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			Part I

			For the Love of Cows

		


		
			

			Chapter 1

			“Latha, is the chairman here yet?” I breathe into the receiver.

			“Hey, Parker, if I hear this question one more time, you are not meeting Mr. Sajeev. Grow up. Show some patience, pal,” the chairman’s personal secretary replies, brandishing her power.

			“Sorry, sorry . . . just that . . . you know, this could be the biggest scoop for our newspaper. I promise we will beat—”

			“The Democracy TV team, by tomorrow, right?” Latha interrupts. “I have heard this ten times today. Good luck with that. But remember, people wait for weeks to meet the chairman. You don’t even have an official appointment with him.”

			Latha is right. Mr. Sajeev Chandrasekhar, our busy chairman, wears many hats. He is a politician, a businessman, a journalist, and a movie producer.

			I apologize, put the receiver on its cradle, and blow warm air into my hands. Outside the glass panels of the Indian Republic, New Delhi’s September is pumping heat and dust. Inside, it’s freezing, as always.

			It has been six months since Malaysia Airlines MH370 disappeared, four months since our supreme leader became the prime minister of India, and one month since my self-published nonfiction For the Love of Cows went on preorder. The year 2014 will soon be history, but its annals will see one more major event etched into it—the rise of Richard Parker, the greatest investigative journalist, businessman, and writer India has ever produced.

			You are witnessing history in the making.

			I look at the lower end of my computer monitor—11:00 a.m., it says. The window for getting my piece into tomorrow’s daily edition is closing fast. I take an icy breath and order my thighs to stop shaking. It doesn’t help.

			I pull open the drawer and fish out the laminated newspaper clipping from 2006—my first column in the Indian Republic espousing cows in small-scale organic farms. This lucky piece has been my everyday anxiety buster, the piece that catapulted me onto the buddy list of our cow-loving nationalists. Since then, my column has appealed to the greener pastures of their hearts, where fat cows prowl, unlike their real-world counterparts peeling movie posters from dirty public walls.

			My hands are itching to let go of the article and reach out to the intercom. I restrain them and pass my glance around the plywood walls of my cubicle, appreciating my milestone articles on cow dung and cow urine, attached with yellowing cellophane tape. At the left end hangs the yellow windcheater I bought in Manali. I need to find prime space for my masterpiece roaring out tomorrow!

			“Heard you are meeting the chairman?” The nosy nose of Mr. Malhotra pops above the four-and-a-half-feet-high partition. I see five of his crooked fingers tapping on the divider. The other stunted arm in his short figure must be busy with the usual crotch scratching. Meet our editor in chief, the king of multitasking.

			Mr. Malhotra wouldn’t appreciate me going over his head. So what? My middle finger debates whether to flip or not to flip.

			“Yes, sir, we are publishing the biggest scoop of this millennium tomorrow!” I watch the light in his eyes flicker and die. Wish I could kill it again.

			“Do you want to run it by me once? My experience could be of help.” He is shameless.

			I give him my coldest stare. “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

			He drums his fingers for a while more, then disappears.

			There goes my beloved boss, who tries to get my contract terminated at every annual board meeting. His case? I can’t be a journalist at the Indian Republic and the CEO of Cow ’n’ Roots, my traditional health-care company, at the same time. Conflict of interest, my foot! He earns his peanuts only because of my stories.

			Mr. Malhotra very well knows that I’m here writing the series on cows at the invitation of the chairman himself. But that doesn’t stop him from trying. To show my appreciation for his hard work and bald head, I finger-comb my curly hair every time I am in his office. And whenever he hits a slump, I also mail him vibrant renderings of web traffic to my articles.

			I have written pieces about the gold content in cow pee and the antinuclear capacity of cow dung, all supported by cooked-up research published by my imaginary tax-free university in Andorra. You see, having an undergraduate degree in zoology and a postgraduate diploma in journalism has its perks. With every article that has seen the light, the popularity of the Indian Republic and the profits of Cow ’n’ Roots have seen a corresponding rise.

			You might question my methods. But hey, it’s called emotional intelligence—writing that connects with readers and makes them feel good. Without my column on cows and its popularity among our nationalists, Mr. Sajeev would have shut down the Indian Republic the day his Democracy TV shot into the limelight. Malhotra’s pedantic journalism is no match for Newstime, the high-pitched reality show of Pranab Gossain, the chairman’s pet anchor.

			My salary is peanuts, too, a nut less than Mr. Malhotra’s. But I don’t care because my major income is from Cow ’n’ Roots. We sell cow urine “From Grass-Fed Country Cows”—at twice the price of milk. That is an unbeatable 300 percent profit margin. We also sell pure, sun-dried organic cow dung that emits oxygen while burning.

			My editor, blessed be his soul, is killing himself next week when Time magazine arrives to interview me about the recipe for my success. Time wants to know how a South Indian who doesn’t speak Hindi could make it big in the north. If Mr. Malhotra survives that, he is burning the week after when my book releases. It wouldn’t stop there. His charred fossil would be annihilated in 2021, when I fly into space, like all saviors of the modern world.

			Cow ’n’ Roots is lean and mean, with everything outsourced, except the profit. We don’t own cows and bottle nothing ourselves. We only connect the consumer with the products. Yes, I am a celebrity businessman from the southernmost tip of mainland India who mushroomed overnight on cow dung from the north.

			But what is business without challenges?

			Lately, we haven’t been able to fulfill our orders, and the backlog has piled up. My journalistic instinct smelled something fishy, and I went undercover for a scoop. The stench of cow dung and methane numbed my senses. Yet the resultant report is sensational. Inside my file folder skulks the Medusa I unearthed—the vast nexus of politicians-turned-businessmen who purchase cows from distressed farmers for low prices and export their meat to the Middle East after obtaining Islamic halal certification.

			The intercom rings. It’s Latha. “The chairman has agreed to meet you, but three minutes, just three minutes, OK?”

			I spring up. Fifteen seconds is all I need to get him hooked on my scoop.

			I pick up my file folder, pull back the chair, and step out of my cubicle. Nine brainless heads sit stiffly in their chairs, staring at me. One of them, Mr. Malhotra’s, will rise and follow me to the big boss’s office for the shock of his life. Burn!

			I knock thrice on the frosted glass door, then push it open when I hear the chairman say, “Come in.”

			Mr. Sajeev is focused on some file in his hand. A step behind him stands Latha. In this avatar, she is a symbol of total humility, unlike the one that spoke over the phone.

			I wait in silence, ignoring my shadowing editor.

			“Yes, Parker. Latha says you have something important to discuss. Something you haven’t even discussed with your editor?” The chairman speaks with his eyes still locked on his file.

			I swallow saliva, tuck in my tummy, and take a deep breath. “I have an explosive story, sir. With your permission, may I present it?”

			“Explosive? Oh . . . Oh . . .” He places the file on the table and passes a glance at me and my editor. “Interesting. Let me hear what it is.”

			Sweat rains from my face and neck, despite the freezing air-conditioning. I steady myself and drain the train of words pent up in my head. “I have the company’s name, sir. It’s the Lahm Brothers. I have a list of some of the politician-cum-investors. I couldn’t zero in on the kingpin. But if we get the story out there, we can flush him out, sir.” I finish and wipe the sweat off my face with my handkerchief.

			Mr. Sajeev strokes his beard, nods, and sweeps his glance in a semicircle from me to Malhotra to Latha.

			“May I?” I stretch out the file in my hand.

			He doesn’t take it. Instead, he cups his hands behind his head and rocks his chair, eyes fixed on me.

			Seconds tick past like hours. I await his lips to part and spill the magical words.

			He drifts his eyes farther beyond me to Mr. Malhotra and asks, “Malhotraji, do we have any information about this kingpin?”

			Mr. Malhotra chuckles, like he does before every annual board meeting, and replies, “Yes, sir, we do.”

			My jaw drops. So, this simpleton knows more than what we think he knows? I wait for him to spill the beans. But he stops talking, as if he has relayed the baton to the chairman.

			“Malhotraji, looks like this has lived past its shelf life,” Mr. Sajeev says, then gestures his fingers toward the door.

			I rub my forehead. I can’t say what that gesticulation meant. Did he just send Mr. Malhotra away, or did he ask him to fetch something? And shelf life?

			The chairman picks up his file and continues where he left off. I look at Latha, wondering if she knows what’s happening. But she lowers her gaze and avoids me.

			We hear Mr. Malhotra’s knocks on the door.

			“Yes . . .” Mr. Sajeev lets him in.

			Mr. Malhotra marches in, followed by two security guards twice his size. Sweat streams flood my armpits. I alternate my glances between the five faces.

			The two security guards step forward and take position beside me in no time.

			“I am the kingpin you are looking for, Parker.” Mr. Sajeev returns his file to Latha. “I own the Lahm Brothers. I own everything here, including you. You got a problem with that?”

			“What?” My file slips out of my grasp and spreads out like a wilted flower.

			“Know where your salary comes from, Parker? Certainly not from the dying print journalism.” He points his finger at me. “You are late to the party, too late. Everyone else in my company knows we export beef, man. Had you known that, you wouldn’t be the stupid Richard Parker.” He gesticulates toward the security guards.

			Four heavy arms land on my shoulders and pull me down. In the next few seconds, my jeans-clad bottom is dragged on the tiled floor, the buckle of my heel strap screeching on the tiles. I see the false ceilings of the chairman’s office and the common offices whoosh above, including the cobwebs that the lazy housekeeper forgot to clear. The scene pauses before the elevator. Digging my heels on the floor, I try to free myself from their clutches, but it only strengthens their grip on my aching arms.

			Ding, ding.

			The elevator door must have opened. I am lifted to my feet and dragged once again, this time into the elevator.

			After a deep plunge and another dragging session, I am flung over the pavement.

			New Delhi’s warm September air strikes me. I plant my elbows on the dusty pavement and thrust my body upward to rise.

			My yellow windcheater, the first of my belongings, comes flying through the air and lands on my face.

		


		
			

			Chapter 2

			The Indian Republic, September 25, 2014

			New Delhi: A disgruntled employee went on a rampage at the Indian Republic yesterday after being fired for misappropriation of funds and indiscipline.

			Eyewitnesses recollected that Richard Parker, a forty-two-year-old journalist, abused his boss and attacked nine of his colleagues with a machete after he was caught siphoning funds and indulging in cow abuse.

			The chairman of the Indian Republic group, Sajeev Chandrasekhar, has granted a rupees one lakh ex gratia to each of the injured employees. The police have received multiple complaints and are investigating the matter.

		


		
			

			Chapter 3
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			“Rice-bag convert! What else do you expect from descendants of traitors who accepted the white man’s religion for a bag of rice?”

			“I can’t find tickets to India from Hawaii now. If not, I would have gone there and lynched him myself.”

			“Tulsi, give me his location, no? I can get him skinned alive in 24 hours.”

			“He has sisters or daughters? Somebody post their address and location, please.”

			“Presstitutes are worse than prostitutes. These fake journalists will even sell their mother.”

			“Why are you crying, Chairman sir? Who asked you to give the job to a Christian? If you employ a Christian, Muslim, or lower-caste Shudra, you will cry, cry, and cry only.”

			“Enough of this drama, bro. We all know the Brotherhood brokered peace between you both, in return for dissolving his company and donating all its wealth to Kendram, its nonprofit.”

			“Get out of this page, you secular pig. Go to Pakistan.”

		


		
			

			Part II

			Richard Parker in Little Lotus Pond

		


		
			

			Chapter 4

			“Eleven dollars and forty-five cents?”

			I read it again. And again. And again. That’s all I have received in royalties so far. It has been more than a month since my book was published, but the sales chart has remained static, oblivious to the ticking clock.

			I hit the sign-out button on the self-publishing portal and release a deep sigh. My dream of a writing career thus evaporates along with water vapor, germs, and air.

			You know my story. Even the sand grains on the rocky seashores of Kanyakumari, also known as Cape Comorin, and the coconut fruits on the west coast of India know my story.

			Let’s recollect the facts you know so far: one, I’m currently jobless; two, I was once a successful businessman; three, coconuts are indeed fruits.

			Mr. Sajeev destroyed my career. But it was his words that hurt me the most.

			“Everyone else in my company knows we export beef, man. Had you known that, you wouldn’t be the stupid Richard Parker.” They ring like tinnitus in my ears.

			I was lynched online by India’s hi-tech troll army. They would have lynched me in real life, too, if I had not retreated to Kuttithamaraikulam, my native village.

			Kuttithamaraikulam, or “Little Lotus Pond,” lies hidden at the far end of the Western Ghats, shielded by a fold of hills from civilization and cancer-inducing cell phone signals. Little Lotus Pond gets its name from the many lotus ponds fed by muddy runoff from the hills. The only silver lining of being born in this dingy little village is that it offers me a haven right now. This place is a paradox: it’s a backward shit heap with no cell phone signal and thus no WhatsApp. But we have broadband cables at home and jobless aunties on the main street who spread misinformation faster than radio waves. If you are about to puke, stop! This Podunk is not worth that retch. I shouldn’t even be talking about it early in the morning. The place is like one big soggy pit that could rub off its bad luck the moment we utter its name.

			I’ve lost six kilograms in the last month from all parts of my body except my handsome belly. Wrinkles have begun to appear below my eyes, and my curly hair, which could have turned gray in proper salt-and-pepper style, is graying in odd patches.

			My wounded heart would have died the day I returned to Little Lotus Pond but for the healing touch of Pujya Sri Swami Gurushankar, or Guruji. His YouTube channel has shown me the path to regaining my honor—resurrection through moksha, the enlightenment.

			But . . .

			Doesn’t matter how hard I try—that nanosecond when the doors of heaven open to liberate me from worldly desires and the cycles of misfortune to bestow wisdom and courage continues to elude me. Mark my words, it is just a matter of time before it happens, and I will rise as Richard Parker, the wise. Until then, I must grab all opportunities before me for enlightenment, including my meditative baths in the pond.

			I shut down the computer, pick up my toiletries, and trudge to the pond.

			Here I am, ready for my morning dip in the biggest of all the ponds, fondly called the mother pond by locals who haven’t seen a proper swimming pool with clear blue water. It has become a routine for me to log on to the self-publishing site every morning to check my royalties and then proceed to the pond to let it gracefully swallow my grief alongside the buffaloes on the other ghat. I have nothing to do during the day other than masticating the bland food prepared by Susheela—the helper—and counting the number of times the bald crow caws from my jackfruit tree. Dips in the pond are always before sunrise for three reasons: one, the water is warmer than the air above; two, there is little chance of me being spotted by another lowly human from the village; three, I don’t have to worry if the towel remains wrapped around my waist every time I surface. These morning dips aren’t mere baths, either. They are routines of deep meditation I have developed through lived experience—my way of cutting off the dirty world above and connecting to the goddess of the waters.

			I pinch my nose and take another dip in the dark waters, breathing out bubbles and listening to them bursting over the surface. The brief spell of silence between the bursting of the last bubble and my appearance at the surface, gasping for breath, is precious. I crave this heavenly feeling, for I know that one day, one of these moments might bring me to enlightenment.

			The last bubble for the day bursts overhead, and I prepare to savor the serenity and soak up the light, as usual.

			A strange voice rends the silence. I hear it calling from beyond the realm of the water world. “Paaark . . . ,” the voice repeats, and my inner ears pick it up clearly. Of course, I’m sure it’s my name; the “er” in Parker is silent at times, as the primary school bullies taught me. I surface, presenting my torso to the world above, leaving my naked privates to the water world below, as my towel has slipped to my ankles.

			Two black buffaloes peer at me from the bund. “Maaaaaaa,” one of them bellows, and the other follows as if it’s a symphony. They don’t sound like parker, paaaarker, or paaark. It’s clear my name is being called from elsewhere. I look up to see if the heavens have opened their morning gates. But there’s nothing except the first signs of the sun god beginning his routine.

			“Maaaa,” the buffaloes bellow again.

			Stupid beasts! I shrug my shoulders and spit water in their direction. They stand unfazed.

			I turn around and face eastward for sun salutations.

			“Helloo . . .”

			I hear the voice again; this time, it’s clearer. Could it be the water goddess? I scan the pond all the way to the other ghat but see nothing.

			“Um . . .”

			I still can’t pinpoint where it’s coming from. I turn around to look at the buffaloes again. There is no way they could have spoken.

			“Excuse me . . .”

			The voice rings once more. My eyes drift to the ground beyond the buffaloes, and I spot the silhouette of a wiry figure. In the Who’s Who of Little Lotus Pond, there is only one possible match for this lowlife—Isakki.

			Don’t waste precious time wondering why I failed to spot her in the first instance; not even the gods themselves could spot the creature they sculpted out of the darkest night. If you eavesdrop in the marketplace or on the public bus, you will hear frustrated young men referring to this musteline life-form as “the witch in jeans.” “Bitch in jeans” is the name I’ve given her. They fear her; I loathe her.

			“My buffaloes want to bathe.” She breaks the silence, training her wicked eyes on my torso. I’m sure she can’t see my precious nakedness hidden in the water, but her bold stare and the sheer tenor of her voice rub Styrofoam on my underbelly. I wouldn’t be Parker if I failed to return the favor by rubbing some chilies on her perky bosom.

			“The cattle ghat is on the other side,” I say, grabbing the opportunity to be the first guy to outsmart her.

			“I see. Why are you on this side, then?” she asks with a straight face.

			Stay calm, Richard Parker, I tell myself. I can’t let my newly found inner peace be disturbed by the evilest of hearts. I kneel in the water, search for my towel, find it, and wrap it around my waist. Believe me, I do all this while she and her two buffaloes stand there, watching without a hint of shame.

			I climb the slippery steps carefully, pick my clothes up from underneath the coconut tree, and start walking. Behind me, the water splashes thrice. The devil in me wants to turn back and see if she is half-naked in the water, but my hyperintelligent brain flashes back to restrain me. No, Parker, no, it says as I remember the man who once made that mistake. I hold my head straight and walk away, thanking Christ for not leading me into temptation and delivering me from evil.

			You may think that I made an unfortunate decision. Make no mistake. Crazy Lucas, who was packed off to the asylum in Kerala, used to be a brilliant guy. Things changed when he learned about Isakki’s naked bathing sessions behind her home on full-moon nights. The drunken balladeers of Little Lotus Pond had warned about the curse, but Lucas ignored it. Lucas dared to sneak onto the white pegmatite hillock behind her home and gleefully watched her naked body shining under the moonlight. The permanent glee on his face now serves as a lesson for every man in the village. Isakki might bathe naked on other nights, too, but you couldn’t tell her apart from the dark night. It’s beyond me to comprehend why someone would risk everything to see that inglorious sight. Pay me a billion rupees, and I still wouldn’t do that. Not even in my sleep.

			A familiar confusion creeps in as I walk through the banana farm. Was it Christ who saved me or one of the 330 million Hindu gods? I abandoned Christ the night I saw Father Cornelius sneaking out of the house of Shanta, the widow. It was an unforgivable crime for three reasons: one, it’s forbidden for a celibate priest; two, she is the prettiest lady in the entire village; three, she never looked into my eyes, even once. Eventually, I discovered various other reasons, including child abuse, to justify my hatred for the Church and God. But Guruji brought my faith back, and I’ve now learned to live in harmony with all the gods. In my heart, I thank Guruji one more time for bringing me back to faith, fortified with blessings from all the gods.

			I return home, toss my clothes in the bucket for Susheela to wash, and swig the watery milk tea she has left in the flask. When I’m done, I dump the glass in the sink and tune into Guruji’s YouTube channel for my prebreakfast dose of wisdom.

			Today’s sermon is about “staying detached,” says a red ticker running at the bottom of the frame. “Stay detached,” Guruji exhorts in his charismatic style. I can simply sit and look into his mesmerizing eyes, even if his mouth doesn’t utter a single word. His eyes ooze truckloads of energy—such is the power of rigorous meditation. I wish my eyes could be as powerful as his. Will I be able to seduce Shanta then? I quell the old thought and remind myself that I should renounce worldly desires and use the power of meditation only for constructive purposes.

			Guruji’s sermon repeatedly warns of the consequences of using energy for unconstructive purposes. “If all Indians meditate, focusing their energy on evil Pakistan, we could reduce the country to ashes in a second,” he says, while also reminding us that if we use it for selfish goals, the same energy will burn one’s alimentary canal from the mouth to the rectum. I wouldn’t want that. Memories of accidentally tasting the bird’s eye chili chutney Susheela made for her family still linger in my muscles. Don’t ask me what muscles these are. All you need to know is that I consider this newfound energy precious, and I’m keen on concentrating on it in a responsible way.

			“Saint Nicholas of Flüe left his wife and became a hermit to attain enlightenment,” Guruji continues. I like the secular nature of his teachings. He doesn’t hate any religion and borrows good thoughts from all of them. “His abstinence made him powerful enough to prevent a bloody civil war. Buddha, our beloved teacher, left his wife, renouncing all the worldly pleasures and royalty, and that’s how he remains in our hearts even today. Even our own supreme leader, the prime minister, sacrificed his conjugal relationship with his wife and deserted her overnight to serve this great nation.” Guruji goes on to explain the importance of abstinence and celibacy to liberate oneself and achieve our goal. Tears roll from his eyes, and he chokes on his words repeatedly. His ex-wife, now the chief nun of his ashram, brings him a glass of lemon water energized under the morning sun.

			The day’s video penetrates my rib cage, touches my heart, and leaves instructions for enlightenment. Three things become clearer to me: one, I must give up all my wealth, especially what I have earned by selling cow urine; two, sexual desires are unholy distractions that prevent us from conserving energy; three, I cannot attain moksha, the enlightenment, without renouncing my wife. The last point is crucial, as it guarantees my passage into sainthood.

			Saint Richard Parker. I like the ring of that!

			I sit on the floor facing east, legs folded into padmasana—the tried-and-tested lotus pose—and meditate on Guruji’s sermon, ruminating on the three takeaway points for today. That’s when I remember I’m still a bachelor and have no wife to renounce.

		


		
			

			Chapter 5

			I gnaw the lump of dough that Susheela has undercooked, wondering how her darling husband, Thankamoni, and their litter survive on her food. In his YouTube channel, the president of the Hindu Brotherhood, the secret society that runs the Indian government from the shadows, is reiterating the ethos of Indian culture.

			My admiration for the Brotherhood has only grown since the day they brokered the truce between me and the chairman, in return for dissolving my company and donating all its wealth to the New Delhi branch of Kendram, their flagship nonprofit.

			“Vasudeva kutumbakam,” he says, stroking his walrus mustache. “This must be the bond that unites all Indians. We may eat differently, dress differently, and even worship different gods, but we are one family united under the umbrella of Hinduism. Thus, any person who is born in India is a Hindu.”

			I nod in agreement. The influence of Hinduism is all over the church and our lives beyond its stone walls: We wear saris and dhotis to church, light traditional lamps, apply sandalwood paste on our foreheads, and choose auspicious days to schedule important events. Our girls sport the round dots resembling Hollywood laser-sight spots on their foreheads, and every Christian in the south celebrates Diwali with the same fervor as any Hindu.

			I turn down the volume and meditate on the sermon. My mind questions the fucked-up life I lived until I found Hindu spirituality and realized the importance of renunciation and suffering. It’s an entirely new world, like the beautiful rosy dawn at the tip of Kanyakumari, if you ignore the wild crowd. I pray to the gods to help me find the path to enlightenment.

			A few cycles of breathing later, a strange light ignites my brain. I realize three points: one, I don’t have to leave my wife to be a bachelor because I’m already a bachelor; two, inside the Western attire and baptized forehead, I’m a Hindu; three, as a bachelor, I should seek guidance from a bachelor god.

			The image of South India’s bachelor god, Ayyappa, appears in my vision. My inner eyes see the Dravidian god seated over the dreaded tigress of Sabarimala, deep inside the thick forests of the Western Ghats. He drops his mighty bow and stretches out his arm, inviting me to make the arduous trek in the wilderness. Moses, Jesus, Muhammad—they all found enlightenment in the wilderness. How did I miss that?

			I kneel and stretch my hands like coconut fronds, exuding tears of joy. When the tears stop, I bow and kiss Bhoomadevi, the earth goddess, as a sense of safety cocoons me. It’s time to take my body to the lotus feet of Lord Ayyappa, for my soul has already reached the banks of the holy river Pampa.

			I dash out, leaving the doors of my home open for the first time. I run along the footpath lined by barbed wire and halt before the palmyra palm. There, I pause for five seconds, letting my overworked lungs take in some air, then turn to the right, forking downhill into the farmland. A band of gamblers shuffles their cards in the coconut grove, as usual, oblivious to the turning point in the destiny of Little Lotus Pond. I ignore them and run into the banana farm, where banana stems rot after sacrificing their lives. The slippery path traversing the fallowing paddy field conspires to slow me down. But I beat it hands down and arrive sweating and panting at the doorstep of Gurusaamy.

			Nobody knows the actual name of Little Lotus Pond’s spiritual mentor. All we know is that Gurusaamy quit teaching in the Maldives and headed home when Lord Ayyappa’s calling came. Since then, he has led the annual pilgrimage to Sabarimala as the head guru, better known as the Gurusaamy.

			“Gurusaaaaamieeeee,” I call before the open doors of his house. As with most houses in the village, an unlocked door doesn’t guarantee a human inside. But something in me senses he is here.

			“Yes, my son?” He startles me from behind.

			I turn around to look at the wise elder caressing his silky gray beard. I’m pretty sure he wasn’t there three seconds ago.

			“I’m taking you this time,” he says, presenting that serene smile below his powerful eyes. My heart craves to kneel and cry aloud. My legs weaken, and my knees tremble; the earth goddess pulls me toward her. I tumble down on his doorstep made of reclaimed bricks.

			“How . . . how do you know?” I stammer, fighting hard to rein in my tears.

			He bends and touches my forehead. “I know nothing, my son. But he knows everything.” He points west in the direction of Sabarimala. The child in me bursts into tears while Gurusaamy sits next to me, patting my back, helping me vent my heart’s pain.

			As the wise men say, the key to happiness is to have a heart as pure as a child’s—a heart that sees the world as a child sees, a heart that smiles and cries like a child. For such a heart will also sleep like a child. I cry until I fall asleep happily under the watchful eyes of the 330 million gods plus Christ.

			Preparing for the Sabarimala pilgrimage is no easy feat. One must first undertake the prerequisite fifty-one-day fast, abstaining from meat and worldly pleasures. The program looks tailor-made for me, as if Lord Ayyappa is trying to help me tame my mind.

			Fasting begins in the month of vrischikam, according to the Malayalam calendar, and karthikai, according to the Tamil calendar. Everywhere else, the period has been trimmed to forty-one days. But in Gurusaamy’s books, there’s no room for compromises. If you get the urge to box him into a rigid square, you might as well stop now. Outside of this fifty-one-day window, Gurusaamy is the most liberal soul you will find in Little Lotus Pond. You will see him in the church and in the nizhal thangal—the shanty where some of the ignorant people of Little Lotus Pond worship a mirror. When Kadher Bhai was alive, you would even see Gurusaamy at Sufi prayers. Well, to be fair, you will find the entire village at Sunday Mass, and on Fridays, you will find the same heads swaying before Gurusaamy’s temple. That’s one of the many stinking traits of the lowlifes of Little Lotus Pond: they flock toward music and food. But Gurusaamy is different from the crowd. He isn’t here for the food but for his love for the people. And that’s why I revere him.

			The fasting period falls in mid-November of the Gregorian calendar. Eight of us have enrolled for this year’s pilgrimage. We grow beards, shed our earthly names and assume the title of saamy, bathe before dawn, wear only black or blue dhotis, eat vegetarian food, and apply sandalwood paste on our bodies. Walking barefoot to the tiny temple behind Gurusaamy’s rammed-earth house for morning prayers amps up our spiritual experience. We thus spend our mornings renewing our vows to end thoughts of violence and cleanse our hearts of lust.

			I work hard to avoid those recurring dreams where gorgeous virgins belly dance in shiny costumes. They have been my entertainment avenue, with the widow Shanta making the occasional cameo. To be honest, those dreams weren’t always pleasant, as Isakki often slithered in, waking me up sweating and fighting for breath.

			Guruswamy leads the daily prayers. He hardly speaks, but every word he utters packs power. I ask him how to get rid of the virgin maidens from my head. I don’t tell him about Shanta.

			“Don’t fight your thoughts. Accept and follow them,” he says.

			It seems absurd, as embracing them means violating the spirit of abstinence. But it makes sense, as the maidens eventually fade into the background beyond green meadows, just like in Bollywood movies. I soon forget how an early-morning erection felt. No, it’s not because of the early-morning dip in the pond. Do not suspect vegetarian food, either, because vegetarians and vegans do reproduce, and it would be gross to assume that their contempt for humans and love for animals comes from a lack of libido. There can only be one reason—meditation.

			Money becomes as precious as dirt, too. When Thankamoni, Susheela’s husband and my lessee, comes to renew the lease of the banana farm, I shake hands with him without the usual haggling. “Give me whatever you can when you harvest,” I say, watching his eyes widen like the Indian Ocean. Two years ago, when the hurricane destroyed his banana crop, I extracted every penny scribbled in the lease. Now, if the profit from my land is his, so are the losses.

			Many consider it trendy to do a crash-fasting course of just seven or nine days. You can tell them apart when Lord Ayyappa sends them tumbling down the temple stairs. Yes, there’s no shortcut to his blessings. The other saamis are in awe of my passion and devotion. Gurusaamy doesn’t utter a word, though I am sure he notices it.

			The Tamil month of markazhi arrives, and it is time for azhi puja—the last ritual at Gurusaamy’s temple before we commence our pilgrimage. After the morning bath, I wrap my lower half in the customary black dhoti. I offer greetings to my deceased parents and ancestors, ask God to show me a sign, and step out of my home. A southern birdwing flaps its beautiful yellow wings and dances above my doorstep before flying westward. The butterfly is native to South India, just like Lord Ayyappa. I look skyward and thank Lord Ayyappa for the sign.

			Oh, Lord Ayyappa
Ayyappa, oh, Lord

			I chant, letting my bare feet relish the sandy footpath wet from last night’s rain. This means I will soon need to balance myself on the wet clay path leading downhill after the palmyra palm. A palmyra and a cloggy narrow path are all that remain between me and my quest. But my autonomous legs brake before the palmyra palm, and I find myself staring at two pairs of eyes stuck to the heads of Isakki’s buffaloes. I look around for their mistress. She isn’t to be seen, but I can hear her Enfield Bullet thundering from afar. I can see that the sorceress on the motorcycle has sent her beasts alone to cast a bad omen.

			“Oh, Lord Ayyappa!” I chant. I can’t retreat, as that would bring bad luck. I can’t cross the buffaloes, either, for their bloodshot eyes remain glued on me. The beasts jiggle their heads in unison and chime their ominous bells. I sense the battle cry. A drop of impure water seeps into my boxers, and I tighten my sphincters to stall the flood.

			“Saamy sharanam. Ayyappa sharanam.” I surrender myself to Lord Ayyappa and pull closer to the palmyra tree that’s as dark as the buffaloes that are as dark as their mistress. Breathing slowly, I hold my position until they stroll past me. I look up to thank Lord Ayyappa.

			“Ritchie . . .”

			A coarse voice breaks my thanksgiving prayer. I open my eyes and look at the man in the red dhoti before me. Ask me another day, and thou shall hear a hundred adjectives describing him. For each bad memory he has gifted me, I have entered an adjective.

			Oh, Lord, why are you testing me? I ask Lord Ayyappa in my heart.

			“Ritchie . . .” he calls again.

			I haven’t heard anybody addressing me by my birth name in the entire fifty-one days.

			“Saamy . . .” I correct him.

			“I’m sorry.” He plasters a fake smile on his lips and pulls it to one side, pretending to apologize. “Where are you going?”

			Even a mongrel in this filthy village would know it’s inappropriate to pose such a question to someone who has set out on a voyage. The right way is to ask, “Traveling far?”

			“Sabarimala. Today is the azhi puja,” I mutter. He surprises me by nodding and stepping aside to let me pass.

			I walk a few steps downhill and look back. He has disappeared.

			Murugan was named after our Tamil god. But he knows no gods, no empathy, no humanity. He is the mastermind behind the labor unrest that shut down the brick kilns. The poor laborers, I heard, are desperately hunting for new jobs. He has always been a shady character. In my preteen days, I used to take eggs to an old chap at the cool-drink kiosk. The old man was an underappreciated artist who made ducks, swans, and kittens out of eggshells. I was happily growing my collection of figures until Murugan, a teenager back then, caught me returning with a tortoise figure. I remember every frame of that scene.

			“Are you that stupid, Ritchie?” he asked with his hands on his barrel hips, like any normal bully. “Can’t you see he sucks out the raw egg for free on the pretext of making you these ugly figures?”

			Murugan didn’t know three things: one, he ended the dollops of happiness those eggshell figures gave me; two, he destroyed a hobby that could have entered my name in the Limca Book of Records; three, I paid the artist five rupees for each eggshell figure he made me.

		


		
			

			Chapter 6

			Only six of us arrive at Gurusaamy’s temple for the azhi puja, as the other two had ejaculated out of fasting. Their temptations were stiffer than their quest for spirituality.

			“Five more will join us, including a foreigner,” Gurusaamy says after offering prayers. That will make us twelve, including Gurusaamy but excluding the van driver.

			We balance the offertory cloth pouch with the two ghee-laden coconuts on our heads and convoy behind Gurusaamy to the meeting spot under the banyan tree. The driver is busy smearing adulterated sandalwood paste over the van while the torn speakers inside do their bit to enhance the holy atmosphere:

			Oh, Lord Ayyappa
We surrender to thee . . .

			My mind fast-forwards and plays the next song in the playlist:

			Stones and thorns
They caress our feet
Oh, Lord Ayyappa,
Ayyappa, our Lord . . .

			“Don’t forget to bring laddoo for your brother-in-law,” the wife of a saamy opens her doughnut-shaped mouth and yells from across the road, reminding him to bring the famous sweet ball prasad. Oh boy, her sound waves will have reached Sabarimala by now.

			“Papa, I want three laddoos,” shrieks a larva with a liter of coconut oil on his scalp, screwing his finger into his slimy nose. The curd rice I had for breakfast churns inside my belly, and I struggle not to puke.

			I divert my attention to the shops on the main street and the nizhal thangal—the temple for followers of Ayya Vaikundar—that’s partly visible. On the temple veranda, you can usually see Gurusaamy and the panividaiyalar, the chief servant—another bearded guy with saffron headgear who officiates silly rituals before a mirror. They would engage in animated discussions with Murugan, pretending to solve the world’s problems while struggling to tame their gray beards. The group has two more members, the parish priest and Isakki, whom you won’t see there. Together, they complete the bunch of contraries—a Catholic priest, a Gurusaamy, a Communist, a panividaiyalar, and a witch. While the other four are notorious, Gurusaamy stands out like a calm rock that wouldn’t budge a millimeter in integrity. Someday, I will ask Gurusaamy how he sees himself in the group.

			Strange are the ways of the world. I sigh.

			We board the van one by one as the crowd cheers. I offload the offertory pouch and place it on the luggage rack. Gurusaamy tells me that the foreigner saamy is a veteran. My mind replays the stories of foreigners who embraced Hinduism. Search for Hinduism on YouTube, and you will see white sahibs and madams sing “Hare Rama, Hare Krishna.” In my mind, I hatch a plan to take a leaf or two out of his book.

			Oh, Lord Ayyappa . . .
Ayyappa, oh, Lord . . .

			Gurusaamy leads the prayers, and we follow as the driver starts the engine.

			The journey to Sabarimala is complex: one, the road is winding and loopy; two, we stop before several temples on the way to seek blessings; three, the final holy stop before reaching Lord Ayyappa will be the Dargah of Vavar Saamy—the Muslim saint who shares a special bond with Lord Ayyappa. That’s how religion works in India: we all are Indians beneath the skin, as the president of the Hindu Brotherhood says. I take a deep breath of the Indian air inside the van, enriched with sandalwood and ghee. I try to take another deep breath and realize I can’t until I’ve exhaled the previous breath.

			We drive past Kendram, the Brotherhood’s flagship nonprofit, which has now inherited my company’s wealth, and make our first holy stop before Goddess Bhagawathi at the tri-sea junction of Kanyakumari. The sea is rough, so we are forced to forego the boat ride to the Swami Vivekananda memorial built on the sea to commemorate the Hindu monk from eastern India. A group of saamis waves to us from the parking lot. I count five of them, but no signs of the sahib saamy. Gurusaamy lists their names as we alight, balancing the coconut pouches on our heads. Since it’s our first meeting, he introduces them by their earthly names with the saamy suffix: Gopal Saamy, Ganesh Saamy, Ramesh Saamy, Thirumal Saamy, and Aroonan Saamy. We greet each other with a one-armed hug because our other arms are busy balancing the offertory pouches on our heads. We all look the same and smell the same—of ghee.

			“Aroonan Saamy is from Kuala Lumpur,” Gurusaamy says.

			I look at the saamy. He is no white sahib, but the sandalwood pattern on his forehead and the faded blue Ayyappa bag hanging from his shoulders proclaim his veteran status. Gurusaamy reads aloud the earthly names of the Indian saamis. I wait to hear my embarrassing name “Richard Parker Saamy.” Instead, I hear Gurusaamy call aloud, “RP Saamy.” I bow my head. I don’t ask Gurusaamy why he abbreviated my name, for I know there’s a reason behind his every action. Besides, “RP Saamy” sounds good.

			I turn toward the foreigner saamy, hoping to hear his story. What follows is a plethora of inquisitive queries from him and a long narrative from me. I spin my otherwise dull life into a spiritual odyssey. Evil forces such as Shanta, Isakki, Murugan, and the chief servant priest are duly excluded.

			“But Saamy, it’s rare to see Christian saamis these days. Most Christians don’t even touch the prasad we bring them from the Lord’s temple,” Thirumal Saamy exclaims. I wonder what the big deal is about accepting a prasad as my salivary glands reminisce about all the laddoos they had moistened.

			“My Ayyappa receives everybody. He has only one religion, and that’s humanity,” Gurusaamy responds on my behalf. I like the way he does that without blaming people for the stupidity of evangelical Christianity.

			Our first holy stop is fruitful as we behold the goddess and her nose stud. The legend is that the light from her nose stud has safely brought home many lost seafarers in ancient times. You must see the nose stud at least once to believe in it. Beautiful, powerful, and serene, it shines on her divine face.

			When we resume, I move my bottom to the seat beside the foreigner saamy and switch roles. He introduces himself as Aroonan A/p Kisnan, meaning Aroonan, son of Kisnan. Aroonan Saamy winds out his exciting story as our van cruises toward Thiruvananthapuram, the capital of Kerala state. A truck carrying Kerala’s biomedical waste for dumping in Kanyakumari’s wetlands crosses in front of us, and the fake sandalwood paste fails to neutralize the odor.

			Aroonan’s father had wanted to name him Arunan, but Malaysia’s sons of the soil dominating the bureaucracy had other plans. They stretched it to Aroonan, the same way they contorted Krishnan—the romantic name his grandfather chose for his father. Kisnan lived and died with that name, just as Aroonan would. My heart aches for his father, though I think a Communist born to another Communist deserves it. Kisnan’s father survived by inciting the plantation workers—a legacy that young Kisnan continued after his father’s mysterious death. Fortunately, by the time Aroonan was born, communism was uprooted from Malaysian soil, and Aroonan qualified for Malaysian citizenship, albeit with 80 percent fewer rights than the sons of the soil.

			Aroonan was thankful for the opportunities Malaysia provided him. He couldn’t forget them even if he wanted to, as politicians reminded him how generous the country was toward aliens like him. Meanwhile, his grateful heart had also traced his roots to Tanjavur in central Tamil Nadu.

			Life was routine for Aroonan until Lord Ayyappa’s call arrived in the form of a laddoo through his neighbor. It was perfect timing for three reasons: one, at eighteen, Aroonan was already slipping into hooliganism like his Tamil peers, risking execution; two, black country chickens in his neighborhood began disappearing, only to surface headless in male vitality-enhancing rituals; three, had the laddoo found him a day later, the mold inside would have turned it velvety black. He has been visiting Sabarimala regularly since then.

			Soon after his first pilgrimage to the celibate god, Aroonan found love and married young at twenty-one. Things weren’t rosy as he struggled to provide for his family. He wouldn’t have found money to travel to Sabarimala, either, but for the blessings of Lord Ayyappa. Every week, Aroonan spent at least a quarter of his earnings on Malaysia’s famous lotto that dangled prosperity before the alien citizens. His luck with the raffle followed the regular pattern—he won it only toward the end of September, just in time to book tickets to India. He knew it was Lord Ayyappa’s way of reaching out to him.

			Aroonan inspires the dormant buds in my heart. Indeed, nothing can stop you from visiting Sabarimala when the calling comes.

			I lean back, close my eyes, and reflect on my spiritual journey. Mine wasn’t as tedious as his, but the pattern is obvious: my calling also came at a challenging point in my life. I touch the rosary made of rudraksha beads hanging around my neck since the first day of the fast and thank the bachelor god for finding me.

			One and a half hours after crossing the Tamil Nadu–Kerala border, our van enters the chaotic parking lot of the Lord Padmanabhaswamy temple for our second holy stop. Khaki-clad policemen push us through security screening to ensure that our offertory coconuts contain ghee, not nitroglycerine. I, otherwise annoyed by long queues, am super patient today.

			“Identity card, please,” the guard asks.

			I hand over my driving license.

			“Richard Parker,” he reads aloud.

			I look around, embarrassed. My fellow saamis are as cool as the ghee in their offertory coconuts, but three onlookers close to the guard appear amused. Gurusaamy doesn’t bat an eyelid. I know the bystanders will soon approach me to inquire about my journey. My heart jumps in glee. I prepare to narrate my story for the umpteenth time.

			“Are you a Christian?” the stoutest of the onlookers asks, tightening his lower garment, a faded orange lungi.

			“Yes, Saamy, kind of,” I respond, tracing the grooves of my rosary.

			He exchanges looks with the two not-so-stout guys flanking him, and before my brain can figure out what’s happening, I find myself on the ground. In my vertical frame of vision, I see the two coconuts rolling out of my offertory pouch, spilling dashes of yellow ghee. The queue scatters as devotees run in all directions.

			“Can’t you rice-bag converts leave our temples alone? Why the fuck do you want to pollute them?” asks the stout guy before lunging at me.

			Luckily, a guard bounces his enormous belly and restrains him. Gurusaamy steps forward and lifts me up. I balance myself and adjust the dhoti on my waist while Gurusaamy wipes the mud off my face. The guard is now busy on a mission of pacification. The stout guy pumps his fist and spits out some cuss words while his accomplice shouts into his cell phone. Gurusaamy places himself between the guard and me.

			“Never raise your hand against the Lord’s son,” Gurusaamy tells the stout guy.

			“Saamy, if you don’t shut your mouth, you will fall next. And there’s no guarantee you will get up again!” he sneers, stretching his neck like an ostrich to present his face.

			The guy behind him waves his phone and screams in ecstasy, “Lenin, they have given the green signal. You go ahead—I shall live stream it on Facebook.”

			The stout guy pushes the guard aside, cocks his head like Jean-Claude Van Damme, and inches toward me. Gurusaamy tries to stop him but gets pushed aside.

			My mind regains clarity and takes stock. Lenin! That name makes it clear. Every Indian knows how Kerala’s Communists colonized the governing committees of temples and churches. They haven’t even spared the hospitals. I recollect our supreme leader’s sermons about his battle to retrieve temples from the “red bugs.” Hologram versions of Murugan and Isakki’s buffaloes appear swiftly before me. The omens were right. This has been foretold.

			I must do something before he attacks again. But he springs forward and grasps my collar, the rosary pressing against my neck.

			The queue is now back in order, and coconut-laden heads pop out to debate whether it’s divine justice or just another lynching episode.

			Three more guards arrive and join the other guard in pleading with Lenin to let me go. I hold still, anxious that the slightest movement will tighten the noose around my neck. Lenin loosens his grip and steps back—or rather, is pulled back. Another commotion arises, and I see three men in khaki shorts and white shirts running toward us. I recognize their uniform—brothers from the Brotherhood. Anybody born in India is a Hindu. The golden words of the Brotherhood ring in my ears. My mind assures me that the Brotherhood will appreciate me. The only question now is if I can resume the pilgrimage. Perhaps there will be a rectification ritual, and I can adorn the offertory coconuts again. Luckily, the rosary still hangs intact around my neck.

			Lenin approaches the three men, grasps their hands, and leads them away. The guy filming with the cell phone points it alternatively at Lenin and me as if he’s some illicit son of Roger Deakins. The brothers are all pumped up, ready to beat Lenin, just as he deserves. Gurusaamy touches my bare back in reassurance.

			But things take an awkward twist. The three men turn toward me instead, led by Lenin.

			“Do you see the board there?” Lenin points.

			I swivel my head in the direction of his hand and spot the blue board stuck to a pillar: No entry for non-Hindus.

			I swallow the two drops of liquid under my tongue and stammer. “I am—I am an Indian. We all are Hindus, and . . .”

			The sentence stays incomplete as I am pinned to the ground again. Kicks and punches land on my back as the voices of Gurusaamy and the guards drown in the chaos.

			“Rice-bag convert!”

			“Beat him to a pulp!”

			“Kill the bugger!”

			“Long live Mother India . . .”

			A bare foot brushes my ear.

			My mind repeats the last phrase while my mouth picks up some dust. Long live Mother India—that’s the classic slogan of the Brotherhood and not the Communists. It strikes me that the brothers from the Brotherhood aren’t my brothers anymore.

			I’m still on the floor, but a miracle happens; the kicks don’t land on me anymore. I tilt my head and look at the tent-shaped gap between me and the warring humans above. The stout guy’s lower garment has disappeared, and he is in his old boxers, his arms reaching for the guard’s crotch. A pair of legs under khaki shorts land empty kicks in the air. Two arms wring the neck of a body that threatens to fall over me at any moment.

			“Aiyoh, my balls!”

			“My neck . . . my neck!”

			“I can’t breathe!”

			Muffled voices rain over me. I fix my hands on the ground, assume a semi-bhujangasana—the half-cobra pose—and survey the dusty ground through the space between Lenin’s legs. Gurusaamy’s face appears. Come out, he mouths and helps me crawl out of the melee. Above me, the tussle continues.

			“Run, son, run!” Gurusaamy coughs and pushes me toward the entrance.

			“But, Gurusaamy, the coconuts.” I point at the coconuts on the ground.

			“Save your head now. We can think about them next year. Run, now!”

			He’s right. I lift my left leg to grab the tip of my dhoti and fold it at my knees. When I have tightened it at my waist, I retreat a few steps and turn around to break the queue and take flight. “Run, Saamy, run!” I hear somebody cheering from the line.

			I run along the autorickshaws parked by the roadside. Two arms stretch out from the last autorickshaw and grab me by my dhoti. “Why are you running, Saamy?”

			“They . . . they are . . .” I pant as my eyes zoom in on the words above his windshield. Lal Salaam, it says—the red salute!

			I look at him, speculating whether he is a friend or foe. But my mind warns me this is not the time for thoughts.

			I shove that commie back into his three-wheeled coop and resume my run.

		


		
			
			Chapter 7

			Sunbeams streak through the coconut trees, hauling me out of my slough of despondence. Soon, Gurusaamy arrives with the blessings of Lord Ayyappa packaged in sweet laddoos. He is out of the pilgrimage mode—the black dhoti has changed to the lungi, and the shirt is back on his torso. He is not officially a head guru until the next pilgrimage season. But for Little Lotus Pond, he will always be the Gurusaamy.

			“You will come with me next time,” he reiterates with his arm on my back. I nod as the prasad releases molecules of ghee, sugar, and happiness on my tongue. He watches me relish the laddoos, and when I’m done, he opens the topic like a dad talking to his son.

			“Have you ever thought of finding a life partner, Ritchie?”

			“Life partner?” I divert my senses from the laddoo in my mouth to his face. “I used to, Saamy. But I am now focusing on taming my mind and renouncing worldly pleasures. The fasting period helped me there. But . . . but the pilgrimage was a setback.”

			He strokes my back and smiles. “Not everyone should renounce conjugal life to achieve moksha, Ritchie. What worked for me might not work for you. As I’ve mentioned before, I feel your search would be fruitful if you could embrace your desires rather than fighting them.”

			I rub my forehead.

			“I leave you with one keyword, Ritchie. Tantra! You might want to read about it. There’s a reason why feminine energy exists in this world.” Gurusaamy hugs me and leaves.

			I don’t know how it happens. Call it the will of gods. Gurusaamy has always been there for me, like he can sense my mood from his home. I list tantra for future reading. Don’t ask me when this future will arrive. Attaining moksha without relinquishing worldly desires sounds like unlearning everything I have learned until now. I decide to take it slow.

			I turn on YouTube. “Spirituality is a journey,” says Guruji. “Those who back off will never reach the destination.” He lists the meditation courses his ashrams run.

			The spiritual warrior in me awakens, shrugs off the battle wounds, and marches to Guruji’s ashram in Thiruvananthapuram the very next day for a half-day basic course in mindfulness.

			We sit in circles; sing devotional songs; sway our heads; and dance to ecstatic music. A damsel in a yellow frock floats around, as if she were sent by Gurusaamy to teach my first lesson, and I work hard to stay focused.

			“Congratulations, dear knights in spirituality, you are chosen for the next-level course. Your devotion has reached the ears of Guruji on his way to New York in his private jet,” says the instructor at noon before ending the session.

			I pick up the pamphlet flaunting the picture of a white sahib in a lotus pose, or padmashana, with the mighty Himalayas in the backdrop. Twelve days of intense spiritual awakening in Rishikesh, it reads.

			A caterpillar pupates in my heart, readying itself to spread its wings above the fresh flowers of the Himalayan spring.

			I turn to the last page. Pay only $4,999 US dollars, and liberate your soul.

			To faint or not to faint: a Shakespearean dilemma beckons me. I lean against the lime-washed wall and close my eyes.

			“Namaste ji.” A honey-laden voice rescues me. I open my eyes and look at the lady in yellow. I pinch my arm to assure myself that she’s indeed talking to me. Never knew my lesson in unlearning renunciation would arrive this fast!

			“Namaste,” I reply.

			“I am Chandini.” She sets free the butterfly in her eyes.

			“RP Saamy, from Kanyakumari.” I introduce myself by my pseudonym and extend my hand. She doesn’t take it. Instead, she bows with folded hands. I pull back my arm.

			“Kanyakumari! Lucky you to be from the land of Swami Vivekananda, the greatest Hindu monk of the nineteenth century!” she exclaims like a child with a clap of her hands. I struggle to keep my eyes fixed on her face as Kamadev, the god of lust, lures them downward. She explains how much she loved Vivekananda and how his teachings influenced her life. I learn three things: one, pencil-slim waists are strong enough to support big endowments; two, you never know when luck will find you; three, the Christian-majority Kanyakumari in South India is now the land of a Hindu monk from eastern India, simply because the
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Last week, a Christian snake that | treated like my brother repaid me by doing what it does—
biting the hand that feeds. How could one market cow urine, on the one hand, and slaughter
cows using the other? Three of my staff have just been discharged from the hospital. It
hurts me deeply. But we are not pressing charges because we in the Indian Republic and
Democracy TV family believe in karma. May karma pay what he deserves.
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