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ONE


PERUMAL AROKYASWAMI IS WELL-VERSED in the art of holding slender beedis between his lips – he tightly drags the native tobacco from the spine of the indigenous Indian cigarette. The government-endorsed, original Vignesh Beedi of unadulterated intoxication is Perumal Arokyaswami’s forever favourite brand.


As a lone star from the Far East shimmers with a vengeance in the sky, Perumal Arokyaswami drags the beedi one more time – he is beholden to this native intoxication – he swerves his matted head to face his companion for the night. Moving close to meet her mouth, Perumal Arokyaswami deftly passes the intoxication from his own blackened teeth unto a pair of lipstick red instruments of kiss – the native flavour grabs his companion in her feminine core.


This singular Vignesh Beedi is fortunate, it now rests between a pair of delicious red lips. These lips must have an owner who cares to paint them this alluring shade of red each time the sun goes to bed. The Lady with the Slender Hands wears red, this alluring hue is brightest upon her lips. Her lips, those sumptuous instruments of kiss, are a feast for her lover with the matted head.


But the Lady is not alone with her lover upon this rain-blessed night. The man with blackened teeth and the Lady with the red lips have the rain for company, alright.


Rain, rain, poda deiyy groans Perumal Arokyaswami in the Tamil tongue.


Rain, rain, get lost you rascal.


But the rain persists, it brings the Lady and her companion close, skin to skin.


Rain, rain, come back you rascal.


Rain, rain, vaada deiyy groans Perumal Arokyaswami in the native tongue of Cottonpettai.


The native tongue of Cottonpettai is Tamil, and this is a perfect setting for lovemaking. This setting has rain, the Lady, and Perumal Arokyaswami, the lovers caressing each other, their near-naked bodies moving to the rhythm of the downpour, and all is seemingly quiet. But not quite – something else is moving upon this rain-blessed night – a human-shaped gunny bag with a rascal inside.


‘There’s a rascal, and he’s moving inside a gunny bag – is he dead or alive?’ the frightened Lady and her lover wonder.


The Lady holds her poise despite her fright, and whispers: ‘Who can this rascal be?’


Perumal Arokyaswami is tongue-tied, his intoxicated mind has not known Pascal Rebello de Fonseca to be a rascal.


‘Pascal Rebello de Fonseca was a wonderful man,’ the lover whispers back to the Lady almost trembling in his arms.


This wonderful man loved the Lady with the Slender Hands more than he did his own life – she knows he isn’t a rascal. The Lady and her lover, both intoxicated beyond any ability to see reason or the moving gunny bag, heatedly haggle over the ‘isn’t’ and the ‘wasn’t’ until the rain pauses the uncontrollably rising fire within the core of their impassioned bodies.


Their bodies still in contact with each other, the Lady and her lover linger in their own intoxicated thoughts. In the Lady’s reckoning, she has known Pascal Rebello de Fonseca ever since she was half a foetus. In Perumal Arokyaswami’s reckoning, he has known Pascal Rebello de Fonseca ever since that first rain-blessed night when he shared his naati, yes ... country tobacco dosed Vignesh Beedi with the Lady – she, the owner of those tantalizingly slender hands. In fact, Perumal Arokyaswami has known Pascal Rebello de Fonseca much before that night – he is too intoxicated by the stark country flavour of the government-endorsed beedi and the Lady’s sumptuous red lips to bring his important past to the present.


Perumal Arokyaswami’s past is also his present.


The Lady is present, and her beauty so perfect, Perumal Arokyaswami’s masculinity is tense. He grabs the beedi from the pout of the Lady’s red lips, drags it deep, permits its perfect flavour to savour his blackened teeth, also fill his entire lean body from his matted head down to his naked toes.


The Lady’s near-naked body is tense, she pouts some more, she permits her slender hands accoutred with twelve red bangles each, to grab Perumal Arokyaswami in a tight embrace.


Skin to skin, mouth to lip, Perumal Arokyaswami now holds the naati flavour at grabbing distance from the Lady’s pout. The Lady is impatient, she must hold the naati tobacco flavour of Nippanini between her lipstick red, much-practiced pout upon this rain-blessed night – right now! She grabs the beedi between her sumptuous lips, and Perumal Arokyaswami’s forefinger follows the naati intoxicant into the Lady’s warm and succulent mouth.


Give this naati flavour a pat on its heady back – it is the aphrodisiac that has the red-lipped Lady smitten by the man with blackened teeth.


This naati tobacco is of national importance – it is the celebrated flavour of a town with a permanent Indian postal address in the neighbouring state, the inhabitants of which speak the Kannada tongue.


Upon this rain-blessed night, Perumal Arokyaswami woos the Lady with the naati flavour of small town Nippanini in the tongue he fluently speaks – Tamil. This small town is the source of the world-acclaimed masculino Vignesh Beedi. The English word for its Spanish counterpart masculino is masculine, and Nippanini is the richest small town in the Indian Subcontinent.


This beedi from Nippanini is masculine, alright.


‘This rugged beedi is a tad too stark for the luscious red lips and delicate lungs of ladies, especially those with slender hands,’ deep grunts Perumal Arokyaswami in selfish defence of the masculine-flavoured cash crop. He grunts in arrogant defence of the large-leaved juicy tobacco, this crop the farmer’s toil in Nippanini, this small town the currency-rich territory in the Indian State of Karnataka. This small town shares a conscious political boundary with another Indian state. This boundary separates Nippanini from Ajay Nagar, its twin territory. Ajay Nagar has a postal address in the Indian State of Maharashtra, and its inhabitants speak the Marathi tongue.


States are separated by unmarked boundaries and pin-codes in the Indian Subcontinent.


Boundaries have long been crossed, a slumbering fact in the Lady’s brain is stirred to the fact that she does not have a permanent postal address anymore. Where there’s no home, there’s disgrace – the Lady releases herself from Perumal Arokyaswami’s tight embrace.


The Lady battles with her past in present tense.


The Lady is homeless, she is consciously chagrined upon this rain-blessed night.


The Lady has grit, she will be called homeless no more, especially upon this rain-blessed night. It pours some more, and her slender hands herald the awakened Rain God – her red lips utter a threat to the heavens, stirring the resting panic within her sparsely concealed bosom – there’s peace no more upon this damp night, the Lady shrieks. Her conscious chagrin fills the street, the entire tier-two city, the sky, also the clouds, and disturbs the awakened Rain God’s peace. Perturbed, the clouds spill profuse tears upon this rain-blessed night.


When clouds cry, temperatures drop, and it rains naati beedis in this grade two category southern Indian not-so-big city. Fighting the cold, Perumal Arokyaswami reaches out for his soiled shirt now merged with the Lady’s discarded sari, retrieves another naati beedi from the garment’s haggard pocket, and lights it. He drags the soul-redeeming tobacco as the beedi steadily warms his skeletal frame which has grown cold in the constant blessed rain.


Upon this rain-blessed night, Perumal Arokyaswami’s starving and cold skeletal frame does not have the wherewithal to smirk at the wishes of the consciously chagrined Lady – she, Her Homeless Highness with a red pout. This rain-blessed night, Perumal Arokyaswami’s beedi crosses masculine territory, its ultimate naati potency slipping unsteadily into the well-practiced pout of the feminine mouth, and she breathes ...


Breathe in


Breathe out


Breathe high


Breathe higher


Breathe highest...


Perumal Arokyaswami is warm, his light frame is floating in the atmosphere, his own coarse hands gripping the Slender One’s soft-as-rose-petal fingers, his heart experiencing the highest bliss.


The time is right upon this rain-blessed night for Perumal Arokyaswami to accompany the Lady with the Slender Hands to bed.


To bed?


But there is no bed.


There is no Pascal Rebello de Fonseca either.


What will Pascal Rebello de Fonseca have to say about the non-existent bed?


‘Do not worry Perumal Arokyaswami – nobody knows where Pascal Rebello de Fonseca is, let alone the missing bed,’ the Lady consoles her lover.


Where there’s a bed, there’s a home with a postal address.


There is neither bed stuffed with cotton nor coir upon this Footpath territory. Yet, this Footpath is the most blissful territory for impassioned lovers. Perumal Arokyaswami and the Lady with the Slender Hands, both impassioned lovers upon a well-lit Footpath, are locked in electric embrace.
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There is an electric surge – the streetlights glow brighter, creating a perfect setting for a sleep-out under hiding starlight.


This rain-blessed and starless night, surging streetlights throw streams of gleam upon the earth, even the dark sky – there are starry illusions everywhere.


These are illusions of soft cotton stuffed beds, and roofed homes.


Illusions indeed!


These illusions are indeed the disillusions of the now homeless.


These homeless, all self-made stars, call themselves the Fellows of the Footpath.


Every self-made star who has ever smoked the naati beedi of the versatile Vignesh variety walks into this setting, his and her illusion more grandiose with each new drag of the masculino brand.


[image: image]


Suck the masculine beedi together – Perumal Arokyaswami and the Lady with the Slender Hands. Sleep together, his body entwined in hers. Together in the back seat of the large silver-rim-wheeled cycle rickshaw. Back seat, silver rim, rickshaw, et al. – Perumal Arokyaswami’s dandy, pride of Cottonpettai, the grade two category southern Indian city. Cottonpettai, the colonially English Lancashire of India in the State of Tamil Nadu – dandy parked with pardonable pride upon the 3 foot wide footpath by the Mettupalayam Railway Station for Erstwhile Steam Engines, downhill Blue Mountain Nilgiris’ cash rich crown – the posh Utahkamand.


This 3 foot wide Footpath is the prestigious abode of the homeless in Cottonpettai.


While the homeless return to their starry abode one by one, a gunny bag stirs upon this very Footpath.


How in this wider-than-legally-prescribed Footpath’s name can a gunny bag stir?


Regular is a deviant word upon the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai where Perumal Arokyaswami and the Lady with the Slender Hands are entwined in passionate embrace. The Lady has distinctly passionate ways, especially after her forty-eight-hour-long rail journey from the Twenty Third platform of the Grand Nizamuddin to the foothills of the Blue Mountains in Cottonpettai.


‘The Lady with the Slender Hands has been caught entwined with many men, Perumal Arokyaswami is a poor choice,’ dissent the whispers of the Fellows of the Footpath, all returning to their roofless home in twos, threes and sixes after a long day’s labour. The gunny bag shows dissent at this poor choice of words, it stirs once more.


The Fellows of the Footpath watch the gunny bag stir, they feel strangely threatened, they whisper no more.


The Fellows of the Footpath, Perumal Arokyaswami and his Lady included, have all the freedom in the world to stir in silence upon this rain-blessed night.
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Freedom is in the air. There are whispers in the air too, they stir emotions that have been silenced in fear of truant tongues wagging their displeasure at my pleasure. I stir awkwardly from memories of passionate kisses that have given me no pleasure. The snow-mountain valley, which is now my home, albeit temporary, wears silence in her altitude to match my stirred memories. In silence, I sail Solali Valley’s sin fin territorio – endless territory on high altitude. In silence, I scour the boundaries of libertad in this snow-mountain terrain of Himachal Pradesh. Freedom, yes libertad, is an island on this high-altitude sin fin territorio. Freedom must be savoured, but within the jurisdiction of its tell-tale boundaries. My body is cold, and I am not so certain that libertad can buy me a home, not even a tell-tale shelter.




TWO


JHORU KANBI BADSHAH HAS LEFT HOME. His mother no longer lives in the one-windowed home that he was born into. When he was still a boy of five, Jhoru Kanbi’s mother placed a kiss upon his forehead every summer night, blessing him with a fine fortune, conferring her brave son with the royal title: Badshah. When his mother disappeared one jumme ki raat after planting a last kiss upon her only son’s forehead, Jhoru Kanbi bravely made his own plans. Five jumme ki raats later, he added the royal title of Badshah to his cradle name, and disappeared from his father’s faltering sight upon a starless Friday night after the mullah had delivered the special namaz. The now-motherless boy disappeared from his father’s sight to become a prince by his own fortune – he had left home to find his svataha bhagya.


Twenty-one years later, fortune, yes Jhoru Kanbi Badshah’s svataha bhagya, greets him with a kiss. Well-versed in the princely ways of winning over princesses, Jhoru Kanbi Badshah kisses a slender hand wearing twelve red bangles.


Red cannot be ignored.


A winsome princess cannot be ignored.


Instead, Jhoru Kanbi Badshah chooses to ignore two winsome eighteen-year-old belles swaying to Franz Liszt’s Spanish Rhapsody stored in the memory of their well-monitored uPods. These belles have stopped to gawk at Jhoru Kanbi Badshah’s well-versed kiss – it simply cannot be ignored.


Kiss


Chumban


The simple bliss


Sope ananda


That Jhoru Kanbi Badshah will not miss


Even upon a rain-fed morning.


Upon the hysterical Twenty Third platform of the Grand Nizamuddin – Humongous Railway Station in the Undeniable Capital of India – the simple bliss of a chumban cannot be missed.


But Jhoru Kanbi Badshah cannot continue to kiss, he is hysterical today. The train has just made an excusably hollering and inexcusably late entry into the Twenty Third platform of the Grand Nizamuddin, and this territory falls under the jurisdiction of the Badshah. The hollering train, bound from the Undeniable Capital in the uppity northern region of India to Cottonpettai in the snooty southern region of the same country, has left all the delayed passengers utterly hysterical.


Utterly impatient!


Impatient people running amok


People colliding into each other over and again


People screaming


People gesticulating


People, people, unruly people!


‘Stop it people,’ growls Jhoru Kanbi Badshah under his kesar aka Himalayan mountain flower scent infused breath.


Breathless, people stop short in their unruly steps.


These people, all passengers bound to a region south of the Undeniable Capital of India, stop and gape at the Badshah as he exudes his mesomorphic self from his perch on the third step connecting the door of the second-class compartment closest to the Supremely Air Conditioned Bogie.


‘This is no time to stop and gape, rush to your respective bogies – can’t you see the train is already very late!’ the Badshah growls once more, simultaneously pleased with his undeniably royal command.


Most people realize once again that they are late, they dissipate from the Twenty Third platform into their respective bogies.


Within the second-class compartment closest to the Supremely Air Conditioned Bogie, the Lady with the Slender Hands is very pleased that the train is late – she waits for another kiss, surprisingly patient beyond her unregulated temper. Jhoru Kanbi Badshah does not dissolve his passion in wasteful surprise, he regulates his lips for the unregulated act. His lips plant another delicious kiss upon the Slender One’s hands.


‘Arre! A public kiss.’


‘Sarvajanik chumma.’


‘Unforgivable!’


‘Akshamya!’


The people in the bogies, also the vendors on the Twenty Third platform of the Grand Nizamuddin holler hysterically at the sight of this public kiss.


‘Forgive Jhoru Kanbi’s insolence,’ his entourage of fellow coolies beg excuse for their Badshah’s act of private passion upon this public platform.


‘This kiss is no act of insolence, it is none of anyone’s hollering business upon this busier-than-Cottonpettai’s-fish-market platform,’ establishes the owner of the twelve red bangles in a voice so soft, yet crisp, also distinctly royal. The hollering people inside and outside the inexcusably late train are dumbstruck, they mind their own respective businesses.


But for the belles with uPods, the owner of the bangles has made her stance abundantly clear to all gawking people who have stopped on the Twenty Third platform of the Grand Nizamuddin to watch this well-versed kiss between a coolie and a Lady.


The belles sigh – this kiss is too important to miss, they simply cannot mind their own respective businesses.


The belles cry – they break into a sudden run.


These belles, all Guides from St. Alphonsious Pre-University College are being strictly monitored by a certain snoopy Master – they shall be repeatedly reprimanded for watching a forbidden kiss.


‘Dismiss the forbidden kiss, and proceed to the Twenty Eighth platform to board the Uppity Shuthabdie to Cottonpettai,’ the bellowing Master marches with a cane upon the Twenty Third platform, and the belles run faster.


The kiss, an act of naked human passion performed in public view to the tune of the Spanish Rhapsody sounding from the monitored uPods of the belles, lingers long after the Guides have disappeared with the music.
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Far away from the Grand Nizamuddin, I fly high, I kiss the sky, I hum the tune of Liszt’s Spanish Rhapsody in C-sharp minor to reckon with my lonely state. I have no one to kiss, I am well-versed in the art of besos clouds instead. Besos – kissing, nubes – clouds. I am well-versed in the art of kissing cold nubes floating above the silence of the sleeping Valley of Solali.




THREE


THE FELLOWS OF THE Footpath have stopped whispering their slander – silence rules the boundaries of love between two beedi-kindred souls upon this rain-blessed night. Silence is the language of love upon the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai. Love is a Spanish sweet something in Perumal Arokyaswami’s cycle rickshaw, which has a prime parking slot on the Widest Footpath by virtue of its dandiness.


By virtue of her kindred heart, ‘Mi Corazón,’ whispers the Lady with the Slender Hands, as she silently strokes the lethargic dreadlocks on Perumal Arokyaswami’s rain-drenched head. More whispers punctuate their passion-sparked senses which are now beholden to Franz Liszt’s rambunctious Rhapsodie Espagnole – this classical Spanish tune playing from the Lady’s most prized possession, a portable Trillips cassette player of the erstwhile 1962 model. This spontaneous Spanish Rhapsody is punctuated with the many variations of passion between a Lady who has long remained lonely, and a rickshaw-puller who has yearned for the scent of a princess from a distant dream on the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai ...


Low and high


Bajo y alto


Tender and wild


Oferta y salvaje


Tender and wild lovemaking keeping time with Liszt’s Spanish sweet something.


‘Corazón, mi corazón,’ the Lady declares over and again, her breath keeping time with her aroused passion. This Spanish sweet something translates libertad to her corazón Perumal Arokyaswami, and he moves has matted head from left to right, over and again.


The world is witnessing libertad to the tune of a Spanish Rhapsody.
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Journeying uphill towards the peak of the Nilgiris Mountains in the Students’ Luxury Bus with leather upholstered streets, halting briefly by the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai, the same Spanish Rhapsody translates as freedom to two eighteen-year-old belles and a lad of equal age – three uPods playing the tune somewhere deep inside their uniform pockets.


Two eighteen-year-old belles and a boy have just arrived in Cottonpettai from the Undeniable Capital of India – they are set to travel further uphill to camp at Utahkamand, the blue-eyed big town of the Nilgiri Hills. Their uniform pockets are kindred with a certain Spanish composition in C-sharp minor, the tune arousing a passionate kiss between the Lady with the Slender Hands and her lover, the rickshaw-puller, in a tier-two city that lies 2,503 kilometres south of the Undeniable Capital.


Upon this star-kissed night, the belles witness the passionate scene on the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai, and cry out loud: ‘Look, the Lady! Wherever the Lady goes, a kiss follows!’


Yes, the kiss, which could not be missed at the Grand Nizamuddin, has arrived in Cottonpettai!


The belles sigh, the boy cringes, this passionate kiss between the Lady and the rickshaw-puller is too important to miss – hail libertad.


Sigh, libertad is dead.


These belles and boy, two Guides and a Scout, from St. Alphonsious Pre-University College are being strictly monitored – sigh, they shall be reproached for watching a forbidden kiss. This kiss, an act of naked human passion performed to the tune of Liszt’s Spanish Rhapsody sounding from their unmonitored uPods, must be dismissed from their monitored minds, and now.


Minds have a way of wandering when uPods decide to sing – the belles and boy leap out of the bus and race uphill Utahkamand, taking freedom in their stride.


The Scout and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College wander through the thick Eucalyptus forests of the Blue Mountain ranges with a tune playing from their uPods – this music renders their minds with insane pleasure.


Sshhhh ... these instruments of pleasure must remain in their uniform pockets even as the owl-eyed Master’s vision follows the truant Scout and Guides from his lofty position on a leather-upholstered seat in the bus bound to their camp uphill Utahkamand.


See how the Scout and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College run uphill the Eucalyptus tree and Bison intense Blue Mountain terrain.


See how the Master follows the Scout and Guides with his round-and-big-as-owl eyes.


Hear how the Spanish Rhapsody in the concealed uPods of the reckless Scout and giggling Guides loops into the neoclassical perky refrain of Frisky Emilio – the international rock sensation.


Yippee ... the owl-eyed Master is unable to decipher the perky refrain, his ears are soiled with fungus gathered from his nightly rendezvous to unmentionable locations – he swims tainted waters in the Nilgiri Valley, unknown to his pupils. But the owl-eyed Master must take the reckless Scout and Guides to task – he trains his prying sight between the Eucalyptus maze. The Scout and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College, upon arriving at the camp uphill Utahkamand, disappear into a forest-hued tent amidst a reclusive cluster of Eucalyptus trees. Here, they rock, then roll to the tune of Frisky’s Spanish refrain within the forest-hued tent, their deft movements invisible and inaudible to their owl-eyed, wax-eared Master.


This Eucalyptus Tent is the abode of the Thentodas, indigenous people of the Blue Mountains. The Thentodas have welcomed the Scout and Guides to party in their midst, and dance to a tune strangely familiar to their own tribal instincts.


Yippee ... see this rambunctious party in the Eucalyptus Tent.


The Master cannot see – these Eucalyptus trees are in a maze.


Whoa, what a maze!


Whoa, what a daze!


What ho owl-eyed abuelo, game for tres?


What ho owl-eyed grandpa, game for three?


No, not three. Then how about the Cinco Altos! – the High Five! – five is always better than three!


Abuelo ... cinco, seis, seite, ocho


Ocho! Marcha hacia adelante, Sofia


Cinco, seis, seite, ocho


Ocho! Marcha hacia atrás


Cinco, seis, seite, ocho


Seis! Marcha hacia atrás


Whoa!


Grandpa ... five, six, seven, eight


Eight! March forward, Sofia


Five, six, seven, eight


Six! March backwards.


Seven steps backwards, and eight steps sideways the naked flame, over which a newly hunted pig is cooking ...


Watch this pig cooking, its aroma is so novel and so alluring ...


‘Fill your stomachs with our native pig delicacy – Awoom, Awaam, Awoom,’ beckon the Thentodas.


‘Of course, of course, we will, we certainly will,’ reply the Scout and Guides unitedly, and let freshly cut slices of the roasted pig glide into their salivating mouths.


‘Yummy, yum, yumyum ... how delicious is this native cuisine,’ the Scout and Guides, hungover by the toddy-seasoned pig delicacy of the Thentodas, blurt over and again.


The aroma of toddy over skinned pig wafts all over the place, outside the tent, into the surrounding trunks of Eucalyptus trees, out of their reclusive cluster uphill Utahkamand, and towards the leather-upholstered bus.


Oh, what an unnecessary fuss over a cooking pig! The Master’s nose has led him to the forest-hued Thentoda tent, he promptly seeks the lingo of the Scout and Guides to throw the rambunctious indigenous pig cuisine party out of gear.


‘Eight steps forward,’ the Master bellows in response to Frisky’s refrain still singing in the electronic throats of three well-concealed uPods. The Scout and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College cannot let their passions run amok with Frisky’s rhythmic tune for a perky march forward – certainly not now. The crisp march of discipline decreed by the Master is bound by numbers – one, two, one–two–three, looped in a never-ending lack of rhythmic anarchy.


‘There is no room for anarchy here, lend yourselves to discipline – now!’ bellows the owl-eyed Master once more.


Discipline is vital – it defines the future career of an eighteen-year-old boy studying to be a Suitable Somebody in the Undeniable Capital of India. So is the case of the two Frisky Emilio besotted eighteen-year old belles – they are being groomed to be Suitable Somebodies by an owl-eyed, fungus-eared Master.


‘Rest this case,’ the Scout and Guides on camp atop Blue Mountain Utahkamand, far away from their homes in the Undeniable Capital of India, unitedly plead.


‘This is a case of indiscipline, and you shall be suitably punished,’ the Master sternly decrees.


No suitable Scout, nor his counterpart Guide, accoutred in the blue uniform and white satin-bordered scarf can marcha hacia adelante, let alone, marcha hacia atrás – they have been suitably punished by their Master! The uPod is suitable neither for the important future of the eighteen-year-old boy nor the same-aged belles. The Master of Sports for Suitable Somebodies, who wears this longwinded title pinned unto his crisply ironed uniform, has secured the future of the Scout and Guides well under his owl-eyed gaze – he must ensure that no boy nor girl under his jurisdiction strays from the beaten path.


‘The future wears a blinker – look left, then straight, turn right and left again to keep safe from all sorry. Just skip the cinco, seis, seite, ocho for another lifetime of sorry sways to meaningless music!’ bellows the owl-eyed Master, loud and not-so-clear for his pupils to hear. The impressionable Scout and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College cringe under the owl-eyed supervision of the Master of Sports for Suitable Somebodies. Together, the visibly restrained Scout and Guides invisibly wish they were unsuitable nobodies, instead.


The Master of Sports for Suitable Somebodies is indeed very pleased with the obedient restraint of the seemingly restrained, secretly uPod-owning, going to be somebodies at a future date. ‘All those who care to be restrained without dissent,’ decrees the Master, ‘certainly have a date with a disciplined, head-upin-the-air future.’
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Cinco, seis, seite, ocho, my future is a haze. Flip, turn, inside out, my head is upside down – my parachute has a date with my future. Mi futuro is my future alone. Whether you get it or not, my future has no date with discipline, my head is upside down – it is turning around five, six, seven, eight times to the perky momentum of Cinco Altos! – come give me a High Five!




FOUR


EVERYBODY HAS A DATE with the future. The future is full of dates that cannot be marked on the Calendar of Wannabe This and That Hopes, which hangs on the highest wall of the Twenty Third platform in the Grand Nizamuddin. Only three days ago, two Guides with uPods singing the Spanish Rhapsody, and their Scout counterpart, had thrust this Calendar into a just-kissed coolie’s hand even as the inexcusably late train bound to Cottonpettai hollered outside the Twenty Third platform. Wheeling an abandoned step ladder to the far end of the platform, the coolie had hung the Calendar of Wannabe This and That Hopes on the highest wall, writing out his deepest desire in a tongue he has known to speak since early childhood – Marathi. Ever since the day of the fleeting passionate interlude, which was when the Calendar became his medium between earth and heaven, Jhoru Kanbi Badshah has been hoping that the train from Cottonpettai will deliver him a surprise package of slender hands, his to kiss. Yes, Jhoru Kanbi Badshah’s chumban in abundant view of going to be Suitable Somebodies, at the beckoning of those sparkling red bangles resting on those slender hands.


Mwah ... chumban ... what smooth and slender hands, each with twelve red bangles for the coolie to caress and kiss ...


But the bangles have remained in Cottonpettai.


Sigh, the bangles have broken on the Widest Footpath in Cottonpettai.


Ayyo, vallazhalgal vondanjipochi.


All twelve red bangles.


Pannandu segappu valazhalgal.


Twelve bangles are now shards of glass.


Pannandu vallazhalgal ippo veen kannadi thoolgal.


Segappu thoolgal.


Red shards.


The Lady with the Slender Hands has left the aristocratic coolie Jhoru Kanbi Badshah’s heart in near shards and moved suitcase, Trillips recorder, et al. to Cottonpettai.


In the cosy rexine-covered back seat of Perumal Arokyaswami’s cycle rickshaw, dandy upon the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai, shards of red glass are tell-tale signs of a romantic interlude between a man of no fortune, and a once fortunate woman.


In a cycle rickshaw upon the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai, there are tell-tale signs of a romantic interlude with a prince.


Who is the prince?


Does this unknown prince have a careless princess to kiss?
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In the interlude between river and sky, I, a wannabe princess, plunge into the waters of the icicle-topped Beas, and float in the company of careless jellyfish. Wait, a princess cannot be careless. The jellyfish cannot be careless. The careful jellyfish wears a gelatinous umbrella, food for its sinking body. I cannot be careless, an energy-prepped parachute – yes, a gelatinous umbrella – food for my pining heart, keeps me afloat en la cielo ... I have been kept afloat in the sky playing roof to the Valley of Solali. The Beas is suddenly still beneath my feet, the snow mountain river cannot be careless about its meandering boundaries. The Beas is disciplined, it must hug a careful path, and remain within its prescribed boundaries. The river flows beneath my frozen feet as I keep afloat en la cielo, and seek libertad within the meandering boundaries of the blue sky. This blue cielo keeps my frozen feet off the ground, my body bounded to the azul aka blue sky so that I do not run back to the prince I pine for before the time is conducive for a passionate interlude between him and I ... My azul eyes are sad, they cry, and the warm tears drench my frozen feet.




FIVE


THE SCOUTS AND GUIDES of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College stand in attention, proud and tall on their white canvas shoe-wrapped feet. They stand braving the summer in an open-to-the-sky field upon this June afternoon in the Undeniable Capital. They stand until they have heard what the Master of Sports for Suitable Somebodies has to say.


‘You offspring of somebodies are all here to be deemed suitable to thrive in the capitalist world in the near future – you are all required to follow a strict code of conduct,’ bellows the owl-eyed Master.


‘Alright,’ mutter the future Suitable Somebodies in unison.


‘Alright,’ bellows the Master, and continues to first address the Guides.


‘All you Guides,’ the Master decrees, ‘must never colour your lips red or any other hue of lipstick. You are, however, allowed to paint your lips with colourless gloss. Talking of gloss, each and every one of you is required to wear your hair in two plaits, and fasten them with red ribbons only – no sparkling headgear whatsoever!’


‘Yes Master,’ all the Guides, barring one, mutter in unison.


‘Master,’ cries the one Guide with cropped hair, ‘how am I to plait my scant tresses?’


‘Wear a red hairband instead, and note that not a single strand of hair brushes the tender skin of your girly face,’ retorts the Master.


‘Yes Master, I will make every effort to keep my hair off my face,’ confirms the short-haired Guide.


‘Where there’s effort, there’s ample gain. I call upon each Scout assembled upon this three-acre ground of the most prestigious St. Alphonsious College to make every effort to keep his shirt buttoned until his neck. Well, almost – you must keep one button loose to be able to breathe,’ the Master of Sports instructs with poise.


There’s poise when the Master addresses the boys.


These boys, all Scouts of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College are thrilled to be addressed by the owl-eyed Master with such poise – they are indeed superior to the Guides, they beam from eye to mouth.


‘Shut your beaming mouths you Scouts,’ grunts the Master, dropping his poise. ‘Scouts are of course superior to the Guides by a sheer meeting of Y and Y chromosomes. I do not want any Y here touching an X, or mingling with her for that matter, do you hear!’


The Scouts burst into laughter, and the Guides, all bearers of X chromosomes, giggle.


The Master is not impressed, he immediately quells the laughter and giggle – he changes the topic.


‘Alright!’ the Master says with disguised poise, and continues to deliver his speech. ‘Gear up with poise, you have an official invitation to participate in the National Camp for the Braver than the Best along with two eighteen-year-old belles and a blue-eyed lad. These belles and boy, your smarter comrades have already been sent on a special official mission to the Blue Mountains at the behest of a certain Minister for Shelters. For now, this is the only official information you need to be aware of.’


It is now official that the Scouts and Guides will assemble at St. Peter’s Friary School, Lovedale Cross, Utahkamand, Blue Mountain Nilgiris, Tamil Nadu in the rain-blessed month of August to be certified Braver than the Best along with the rest. The rest – the azul-eyed Scout and two Guides, their smarter companions – are presently resting after partying in the forest-hued Eucalyptus Tent at the undeniably prestigious National Camp uphill Utahkamand.


‘In August, all you Scouts and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College will board a train to the Lancashire of India aka Cottonpettai from the Grand Nizamuddin aka Humongous Railway Station in the Undeniable Capital, and journey 2,503 kilometres to the State of Tamil Nadu,’ decrees the owl-eyed Master.


The Master has left the azul-eyed Scout and two Guides under the care of the priests at St. Peter’s Friary, and returned to the Capital to ready the rest of his pupils for the prestigious National Camp in August.


In August, the Master’s pupils will mingle with Scouts and Guides from every other Metropolitan City, District Headquarters and Panchayat Block of the Great Indian Subcontinent at the prestigious National Camp for the Braver than the Best, uphill Utahkamand.


The Scouts and Guides of St. Alphonsious Pre-University College are elated, but they will not smile. They cannot smile – elation is not becoming of future Suitable Somebodies who are all set to embark on the two-day-long rail journey to arrive at the prestigious National Camp. So, the future Suitable Somebodies keep their lips pursed, and together stand at ease. Together, they move their right canvassed feet forward and upward to finally rest their postures in erect attention. The Master of Sports for Suitable Somebodies is at ease, his obedient pupils are together set for the journey uphill Utahkamand.
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Downhill Utahkamand, upon the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai, the Lady with the Slender Hands must pretend that she will not mingle with mere coolies and cycle rickshaw pullers. But the Lady certainly will not mingle with two uncouth eighteen-year-old belles and a boy who call themselves Guides and a Scout from the Undeniable Capital of India – not even under a pretence. These uncouth eighteen-year-olds, en route to their camp uphill Utahkamand, have kept their eyes wide open, and observed her passionate interlude with the rickshaw puller in the most private corner of the Widest Footpath.


The Lady with the Slender Hands is perturbed – she has keen eyes, and in a fleeting glimpse has clearly observed the distinct features of the belles, and especially the boy. The eyes of the Scout are a shade of azul, a distinct hue of blue that the Lady knows from the time her womb had begun to swell nineteen years ago. Training her eyes uphill Utahkamand, the Lady is perturbed some more – the azul-eyed Scout and his two Guide friends are back from their indigenous pig cuisine party uphill – they are fast headed in the direction of the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai. The Lady must act fast – the time is raw, and her identity cannot be exposed ...


‘No, no, no ... not yet ... in fact, never ...,’ the Lady mutters under her naati tobacco-infused breath, and covers her head ... also her face with her paper-thin sari, also Perumal Arokyaswami’s bare torso as he lies intoxicated and immovable beside her.


The distance has closed in – the azul-eyed Scout and belles have arrived at the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai – they stand very close to the no-so-visible Lady. They mutter to each other under their toddy-seasoned pork meat infused breaths – they need to find the Lady.


The Lady speaks from beneath her thin as butterpaper see-through and floral-printed sari. ‘I will mingle with suitable names, which have documented association with the aristocracy alone – I do not wear this butterpaper-thin sari over my head for nothing! My own aristocratic face, let alone the crowning glory on my head is not meant for all and sundry to see – go back to your camp uphill Utahkamand,’ says the Lady rather sternly.


The Scout and Guides, all going to be Suitable Somebodies, are trained to be obedient, especially to a rather stern and aristocratic voice – they turn to leave.


The Lady sighs in relief – she raises her head to watch the azul-eyed Scout and his companions leave, when suddenly, they turn around. The Scout and Guides have a few questions regarding certain individuals associated with the Lady and their respective positions as documented aristocrats to put forth before they leave.


‘Is Jhoru Kanbi Badshah a documented aristocrat?’ the belles ask in unison.


‘Is Perumal Arokyaswami a documented aristocrat?’ the azul-eyed Scout wants to know.


‘Is aristocrat Pascal Rebello de Fonseca the Supreme Dictator of all Royal Ragamuffins?’ the Scout and Guides question in unison.


The Lady is aghast – she is the lone keeper of the secret of Pascal Rebello de Fonseca’s whereabouts, also the goings-on in the lives of the Royal Ragamuffins here and thereabouts. How on earth do these belles and boy have inkling of this secret?


For this secret to remain one, the Lady must maintain silence – she chooses to shun her pretence, and mingle with the rickshaw puller once more.


The Lady will not speak now – all her twelve red bangles are shards of shimmering glass upon the rexine seat of a cycle rickshaw. This Lady has an aristocratic past – she was once a princess. She laid her waist-long locks on golden yellow and shimmering purple silken cushions when she was still a carefully pampered princess in her father’s kingdom.


The kingdom the Lady has known was once a simple and blessed home.


Alas, the Lady’s kingdom has succumbed to democracy – she was once her father’s princess, and she chose libertad to feign her aristocratic status. This princess now prefers to live amidst the aristocratic illusions of the Fellows of the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai, instead. This Footpath is besotted with a man, and his princely ways. This man is a royal leftover, they say. The Lady knows better than to refute what anyone on the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai has to say – at least not yet.


The Scout and Guides who have until now been exposed to ideologies that are Right, and Left too, cannot quite comprehend the nonchalant stance of the royal leftover on this Footpath.


Who on earth is the royal leftover?


He, with Left ideologies?


Or, She, with Right ideologies?


Or, She, with Left ideologies, and He, with Right stances?


Left is over Right on the Widest Footpath of Cottonpettai.


Who is Left?


Who is Right?


All that is clear for the Scout and Guides to see is She, the Lady with the Slender Hands, lying on top of He, the rickshaw puller, her face buried in his naked chest, her thin as butterpaper sari covered back leaving both Left and Right ideologies wanting space to breathe.


The Scout and Guides are yet to learn that Left and Right ideologies are siblings who rest in the extended arms of libertad – they are unable to come to terms with the nonchalant political stance of the Footpath dwellers, many of them royal leftovers. Confused, the Scout and Guides abandon their search for the Lady’s identity, and return uphill to St. Peter’s Friary to rest in the arms of their Eucalyptus-blessed surroundings.
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Left and Right ideologies are repelled by Eucalyptus trees – they stay out of the boundaries of the reclusive quarters of the Thentodas as the indigenous tribes of the Blue Mountains unitedly utter Awoom, Awaam, Awoom.
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In my reclusive quarters in the Valley of Solali, I perceive Left and Right ideologies from the careless comfort of a nieve montaña nube – a snow mountain cloud – they are at loggerheads, they are fierce. I shudder. I see. From this altitude, I come to terms with the comfort that a Lady finds in the arms of a beedi-inhaling rickshaw puller, I shudder. I, a woman, a lady, I estremecimiento ... I shudder ... Yes, yes, you heard me right, I estremecimiento on a nieve montaña nube, confused by the upheaval in my comfort zone even as Right and Left ideologies tear the world apart. I see my certain past present my uncertain future from the careless comfort of my self-imposed libertad – am I Right, or Left? I choose nonchalance from the careless comfort of a nieve montaña nube, at least for now – and the snow mountain cloud, my cold bed, comforts my body.




SIX


MY BODY IS COLD inside out. My lips are quivering. My eyes are shut. I have closed my eyes tight in this snow mountain terrain to establish a warm connection with the yellow cushion in my childhood home.


My connection takes me backwards thirty-two years in time, to a day when I am sixteen, and a proud Guide. In my childhood home, upon a sunny day, I rest my chin on my yellow cushion, and read all about a girl who shares my name.


Today, this connection is playing a game of hide-and-seek with my pride, I am no longer a girl of sixteen. Today, my pride trembles along with the bones in my forty-eight-year-old frame as the cold winds penetrate my skin. Eyes closed, I sail in my mind’s eye, rising above my nest, into the cold clouds separating my kingdom – my childhood home from the skies. My mind’s eye is all pervading. From this altitude, I eye the snow-besotted mountains in the Valley of Solali. This valley town, the heart of Himachal Pradesh, home to the Apple Tree, secret hearth of the Original Kesar flower. I see everything that my heart yearns for, from this snow mountain altitude.


My heart has called it quits with a certain all-pervading eye resident in my mind. My mind has abandoned everything – even the yellow cushion on the red sofa in my childhood home. My mind separates me from Erendira. My heart is heavy, my mind’s eye is tired – I descend from my flight, and sit upon a stone bench. This stone bench is no comfort to my frail bones, I grapple with the waning summer sunshine, and yearn to be called Erendira one more time.


Erendira, the girl who took freedom in her stride. I, she, we, who share the same name – me, the woman who found place of pride between the pages of a story that had to be told by Gabriel García Márquez.
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