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This book, although labelled fictional, is in fact inspired by true qualities that have been described in knowledgeable detail by the Mother. As for the characters of this story, any resemblance with actual living characters is not coincidental for they exist in the realm of imagination, and imagination, as we tend to forget, is simply the departure lounge of reality.




  Chapter 1

The interview

He who we see not, yet who sees we have forgotten, He who we know is, yet seems absent from the present, labours with eternity for the rebirth of His reality.

Somewhere, amidst the enormous infinite, as though by some celestial neglect, orbits a speck of insignificance, a stubborn sphere of natural splendour, upon which destiny performs her eclectic dance. Somehow, as improbability sniggers at the attempt, endless possibilities collude with the finite substance of earthly space and time, nurturing the creation of palpable reality, and the beginning of a story. Quite eloquent, but not the beginning we need.



Once upon a Wednesday, as the hours, minutes and seconds rehearsed a moment called nine o'clock at the AM theatre, a young and eager reporter with a shy personality, a mic with a dull concept of importance, a room with a pronounced rectangular personality and a fellow who’s introduction will follow a little further down the line, embarked on an attempt to produce an interview...? Hum…the improvement is snuggling up to perfection, so let us try once again.



Why is there always "light at the end of the tunnel," save in a half-built one? Because, when it comes to comprehension, thinking primates have developed tunnel vision. But the light is not only at the end of the tunnel (I know, I thought so too), it is everywhere when you remove the damn tunnel!

Well, well, enlightening as this may be, it is still not quite the grand opening this book was hoping for. So how about we skip redacting the text and get on with the story…



"Sir, may we begin...?" asked Ashwini.

The Principal of the University of Living, Integral and Free Education sat in silent reflection, unaware the question had been addressed to him. Lost in contemplation, absorbed by scintillating visions of a future worth aspiring for, he often wondered why the past refused to greet the future with open arms and an eager heart. His life and achievements were, without a doubt, the expression of an extraordinary tale and a great inner journey. His was a story of exceptional accomplishment. He exemplified an existence that had achieved far more than what may have seemed realistic. To those willing to peek beyond the dictatorial tenacity of superficial appearance, he proved possible a godly presence in the sanctuary of man’s earthly form. With a refreshing candid simplicity, he demonstrated to skeptical doubts that the Divine is willing to locomote from the confines of splendid temples to man’s hearty hut if love and humility play host.

"Sir..." repeated Ashwini, a reporter for a leading news channel.

“Yes," he replied with the guilty smile of a child caught staring out the classroom window longing for freedom, when in fact his attention should have been the property of the teacher and the subject at hand.

"May we begin the interview?"

"Of course, what would you like to know?" he asked in a gentle voice.

"Sir, you are about to be nominated chairman of the advisory council to the Union Minister for Education. As such, what will your contribution to education be?" she asked, mic in hand.

"Well, to answer that question, let us first try to understand what a child needs. In the beginning, a child is like an empty vessel. However, when he comes into the world, he does so with a capacity of unlimited creativity. It is an ability that evolution has used since the beginning of time to manifest itself and pretty much everything else we have achieved so far. Now, for complex and numerous reasons, he loses this capacity as he becomes an adult. Therefore it should be the responsibility or the purpose of a teacher to give a child the necessary tools, guidance and knowledge to keep this creative capacity alight. We must give him the ability to invent and build a future that is not a replica, or at best an improvement, of our past. For a nation to progress and not simply imitate the political systems of other nations or stagnate in a socioeconomic structure that can by no means be the final apotheosis of evolution, it must innovate and create. The children of today will inherit the world of tomorrow. And the adults of tomorrow will not be able to build a better future if we do not give the children of today the means and abilities to see through the fog of the unknown and the veil of ignorance. That is why our teaching methods must be innovative so that they will be equipped to create a better future and ensure a destiny that does not end in tragedy." He paused, fearing his monologue was ten foot long.

"When you say, ‘means and abilities’, do you mean increasing accessibility to modern technology?" Asked Ashwini.

"No, the abilities I refer to are inner qualities..." he clarified.

"Technology has evolved more in the past century than we, as a species, have evolved in the last thousands of years. Although we are the architects of this technology, it is only our mechanical dexterity and engineering skills that are evolving, not our nature. Despite all that we have built, it is our animal nature rather than our divine origin which still governs us." He paused and smiled, as though visualising evolutionary humour; a chimpanzee studying a plantain on a laptop. "Today, as a result of our fundamental ignorance, our youth has fallen under the hypnotic spell of technology. The young technophiles do not realise they blindly follow a God whose purpose is not to alleviate understanding, enlighten, or even truly educate but rather to numb and dumb, so they remain docile consumers..." he went on. "The information our mind gathers and transforms into knowledge comes at first from two predominant sensors, the audio and the visual, the eyes and the ears. But the so-called knowledge they gather is flawed because neither the eyes nor the ears see or hear anything of the spiritual realities. And as science has proven, these senses are unreliable when it comes to understanding truth or the fundamental secrets of physics. However, we have another, seldom used sense, one we could call the Intuitive Perception or Consciousness sensor. And this superior faculty suggests to our otherwise somnolent thinking mind that the reality we live in is in fact not the only one there is. Unfortunately, until and unless we develop this more refined and superior mode of knowledge gathering, we must rely on faith that there is, in reality, more than meets the eye (and ears) so to speak. Faith, in the absence of tangible evidence, that the world as we know it is only a minuscule fraction of all that exists and all that we know or all that there is to know. Therefore we must always remain open to new ideas, new concepts, new truths, new realities, because only these, in time, can dethrone the old ones."

"But sir, isn’t the internet, for example, a valuable source of knowledge which is accessible by almost everyone?" she questioned, intrigued by this unique outlook on technology.

"Let me ask you a question, Ashwini. What enlightened knowledge can Google offer to the people of a nation that have discovered, transcribed and offered to the world, unassisted by search engines might I add, the Vedas, the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita ?" he said with a smile and a hint of mischief.

"Today, in addition to numbing with silly entertainment, the internet moulds our youth’s intellectual abilities with shallow and meaningless mental fast food, the most popular dish being: ‘Do not write to say something but rather to express the unsaid and so, write about something that says nothing other than expressing the unsaid, which, once said is no longer unsaid and therefor needed not be said in the first place’. In contrast, the knowledge our Forefathers and Seers offer is progressive and inspirational. Yet this knowledge has only just begun to enlighten our slumbering intellect, despite the fact it comes from a time so distant modern archaeology and history combined fail to date it with accuracy or certainty. Perhaps these mighty scriptures have yet to reveal their secrets to the world? You see, at present, we can read them and interpret the words, but can we grasp or understand the knowledge and wisdom they offer? Or more importantly, can we use these scriptures to change the nature that is currently governing us? A ‘nature’ that has not evolved since our cave-dwelling days, might I add. After all, aren’t ignorance, egoism and senseless violence all inherent flaws of our so-called ‘human’ nature? The civility we practice is only superficial. Below it the animalistic nature prevails. Isn’t selfishness a modern form of barbarism and the factor responsible for tormenting humanity with suffering, misery and cruelty? So how do we evolve or progress? Well, I believe scriptures such as the Vedas can offer the knowledge we need to bridge the distance between our current human state and the next evolutionary step..." He paused as though to give technology a hopeless chance and limited time to catch up with his words. He then went on to dethrone the knowledge impostor and electronic avatar whose intuitive insights fail to go beyond ones and zeros.

"If you ask Google ‘what is humanity's next evolutionary step?’ or ‘how can humans evolve?’. It will answer your question with more questions, tell you where we came from but not where we are going, or give you a forecast of our population growth. In other words, it bombards you with pseudo-scientific and philosophical presumptions, archaeological and historical speculations or simplistic hypothetical statistics." He paused once again, this time to give Ashwini a moment to digest and catch up with his words. "The knowledge the electronic prophet feeds us is like comfort food, it satisfies with ease and speed, but does not reveal the adverse long term health effects it has on us. However, in contrast to wired info, knowledge that comes from the Vedic period is like a fruit, refreshing and full of life, yet it remains humble and reveals little about the good it does you."

Ashwini smiled. The world’s fruit vendors’ dignity rating just went up a notch, and the interview proceeded without further ado, oblivious of the potshots Sri Veda had taken at Sir Google.

"A divine spark longing to be discovered, eager to come forth, willing to lead, lives at the heart of youth. It is not technology that will give us a bright and fair, healthy and prosperous future; it is the transformation of our human nature that will ensure that. Despite its promising and glittering abilities, technology can only be a servant of the change humanity must undergo. Technology cannot be the vehicle of the change we need, and it certainly cannot replace our purpose and destiny. It isn’t total submission to virtual reality that will save our ailing society, but a transformation of our inner psychology and nature. Technology is not bad; it is the hand that uses it that is ignorant. Now, you can break the pot if you hit it with a stick, but is the stick to blame, or is it even responsible? Technology can only do what we have designed it for, and it does it faster, better, with more efficiency and reliability, but that does not make us better. Technology is designed primarily to do good, yet every day we see examples of it being used to harm people and the environment. Why then does the harm it inflicts upon us and nature to often outweighs the benefits it offers? Could it be that our means are more evolved than us? Or that as long as they remain subservient to a brute hand, no lasting good will result from them?" He paused again, this time to let all his questions attempt a soft landing on the hard surface of our unidimensional way of thinking. "What future do we offer the youth of today?" he went on, as did life and the orbital commitment of the planet hosting this interview. "The prospect of working like slaves, free only to do as they are told, in harsh and often unhealthy conditions for the better part of their lives? A life of endless pursuit for money needed to buy goods designed to break well before their due date so that the purchase cycle may continue? The existence we lead is seldom more than a relentless struggle against illness, financial woes, social pressures, material hardship, criminal injustice and the ever-present possibility of meaningless and untimely death. In truth, we offer them nothing more than the illusion of happiness and opportunities, a future worth working for, a present worth living in. And by the time they realise it’s all a heartless fraud, they have been robbed of their last flicker of youth by the sheer brutality of a life doomed from the start. The monstrous society we have built treats our children as fodder to feed its voracious existence with absolutely no regard for the shattered lives and suffering souls it leaves in the wake of its ravenous existence. As for our so-called love for them, it is but a tax of obedience we levy for having given birth to them. By our affection, we secure their duty for having brought them into a world they did not choose, and they are indebted to us by a life of servitude.” He paused.



A silent few unconcerned seconds occupied the room. A moment pregnant with hope while possibilities held their breath. An unheard prayer escaped from the soul of humankind. A forthcoming attempt towards the light from this flawed cycle of a dark evolutionary night. How much longer must the hurting young heart of man be battered and tortured by cruelty and death? How much more forbiddance and solitude must youthful candour endure before joy and truth are permitted to guide our emerging species? When do we chase the demons living in the suburbs of our being, and invite God to lead and live our lives? Why do our youthful beginnings morph into mature ignorance? Why do we all become grown-ups and punish those who aren’t yet adults, extinguishing in them the little flame of joy, love and knowledge they inherited at birth? Do we not see that a child shelters God's fragile and timid avatar? Do we not worship in him the possibilities of a future, built on joy, truth and knowledge? We have grown deaf to the cry of a child. A call that reflects an anguished flickering of a divine flame amidst the gusts of oppressing and suffocating falsehood the child endures in solitude. Could the crisis our teens must all experience one day be the reflection of a desperate attempt to shield that pure little flame, from being snuffed out by the onslaughts of the obligations our godless society demands of them?



Eventually, the unconcerned seconds were replaced by a considerate minute, thus the ongoing interview sprung back to life as Ashwini asked.

"Sir, so the progress and change our society needs depends on a profound and fundamental rethink of our educational methods and practices."

"Was that a question or a statement?" he answered with a cherubic smile, seizing the moment to release the tension that had crept up on her without permission or justification. She laughed out softly, a sweet laugh that, once airborne, became contagious and both the Principal and the useless but indispensable assistant standing by joined in, while somewhere in the multiverse, God too could be heard chuckling, but that went mostly unnoticed.



  Chapter 2

Bali

As Bali finished loading his cart with peanuts and prepared himself to leave for work, he realised with a sigh that a wheel of his cart had once again morphed into an airless flat. Out came a swearword, and after a quick look around to make sure his grandma hadn’t heard, he went in to get the foot pump. Struggling to perform pumping with efficiency, the pump was old but still functioned, and several contortions, squeaks and leaks later, Bali succeeded in persuading air to enter the tube. And as the count down to a new deflation began, he gave his cart a friendly pat and off they went.



Bali was fourteen years old, or so one guessed. He was probably the most handsome street boy around. He was tall and had wild curly hair, a slim, fragile body and his dark bronze coloured complexion put fair skin to a disadvantage if handsome appearance was up for debate. His large bright eyes should have come with a cautionary notice for one could effortlessly lose oneself in the flicker of his soul if one gazed into them for too long. Despite knowing he did not come from thin air, Bali did not remember having parents. He grew up with Ma, his grandmother, and when, on occasion, he asked her about his parents, she would answer with an overwhelming bosomy hug that would all but engulf his whole head, and last for as long as he could hold his breath. And then, smiling affectionately while Bali caught his breath, she would simply say, "You have all the love you need to become a kind and compassionate boy." Now, even though he had almost nothing, making him a destitute by our silly standards, he never seemed miserable. On the contrary, he was joyful and generous. Bali lived free of want and desire as his youth embraced life wholeheartedly. He never complained and was generally cheerful. He welcomed the birth of each and every day with open arms, an eagerness to discover, and a strong predilection for carefree happiness. His somewhat frail appearance housed kindness, gratitude and joy, with effortless ease. He cherished the little he had and treated his cart, a wooden relic of engineering, like a fellow being, because after all, apart from his grandmother, the gawky cart was pretty much all he had.



Day after day, the pushcart struggled to haul around a pyramid of peanuts, a roasting stove, a small coal box of precarious structural integrity and a few other "things" needed for artisanal nut roasting. The cart, along with all it dutifully carried, was indispensable to Bali's life. Although it appeared to have skipped a few cycles of reincarnation, he loved it as one would a friend. While common sense would suggest that friendship rarely mixes well with business, for Bali and the cart the opposite triumphed with seamless harmony.



As for the few old clothes Bali owned, they were always washed and hygienically sun-dried, giving them a crisp feel and faded look which he wore with chic dignity and elegant nonchalance. His flip flops, despite being of different lineage (a blue flip and a green flop), received, with gratitude from the sole, regular rinsing to prevent them from bringing home anything nasty from the streets of Bharatpur. Bali's days were occupied by what he did for a living. Selling peanuts, roasted peanuts. Really, really good roasted peanuts. Out of this world superbly well-roasted peanuts. The kind of roasted peanuts that should have Bharatpur mentioned on Tripadvisor. The kind of pea...ok, you get the picture. It was his grandmother who had taught him everything about the trade. From how to light the coal and roast the peanuts to how they should be packed and stocked. But most importantly, she had taught him how to treat his customers.

"No matter who the person is or what their appearance may be, treat each and every customer with compassion, kindness, and respect. Because deep below the surface of their conscious personality, unknown to you and them, God dwells in everyone who comes. It is He who is your customer, not them. It is Him you must serve, not who or what you see. Respect and compassion. Never forget that, my dear boy," she had told him, in the hope that this simple code of conduct would become the ethical foundation of his social behaviour.




The other not as essential yet somewhat indispensable things she had taught him were the rudimentary principals of economics and pricing. Bali and Ma belonged to the economic stratum labelled FYPTMM and FNPTIS (from your pocket to my mouth and from no pocket then I starve). However, Ma believed that if their humble micro- if not nano-capital was invested wisely, circumstances would, in time, become friendlier.

"...You must divide the retail price of a peanut packet into three. They do not have to be of equal proportion. One portion is for buying fresh peanuts from the farmer, the other to cover our running costs and the last is our profit…the profit is what we’ll live with," she explained to Bali on the footpath during his first class in street economies.



The sacks of peanuts they purchased from a small farm two hours of cart pushing away from their hut should not be bargained for, Ma had explained. "The farmer and his family work very hard to plant, cultivate and harvest their crops and they too need money to live." The running costs, on the other hand, spent on the purchase of coal, old newspaper, salt, frequent intervention in the cart's structural integrity and the occasional free peanut packet Bali would give out with a happy grin, was where there was room for manoeuvre. For example, whenever possible, they’d go out of town and collect firewood to save on coal, they’d ingeniously tinker the cart instead of paying to get it repaired. Of course the room for manoeuvre, considering their margins and options, was akin to that an elephant might have while attempting a u-turn in a burrow. That said, it was still better than nothing and undoubtedly better than the odds of the "burrow" in surviving the elephant’s u-turn attempt.



Apart from time spent in the groundnut trade business, Bali's activities included sitting in the sanctum sanctorum of the temple with a friendly Swami while he performed communications with God, taking a wide variety of improvised evening classes with Ma on a rich array of subjects on the porch of their little hut, going for swims in the town's water catchment ponds that he shared with indifferent looking frogs, terrified looking snakes, bored looking buffalos, an eco-happy amount of algae, and sometimes with several skinny kids whose screaming joy could be heard in the neighbouring district, while they tried to outperform each other with cannonball splashes that would put the country's naval artillery to shame. He also enjoyed wandering casually in the overcrowded, extra narrow, competitively loud, highly odorous and dimly lit lanes of the town's primary market with the intention of making friends with the mighty patriarchs and matriarchs of the fruit and vegetable tribes, despite the fact that he couldn’t afford to buy anything. Then at home there was the washing of clothes and utensils, the tidying up of the hut and porch, pampering and tinkering the cart and helping Ma with the cooking. And during seasonal holy festivals, he went penniless to mingle with the crowd and share the noisy joy that people of all ages, sizes and social circumstances still knew how to express when something auspicious and divine needed to be celebrated and appreciated. Thus, with the peaceful simplicity of monotony, the days went by in the anonymous worldly existence of our peanut vendor boy.



Despite a life of glamour-free routine, Bali's inner reality was full of shine and quality. His life reflected a soul that lived at the forefront, infusing him with a youthful sweetness and enthusiasm that rarely faded or yielded to the endless prowling miseries that maraud our existence. Yet few were those who saw past the deceptive feedback of their eyes. Most people, courtesy the misleading insistence of perception governed by ignorance, saw nothing more than a peanut boy. However, if only for a moment one looked at Bali as he roasted his peanuts with deft care, not with the presumptuous thinking head but the truth-seeking heart, we would see instead of a poor peanut vendor, an adorable boy full of kindness. A boy with a deep yearning to manifest goodness simply for the joy of doing so. Bali was, without a doubt, the living embodiment of what love and simplicity are capable of achieving if we invite them to dwell in the heart of man. A young and lively soul, he radiated joy and aspired to discover all that creation had to offer. Nonetheless, a lot of the credit for Bali’s glow went to the education Ma gave him. He was well-guided and fortunate to have her keep a loving, watchful eye on him. A maverick if not enlightened grandmother who made sure he did not succumb to the relentless onslaught of brutal influences, heartless attitudes, and the arrogant, ignorant and voracious greed our mechanical society inflicts upon our young.



Of all that suffers, children, women and trees have been for centuries the front line casualties of our harsh society. And while trees are yet to reveal their strength and women begin to fend for themselves, our young souls are too often snuffed out before they get the chance to show the world that light and beauty, truth and unity, compassion and sharing are possible. Unknowingly, we throw our young out into a world populated with everything wrong and ungodly, much like naive infant gladiators in an arena of worldly mortal dangers. We expose them to cruelty, greed, perversion, violence, injustice and all else that contradicts the reality of their young and immortal souls. We force, obtrude, enforce and impose upon them our barbaric concept of civilisation and social rules of acceptable conduct, feeding them with sterile knowledge that numbs their souls. If only we cared to look, with compassion and courage, at the thinly veiled, hardly concealed pain, anguish, suffering and solitude the invisible majority of our children bear in secret and voiceless agony. How long before we sincerely and caringly heed their inaudible appeal to be set free from the conservative shackles, the conditioned thinking, the rigid dogmas and pointless goals we have forced upon them? Hidden in the shadow of awareness lies a far too significant number of children in the world, whose youthful flame we labour day after day to extinguish with careless unconsciousness and ignorant good intentions. At the altar of a doomed concept of progress, they are sacrificed with insouciant obligation and egotistical motives. Such is the fate and quotidian reality of the generation that holds the key to the future. A future where life will prevail over the apparent destruction we are currently hurling ourselves towards. Like Bali, the youth of our world arrives in our midst gifted with inherent knowledge and dormant abilities. If we do not give them the opportunity to explore and discover the realm of their deeper self, as adults they will only perpetuate the perilous development of mighty means for minuscule minds and dormant hearts. A progression we will regret, for it only steers our lone planet closer to the rocky shores of catastrophe. Throughout the world, children like Bali struggle to be heard, seen or have a role in creating the future. But above all, they battle to protect their little flame of divinity despite the constant assault of adult reality on the frailty of their nascent personalities. If we do not bring the youth to the forefront of our evolutionary effort, it becomes devoid of purpose and ceases to participate in the progress of mankind.



Bali, however, loved his life. Be it from sunrise to moonset or moonrise to sunset, he cherished every moment life gave him and everything these moments offered. The little flame that fuelled his heart valiantly kept the corrupting darkness at bay. All the while Ma nurtured with careful attention the good and godly qualities she wanted Bali to exemplify and aspire towards. “After all,” he thought whenever sadness reared its ugly head, “as long as there are temples with kind Swamis, peanuts in need of roasting, ponds teeming with serene-looking frogs, rain-filled nights followed by game-filled days and a few other indispensable things that keep the universe going, what more do I need?” In fact, he could think of nothing more that one would need other than a cheerful heart, and a sunny smile to go along with it. Bali simply looked at the future with happy anticipation and a light-hearted disposition to a joyous outlook on life.




  Chapter 3

Bharatpur

Bharatpur was an isolated bustling little town in the midst of a vast, fertile and somewhat actively sleepy countryside. It was situated between a lazy longitude and a sweaty latitude or simply put, in the middle of nowhere. To get there, a traveller had to endure a gruelling seventy kilometre journey from the nearest bustling habitat in a state-owned bus driven by a state-paid bus driver. The coach assigned to that route gave the derelict impression it belonged to and was serviced by the archaeological department of the nation. The driver however, exhaled occasional vapours that led passengers in his proximity to suspect he was probably serviced and fuelled by the tolerated but unlicensed local arack distribution hut. The road to Bharatpur seemed to be relatively straight, and the use of the word “seemed” is intentional for although the way was straight, it hardly seemed to be a road. It was littered with potholes aspiring to become ponds, and it was hardly possible to drive in a straight line on that otherwise straight road. Now, assuming the straphanger’s spine and the bus’s axles survived the journey, the entrance of the little town would greet them with a large cement board that read:  



EL COME too Bharatpur

altitude above the mean see levels 126 metars

populations of peopals 23475.



It appeared quite obvious that the board's creation had been subcontracted to the best painter of signs the town could afford. Eager to do a remarkable job, he had done his best to produce a harmonious balance of enthusiastic creativity, Google search, First Standard English, and the need to provide arriving souls with as much relevant information as possible. Mind you, the missing "w" and the subsequent "el" before the "come" was not intended to give it a "Mexican" ring. The "w" was simply hidden under a pasted advertisement that read "Babu past food ready open now", and as for the gap between the "el" and the "come", well… it was presumably a blatant and open challenge to spelling correctness. In any case, visitors (apart from astronauts who generally did not arrive by road) certainly felt it was "well" to just "come" regardless of the obvious existential difficulties of the board.



Now, after dismounting the beast at the bus stand, survivors were customarily greeted by a welcoming party of sounds, smells and visuals that competed with skilful persistence and vigorous insistence for the exclusive attention of their senses. However, it soon became apparent that contradiction governed perception, for they did not know whether to be delighted by the sound of the devotional bhajans coming from the bus ticket counter or traumatised by the blaring horn of a departing bus, whether to be awestruck by the exquisite carvings of the miniature bus stand temple or appalled by a sizeable pile of garbage that occupied the centre of the bus stand with defiance and utter contempt for the pain it inflicted upon their senses. And again, were they to be enchanted by the sweet smell of jasmine garlands sold at the entrance of the bus retirement home, or nauseated by the open gutter that traversed the terminal with impunity, inflicting a toxic assault on their noses. And so, for smelly, loud and ugly reasons, travellers desisted lingering in the depot, and hastened on to their intended destinations.



Having left the arena of endangered diesel species, it soon became apparent to the traveller that the greeting bestowed upon his senses at the bus stand was only the prelude to a greater onslaught upon his perceptual abilities. Indeed, the town of Bharatpur was a marvellous and complex expression of chaos, harmony, impossibility, past, future, infrastructural transcendence, an abundance of architectural humour, logistics of an unknown nature and a subtle yet real presence of the Divine. Offering a generous abundance of experiences to open-minded and open-hearted newcomers, this ostensibly existentially irrelevant and genuine welcoming little town gave the distinctive and thinly veiled impression of being God's pet project. However, despite being akin to the spiritual child of mysticism, it was just as tangible as any other town of less prestigious lineage.



Bharatpur had a market that loved vegetables and clamoured for attention, a post office that valiantly defied the pandemic of electronic communication, an uncertain number of roads with various degrees of usefulness, three poorly maintained schools that struggled to keep up with the ever increasing flow of children hungry for knowledge and a free meal, and a friendly, understaffed and under-equipped government hospital that offered more compassion than medical assistance. There was also a Town Hall full of clerks and elected officials hustling and bustling about hoping no one noticed they were not doing much, a little central park generally used for romantic hand-holding and frequented by grandmothers whose pastime was watching romantic hand-holding, a variety of vehicles navigating the streets like tadpoles in a pond with traffic discipline resembling a poultry pen visited by a mongoose, a dilapidated but regularly painted police station that solemnly promised to serve and protect (if, and when one of the three stout constables happened to be there), a dizzying number of houses that had randomly sprung up with unauthorised legally blessed tolerance that competed for pavement space, maximum sheltered souls, and the prize for bragging rights and structural durability, and a bus stand the characteristics of which have been depicted with raw candour at the beginning of the chapter. Then, sheltering the commodities of the town’s insatiable population, there were a dozen godowns that struggled to stay up, a clutter of shops in the centre of Bharatpur that ruthlessly competed with audible insistence, visual creativity and odorous vigour for the attention of customers who willingly or inadvertently ventured into their sphere of influence, and an aggregation of workshops that toiled incessantly to repair and maintain the obstinately deteriorating objects and machines that throne man in comfort at the pyramidal summit of human evolution. And finally, there was an auspicious number of temples built of time-defying and skilfully carved stone that enshrined artistic representations of gods that men had momentarily lost the ability to see but not the capacity to love. The deities that dwelt there in immortal omnipotence and silent contemplative patience awaited an opening in the troubled hearts that sought their help. And as the doors of men’s inmost sanctuaries opened, they surreptitiously entered the human shells, healed battered lives and guided weary footsteps to help the souls meander through the intricacies of incarnation. Those gods of splendiferous divinity stood immobile, basking in the flicker of enchanting oil lamps. And in that quivering glow, eternal they appeared, while by their side the devoted and slightly overweight Swami, the privileged guardian of a forgotten knowledge able to usher a tired and spiritually bankrupt humanity towards its rebirth, served the equanimous divinities with loving care.



Now, in addition to all the standard bits and pieces needed to make a town, namely roads, houses, shops and lots of people to bring it all to life, Bharatpur had several unique characters and characteristics that proved God (and this may come to some as a surprise) had (has and presumably will always have) a great sense of humour. For example, there was a number of creative shop signboards which, in addition to providing information, tickled people’s seldom used sense of humour. There was the "Super Saloon: ladies, gents and children cutting here”, the "Star Tailor: specialist in alteration of ladies and gents”, the "Galaxy Bar: child beer available”, the "Ladies Booty Parlour”, and "A1 Electronics: the customer is king, the king never bargains". Equally creative were the humble road signboards that dutifully administered statements such as, "Accidents are prohibited on this road", "Caution! Slow men at work" and "car parking, only for wheels". Such signs were numerous and in addition to providing some degree of insight into what they were trying to say, they offered lots of colour and refreshing humour to the town.



Equally unique were Bharatpur's distinguished characters and though harder to spot, they were genuine and likeable. To begin with there was Babu, a fifty-something-year-old, always dressed in bright yellow, who believed he was ordained by none other than God to name and register every crow Bharatpur owned. Then came the Demel Damaal gang, a bunch of small fry from an unmapped part of the town who gathered (on what they decided were school holidays) around the market area to play pranks on overweight (and therefore unable to run) people, and also performed a number of well-rehearsed circus acts the meagre earnings of which they spent exclusively on firecrackers. Undoubtedly the most elegant of Bharatpur’s characters was Raja, the stoic-looking traffic constable feared by motorised teens and respected by all, who stood, in sunshine as in rain, at the only (busy) main crossing Bharatpur could boast of, scrutinising (with the mature keenness that comes with years of experience) his cell phone screen for traffic violations. Then there was Prabhu the porter, with a body that would
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