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Preface

My play is about a weaver and his wife and I think that every writer is a weaver. Writing a play is like weaving, weaving not only all the threads of the story which the writer has chosen to deal with, but also weaving the individual talent with the rich tradition of drama laid down by the old masters. Writing a play is something more than an expression of a writer’s creative vision; it is an artistic process that continues and contributes to the tradition the writer grows in. Eliot has argued that a new writer must shape his individual talent in the light of the tradition he belongs to. Indian tradition of drama is rich, very rich. While writing the play, I concentrated on the Indian tradition of drama. I wanted everything Indian in my play and so I deliberately eschewed themes like Loss of Innocence, alienation, atheism, madness and discovery of the self, the themes many European writers are obsessed with. Our tradition is different, our culture is different. And above all, we have our own voice.
I liked a simple tale from Panchtantra about the two headed weaver who follows his wife’s advice and asks two more hands and one more head from the Spirit so that he can weave fast and a lot. But people take the weaver with four hands and two heads to be a monster and kill him. My play begins here. What would have happened, had the weaver returned alive? How would have his wife received him? What would have happened to their lives? These questions crept in my mind and I wrote this play. Writing the play, I was very careful. I wanted my play to be Indian in spirit. Yet, I wanted to convert an ancient tale into a play that deals with the eternal problems of existence. 
DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Mantharaka:  A young weaver.
Mandakini:   Mantharaka’s beautiful wife.
Surekha:       Mandakini’s friend and neighbor.
The Spirit:   A non-human thing.

Prologue
The Sutradhara enters and addresses the audience.
SUTRADHARA: Namaskara! I am the Sutradhara of the play. Let me introduce our performance. Our play is a re-creation of an ancient tale from Panchtantra collection. In a tale from Panchtantra collection, Mantharaka, a weaver, follows the advice of his wife and asks for two extra hands and an extra head as a boon from the Spirit. On his way home, Mantharaka is killed with stones by people as they take him to be a monster. But our play begins where the tale from Panchtantra ends. In our play Mantharaka returns home alive to find the horrors of existence and soon Mandakini learns that life is not a bed of roses for her.

But let me first pray to Lord Ganesha. Traditionally, the Sutradhara prays to Lord Ganesha for the successful performance of the play. O Lord Ganesha, this Sutradhara prays for the active role of imagination of our dear audience. Let the imagination of our dear audience work on the play. Our play would be incomplete on the stage, but it would be completed with the imagination of the audience. We invite our dear audience to witness the performance and to employ its imagination to think of the end of the play.

But what about the beginning of the performance? Here, on the stage, is a room of Mantharaka’s house. Mantharaka is about to return with four hands and two heads. Mandakini, his wife, curiously and happily, waits for her lord, but Surekha, a friend of Mandakini, is worried. What will happen now? Let us witness a tale recreated on the stage from Panchtantra collection.
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ACT ONE

A room in Mantharaka’s house where a loom with broken frames lies aside. Mandakini is standing, while Surekha is sitting on a wooden chair opposite a window.   

MANDAKINI: Oh, Surekha, my dear friend, my dear neighbor, my tongue fails to describe my happiness. How happy I am! I am happier than you, happiest of all women on the earth. 

SUREKHA: Really?

MANDAKINI (smiling): Yes. I think that I am on top of the world! The Goddess of Fate has smiled on me.
SUREKHA: Life brings joys and shocks. It is not faithful as your lord is to you.

MANDAKINI: Let me tell you the whole story. It is full of magic and metamorphosis and suspense too.

SUREKHA: I love stories, but I love reality more.

MANDAKINI (irritated): But I have not asked you about what you love and what you don’t love.
SUREKHA: Sorry, dear. 

MANDAKINI: We, women, are really strange lot. We drop our opinions as frequently as we drop flowers from our heads. Sometimes I think that we do not care for others; we care only for our opinions and we are eager to throw them at others as mischievous children mercilessly throw stones at little birds.
SUREKHA: Yes, we are a strange lot. We are women. We are the most beautiful things on the earth and the ugliest things too. We are the kindest lot on the earth and the cruelest lot too. We are the greatest solutions and we are the biggest puzzles for men on the earth.  
MANDAKINI: Now, shall I tell you the story?

SUREKHA (curiously): Yes.

MANDAKINI: But don’t throw your opinions.

SUREKHA: I will try my best.

MANDAKINI: My lord went to forest to get wood for his loom. He found a huge tree. He raised his axe to cut it. But the Spirit living on the tree appeared and requested my lord not to cut the tree. My lord said that he would die of starvation, if he could not cut the tree and make his loom for weaving. He raised his axe again and the Spirit offered to grant him a boon if he left the tree uncut.

SUREKHA (curiously): Then?

MANDAKINI: My lord returned to seek advice from his friend and from me. His friend advised him to ask for kingdom, but I forced him to ask the Spirit for two more hands and one more head.

SUREKHA (shocked ): Oh, your poor Mantharaka!

MANDAKINI: I had a dream a few days back. I dreamed that my lord got an extra pair of hands and an extra head. He became the fastest weaver in the world. He weaved lots of cloths, sold them in the market and brought plenty of gifts for me. But when I opened my eyes, I saw my lord only with two hands and one head and felt sorry for myself. I concluded then that dreams do not come true. But my dream has come true now. Do you hear? Surekha, my dream has come true.

SUREKHA (shocked): Oh, your poor weaver!

MANDAKINI: Why? He will weave cloths more with his extra hands and head and I will spend his earnings. 

SUREKHA: But what about your Mantharaka?

MANDAKINI: Look at this broken loom. My story begins with the broken loom and would end with my prosperity.
SUREKHA: But what about your lord?

MANDAKINI (happily): He is now the greatest weaver in the world. Now he has no rival in weaving. He will sell his cloths in the market and bring coins for me. Coins!

SUREKHA (erupting): You are selfish. You care for coins, you care for gold and silver, but you don’t care for your poor creature. I think no woman in the world would advise her lord to ask for two extra hands and one extra head. And the poor fellow, like a trained dog, followed your advice and asked for the same from the Spirit. Very bad!

MANDAKINI: What is bad about it? Is it bad, if a wife advises her lord?

SUREKHA: The advice itself is foul. Foul!
MANDAKINI: I think you are jealous of me and of my bright future. My lord obeys my orders and it ails you.

SUREKHA: No, I pity your lord. The poor fellow dedicated his life to you. Kept on weaving days and nights for your pleasures and you made him deformed, eh? I pity you even more. You failed to find human element in your lord and made him a loom, a restless weaving machine.

MANDAKINI: Oh, Surekha, you and your silly talks!

SUREKHA: I am not silly. I have seen life, I have seen sages and selfish people in young age. I have seen simpletons and smart lot. I have witnessed exploitation in my own neighborhood.

MANDAKINI: I don’t understand you. Oh, when will my lord come with his four hands and two heads? I am eager to see my man.

SUREKHA: You want to see how you have reduced him to an object of earning? Have you ever thought how would he look?

MANDAKINI: He will look greater. He has more than other men have got. He is now the fastest weaver in the world.

SUREKHA: He is now the ugliest man on the earth. I pity him, I pity you even more.

MANDAKINI: O fool, we are not the objects of pity, we are the people to be admired and worshipped. 

SUREKHA: Tell me honestly, have you ever thought how your lord will look?

MANDAKINI: Oh, God! This silly woman! Why is she not as intelligent as I am? It is difficult to deal with her.

SUREKHA: What about your lord and his existence on this earth? A man with four hands and two heads! A piece of ugly evolution! A result of a selfish woman’s whims! He would not look like a human being. He would look like an accursed being moving with heaviness of two heads and struggling to adjust himself among his four hands.

MANDAKINI: I have made him more than a human being.

SUREKHA (irritated): More than a human being? You have not made your lord an angel nor have you made him God. Vile creatures cannot make great things. You have made your lord a joker. But a joker would have been better; you have made him a monster in appearance. Yet, I pity him. You have exploited him. He is a good man, although a monster in appearance. 

MANDAKINI (angrily): Shut up! You are my friend and my neighbor. It does not mean that you have got the right to criticize me. I find flames in your tongue. These flames burn my heart. Go away! Never show me your ugly face again.

SUREKHA: I am going, but let me complete what I want to say to you. After getting one more pair of hands and one more head from the Spirit, your lord was returning home. Do you know how he was treated by people? In fact, people threw stones at him taking him to be a strange beast or a monster. Children fainted at his sight. A few stones wounded his head. But I don’t know which head, his God-given head or his Spirit-given head. His suffering has begun, thanks to you.

MANDAKINI: Shut up!

SUREKHA: Poor Mantharaka!
MANDAKINI: Let your tongue find peace.

SUREKHA: Your poor lord!

MANDAKINI: Shut up!

SUREKHA: Your poor beast!

MANDAKINI: Shut Up!

SUREKHA: Your poor monster!

MANDAKINI: Go away!

SUREKHA: I pity him, I pity him from the bottom of my heart.

MANDAKINI: Go away, you bitch!

SUREKHA: I see him coming. Oh, this horrible window! Oh, God! How horrible he looks! Your lord frightens little children, women too. He is coming here. A real monster!
MANDAKINI: Go away, you prostitute!

SUREKHA: I pity your lord. I love your lord too. I love him out of pity. He is horrible in appearance, but you are horrible in …

MANDAKINI (erupting): Oh prostitute! Why don’t you go away?

SUREKHA: Oh, your lord’s head is wounded. People have thrown stones at him. I think his Spirit-given head is wounded. I love his wounds too. He has wounded himself for you. A passionate lover indeed! One devoted to a selfish bitch, eh! Oh, the man is coming here. No, the monster is coming here.
MANDAKINI: Where is the knife? Let me kill you. Go away.

SUREKHA: I will go with your lord. You do not deserve such a good lord, I do. Let me take with me your weaver and make him my lord. I wouldn’t make him my slave, nor would I allow him weaving with four hands and two heads. I will kiss his four hands and two heads and worship him. Let me sleep with such a gem of a man!

MANDAKINI: You nymphomaniac! Go, go away.
(Surekha exits and Mantharaka enters with four hands and two heads.)    
MANTHARAKA (shocked): It was difficult for me to return home. I thought it would take ages to come to you. Children and women were frightened of me. People threw stones at me. A crowd followed me. I had to hide myself. They thought that I was a monster and I would eat men, women and children. I would empty their wells and rivers. I would eat their grains too. I would bring famines and deaths. People are strange. 

MANDAKINI: But you should have clarified that you are a weaver.

MANTHARAKA: Yes, I shouted that I am a weaver and weave cloths and sell them in the market and put the coins into my wife’s hands. But they thought that weavers can weave cloths and not hands and heads. A few people wanted to cut my huge body into pieces and so they ran to fetch their swords and spears. Others threw stones at me and a few stones indeed hurt my head. 

MANDAKINI: A little sacrifice is necessary for lots of happiness.

MANTHARAKA: Happiness?

MANDAKINI: Yes, life will change now. The Spirit’s boon will work like magic in our lives. Things will take a better shape now. My weaver lord will weave two pieces of cloths at a time with his four hands and two heads. We will earn more, we will be affluent. 

MANTHARAKA: Let’s see.

MANDAKINI: But, oh, my lord! You look different, quite different.

MANTHARAKA: Yes, I am changed now. The Spirit’s magic has worked. I didn’t cut the tree on which the Spirit lived and in return he wanted to grant me a boon. I came running to you for your advice. As you advised, I asked for one more pair of arms and an extra head. I am now four armed, two headed man. A weaver half weaved by God and half weaved by the Spirit. Are you happy now?

MANDAKINI: Yes, my lord! These extra things on your body will help us earn more. I am happy that you did not follow your friend’s advice and did not ask for kingdom. Kings live unhappily and die even more unhappily. Our life will begin anew. You will earn more because you will weave more with four arms and two heads. I shall buy new bangles and new sarees and sit beside you like a nymph. But don’t worry. I wouldn’t be a Menka and wouldn’t disturb you in weaving. Weaving brings good living, I know.

MANTHARAKA: But why did you suggest to ask from the Spirit for such strange things?

MANDAKINI: Because I want gradual increase of gold and silver in our house. Had we asked for a huge kingdom from the Spirit, we would have gone mad with joy. At least, I would have gone mad. Sanity lies in walking fast, not in jumping all of a sudden.

MANTHARAKA: You’re smart.

MANDAKINI: What’s new? All say so.

MANTHARAKA: But how do I look?

MANDAKINI: Strange.

MANTHARAKA: Stranger even to myself!
MANDAKINI: Strange. Very strange.

MANTHARAKA: Dear, go and fetch the mirror. I want to see how I look.

MANDAKINI: No, no, no, my lord. Mirrors work with wicked intentions. They tell false stories. Mirrors tell us what we are today and do not tell us what we will become tomorrow.

MANTHARAKA: I have destroyed my today to create my tomorrow.
MANDAKINI: Frankly, I had suggested to ask from the Spirit for two more arms and an extra head for your work and not for your look.

MANTHARAKA: But do I look handsome?

MANDAKINI: You look really changed.

MANTHARAKA (firmly): Yes, I have changed.

MANDAKINI: Now, you are a weaver with a greater strength for weaving.

MANTHARAKA: But how do I look?

MANDAKINI: You look like a monster with two heads and four arms.

MANTHARAKA (firmly): But now the monster’s eyes have opened. All darkness has gone away and new light has made your monster’s eyes widened with horror.

MANDAKINI: Horror?

MANTHARAKA (angrily): Yes. I have lived like your slave, like a trained dog. I have wasted nine years of my life as a slave to you. I weaved pieces of cloths days and nights. I forgot the joy of life, I forgot even to live. But you, oh, you were never satisfied. The Spirit has given me one more head. And the new head weaves thoughts of revolt against you. It was you who advised me to ask for one more head from the Spirit and the new head seeks vengeance against you for the slavery of past nine years. I married you and you made a dog of a lord. I was defeated, even hurt each day by your arrogance. I was helpless. My natural head was trained to follow your orders, without doubts and without questions. But oh, this new head given by the Spirit! It produces fires to turn you into ashes. It operates to seek revenge against you. It weaves plots against you. A weaver’s head weaving plot against his selfish wife, eh? You are an object of worship for my old head, but you are an object of hatred for my new head. And my new head is more active and powerful than my old head. I have not returned to weave for you, I have come to murder you. Gods, help me to kill a very selfish creature on this earth.
MANDAKINI: I am frightened.

MANTHARAKA: My new head wants to banish you from the house. But my old head sends waves of sympathy to my new head for you. But now, who cares for the old head? You bitch! You made me a slave for nine years. You ruined my life. Now, knives, daggers, swords! Vengeance!

MANDAKINI: I am really frightened.

MANTHARAKA: I am delighted. It is a great delight to read fear on your face. This new head has enlightened me. This new head has opened my eyes about the worst life I have lived with you. Thank God that I returned from the Spirit to ask your advice and you suggested to ask from the Spirit one more pair of arms and an extra head. But I returned as a new avatar, a new creation. You can see only addition to my body, but I have returned a new man. I am no more your trained dog, no more your slave, but a man bent upon to ruin you.

MANDAKINI: What has happened to you?

MANTHARAKA: I have lived for these nine years weaving cloths like a machine. You scolded me when I stopped weaving for a while and looked at the rising sun. You didn’t allow me a little time to spend after seeing birds fly in the sky. You created a wall between the most beautiful things of nature and me. My delight was your displeasure.  My rest made you restless. I had then no choice. I had no independent existence. But now my new head hates you. You are not beautiful, I tell you, you are ugly. You are not my love.

MANDAKINI: I cannot understand you.

MANTHARAKA: You are not my love. Why should I not banish you and bring some other woman in? Perhaps, Surekha?

MANDAKINI: Can you do that?

MANTHARAKA: No, I cannot do that. It is too common a thing to banish a vile creature from the house. I want to murder you. I want to stab you with a knife, but then I care for the knife. I am not like you, I think of others. I know that the knife would be ashamed of being thrust into body of a vile woman. I have four hands now. Let me tear you off with my four hands like a stale piece of bread.    

MANDAKINI: Are you at your wit’s end?

MANTHARAKA: No, I am at my wit’s beginning. I know my duty as a lord. I was a duteous lord then, I am a duteous lord now. I weaved for you then, I want to murder you now.

MANDAKINI: Oh, I am at my wit’s end. Oh, Goddess, help me to live!

MANTHARAKA: Oh, Goddess of Vengeance, do help me to kill. Shall I kill my wife with my broken loom? With it I have expressed my art of weaving and now let me express my art of killing. Isn’t killing an art? Dear Mandakini, get ready to die. Gods, rise for revenge!
MANDAKINI (utterly shocked): Oh, I think I have gone mad.

MANTHARAKA: I wouldn’t cremate your body. I will leave it in the forest for the feast of crows and vultures. You do not deserve ceremony of cremation, do you?

MANDAKINI: Oh, Oh, Oh!

(The stage darkens.)   

ACT TWO

A room in Mantharaka’s house where a loom with broken frames lie aside. Mandakini is standing and Surekha is sitting in a wooden chair.
MANDAKINI: Oh, Surekha, my dear friend, my dear neighbor! How kind of you to visit me! We have weaved the cloth of our friendship with love and care and I am happy that the cloth of friendship is not torn and tattered. Looms of our hearts have weaved our friendship. You have come at last to see me. I ask your forgiveness for my misbehavior.  I know that you have come to heal my wounds.

SUREKA (surprised): Wounds? Why? You are a happy woman now, happier than me, happiest of all the women in the world. Why do you talk about wounds?

MANDAKINI: No, no, my dear Surekha, I am now the saddest woman on the earth. I cry; I cannot stop tears coming from my eyes.

SUREKHA: Your eyes are swollen.

MANDAKINI: Once my heart was swollen with pride, now my eyes are swollen with tears. Life indeed brings joys and shocks.

SUREKHA: Joys and shocks, shocks and joys!

MANDAKINI: I have got a shock, Surekha; your unhappy friend has got a shock.

SUREKHA: Shock?

MANDAKINI: Yes, shock. Help me, cry with me, cry on me, curse me, but help me.

SUREKHA: You are a happy woman now. Your lord loves you. He was ordinary, but now he is turned into a living miracle, a man with four arms and two heads. Now people have accepted him and you have made him famous. When he walks in the street, women say ‘There goes Mandakini’s lord’.  However, a great lot is still frightened of him.

MANDAKINI: O Surekha, I am frightened of him.

SUREKHA: How? You are a lucky woman. You have two heads to kiss and four arms to play with.
MANDAKINI: I am frightened.
SUREKHA: Dear, what makes you frightened? Do you think that you cannot satisfy his huge body?   

MANDAKINI: Dear, I think that you are mocking at me and feasting on my misery.

SUREKHA: No, you asked for two more arms and one more head. It is now your responsibility to satisfy this addition on the bed.

MANDAKINI: My problem is serious. It comes from dissatisfaction, hatred and revenge and it would end perhaps with murder.

SUREKHA: Whose murder?

MANDAKINI: My murder.

SUREKHA: Your murder? Who will murder you?

MANDAKINI: My own Mantharaka.

SUREKHA: Why? You are faithful to him. Have you cheated your lord? Have you slept with other man and has he come to know? Does your lord want to murder you for your frailty?
MANDAKINI: No, dear, I have not committed that sin.

SUREKHA: Then why does he want to murder you?

MANDAKINI: Oh, Surekha! It was I who suggested him to ask for an extra pair of hands and an extra head. I thought that he would weave cloths more and I would buy ornaments. We would live a happy life and all of our neighbors would envy us. But now things have changed. My lord has got one more new head. This head is strong, very strong and it seeks revenge against me for all the drudgery and slavery that I inflicted on my lord in the past. He has revolted against me and he has already planned to kill me with a knife or a wooden piece of loom. Help me, save me, redeem me.

SUREKHA (extremely shocked): It is strange, it is unthought-of, it is impossible!

MANDAKINI: Save me, oh dear friend, from my lord, else he would kill me in a couple of days. His new head, oh, it is made of fire, oh, it has already plotted to murder me. Only the execution is left.

SUREKHA: How sad it is! I do not have my lord with me. He weaved love with some other woman and left me like a man leaves behind a tattered handkerchief. Or shall I say that he emptied my body, sucked all of its juices and turned to some other woman whose virgin body had more juices? I loved my man, but he left me. Your man loved you, but you made a monster of him. How strange! Fate ruins some, while others ruin themselves in haste.
MANDAKINI: So, you are a waste land now! A land without waters and vegetation where no bird would come to drink and to eat, eh?

SUREKHA: It was rainy night. I slept with my lord. I had a dream that night. I saw people laugh at me. I cried. I requested them to stop, but they wouldn’t. When I opened my eyes, I found that my man had gone away. He had left a few coins on my bed. Once, Mandakini, you had called me a prostitute, in this very house of yours, remember? I went home and cried a lot. A prostitute! My man had left a few coins on my bed for me and had buried all holiness of marriage. The coins were his message. He wanted to say that he enjoyed me, but not in free. The hypocrite left the coins to show his honesty.  He has never taken care of me after that. No message, nothing. He does not even know whether I exist on this earth or not. And here was your lord, weaving and weaving to please you. But sometimes we don’t realize that we are happy. We want more and more and we spoil our game. You have exactly done so.

MANDAKINI: What to do now?

SUREKHA: What can I say? How can I say?

MANDAKINI: Guide me. You are my friend. It is your duty to bring light when your friend is surrounded with darkness. 

SUREKHA: I don’t have a lamp in my house. My light has already fled with some other woman.    

MANDAKINI: Oh, dear, I am not selfish. But forget your story at the moment and concentrate on mine. Find me some way to solve my problem. Help me today or come to attend my cremation tomorrow. My Mantharaka will kill me. Oh, his new head! 

SUREKHA: Let me think.

MANDAKINI: Don’t think. Rescue me. Do something.
SUREKHA: Let me think.

MANDAKINI: Be quick in thought. I would be quick in action and do what you suggest. Open your mouth, oh, redeemer, else I am doomed.
(Pause)

SUREKA: I find a solution.

MANDAKINI: Really?

SUREKHA: Your riddle could be solved.

MANDAKINI: What should I do? Quickly tell me.

SUREKHA: Do one thing.

MANDAKINI: What?

SUREKHA: Where is your lord?

MANDAKINI: He is sleeping in the bed-room.

SUREKHA: Sleeping? It’s great.

MANDAKINI: Now, don’t advise me to satisfy him on the bed and to win his heart. His new head is very strong. Unconquerable! Feminine charms are too dull for the huge python. He is sleeping and his new head is at rest now. He would kill me, if I disturb his sleep. He would tear me off with his four hands and swallow me like a trivial thing. I wouldn’t go to entertain him now.

SUREKHA: That’s not my plan. I have got something different in my mind.

MANDAKINI: What?

SUREKHA: Have you got a sword in your house?

MANDAKINI: Sword? Dear, this is a weaver’s house and not a soldier’s.

SUREKHA: Have you got some other weapon?

MANDAKINI: Why? Do you want me to kill my lord? No, that wouldn’t be possible. I cannot kill my lord. I am selfish, I agree and if you want me to be a little bit more selfish, I can do that. But I cannot kill my lord. Your plan is not at all good. If I stay here in my lord’s house, then he will kill me. His new head, oh! Let me run away now. It is night and darkness will help me escape. I am leaving my lord’s house. I am leaving you too Surekha. I shall go far off, change my name, labor at some weaver’s shop, earn a few coins and feed myself. Farewell, dear, farewell!

SUREKHA: Wait. I do not want to make you a killer. My plan is different.

MANDAKINI: Different?

SUREKHA: Yes.

MANDAKINI: Tell me, then, what to do?

SUREKHA: Have you got a sickle?

MANDAKINI: Yes.

SUREKHA: Is it sharp?

MANDAKINI: Yes.

SUREKHA: Is your lord sleeping in the bed-room at this very moment?

MANDAKINI: Yes, dear!

SUREKHA: Then fetch your sickle and cut the head of your lord given by the Spirit.

MANDAKINI: To cut the head of a living man! And that too, of my lord! It’s murder. It’s horrible. I wouldn’t do it.
SUREKHA:  Your problems begin because the Spirit has given your lord an extra head. Cut down that extra head. All fires would vanish. Believe me, with God-given head, your lord would again become your trained dog. In other words, your lord’s revolting part would be cut down and obedient part would remain with the body. And your lord wouldn’t die because he has got another head to live with. It wouldn’t be a murder, dear, believe me. Muster your courage, hold your sickle and cut down the additional head. Better to exist with a loss than to be lost!

MANDAKINI: I fear that it is called murder. To cut the head of a living man! Oh! 

SUREKHA: It wouldn’t be a murder. It would be a sort of surgery only.

MANDAKINI: Shall I do that? 
SUREKHA: What makes you frightened? 

MANDAKINI: If something else happens?

SUREKHA: Nothing else will happen. Be brave!

MANDAKINI: Dear, you are a brave lady.
SUREKHA: Yes, my lord left me, yet I can smile.

MANDAKINI: You are brave.
SUREKHA: Yes, others laugh at me, yet I can smile.

MANDAKINI: You are a very brave lady.
SUREKHA: Yes, I am.

MANDAKINI: Dear, then do me a favour. Hold the sickle in your own hands and cut down my lord’s head for my sake.

SUREKHA (shocked): How can I do that?

MANDAKINI: Save me, please! Believe for a while that the man sleeping in my house is your lord, the man who left you. Believe that he has left you for me. Make tumults in your heart. Believe that the moment of seeking revenge against your lord has come here and now. Enter the bed-room and return with my lord’s head.

SUREKHA: You wanted two heads and now you must make your lord one-headed man to escape all miseries. He would go mad, if he loses balance between the revolting head and the obedient head. Once the additional head is cut down, you will live happily with your lord.

MANDAKINI: I will cut down my lord’s head. But be with me, be a witness to the strange execution. I need your help, I need your presence. I need you. You are my support, you are my inspiration, you are my guiding star.
SUREKHA: You requested to guide me and I have guided you. Don’t exploit me by the name of friendship. Now, hold your sickle and do the rest.

MANDAKINI: Wouldn’t he scream? Wouldn’t he resist? Wouldn’t he take a legal action against me?

SUREKHA: Nothing would happen. He would do nothing with his God-given head. That head is simple and obedient, that head adores you.
MANDAKINI (stares at the loom): This loom with broken frames has broken the frames of my life!

SUREKHA: Don’t blame others.
MANDAKINI: But Surekha, dear friend, be with me.

SUREKHA: I am going. Do the rest. Good-bye!
(Surekha exits)
MANDAKINI (shouts): Surekha…Surekha…!
(Mandakini stands alone and confused.)

(The stage darkens.)       

ACT THREE

A room in Mantharaka’s house where a loom with broken frames lies aside. Mandakini is standing and Surekha is sitting in a wooden chair. In the corner of the room lies an axe and beside it lies something like a huge ball, but it is covered.

SUREKHA: Good Morning.

MANDAKINI: Bad Morning for me.
SUREKHA: Why?

MANDAKINI: This loom with broken frames has distorted my life. The ugly loom! 
SUREKHA: What happened last night?

MANDAKINI: A lot.
SUREKHA: Did you cut down your lord’s additional head?

MANDAKINI: Oh, Suru, I cannot tell you what happened last night.

SUREKHA: Did you do what I had suggested?

MANDAKINI: Oh, God, save me!

SUREKHA: Where is your lord now?
MANDAKINI: Oh, God, save me!

SUREKHA: I’m eager, dear, tell me, what did you do last night? Did you use your sickle or not?

MANDAKINI: Yes, I did.

SUREKHA: Thank God, now your riddle is solved. Now, live happily with your lord. I am happy that you have got your obedient lord back at last. Now, no conflicts, no fires, no knives and no sickles. Bury all weapons, forget all your old woes and begin a new life with your lord.

MANDAKINI: Dear, I am in a greater trouble now.

SUREKHA: How?

MANDAKINI: I thought a lot over your advice last night. I mustered my courage, held the sickle and entered my lord’s bed-room. He was sleeping. I went near him, put the sickle on the floor, picked up a lamp and studied his two heads. My two-headed lord looked very quiet in sleep! I wanted to take the lamp closer to him, but I lost balance. A drop of hot oil fell on the chest of my lord. He slowly moved his hands on the bed. I was frightened. I immediately put the lamp aside, picked up the sickle from the floor and returned from my lord’s bed-room.

SUREKHA: Oh, you returned empty-handed then. A little bit of courage and effort would have given you a sweeter fruit. Alas! Suffer forever, you coward lady!

MANDAKINI: But let me complete myself. Please, don’t throw opinions.

SUREKHA: Then tell me about your valour.

MANDAKINI: I again mustered my courage and entered my lord’s bed-room with the sickle. I was frightened. I heard nocturnal birds scream. The moon and the stars vanished from the sky out of fright. These natural objects did not want to witness my cruel act, I thought. I went near my lord’s bed. It was dark, within and without. I walked a few steps and put the sickle on the floor and took the lamp into my hands. I wanted to study the object on which I was to inflict my cruelty. I studied the Spirit-given head of my lord, studied also the part of his head on which I wanted to make a blow with the sickle. I turned and walked a few steps back and put the lamp where it was. Ah me! I didn’t know that by the time my lord changed side on his bed. I picked up my sickle, went to my lord’s bed and made a blow with the sickle in darkness. Oh, it was horrible.

SUREKHA: Thank God, at last you did it. Bravo!

MANDAKINI: I committed a great mistake. I cut down the obedient head of my lord. I cut down the head which was full of mercy on me. My lord quickly awoke. He understood everything and was angry. He understood that I wanted to cut down his strong head and to make him my slave. He was bleeding and howling like a beast. I was frightened. I ran from his bed-room and kicked his cut down head unknowingly. Now my lord is one headed man. His is the Spirit-given head. I completely lost his sympathy and now I am his worst enemy. At any moment he may kill me. Now, he does not possess that merciful head. He has now that strong head. Oh, what shall I do?

SUREKHA: O poor lady!

MANDAKINI: Oh, I should have run away. Why did you stop me and throw me in this wicked act?

SUREKHA: Don’t blame me. Don’t forget that my plan was successful, you failed in following it. You could not see the head that bore merciful eyes to you. You could not see the head that bore beautiful lips that kissed you thousand times. You made a blow and cut down the obedient head of your lord. O poor lady! O poor, poor lady! Why do you live now? To tell me about your impending doom? Treason! O treacherous lady!

MANDAKINI: I don’t want to run away. I have lost all hopes of life. Oh, that Spirit-given, vengeance seeking head! I cannot escape from the clutches of my lord. He would find me out and tear off my entire body with his four hands. I do not want to die a cruel death. I want to commit suicide. Give me poison. Give me a cobra to end my life. Better to die and to find liberation than to live with fears of murder and death.

SUREKHA: But those who commit suicide do not get peace, nor do they get liberation.

MANDAKINI: Oh! suicide! It would bring me an eternal sleep. That is the only way out!

SUREKHA: Courage, lady, courage!

MANDAKINI: I have fallen from my lord’s eyes. I am a deer wounded with arrows and awaiting the final fatal blow.

SUREKHA: Let me think. There may be a ray of hope, somehow, somewhere.

MANDAKINI: Don’t think. For God’s sake, dear, don’t think. Nothing can be done now.

SUREKHA: I still find a way out.

MANDAKINI: Don’t mock at me. I am a poor lady. How can you find a way out? I am a wingless fly to be eaten by a wild lizard. 

SUREKHA: Do one thing. Pick up the axe, go to the forest, try to cut the huge tree and the Spirit will appear, ask the Spirit for the obedient head of your lord and suggest the Spirit to take away the strong head of your lord. Come home and live a happy life with your lord. Simple! Things are always simple, but we make them difficult.

MANDAKINI: O Surekha, you are a genius! A real gem of friendship! A great lady!     

SUREKHA: Hurry up! It is better to sweep away the problem than to be swept away by the problem.

MANDAKINI: Yes, I am ready.

SUREKHA: Hurry up!

MANDAKINI: Where did I put the axe?

SUREKHA: There.

MANDAKINI: Where?

SUREKHA: There.

MANDAKINI: Where?

SUREKHA: Beside that thing, perhaps a huge ball which is covered with a piece of cloth. 

MANDAKINI: Oh, the obedient head! It received my orders and followed them ardently.

SUREKHA: That covered thing like a huge ball. Is it your lord’s head?

MANDAKINI: Yes.

SUREKHA: And you cut it down.

MANDAKINI: By mistake.

SUREKHA: Why have you kept it there?

MANDAKINI: Where could I keep it? I cannot put it into show-case.

Surekha: But bury it.

MANDAKINI: How could I bury a part of my living lord? 

(Mandakini and Surekha stare at the cut off head, covered and lying beside an axe. Mandakini slowly goes near the head lying on the floor, carefully uncovers it and picks it up into her hands. Mandakini and Surekha then stare at each-other.) 

(The stage darkens.)       
ACT FOUR
A huge tree in the forest. Mandakini is standing under the tree with an axe in her hands and the Spirit is sitting on branches of the tree. Mandakini raises her axe and the Spirit gets frightened. 
THE SPIRIT: O fair lady, you are a boon to the man whom you have married. But why this axe, the foul thing, in such fair hands? Why do you want to cut this tree? 

MANDAKINI: I want to cut it down.

THE SPIRIT: Don’t cut the tree. This tree is my abode. It saves me from cold and rains.

MANDAKINI: I want to chop down this tree and chop down you too.

THE SPIRIT: Why?

MANDAKINI: Remember? You had granted a boon to a weaver and had given him two extra hands and an extra head.

THE SPIRIT: Oh, yes. I remember that silly weaver. He had gone to seek advice from his friend and wife. And his greedy wife had suggested him to ask for two extra hands and one extra head. Silly wife!

MANDAKINI: I am that weaver’s wife.

THE SPIRIT: But you look intelligent!

MANDAKINI (sharply): I am that weaver’s wife.

THE SPIRIT: I am sorry. I didn’t intend to hurt you.

MANDAKINI: You have hurt me, you have ruined me.

THE SPIRIT (surprised): How?

MANDAKINI: You gave my lord tow extra hands and an extra head. That head was strong. It revolted against me and it sought vengeance against me. I wanted to cut that strong head of my lord given by you. But I committed a mistake and cut down the obedient head of my lord. Now grant me a boon and take back that strong head of my lord and return him his God-given head. You made my lord a monster and he plots to kill me.

THE SPIRIT: I cannot do that.

MANDAKINI: Then get ready to be chopped down.

THE SPIRIT: It’s impossible for me.

MANDAKINI: Let me raise my axe.

THE SPIRIT: Think of my limitations also, O fair lady!

MANDAKINI: I know that you can do everything.

THE SPIRIT: God can do everything. I am not God.

MANDAKINI: You can do everything, I know.

THE SPIRIT: I can do small things, I know.

MANDAKINI: Take your head back from my lord and give him back his natural head.

THE SPIRIT: I cannot take back the thing once given to others. Be kind enough to understand my limitations.

MANDAKINI: Shall I raise my axe? Don’t test my patience, I tell you. A woman who can raise her hands to cut her lord’s head can easily chop down the tree and the Spirit.

THE SPIRIT: I think you have got enough physical strength. What you need is reason and good sense.

MANDAKINI: Why?

THE SPIRIT: I have already granted an extra head to your lord and now I cannot take it back. You wouldn’t be able to cut it down in the future even if you try it hundred times. Magic of the Spirit! You wanted blessing and it became a trap, eh? But what can I do? You wanted an extra head and I gave it and your lord took it. It is your fault. You are to blame. What I can do now is that I can give your lord that obedient head which you mercilessly chopped down. But then what is the use of that head? It is timid, obedient. It would obey orders of the strong head which I gave to your lord. Your lord’s strong head would hate you forever and the obedient head would become helpless. So, it is foolishness to ask for the obedient head. Why to ask for a useless thing? 

MANDAKINI: Oh, God, what shall I do now? My lord’s strong head produces flames! His eyes always reddened with anger! Oh, he will murder me.

THE SPIRIT: Yes, I think he will murder you. A big loss. The world would lose a fair sight.

MANDAKINI: Let me die. Give me poison. I want to end my life here and now. Curse on you, you vile Spirit! You ruined my life.

THE SPIRIT: But wait a little, oh, hasty lady! I have a plan.

MANDAKINI: Oh, don’t give me your plans. Surekha gave her plan and I was landed into a greater trouble. Now, it is you, oh Spirit, who weaves plans for a weaver’s wife!

THE SPIRIT: But this is the Spirit’s plan. It is not like the human’s plan. It is strange, it is different, but it is effective. It will bring good results.

MANDAKINI (sadly): Earlier I didn’t seek any advice and sent my lord to ask you for two extra hands and one extra head. Then I sought the advice of Surekha and did what she suggested. Now, let me live on the mercy of the Spirit. I am helpless. Tell me, what is your plan?

THE SPIRIT: My plan is effective.

MANDAKINI: What is your plan?

THE SPIRIT: It may sound strange, very strange, but it is effective.

MANDAKINI: But tell me about your plan.

THE SPIRIT: I can save you from your angry lord.

MANDAKINI: How?

THE SPIRIT: I have got a plan for you.

MANDAKINI: For God’s sake, don’t irritate me. Tell me about your plan.

THE SPIRIT: You ask me to take a human form, particularly your lord Mantharaka’s form and ask me to place your lord Mantharaka here on this tree as a Spirit. So, I would take your lord’s place and your lord would take my place. I would take a human shape and your lord would become a Spirit. I would be your lord and I would love you. Your lord Mantharaka would live on this tree. Your life will be saved and I would be able then to attain Moksha.

MANDAKINI (surprised): Moksha?

THE SPIRIT: Yes! Once I was born and brought up in a very good family. When I became young, I fell in love with a beautiful woman and I married her. But soon she ran away with some other man. I died of shock and my soul, flying without wings, went to the Heaven. But the gates of Heaven didn’t open for me. The gate-keepers said that I had come with an unfulfilled desire. Since then, I have lived on this tree as a Spirit. Let me be your lord and help me in attaining Moksha. I desire a fair woman. Once I enjoy my life with a fair woman, I would attain Moksha after my death. My desire would be fulfilled and the gates of Heaven would open for me. For you, my plan would save you from your lord. I want a fair woman and you want a fair life. My desire is a fair woman and yours is a fair life without fears. We can help each-other, we can complement each-other.

MANDAKINI (slowly): You are a better match for Surekha! Your woman left you, her man left her.

THE SPIRIT: What?

MANDAKINI: Nothing!

THE SPIRIT: I thought you muttered something.

MANDAKINI: Nothing.

THE SPIRIT: What are you thinking about?

MANDAKINI: Nothing!

THE SPIRIT: Good! Don’t think. Take action. Agree to the plan.

MANDAKINI: I made my lord two headed. Then I cut his one head. Now shall I make him a Spirit?

THE SPIRIT: Yes, why not? He will live on this tree and you will also be able to live. If you don’t want to be murdered, then agree to convert your lord into a Spirit.

MANDAKINI: I agree.

THE SPIRIT: Not that way! Ask me to take your lord’s form and to place your lord here as a Spirit. You will have to ask me, else I wouldn’t be able to do so.

MANDAKINI: O Spirit! I ask you to take my lord’s form and to place my lord on this tree as a Spirit.

THE SPIRIT: Think again. I just want to clarify one thing. I have lived on this tree since a long time and I have become very lazy. I wouldn’t weave cloths days and nights. I hate weaving business. Are you ready?

MANDAKINI: Yes!

THE SPIRIT: Then go home. You will find me there in the form of your lord and soon your lord will be here as a Spirit.  

(The stage darkens.)

ACT FIVE

A room in Mantharaka’s house where a loom with broken frames lies aside. Mandakini, now pregnant, is standing and Surekha is sitting in a wooden chair.

SUREKHA: This loom with broken frames still lies here. I think nothing has changed.

MANDAKINI: It has broken again. It has broken frames of my life again. 

SUREKHA: I am sorry I am meeting you after nine months.

MANDAKINI: Where were you? I thought you flew away with some man and built your nest elsewhere. But I missed you a lot! 

SUREKHA: I received a message that my grand-mother was sick. She was lonely. So, I had to go to take care of her.

MANDAKINI: How is she now?

SUREKHA: Died.

MANDAKINI: Alas!

SUREKHA: How is your life now? Did you do what I had told you to do?

MANDAKINI: Yes, but…

SUREKHA (curiously): What happened? Did you go to the forest? Did you find the tree? Did you see the Spirit? I am eager to know all this. Your life has become a fantastic tale. My grand-mother had told me lots of stories when I was a small girl. But your story has greater charm than those of my grand-mother. I wanted to express my sense of gratitude to my grand-mother and so I told her your story on her death-bed. My grand-mother enjoyed your story. Your story is really very strange, isn’t it? In your story, you are a protagonist and you are an antagonist, you are a problem and you are a solution. You are an ailment and you are a medicine. You are suffering and you are a cause of suffering for others.

MANDAKINI: Oh, dear, I am a woman and a real woman. Don’t glorify me with your grand words and phrases. If life is a play, then I am a tragic heroine and not an epical heroine.

SUREKHA: Tell me, dear. What did you do? Did you do what I had suggested you to do?
MANDAKINI: I took the axe and hid it into my saree. How can I walk on the road with the axe in my hands? People might think that I would kill someone. So, I crossed the city and went to the forest. I went on and on and I forgot everything. I forgot thirst, hunger, forgot the fear of wild animals. I didn’t find a very huge tree. I went on and on, like a wild cow finding her way. At last I saw a huge tree. It gave shelter to birds and serpents and ants. I was sure that this was the tree on which the Spirit lived. I looked around and I found that the whole forest was silent all of a sudden. Like eager audience, it waited to witness my blows on the huge tree. Even the huge tree itself stood helpless, ready to fall with my blows. But I knew that I was not interested in cutting the tree. I wanted to see the Spirit who had destroyed the spirit of my life. I raised my axe and the Spirit appeared. We talked a lot. He confessed that he could not take back the strong head given to my lord. At last, I asked him to take my lord’s place and to place my lord on the tree as a Spirit.

SUREKHA (frightened): Oh God! Did you accept the Spirit as your lord? Did you sleep with the Spirit? How many times did you sleep with the Spirit? Did you send your own lord Mantharaka to be a Spirit and to live on the tree in the forest?

MANDAKINI: Believe me, Surekha, that was the only way out. Now I live with the Spirit and nobody knows that the Spirit has taken the form of my lord Mantharaka.

SUREKHA: So, my lord left me and you threw your lord out of the house and dragged a Spirit in! Oh, I didn’t notice that you are pregnant.

MANDAKINI: Eight months.

SUREKHA: Great!  Mantharaka lived with you for nine years, but could not make you pregnant and the Spirit made you so in a few months, eh? Very fast, very bold. You are lucky, Mandakini. I loved only one man and he left me. You slept with Mantharaka, your old lord, and now you sleep with the Spirit! God is not kind. He showers his blessings on a few and leaves others like us to suffer in this heartless world. I think God is cruel!  He makes the unfortunate lot witness the fortunate lot’s prosperity! You had a man with four arms and two heads and now you have got the Spirit for your entertainment. I am thirsty. I am lonely. But no man would become a cloud and rain on me. I want to be wet. This arid land wants to be wet. But God wouldn’t heed us, the unfortunate lot! 

MANDAKINI (tired): But I am spent!

SUREKHA: I love to be spent!

MANDAKINI: Don’t take that way! Dear, I am serious. The Spirit! The Spirit! Vile, unholy creature! It’s difficult to deal with him.

SUREKHA: Doesn’t he allow you sleep at night?

MANDAKINI: Don’t feast on my misery. I am a miserable woman. Try to understand me.

SUREKHA: You have eaten your lord and now you have swallowed the Spirit. This rotundity of yours is a result of your lust. You have enjoyed a lot and you say that you are a miserable woman?

MANDAKINI: You think that I have got everything, but I have got nothing.

SUREKHA: Why? Your Spirit doesn’t love you?

MANDAKINI: I am confused. I shall go mad.

SUREKHA: Why?

MANDAKINI: I brought the Spirit home as my lord and sent my own lord to live on the tree in the forest. I thought that I would live happily. I thought that I would live peacefully. You think that I have got clouds to rain on me, but the clouds are empty. I am a miserable woman. I was given to Mantharaka by my father in marriage. I didn’t know Mantharaka before that. After our marriage, I found that Mantharaka was a simpleton, a fool, if I tell you honestly. He didn’t know how to love a woman and how to make her happy. He didn’t know how even to weave cloths properly. He didn’t know how to run house or to run business. I managed things and he felt hurt. People said that I had made a dog of a lord, but what could I do? I thought that Mantharaka would weave more and so I suggested him to ask two more hands and one more head from the Spirit. But he got a new head that was plotting to throw me out of the house and even out of this world. I took your advice and wanted to cut his strong head, but committed a mistake and cut his obedient head. I wanted to settle with my lord peacefully and so I went to the Spirit and asked him to take back the strong head which he gave to my lord. Adjustment for the sake of existence! To save myself from the vengeance seeking Mantharaka, I asked for a strange boon and brought the Spirit home and sent my lord to the Spirit’s place. But even today I am not happy. Do you hear? I am not happy. Still.

SUREKHA (shocked): Why?

MANDAKINI: The Spirit! I brought him home as my medicine, but he became my ailment.

SUREKHA (taken aback): How?

MANDAKINI: Oh, how shall I begin?

SUREKHA: Does he love you?

MANDAKINI: I cannot tell, I don’t know.

SUREKHA: What?

MANDAKINI: The Spirit is the Spirit! He is not a human-being. He doesn’t have passions as we humans have. He is not kind to people. What is more shocking is that he is mischievous, he is reckless too. I cannot control him. He doesn’t sleep at night. He becomes invisible at night and troubles and tortures all sleepy people in the city. He slips into other people’s houses and robs their peace. He shouts into the ears of sleepy old ladies and destroys their sleep. He gently slaps little babies sleeping beside their mothers and disturbs their sleep. He makes old people cough very hard. He rings the huge bell of our city at mid-night and makes all frightened. He makes sounds of wild animals and nocturnal birds. He enjoys other people’s misery. Our people cannot sleep at night. All people think that some invisible Spirit disturbs them all and plays a havoc in the city. I am frightened, Surekha. I am responsible for the troubles and tortures of others.  

SUREKHA: How does he treat you?

MANDAKINI: Oh, Surekha, I realize each moment that I live with a Spirit and not with a human-being. He scolds me, often insults me. He is, he is, alien to me! A complete stranger whom you can never know. But he shares the same roof with me and shares the same bed with me. I don’t know when he made me pregnant, but I am not happy.

SUREKHA: But then why did you bring him home?

MANDAKINI: Oh! His story of Moksha! He had told me that he would find Moksha after living with me. He requested me to be responsible for his Moksha and then I also wanted to escape forever the wrath of Mantharaka, my lord. I thought that I needed the Spirit and he needed me. But I was foolish, oh, I was foolish! How can I live with a thing that is not human? Oh! Mantharaka! My Mantharaka! Poor Mantharaka! I made him a Spirit and left him to suffer on the tree in the forest.

SUREKHA: But your Mantharaka has strong head. Don’t forget that.

MANDAKINI: Yes! I’m still frightened of Mantharaka’s strong head. But you cannot deal with a thing that is not human.  

SUREKHA: Is there something good about the Spirit?

MANDAKINI: Yes! There’s one good thing about the Spirit.

SUREKHA (astonished): What is that?

MANDAKINI: Yes, there’s one good thing about the Spirit. A really good thing! Perhaps the only good thing! The Spirit weaves cloths very fast. He is hard-working. He is not lazy.

SUREKHA (mutters): Not lazy!

MANDAKINI: He is the finest weaver in the world. He is the fastest weaver in the world.

SUREKHA: Where is he now?

MANDAKINI: He wants to make a new loom. So, he has gone to the forest to cut tree. But why has he not yet returned?

(The Spirit, in the form of Mantharaka, comes in running.)

THE SPIRIT: Dear Mandakini, I had gone to the forest to cut a tree. I saw a huge tree and wanted to cut it down. I raised my axe and a Spirit requested me not to cut his abode. The Spirit offered me to grant a boon. I told him to wait. I have come, dear Mandakini, to ask you. What shall I ask from the Spirit?     

(Mandakini and Surekha stare at each-other.)

(The stage darkens.)       

Epilogue
Sutradhara enters and addresses the audience.

SUTRADHARA: My dear audience, now, the play must begin in your mind. We invite your imagination to play with our performance. What will happen? Will Mandakini continue to live with the Spirit or will Mandakini bring in her own Mantharaka living on the tree as a Spirit? Will Mantharaka find Moksha? Will the Spirit find Moksha? Will Mandakini herself find Moksha? Think. Think again and again. Good Bye! And do come to tell us when you find answers.
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