unofficial rest house 
for ages for people like them who relaxed, ate and slept under its 
shade to get rid of the fatigue that accompanied them through the 
rough and tough journeys they undertook. ‘The Banyan offered 
shelter to everybody, irrespective of who they are and where they 
come from, unconditionally,’ he told her in his rich baritone voice.

‘According to Vishnu Purana,’ he continued with utmost devotion in 
his eyes, ‘when the entire world was inundated at the end of an era, 
Lord Vishnu slept on the Banyan leaf and travelled on the turbulent 
waters to recreate life. The Banyan leaf safely transported the seed of 
life that God had transformed himself into. Such is the magnificent 
significance of this tree!’ He exclaimed in divine countenance as his 
wife smiled back gently.

Parvathy Devi admired her husband’s quest for knowledge, 
especially in Indian mythology which was also the reason why 
he spent a lot of his time with learned people in their village, in 
temples and also in their small village library which he regularly 
visited. She was always inspired by his enthusiasm to imbibe as 
much as he could with a child-like inquisitiveness. She would be 
all ears to him whenever he narrated interesting anecdotes from 
what he read and learnt. She was his devoted student and follower. 
Siveswara was also very fond of his favourite pupil, his loving wife.
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‘The tree symbolised not just the ruler of a place,’ he closed his fist 
in a firm grip when he stated that, ‘but also the head of a family 
who took everybody under his shelter and protected them with 
his benevolence and righteousness. It also represented the large 
joint family because of its ever expanding branches creating a huge 
canopy that could provide shade to tens of thousands of people 
at the same time. It was under one such tree that Lord Buddha 
had attained nirvana and for that reason the tree is venerated as a 
magnificent paragon of age-old wisdom.’

Siveswara had equally appreciated the devoted manner with which 
his wife listened to him. He loved to share his learnings with her as 
she would often add her own little morsels of wisdom to his platter, 
leaving him amazed at how this simple woman with no formal 
education and with very little exposure to texts could provide an 
unusual and homely dimension by prepending her earthly common 
sense to every subject that he discussed with her. Parvathy Devi 
would modestly laugh it away, describing it as worldly wisdom 
that  she said women imbibed and improvised by observation 
and intuition, which according to her was a unique gift they were 
bestowed with. Siveswara truly admired her sense of humility and 
piety and had even told her that he had not known of other women 
but was pretty sure that pious women like his mother and wife were 
surely blessed with strong intuition and wisdom. Their relatives 
thought the husband and wife complemented one another perfectly 
and everything seemed so up to the mark in their life except for the 
non-occurrence of that one major event; the birth of a child.

‘Since a Banyan tree can live for many years, sometimes even upto 
a thousand years, it symbolised longevity and prosperity. It is 
also called ‘kalpavriksha’, the wish-fulfilling divine tree in Hindu 
mythology, as it fulfils the material longings and desires of people. 
According to Agni Purana, it symbolises fertility and fulfils the 
desires of those yearning for children.’ Siveswara smiled longingly 
and turned gently towards his wife, who got up all of a sudden and 
began running towards the well. Startled, Siveswara jumped up to 
follow her. He wondered if he had hurt her feelings by mentioning 
words like fertility and children. He chided himself for his absolute 
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lack of presence of mind. No wonder, his mother would always 
sermonise him about minding his words. She had repeatedly 
discoursed on the significance of samayamu-sandarbhamu; a time 
and occasion, for whatever one spoke. But these age-old words 
of wisdom seldom seemed to seep into his schmuck mind and he 
mumbled a brief curse under his breath. He wished he had been a 
tad more sensible while lecturing on the Banyan to his wife, but he 
was so lost in the flow of his words that he now regretted muttering 
those words which caused pain to her.

Only he knew how much his wife had been suffering all those 
years. She would silently tolerate the harsh names people would 
call behind her back; barren, wombless and what not. Some people 
had even stopped calling her for cradle ceremonies, and if she were 
to inadvertently discover it, she would go hungry that day and 
would be crying all night.

Siveswara also had been made part of that torture, something that 
he never liked to put up with when unsolicited and annoying advice 
from relatives would be thrown at him, urging him to remarry to 
ensure the continuity of his lineage. He loved his wife dearly and 
could not imagine causing her any pain. They had got married 
when she was just twelve and he, eighteen. As a young girl, she 
undertook all the work of the house along with his mother. She 
was as servile as a naïve cow and so had won her mother-in-law’s 
trust and admiration in no time. Kanakamma treated her like her 
own daughter and empathised with her daughter-in-law’s pain. 
Siveswara himself was the only child to his mother Kanakamma, 
born to her after an enduring seven-year wait. Kanakamma would 
often say that their family was condemned by a mysterious seven-
year curse. For four generations a child had blessed the womb of a 
woman only after the inscrutable seven-year period was crossed.

But today he had hurt his wife deeply with his thoughtless words. 
Siveswara admonished himself for his impetuous behaviour as he 
frantically scampered towards his wife. He swore to himself that 
henceforth he would strictly heed to his mother’s sagacious advice 
of ‘timely and contextual’ utterances and never hurt his wife or 
anybody else ever again.
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Reaching the well, Siveswara placed his hands gingerly on Parvathy 
Devi’s shoulders. She had crouched down, holding her head tightly 
between her hands. Siveswara was unable to make up his mind 
on how to console his weeping wife. In a moment, Parvathy Devi 
turned around to look at him and Siveswara noticed her moist eyes. 
They were tears but did not seem to be gushing out of pain but out 
of contentment and joy. Siveswara was baffled as Parvathy Devi was 
smiling blissfully. She had just thrown up and knew the reason.

Kanakamma was overjoyed. She declared that it was God’s will 
that they go on a pilgrimage and hear the news of her daughter-in-
law carrying the offspring of her only son under the magnanimous 
Banyan tree. Kanakamma’s heart swelled with pride and she 
was deluged with a range of emotions and earnestly requested 
her son to grant her a favour. She pleaded that they never leave 
the benevolent shade of the heavenly tree ever, for it was here 
that they were showered with the auspicious blessing. Siveswara 
could never refuse his mother. He relied on her for everything and 
followed all her commands obediently, in all big and small matters, 
and respected her every decision.

As a young widow with a younger mouth to feed, Kanakamma had 
defied customs and traditions to run her own sweetmeat business 
till her son grew up and got himself a bride. After a momentary 
hiatus, during which Siveswara worked at the local Tahsildar’s 
office as an assistant, tying papers, Kanakamma had decided 
to restart her sweet-making business and urged her son to join 
in too. Their sweets were famous all across their village and the 
neighbouring towns, and were popularly known as Kanakamma’s 
mithayulu. Every wedding, cradle ceremony, naming ceremony 
or any family function in and around their village would have to 
be graced by Kanakamma’s sweets. As luck would have it, her 
daughter-in-law, Parvathy Devi, picked up the skill very fast and 
she made even better sweets than her mother-in-law. But when 
they left their kitchen, they were only known as sweets prepared 
lovingly by Kanakamma’s own hands.

Kanakamma was glad that she had got a girl from a hardworking 
agricultural family for her son. Parvathy Devi was ever ready to 
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lend her hand in every work of the house and would never shy 
away from any chore, be it however hard or laborious.

Siveswara and Parvathy Devi decided to build a small thatched 
home near the tree and shifted their business to Vijayapuram. 
Kanakamma made it a point to distribute a few sweets everyday 
around the Banyan tree overlooking their modest home so that 
travellers could savour them, and she never charged a dime for 
it. She only wished that their sweets would give the travellers 
resting under the Banyan tree sufficient energy and motivation to 
undertake their journeys and reach their destinations, just like she 
and her son found theirs by the side of the Banyan.

ababab

Siveswara and Parvathy’s son was born early next spring. They 
named him Badrinath after Lord Vishnu, whom Siveswara revered 
a lot, and Kanakamma seconded the name as she strongly felt that 
just like the little Lord Vishnu, who, while lying on the Banyan leaf 
was searching for soil to germinate and recreate the world, this 
little boy had arrived on the same Banyan leaf and had fallen into 
his mother’s womb while they were resting under the tree. 

In no time, their sweets’ business caught up. Everybody in their 
town, hosting any function or ceremony would insist on having 
sweets supplied by them. Not just from the town of Vijayapuram, 
but people from the neighbouring towns and villages too swore 
by the freshness, flavour, quality and texture of their sweets which 
were considered to be the most delectable of the ones around as they 
were diligently made from the purest ghee, finest pulses and the 
best condiments available, that were chosen with greatest care and 
attention and fondly ground with utmost precision. But more than 
anything else, people believed that it was the magical combination 
of Kanakamma’s and Parvathy Devi’s hands that gave them the 
delicious taste and flavour, for such was their commitment and 
involvement.

Siveswara began to get richer and commenced constructing an 
enormous house on the land he had purchased just beside their 
old thatched home. Upon completion, their new palatial bungalow  

Print 1_The Withering Banyan_ 8.5 x 5.5.indd   25 4/17/2015   4:22:52 PM



The Withering Banyan 

26

became the talk of the town and people would refer to them by 
different names such as the sweet people by the Marri tree, or the 
splendid house by the Marri tree or the little boy who lived by the 
Marri tree and so on, but necessarily with a tag of the Marri tree. 
The whole town soon began to admire them and they came to be 
known as sweet-tempered people, just like their sweets. 

The word Marri or Banyan, that had started as a colloquial 
reference to the family had soon taken over their lives so much that 
Siveswara’s name had begun to be prefixed with Marri. Siveswara 
too acknowledged it and believed that it was because of their 
family’s tryst with this stupendous Banyan tree that their fortunes 
had changed forever, and he decided to make Marri his surname 
from then on. He began to be officially known as Marri Siveswara 
Rao and his son Marri Badrinath. 

Their empire only began expanding day by day, much beyond their 
expectations and soon Siveswara had to register a company. He 
decided to name his company ‘Irram  Sweet House’. The name was 
derived by reversing their family name Marri. People hailed the 
new name of their empire of sweets and it soon began to grow in 
leaps and bounds. In no time, Irram Sweets, as it was also known, 
became one of the well-known establishments of the region, and 
Marri Siveswara Rao and Marri Parvathy Devi were respected and 
admired as a successful and compassionate business couple. People 
remarked on how the name Marri brought them good luck and 
fortune in every manner, even when it was reversed.

The Marri family, was thus born under the benevolent and fostering 
canopy of the big Banyan tree and was to have its blessings for long, 
so long as the members of the family held on to their wisdom and 
sanity and nurtured the fortitude to withstand vicissitudes, which 
obdurately altered the paths of lives, throwing the journeyers off-
kilter forever, if left unbridled.

ab
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