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=7 UNBER A BEDSPREAD AT THE TAJ MAHAL
w1V, dortea birkedal andersen

|'-. :;. ":.'.-I."
| bUmped rr&'b A"nj.a'at the Supermarked just before closing time.
Shesigodi n"f:’.nlnt of the pastasection, eyeing farfalle and tagliatelli
with thet glazed, otherwor-ldly look so common to influenza-vic-
tims, tod stubborn to také"to heir beds.

I Wasflalibergastéd fo !;%e,'her According to plan she should be
by the sea, sdmewha:e:_-::ri-'\der a:coconutpalm, sipping pina cola-
da. Sheleft for 1-nd|a, on a.?r_monl‘nqltrl p, lessthan afortnight ago.
What had happefag 2 WHy wa$she here?

Maybe it wasn't AhjaafteF'!aII She §_qowed no sign of recogni-
tion as our eyes touched across apl;['B"'b..fl 1canned luncheon meat.
Maybe she had adoubl & i’ s saidtHat everybody has one, and this
was hers, avery shy doubl'e at that..J. weriteghto say hello, but my
gentle approaching sent her FlJS_hI ng of'f-"'r;:ub hiding behind atow-
er of diet-coke crates. A most dus ve s@u men.:-:'

Nothing like Anja. Anjasthe-cheerfulL__-type chatty & confi-
dent. We used to take full advantage of W@.tlng om-turn at the
checkout to debate each and every Sahject, Be it Iosb'l-br__global
and loud enough for all the shop to sﬁare Thaﬁ how 1 got her
talked into going to India.
I love India. Must have been there 10 times or more. First time |

was 19, had spent the summer saving up alittle something by hoe-
ing weeds in public parks and started my odysse hitchiking from
the Statoil tank down the road.

A risky undertaking, some might say. But that's why | went. |
wanted to give myself up to the world, let myself be shaken, x-
rayed, cross-examined. Despite my young age | had long had the
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" nagyii®y feeligmy of having it figured all out. Life. The structures:
" =!)_< amoqr,ﬂ'&f.'mep_x motives preferred by politicians ( the lust for
* sepremacy Q'@i'ng the driving force). Y amount of neurotic game-
plans emplayed ku:.ﬁiy__ers( mainly caused by lack of care during
the it tender 3762, Sawe a certain number of variations piloted
by overprotectin):Z amount of profitable plots for the enter-
tal nment-'Lr]dustr'ﬁl to fill thei I pockets (he did it /she did it/ the
Martian ditTit). LA
And so it wegt. On sk L'1._,1'f-e on this earth was decodeable,
static. It lookeddike a __fo'F'l the move, allright, but that was
pure enertia, plusthe varioUs bagé iiigredients (greed, nepotism,
psychotic compulsien etc.). :::':.:":'"55., ~
Theworld was ame%?JrabI &&gniponer, it had been measured,
| had taken its measure &nd classified jsikqy pretly little head.
Life was atedious affair, 'st_;_bland,,-?h'.a'so diterly banal that one
couldn't help wondering why-jt bothered {o.9a iprough such sor-
ry amounts of trouble to be lived at all™", _.l:'_:l
And yet it persisted. It craved tg_unfold. = i
So now it was simply a matter of deciding:ifwhich field to
make a carreer: Asthe warmhearted-politiclgn, the wigty mid-
wife, the truth-seeking tv-host? Or stioyld | dégficate nyHife to
discover afast lane to salvation by concoéijng revojui.‘l'o'nari;"new
brands of muesli/ointment/petroleum-fré2 petrol? No matter
what | thought of the thought was related to, I'c_)'aded with, stained
by innumerable cliches. ]

| still had the secret hope that my hypothesis about the world as
suchwould proveitself flawed. That my assertion, my analysiswas
fallacious from beginning to end. That someone, or something
would show me, through their turbulence and spontaneity, that |



- s mi¢ This never happened. Nor ought it to - according to
'_!- my oa'lb

" *kndia show@d‘r;-fe- Love at first sight. Its cacophony of colour
and-smells-.:é)f fbr.ces-pullmg in all directions, each staging argu-
ment&in a I'ah%uage distinctly its own, and all of them complex.
This diyine and indescri babl e chaos, far surpassing the capabili-
ties of even the most,| brl-ﬂ'l t scientific brain.

Here no l!ﬂtl mate:.'ﬂverVIe}.* is possible, no final balance sheet
ever compl et'éd Thepl{_;t'u%e has:changed before the snapshot has
even had tlmeto set foe.,_-.ﬁm tHe paper. All we can do isto
immerse oursel v-e_s in frgt'gmehts e flooded, delighted, per-
turbed. Acknowledge that ci'gassflcatlbn is not the ultimate task.
We need aso to improvise o ;1."'::"'."-_.

That's the sort of thing | u9ed to forc%feed'-k:lﬁ;a, while waiting our
turn in the queue, and always fivemin ore closing time.

Here | was standing next td her doulirs, herz-._ﬁ'-'ery shy double,
chatting her up, while we crawlad on ever eo slowly towards the
check-out, and the Branch M anadex Wlth Iqrs Brylcrfgsamed hair
flattened signs saying "beat this of‘f'ér_ and'-drag_.?eﬂ'!ﬂ}q_m back
into the store in amost demonstative Way. aet

"It'sme," said the double out of the blus; "|tsme Anja. | caught
the first plane home." .

"Anja," | replied, concentrating on the goods in my shopping
trolley, 1'd better not smile just yet. "How long did you stay?'

Now she herself was smiling.

"48 hours. But I'd made up my mind in the transit bus. Before
even reaching Bombay proper. And when we got to the terminal
| just ran across the road, into this huge very high-brow hotdl..."

"The Tgg Maha?' | suggested.



. Tiﬂ sthepme." She brushed some hair away from her face,
) =.grrangqq_-ﬁ'ér';g§9_c__eries on the conveyer belt, paid, packed the
“shopping awy and waited for me to do the same, talking all the
white, L T,

"The Tq. It_s.ﬂ'r'rn,(_ey A ripp-off to be precise. But it's got air
condlthnl ng. A.'hd 4thilted bed spreads that one can hide under.
The receptl onist tdok care of the booking. Andthen| flew home."

"But Why'J" | asked, hoIdL_ng'-the door for her. We were the last
to leave the sh_Qp Hon@éd‘our%lves down on a green bench by
the bus shelter. Anj aopQ‘%i-_;i'Bottl e of Freixenet (one of thesim-
plest drinks to uncerk without g,ad s of any kind), took a sip,
wiped the froth of f the lip o:f'%e Ezo and passed it on. | could
see shewas ponderlng_ how t6 fayetent rﬁe_wnh her "because'.

“I'll just start at the begjinning, okay’?"-.:_'-.-."-I

| nodded. | wasin no hurry _-g-..

"Right. You'vearrived. The very momeFrE'y.'qu @p off theplanethe
heat and the stench hit you in the Eace The a|.1: seefp__ls_-al most - pal-
pable. --':I

Weighed down by your sticky wi nter WOO| you totter across
to the arrivals hall, it'sinterior consstmg mainfy of ceirﬁnt and
linoleum tiles, plus incredible amounts of.!olasted neqin Ilgﬁ'r fit-
tings kept in place by wire-meshing. -.-

Y ou find the building hideous, the decor npthlng less than
repellant. But once through passport control, baggage claim and
all the other queues you look around again and percieve your
opinion has changes. Concerning the architecture. Where previ-
ously you were on the verge of agitating for reinstallment of cap-
ital punishment, to have the architect done away with, you're now
considering ordaining him the Order of the Elephant. Or some-
thing loftier still.



- '.This &e is cosy, once you get down to it. The mood pre-
'_!- domi nb'rif-i‘ll-endly It makes you feel safe.

e e caught sight of the guarded glass doors, leading from
I':h'sernatl onal .f\i‘hlv.als out into the great unknown. Only customes
t0 o, therrifiey” Ihhush you out into it.

You shufﬂ'é-ﬁl ong, trying desperately to loose your placein the
line, byt-one of the customs officials have taken a likeing to you
and whilé he'senjoyi ng_ﬁi‘m f rummaging among your tampons
and condo#nes and:Bras; e just stand there, numbed by fear,
staring at the\'/\ﬁall of Hum' beigs awaiting you beyond the door.
They are darks They are.__aj:en ‘{Ihey are packed close close
together. oo R,

- :?__l. -

You've been pushed ou's Youarei n,tlg'l'é'E.‘F'gwd now. Hordes of cab-
drivers, rags bound around their- ﬁeads try to get afirmer grip on
your luggage. Pimply teenagers equi \Tmth headsets, tear at
your sleeves to escort you off 1Q obscurs s. Sweat emms from
the masses, like if in a sauna; y/our Iu@gage w_'é‘lghs aton, and
screaming your head off won't change athL_I:I.g

As you're on the verge of fai ntlng a san-a-clad stregt sweeper
motions you toward the airport bus With the ffp of her'-ﬁr'qu You
take refuge inside its battered maw, uttace youl;_-'ﬁ.oots and com-
mence the changing of socksin a slow a'hd orderly fashionin an
attempt to calm yourself down.

It helps. It's still morning, remember. This thought cheers you up.
Theonly thing that could make you feel worse than you already do,
would be for it to be night and pitch-black, so that you wouldn't
even be able to catch a glimpse of al the things scaring the wits
out of you, seemingly for no reason whatsoever.
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'-_ Thé'bus issmoving. Soon you've become absorbed by all the
=.strange§gﬁ$ﬂeps ng by outside its tinted windows. Y ou're safe
"k here, boﬂ_*_&red only by sticky seatsand little by little your fear
gives way tg.curi,

Pédple are sppsttigg "§t1oul der by shoulder, lining the sidewalk
al thevyvay mto.'towh The roundabouts, too, have been populat-
ed. Wheré,theres'ho sidewalk they sit in the dust.

Maybe you ve been Iuck_)qénough to arrive on a national holi-
day. Most i kel:y the maﬁéeéare:&am ng for colourfull processions
of elephants and-mahara: ;Exactl_y That's how it's got to be.

Kilometre after.kilométre theedple crowd by the roadside.
The ticket mspector' kindly ﬁé‘ps'}ptr- 0 open awindow, you've
promised everybody'back hbmge to tak@,plenty of photos, and
while you're struggel ing1o sortout Wh ival this might be
and when the procession |S'due it deWns onyou. Thisisno exot-
ic celebration. Thisis everyday lifein {.)rrdi_gy The millions
lined up along the roadside are all buz')'r"rgl:uemhg themselves.

-.'-' "

By now, you're so close to the Ci ty cgntrethat |t,_t§':n:'6' longer possi-
ble to keep track of what is happening'an the p ent. The busis
surrounded by scooter-richaws, by trucRs and by-.axoarts -ﬁedestrl-
ans, bicycles, horse-drawn gharries. Neveﬁ before,haﬁe you wit-
nessed so many peoplecrammed into sol |ttle-.§pace From each and
every vehicle suitcases protrude. Crash helméts, infants, turbans,
kneecaps, and in such profusion. ]

If only you hadn't asked the ticket collector to open that window.
Y ou've grown used to the stench of excrement, it's the pollution
that's bothering you now. The city air seems devoid of oxygen; an
aggressive chemical cocktail has taken its place. It settlesinto a



] "- thrn me -'f- fm on everything, including your face. Y our skin feels
'!- I|ke IS eén Jeated with paint-strip.
'3 YoureHaving ago at closing the window, but to no avail. The
'Bus has cbme,_t-m"ah‘alt at acrossroad and armies of beggarsweave
thér way-ﬁr"rnt:)'ry tiirough the multitude of vehicles to poke
defofmed |imibs through Y OUR open window. A one-legged
ancient,in greyish-white Fags has made it into the bus itself, here
he stands; dangling & hai'f -R tten dlice of pineapple right in front
of your fach, Whl|e:WI p| i bandaged hand in your pants.
And peopl €] back he;rqé inkygu are on holiday."
o5
Halfway through h@r story"l\nj a"br;.ke off.
"It was there, then at thafwery mdlcnent that | decided to go
back home as soon as-1- possibly cpq]'ﬂ" ¥ep, I'll drink to that.”
She lifted the bottl&; knockébl back the last mouthfull of
sparkling wine.By now théke were qylt&a' of us, there by the
bus stop. A couple of job- Iess had joi néa;ue- each clutching a bot-
tle of discount lager. A young$lind gu}'l'thh. a.€arton of choco-
late milk in his one hand and an é]umlnlum-_.wand in the other had
settled in too. An elderly lady accompagnleq-by anew_Ly brushed
dachshund and a checkered shoppt#fg.trol|& had AabEg herself
close, discreetely checking the trash#can for rhpties. Bus 14
came along and drove off again with no t'akers as Anjacontinued
her tale.
"So. What happened, then. What happened next?' prompted
the blind guy, impatiently shaking his drink.
" Hmm, once I'd made up my mind to return as soon as | want-
ed, the urge to catch the very first plane home withdrew", Anja
continued.
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o E:é'lt sort._gf' restfull. Leaning back, taking it easy and letting
" =.r_nyselfm-3ar uggl__along Gradually | began to pick out afew
“cletails that yiféren't downright repulsive’

“wFor instemce - -t;lé'q was this elephant, henna patterns adorn-
ing rfsforehead-:'étqndi.ng by a juice stall, peacefully stuffing
itself V\L_th sugéa:, cdrte scrap. | saw a semi-circle of men and
women, d'ressed i gold embr0|dered finery, seating themselves
inthe dust"to.dl ne off gl |ster_|lf'|g.green bananaleaves. Somewhere
a Sikh, weari ng the megt4 mmahllate saffron turban, was selling
vinyl baseball caps beaﬂgs_g_.tfne Iegend VVIP. Very Very Impor-
tant Person." . -:--

H .":"' n '&

"This, by the way, Was_where'l ?@rted gekjng nervous again. Peo-
ple began to get off the bls. Thelfl cket c___e!-:['eh;or came down to ask
when | wanted to alight. My reply. 3 was: "néver". He must have
encountered this syndrome befere, becausp_:he @d soothingly: "it
isstill along way to the termrhal," th"e'h-.'qff.ei'ed me a cigarette
which | greedily consumed even'though I hadnt smaked since my
confirmation. There's something mn;:nensely com’ﬁohtl ng in having
afilter to chew on.

| kept hoping the bus might break down solll.:-could st-w on |t
forever. But sadly we were getting cl oséf and cl Oﬁ'lf fo
town.

And then, as we drive along Shaheed Bhagath Singh Road, as
the last passengers are alighting, | see this woman in acyclamen
sari. Sheiswalking through the crowd with abamboo sofaon her
head. An enormousyellow thing. Pictureit - asofa. Balancing up
there. She cannot even be bothered to touch it. Poised as a dancer
she makes her way through the multitude: elephants, lepers, road-
workers, vinyl cap sellers, a spotted bitch giving birth - and her
couch never even budges. Sheisin perfect balance, she'ssmiling,
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. toaer tl 'S_-_ﬁﬁndbl owing equilibrismisan everyday event. It costs
I her mék%ﬁ@thing to walk here. She is at peace in the midst of
"*Zchaos, %

" See whit I.mbgﬁ?_The sight of that woman carrying her sofa
dbtwn alon'g'.‘-'E. I§::-_§in{;h Road was the most terrifying thing that
had kappen lto me. Ever. | just had to get home straight away to
think it,al through. o

I'm starting my fo_g__rﬁ_r-:'y 2 of law school. That's something. |
know. But'hasit bratght'fheeny nearer the heart of matters? Even
if | were to sfidy 12-h_qd1:% a day, from now untill | had one foot
inthegrave, I'dhever be gaete ni gate through chaos with such
ease. And carting-q sofa Hang'an my head - forget it! So - what's
thepoint of it all?™:_ " -

"I've often asked nyself that ver,yhgﬁ:fg question”, commented
the empties gatherer while strola'ﬁg her silky dachshund, "have
you come to any conclusion?’ .. -:'.-"'_=:li"

"Not this far." Anja shock.her heé'c'i;:t_:miling. "But I've got

another ten weeks left to sit ofrshis bend and ghitl osophize”.
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"Insist that theMwdter opens the beer right in front of your
eyes”sydGloriadharply.

"And ch'é'd_(_that the glassi®:ebsolutely empty when they hand
it to you,” Daig, her ceffdivientetadds,

"Before visiting the b _é__b'r:h, mgake sure to finish your drink.

Double-check your glass on re__.r;:'-rﬁ'j::i_glst in case anyone has | eft
drugsinit." R TR

We are seated at B'ar_lzos Péerhent Ber, in Pelourinho, Sal-
vadors colonial gem of.';;}[edli"ght distrih, It's been facelifted
recently. All spotless mandronswith4+#&hly tarred woodwork, the
campanilas in new coats of-gheerful| paatety, the prostitutes
chased further afield, or discreté enoudf¥hlghd in.

A costumer stumbles out fromtkig neighbgging be¥, to collapse
in the gutter, shaking violently. Logks like an gikebtic fit.

"...don't you pay him attention, He's just {ging cute for the
tourists,” Gloria continues her word-fl& into my right ek,

"...and by Golly, remenber to cross-exakqine the bi.t-t'.-'Cod'ﬁ't the
change, the waiters cheat worse than...,” Da'T:it_e ramBles on to my
left. .

Helle and Kirsten are lazily chatting, they do not understand
Portuguese. | too soon stop listening and instead start to ponder,
what on earth could be wrong with the appartment. Gloria had
sounded most enthousiastic on the phone. "Come straight away",
she had said, "if you're not here by mid-afternoon, there are so
many others awaiting this unique chance.” Gloriasflat is SUCH
abargain and SUCH a beauty.

10



1. for halir

*=factors, Hured the cultura ingtitutions, even had a guided stroll

'through majei s terminals. Plus this never-ending lecture
abut the elaFfgets.ofiSalvador.

WHhat coul e wrong ? Does the flat face the city dump ? Has
theflat:above been conver_Eed into akindergarten?Isacorpse hid-
den undek the bedsi tt___e_r:_fJ te has gone to phonetwice, in afran-
tic way, as# searchiag f&f: sg¢neone to storeit. Twenty-four hours

on Brazilian 84l is pl-mt&?to geianyone suspicious.
. o= s

Ahd 1 W She's been dragging her wing, like arook in distress,
n%i‘end. We've been shown busts of adozen local bene-

. oHHE
The rent has goﬁé._gp, trfé-':'-"gsqu%il:e{r.r'le_z_tres have shrunk, since the
phone call, that's whats the 'rﬁgatter and-sow it'stoo dark to go hunt
for anything else. Onenattressis rrp-gﬁ'ﬁ.b, one bed plastered up in
bricks, right next to the'toi] et, that ‘doesn't flush.

Still it's cheaper for ustt-$tay on hﬂcp-rh'dﬂ'-get aroomin ashoe-
string hotel. Gloria eventually makeé-.'";rgl-very last sortie. The
three of ustry towork up amifimum ofBptimisk concerning the
fact that we're going to be stuck ere for thaiféxt month. We draw
lots to sort out who's sleeping whgke for tHe first 1'G_<_jays, then
work out arotation sceme. The FIufy.is top™prize. THE-gkinny is
the one who is short of amatress (but Gl_qriasayéﬁe‘ll getit first
thing in the morning...). The Pitsisthe d‘ne by the loo-door.

Now, with the beds distributed we go about our most basic
emergency shopping. Pulses, potatoes, staples as such. We have
no intention to eat them. They're needed to hide our valuables
away. Plane tickets fit snugly under the rice. Someone's interna-
tional vaccination-card and medical insurance peeps out from
between two kilos of lime. The magnum carton of washing pow-
der seems an imminent place to stash cash.

11
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“ Dd'ﬁt youzguys dare empty the bin for sanitary pads’,

) =.announg:ﬁ-ﬁ'e]-l_e| "al my worldly goods are at the bottom of it."

After dlnna"we hespf-Rack towards Pelourinho. According to our
gw&eb_ook (and-:'G‘-.c_)rl'a) it's THE placeto go for prime time
nlghtllfq '-.'-._

The trlp_to Pel &' Works out nlcely We get on the right bus. We
don't get mugged Cour.tgsyh.of Glorias horror stories about
assaults (she kfjows valfiftas o%.':;them by heart) none of os have
brought hand Bags. Oqﬁ I.g{g'éage, is minimal. A bit of cash
wrapped in a piecg.of plastlc %{u'é'k away in the bra (Kirsten
never even used to Oyvn a bra.Dutshe’s had to purchase one, for
this very occasion). !['he key-te the mas entrance tied to our
knickers with a generous piece of €l asu___@.a_'::l-f'nﬁomebody robsus, at
least we will know. -

We'rein aflimsy mood wantlngto (apnge.all dolled up in
mini's and summer sandals.with ch"i‘1-1:§;II.e_.:heeIs Wefind a
reataurant with live music and c,ompeteni.dn nlg_f,_-. seemingly
without tranquilizers.

The neighbourhood seems depressi ngly doci e., isthisreally the
creme de la creme de Brazil? There aré-scaffol dsobstrué_i,l-ng the
view everywhere, clouds of dust, the back.streets are-ﬂﬁder’g'j'ol ng
major theme-park surgery . Vendorsin pseu@o national costumes
retouch the gothic writing of shop signs witH'_éaikay silver paint.
Gigolos and pushers peek out from Reggae Club with alaid-back
lethargy, only equalled by tapeworm in cats. Touristsin confused
clusters haste through it all, frantically snapping.

The band has eventually succeded in lulling itself to Sleep. We have

ago at pretending to dance, since we're there anyway. It dawns on
uswhy the few local dance-freaks are wearing trainers, despite the

12



- heaE Tt eobbled Largo slopes 45 degrees, ones ankles get dam-
'!- agedu.ri c:1lttJ.e heels. And it dawns on us (quarter past midnight)

" *.that the bus hg_me leaves the square a quarter to.

'™ Of coli'se wepowtd grab acab to take usthe 3 kilometres home,
butwho' St a-"herVOus system sturdy enough to have faith in
cabdfivers, thiks time of night ?

We dggide towalk and spot potential gunmen all the way down
along A\/enl da Sete, Gl'-e?'la told us herself, they'd be there. And
every ti me!-a beggéﬁ t'rlét.lniustllng small change for coffee, or
homelessyoungsters-se_r h theix private parts under battered up
pieces of cardb'oard we al-t]_qﬁs[' I et.u_ltate with fear.

"Fancy this, no one‘-has robb:&l us H'-d:le exclaims genuinely sur-
prlsed We're back homein our b
"Now who would hate thougﬁi‘ that pos~3| ble,”Kirsten replies
while picking up an old paper bag f,_r@m'-fh {oor. Only after she
has trown it into the garbage t underst'&]d.What isisand react.
"Hey, wait a minute. Those-are my t-balVeIIa:.E;-'thecks | taped

them under the table". e -. i’
"Lousy roll of tape you got yourself there Kquten smiles
while | sort through the garbage. ':'=_. e 1,
n ” ] na '-.':.'- .
Mmm,” | nod, "lousy tabletop too.""*, .

"Tomorrow, then,”Helle is trying to Gheer us up,"tomorrow
we're going someplace really hot. Let's find some local's to show
us around".

Sheisfixing everyone anice cup of cuffee whiletalking. We're
short of filters and thermoses, that sort of things, so she poursthe
ground coffe directly into the boiling water with a sassy little
shake of the wrist.

Kirsten can't bear it for long: "Please don't. My Visa card'sin
there somewhere.”

13
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'-_ Trcﬁ)ccal clhgtk-out: 1I'm under the cold shower, contemplating.
g T he mlqgirﬁgﬂ‘.ﬁm tan oil and the sand dripping down from my
. beachwear ::E_'Eake the most intricate constellations. Kirsten, who's
"wion” the fast shllft.;e'in__The Skinny (still missing its mattress but
Glona,promlsed' '&Jha;a_treated herself to an illicit nap on The
Fluffy. l;-lelle cah.]es'chargl ng in through the door with mangoes,
papaya and happytenergy:
"|'ve fouiid.someone whe ®am.show us around. Put on adressor
something. | Brought higf¥ i ﬁ
Put on somethimg we da, <%~ .
| don't like the guy. HlsTace I 8A6aty-black in ahectic way, as
if leftinanacid bathnlghtlyﬁ,'ﬁﬁ% smokes too much heroin.
Hisrasta-hair islong .and grbo'med accia(_dlng to latest fashion.
The whitein his eyes |smuddled All %?_eét.n&ss erased from his
smile.
| don't even feel like exchahgl ng onewq_:dwﬁ.h him. His hand-
skakeis soggy. He seems throughoutﬁry -c}qrn:ib
I.:-
| shake his hand. He can show us arqund Bet O.l'l ‘Hiel be known
by name in every single den this sidedf the é‘r.?( limits"A prime
guide, his hips are loose, he'll want tc. show offwhat algﬂlllant
dancer heis. He'll find us some music. Weaeed to qu'(-:e "
And most likely he'll do his best to behgve. Hé's hooked on
Helle, watch him now, concocting plans for Ht_e'r_very near future.
Hisnameis Crocodil. Hewould care for acup of coffee. | make
some coffeefor Crocodil, that way | don't haveto look at him. On
the verge of aminor disaster | remember Kirstens Visa card, still
in the coffee bag. Close call, that one.
Crocodil has started fidgeting and fondling the varioustins and
containers. He'slooking for sugar. No no, not there. That'slentils.
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. o
"™, MAfresjgae hidden under the lentils. This oneis sugar. Did any-
1. one sllff:Méir-fortune away in the sugar tin ? Appearently not.
= Now then. We'e amost ready to go. Crocodil just needsto use
'the bathioorg, i
“Do you-rl%k I:b_gyiﬁg him alone with the sanitary napkin bin?",
| andKirsteivigase Helle,

"Congidering the alterr{@'t.i_.ve,” sherepliesdryly.

e MErTRRe
e TR
Crocodil is cér}peiristéf&ié befqrg, we even get as far as the lift he
has started playing battlesoigs f I, US on his berimbau. We hum
aong on the choftig, loud!y: ehéhti ng we pass in front of the door-
man's enclosure, judtito mak'§$.1re he'll Be ableto remenber theface
of our new acquaintanée. ,;1."'::"' 1

The streets are unexpe_ctedly'?huiet, why could that be, isit
already late? Or isit Crocog! Ieadiqgﬁ?n the darkest, most
desolate alies? We're only t?hr.ge chortrggfrom our appartment-
block but have turned so many gorners it wew'completely lost
our sense of orientation. e .._:.fi"

That might have made us stop 3nd thirk:things through, but
something distracting is coming up: We runtnto a -of Croc-
odils buddies. Broadshoul dered,musd_qboundﬁeci mens with
dubiousvibes, the entirelot. One of themj| oinsus. Wenever quite
got his name, but internally call him The-Mute. He's scared of
Crocodil, staying put at his heel without uttering one single bark.

We're getting further and further away from the known parts of
town, down this stinky passage, under that garbage-infested
brigde, each of us on the outlook for streetsigns, we read them
aloud inaritualistic way, asif thereading aloud of the streetsigns
will enable usto find them again, as if our mere recalling the
street by its true name would make it return to us, and usto it.
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'-_ Anélf-her of.ftwose derelict flights of stairs. Down the lane, just
=.around thf-ﬁamqr, this most desirable place awaits us, according
"t@ Crocodil; :it s got SUCH awonderfull dance band and SUCH
amcaunts of"llocal n?qs"a\_
- _-._-. NS
After br_gwsu ng'-throu'g‘h half adousin slumbering dens, we chat up
alone costumer Buzy entanql ing his legs with those of the bar
stool, so asto keep vertical, Wi e humming his hang-over blues.
"Oh, but |ts-_T,_uesday3:ﬁu§7§;: &%tyﬂmem Pelourinho. Why don't
you Bellezas head dowratavay 7,

Tuesday ? Tonight ? Isthaf so0 PR/ el ost track of the days, but
presuming today is Tueﬁday,"j"'é'ﬂqk;d was Monday, the dreari-
est of dreary party- days globd-l.y Pelofi;_nho deserves another
chance. Here we're not miissing dut on__r__q_g.néi;

There'sjust onetiny problem We-aah t find Pelo. We've got no
clue whatsoever about our present wherephoyit

And Crocodil isn't exactly m-opaﬁVeHhé‘M ute has already
started to duck. .. it B

= oL
“What's the matter with you gringoes anyway":' rocodil thunders,
"here | dedicate my entire evening to sfigwing y&# aroundifhe tru-
ely authentic Salvador, how many tourlsts, £o you reck'on A this
lucky. And all you want isto run back down'te_PeIo and rub shoul -
derswith all the other sheep.” ",

“Yes,”we all answer, sounds like a chorus. And Helle contin-
ues:

"You talked about this very hip place with wonderfull
music,you wanted to show us. If you aren't ableto find it, then the
least you could do is show us the way to Pelo.

Easy now. Crocodil is abolishing all trace of anger from his
face, he strikes up a happy note on the berimbau, suddenly he
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H .
. refdem| 1 this place, THE PLACE for usto go. It isjust around
1. the ealfieftiAImere 5 minute drive by local bus.
"2 But thk®is where we dig in our heels. It's almost 11 o'clock,
"We've toeltl e el behind Crocodil for morethan an hour, ready
to endure d;'hdgt;_ .@ﬁg’rthing just to get to some friendly biotope
with'e_hille('i':’q.fzer and spicy samba. Almost anything, but not
quite. == -

The c1t'y_ transpor_'g_;:E_o:'r.'i-_ stance. We now know from hard-
gained expérience &l alf: bitsses head back to the terminal quar-
ter to twelveAnd Cf@qﬁils naagly exiting hot-spot (how come
he only just refenbered it HE M, it'struely that unforgettable)
issituated somevherei Nttt 2 favela(slum). A trek back from
there in the middlie-of the r'u:bht does¥, sound terribly attractive,
even wearing the most;sensible of '

We do not want to get-_invol\-i%d in anything demanding the
slightest surge of adrenal t; We jus; wanf-td-get back to good old
Pelo, twist our anklers on thie gobbl ed’:%:dne flirt with the hand-
some young coffee-vendors, at.the whiitiscrefely counting the
change. e .._:.fi"

While debateing for and againgt+the ex&ursion f'é,-procodils
slum, he has been naive enough to Hegrd us'tip towad¥s-Avenida
Sete, look thereisthe statue of Castro Alyes, G|CEF-I.gp0i nted it out
for us only yesterday. L

We can find our own way around from hére and that makes us
feel high. Crocodil can go get on his bus anytime he fancies, we
won't interfere with that. But what about us ? Should we stroll by
the flat and refresh ourselves first? Or take the left turn, heading
directly for Pelourinho ?

Crocodil and The Mute lean against Castro Alvesin a most
defeated way, while we're yacking on. Their battle islost now,
whatever it was all about. Crocodil suggests we share a bottle of
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'-_ beer tiéoretkpy get on the bus, and we fedl too sorry for them to
'.I'ESISt n, |" '|-. 1.,

J -Desplte eadl ng us down alane, an aley, astaircase, down
towards Clt{!ad "x@ awarded atotal of 5 skulls and cross
bones excl amatrbhmaﬁ; exclamationmark, according to Glorias
list. BUt,_G|OI’I€H'hpS 00 off too, anytime she can get away with it.
By now we feel sd‘toughened that the mere acknowledgement of
approachi ng.danger makes.géfeel strangely safe.

We've beentiollowi ngj"(-:‘rooo@l through the scruffiest parts of
town for hours.-on enq |k_€.hatchery chicks latched on to the
wrong hen. And fias anyt %_glﬂﬁr'"b e happened so far? Apart
from our highly mc:r'eased Pl of adrenalin, the experi-
ence has been uneveﬁttull bbﬂé@r‘ ng tHe__triviaI. So most likely
it'll stay like that. -.:_--.-.'-.I

Anyway. We know our pm@ent when'eabouts In case of attack,
the chances of minimum on& of us makeingikhome to the flat
with the key to the main door securelyﬁ'bd:;tp.l:kr knickers, seems
very grand. A victorious though't __-_.. ke

Soon we find ourselvesin awhoreh@use W|E|l"(.alBSstunn|.'ﬂg view

across all of Cidade Baixaand the Todos.osSan bay. T4fe ol der

whores sit on the porch, in deckchairs, knlth;ng shorta@'eof c1"'ents
it seems. They eye us suspiciously. -.-_

Inside the bar red lightbulbs are dangling from,an assortment of
gallows.People are dancing closely entwined, pissed, in agrave,
almost dignified way. There's nothing shamefull about being
horny in this town, it's an everyday mood.

We order several bottles of beer, keep pouring generously for
Crocodil and The Mute, just to make sure they'll get sleepy faster
than us, in case the beer has been drugged. The establishment is
surprisingly plesant, we soon settle in, pushing off our chic san-
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- dz;'lé unger athe table, stretchi ng the weary toes. This seasons car-
'_!- nivai-IIﬁ't halk just been released. "Requebra, requebra”, the
-‘hottest ofthelot L§be| ng transmitted for the 20th time today. We

'3 ready T{'homg_tllee; whorus by heart.

The y.eungéét"’-{nost agile among the hookers hears us sing along
and soen gets us out on the.floor we recieve instruction in how to
dance "Requebra" pr_gp'eﬂy hen to get intimate, when to get on
our toes, when to twisf al} thg-way to the floor.

Crocodil aﬁd The M-.:_t-‘éﬁ oin i, they dance rather well, but get
so turned on that it obstruqf_'s't'u er movement. While they go
out to get somefreigh ar, ti'r"whét do' know, we dance on with the
whores and exchange the vﬁp ous coﬂ3 liments we have picked
up in Portuguese so far They re a 1 |ot, beautifully dressed
and groomed.

Our escorts are back. 'I‘hey soon.glalh'er' 're not in the mood
for handing out more goodlapf any R?.'hd.'and sulkingly walk us
to our apartment block. We afi: shake hértls am:-i'hank Crocodile
and The Mute for an entertaini ng eveningy Crocodll is steaming
with rage, but behaves himself, kndW| ng tha:-.any calmc remarks

-

of hiswill make us giggle all the wei} up ml‘hellf.:t_. L T,

-
On our way to the 14th floor | am struck"-by ahorrible thought. It
wants to be said out loud.

"Has it dawned on you Bellezas that we know next to nothing
about Gloria? We don't know her adress. We can't even spell her
family name. Imagine, just for one second, her having aspare key
to thisillustriousflat. Picture her dropping by, say, a...."

"....Tuesday night", Helle rounds off the sentence.

19



L
- o
] -:"a_:- e
'-_ Klrsten is tl_geflrsi to reach the entrance door. She's got a way
=.W|th dlggg [g.n her key from her knickers and getting it into
't.he,l ock Ere we've even |located ours.

“ithe doo,r.s st,u]:l;-"chked "she reports in a matter of fact
way? Doesn Ll-.cabknj_l I(‘g -anybody has been around. But maybe
we're better oftlghécki ng that all the valugbles still are in their
proper pl éce JustIn case” .

After a couple of mlnuteg.lfm certain that we've been robbed.
My US $ are ggne. PI u'{fhé-pa%)ort They should've been inside
the woolen socKs+(di rty):: {h@/ re not. Easy now. No instant pan-
ic. IsthisGlorias deing? Or Croee,é'fk’?Doesn need to be report-
ed pronto ? Or coule: we wattd ':‘I'row ?

"So what have you two hadt ﬁl-u]ched’?' 'I-,@sk bizniz-like. With a
bit of luck the intruders haven' t"Tound____ 'qntl re stash.

"Nothing,” they answery .puzzledg-. *What™e exactly isityou're
missing?"

“My dollars. The pasport

“Ah, those,” Kirsten smil eswh1 Iﬁ Ioungl n,g.‘s'lers;e!__fh 1on The Skin-
ny asrelaxed asis possible W|thout__'a,fol low- e chiroprac-
tors,”| though that stuff of yours Was hlddé[.x_ behlnd.':‘.he beef
tomatoes'. B - l'!_-

“What beef tomatoes 7’| ask, dightly bawildereda=~ =

“The ones you brought home yesterday "Y_ou left them in the
vegetable drawer, remember. Bottom of frldgl-;-,"

“Moi ?" ]

"On second thought,” giggles Helle, "it might have been Glo-
ra..."

"....it might have been Crocodil !”

.._.I '-:" -:l'-.
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,::.-'-NEXT TRAIN FROM RANTHAMBORE
--.|" i1, dortea birkedal andersen

Y am travéllmg-bnl’eYogl Mahal. Tigers roam freely there, that's
what they <. . -

Theptherswill stay onin Jaipur. They don’t care much for wild
things.; They care for hots baths for soft beds, for well-prepared
chickerrtandoori. s o

Can't bl al'ne thenEJ-ireaI' ter three nights in the Northbound
sleeper, hudd1@d in bun_lf cramaeqed with bedding, suitcases and
footwear (nevet leave youn__énes-q: thefloor overnight. They go
walkabout). '-._ ST

“ :?__l. .

Some take sleepers td el eep. | take ;hé‘??.?g eavesdrop.

That’show | cameto kan about ?‘09| Mahal,. | overheard two peo-
pletalking. About aholy mah aYog TJ:le'j he used to dwell in
a palm-grove, by the spri ng that feed';":lde-l akes and streams of
Ranthambore, in the desert stafe-of Rajaan. :-._'-:'

The Y ogi by the desert spring -medltatlng #h time and on time-
lessness. Asyearswent by his radi; ance gre.e and creatures of the
wilderness were drawn to him 6 thegiould Follow, Na’h'f-qr walks
all around the lake. Even tigers would'égmeto hé-"rﬁ in broad day-
light, to take darshan and sun themselves'i im his presence.

The Maharaja of Ranthambore heard of:this, befriended the
Yogi and was so satisfied with the advice offered him by the holy
man that he built him a castle, atiny red sandstone castle, com-
plete with spires and balconies, by the palm spring; on the shores
of Ranthambore lake.

They say even today, so many years later, tigers keep returning
to Yogi Mahal. Every tigresswill bring her cubs here, to contem-
plate in broad daylight by the banks of the lake, to encircle the
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'-_ castlésweatk_@: worn walls at afeline and knowing pace, as if
=.return| ng pﬁ.’exng,‘l,ent greeting.

Thaﬁ. S abomlall I ed to hear, that night on the sleeper.

As.dayl ight _cenfi']é'l._trl"qd to locate the storytellersamong my fel-
low tra\z_ellers quere"wereflfty two faces to choose from, above,
below, in front bélhlnd to the left, the right and on either of the
four dlagonals Not to ment_vér:r.passengers getting on, getting off
at every availgple stop-.&'h aQe up finding out more.

But till, | am sravenn':g_ma"'

i
The Jaipur Tourist Of'fl ce ha:li;burspl &ant Surprises.

It'swalls are pl astered W|fl=1=:|qosters faf,_tlgers Tigersin pic-
turesque groups of four.or f|ve posi an limestone ruins.
Saal-trees, rambeling Illacblossortﬁd creePers. Afternoon sun-
shine, golden, enchanting 6 ahd enough oj _:L];_ey:fan for my ageing
camera-gear. Rt

Yogi Mahal does exist, the glgg!y Sikh ﬂnploy assures me.
It's been turned into a hotel, a most yvonde(fql itle hotel, if he
might say so. And the vast area of lakédand, forest amd desert
that once belonged to the Maharagja has been faken oveg_-by the
State 6 it’ snow known asthe RanthamboriQNatl onal-.ﬁ'ar’k Fart of
Project Tiger. Sponsored by the WWF, that-ls,

How do | get there, what isthe name of the nearest railhead, any
public transport between the train-station and the Park entrance?
When does the train leave, does he have a schedule handy? And,
most important, how long will it take him to book me aroom at
the Yogi Maha?

He pats my hand gently while twisting his sizeable moustache
the wrong way around, | suppose in a gesture to calm me.

22



‘want Y o Mahal? They’ll take me there, naturally. No reason to
"Get all dpset, ani fnsist on him filling in those time-consuming

réServation-;"?br'r:‘h__s_. We' rein April now, dry season, simply too
hot. O{f-seﬁ:n with capital O. The park isgoing to be complete-
ly deserted. Apart from the tigers. Hee hee. | must promise to
keep my Windows cI__ggg@'léi:'-QI hours, so the tigers don’t sneak in
and hide urlder my ¥ed. %1 W

Ho ho. He hiastal keﬂ-:‘@-%oth ityto asparkling, optimistic mood.
His turban bobs up and dawiii: al¥ost balloon-like, as he pushes
the comment-book_gcrossﬁ c'é‘uﬁ'fer_; | amtofill in my name, my
country and any armhbunt of kettering &mments (such is the pro-
cedure) for having feceived this;lab"§p_tality and thisreliable
information. " b .

Reliable information m‘akes a diff,_qr_%b'e%ﬁ ever forget.

"ta 1
At around 14.00 our train apb?qaches Savai _M-éi]hopur, therail-
head 15 kilometres from Ranthamibore Natj._cfria'| Park.

A dusty smalltown, it's streets ake unpag.ed. Cl 0"q<_js of dust
whirling high above rooftops for every, new, s yet inVidtble pass-
er-by. AT Ll

The sun has been baking for quite son"lé:t_i me now, the temper-
ature, both inside and outside the carriages ispast 35 degrees Cel-
sius.

Two unbecoming men grab my backpack as | get out of the
train. The one hasadribble down the side of hismouth, not unlike
an ageing bull-dog. The other’s lower teeth are quietly rotting
away. Both have greedy, subdued eyes and hair kept in placewith
overly perfumed oil. Both explain, interrupting the other, that
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'-_ they’ ﬂlé been._gnpl oyed by the National Parks Serviceto make us
g Visitors,fef mme

Seeml ngly a,'.palr f.;éh'Jplous touts, but | follow them anyway, not
wantil ng to Iose-e&vé'c_oﬁtppt with my luggage. To my great surprise
they th[OW my.'-.pac'k' into a most official-looking jeep with
RANTHA_I\/I BORIE N.P. - PROJECT TIGER painted on both
doors, in Whlte Could the_sépeople really be working for the
National Park-'/!,_ neialy "-,__'-

i" "'- i't .

No. Of coursethey coulg' t. QFet'ih se not. Cometo think of it.
Any sign-painter could copy"t:h"6se.yv'e ds onto any vehiclein no
timeat all. ._. iy T "-.__

“Jump right in, Sister~ barks',"UncIe___Egnh,ble “we're going to
find you anice hotel.” "

“How much do you want f.b,r tak| ng me, _‘r‘Q.gl Maha”, | ask;
my main goal being to distract Ihem'W ESteal my luggage
away from the back of their jeep.

There, I’ve got it. Strapped |ton1'me back@ﬁd}Belted iton, to
prevent them from sneaking it away agaj n o 3

“Yogi Mahal is closed for the seasor. -'Iaughs.tdncle Re_];-.“And
all the hotels by the park are full. Come WI.Ih us. We‘érégo;'hg to
help you. No problem. We know thistiny ho‘tel SpeC|aJ pricefor
you, my friend. It scloseby. Right here, mthe'?lly Thenyoutake
jeep-service back and forth. Very cheap.” ]

| ignore them and walk the few steps to the tonga stand. Twenty-
something horse-drawn cartsin all states of disrepair stand waiting
under leaflesstrees. In August, after the heavy Monsoon, this must
certainly be alush spot, restful and sheltered.
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1. al wekiayetershelter is memory.
"= Theh Jusr._§tand there, sweating it out. Bugs ramble their
'Back parfs at,_ié'hsm-e The poor beasts of burden have given up
btishi ng th.é}‘h "h‘ i
| fegl sorryl'j rthem their limp tails, their bony bellies; but |
really need to get going and do my best to start negotiating with
one of the tonga—drlv-eré 'snot all that easy. Uncle Rot and
Uncle Dri bble havdgos't'hrj’ed themselves on either side of him.
No, the tor@a wallah:_r-’éi"l.lctant_.y admits, heisn't really looking
for custom. He'SjUSt hang:_-rjg ar nd To relax in the shade. He
fearfully eyes my-iwo fot: I-ooli‘: ng chaperones.
“Too risky to tomba out there”, su'bgllests Uncle Rot, “tigers
waiting to attack behtid every bou
“And there’s a hill, \Ier-y steep Uncle Dribble continues, “he
wouldn’t want his animal 16 suffer gug ip”.
“Getinthejeep”, says Uncl.-e Rot trl'l'.i'fmhantly
While | scan the square fof al bi cyclérentad-._'-hnythl ng rather
than continuing this forced |nt|macy A w_hrshe sounds over by
Patform 3. It’ sthe Delhi Express, poss bly'spntal ni ng._fresh loads
of tourists. N '!-"-.__
My foster parents seem to suffer a‘tew str&f'ul moments.
Should they stay here with me, or try to&atch more of my kind?

3 Al __ust, that is. Now it’ sApril. Thetumbling dust rules. And
I%e-?

Before they reach a final conclusion another jeep with a
RANTHAMBORE N.P. paint job pulls up. Four well-groomed
tourists with overnight bags tear past Uncle Rot & Uncle Dribble
and jump into the open vehicle.

I jumpinaswell. I’m coming along for theride. | likethisjeep.
The driver iswearing alilac shirt.
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'-_ Wefr-rde outef town. The four Frenchmen (for Frenchmen they
=.are) e él‘;tfl-_e,confused by my presence, but nobody asks any
'qt:IeStIOI’]S Q_ﬁ’[hey takefor granted that I, like they, am being tak-

end® my prepaid, jgmely overrated hotel ? | chat up the ol dest of
therri;:the most.:éémpﬁe;d Y es, they booked ahead from Delhi.
Yes, |tqpst them‘-an "am and aleg. But, by Golly, it'll beworth it.
Their rooms havelverandas overl ooking the Ranthambore | ake.
Or at least. sothey weretold'-'-.
1 ol "'-.-"

The driver’s stGpped th"lg-_j:_e@ indicating that this is where the
French are supposed to gef off, VWe¥eStill on the outskirts of Sawai
Madhopur, parked ou.‘ts de an"ti'ndem-, struction hotel, bungal ow-
style. All the rooms have veranda_hs Whj?-r_emal ns amystery.

Disappointed, but not.kesisti ng, th h collect their bags
andgetout. In slencethey.drag theIF-l-I-fT] stowards the reception,
will-less as horsetails. The kigat is gettlngc.mth.em the dust has
tapped in. Inertiais busy deplc—_tmg b -.':-_._

| stay inthe jeep. | refuse to get off L!ere Thed ty’er:-'looksfrlendly
in his colourful shirt. He won't let me’down. i now he won’t.

“How much do you want for taklng me irfo the quk and
arranging aroom with aview”, | ask pollfely Somet‘l-fnés dnod-
est bribe can further communication betwes,cultures.

He turns and smiles: “Acha, I’ m the directér, of Yogi Mahal.
Would you like to stay there?’ ]

Would I? Acha, achal The price has tripled since first
announced by the giggly Sikh in Jaipur, but who cares by now?

Look. My Yogi Mahal.

A mogul miniature, towers and arches, palm-trees and pea-
cocks; marble tiles, colonial cane furniture and liquorice-faced
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'_!- lakeulidlahdy &f weeds in it. Crocodiles sunning themselves.
-“Herds of:sambar -deer seem to drift by, adding to the lucidity of
'fhe scene: Th,l_e."hs "ot a site of this world, of our dense matters,
biirred the @-m réumspect planning ahead.

It*&too Iu i ous it belongs somewhere else, in avision, larg-
er thangmine. | get this egkie premonition that the very moment |
set foot'ohy Y ogi Mahafi il disappear.

“Are yotkgoing t@ sﬂ‘i at jeep forever”, my driver asks,
slightly puzZed. -:-:_-- :

“Just another‘httlewhl Ie.__‘i’

“You were sO eager to g'a heFE and now..

“Do me afavour*wjll you:?:_'wal k upl.';hose stal rs.”

“Acha acha, one knaws when one;.’s"ﬂ.?g. wanted...

Hewalksup thefl |gh‘t of stal rsBsif they weresi mpIy everyday
earthbound stairs. it -:'--' =

Very well then, if they let hlm Walk di'-)‘t-h‘em they just might let
me. | follow him, up, through ’cheflrst xof atghes, unto the first
floor balcony. Tea's served on asnvery tr._q.y- *[ settle into a colo-
nial chair, not quite there yet, sarrpar- deer-,'are stlll'?-l-oatl ng by,
munching lakeweed, in a dreamllke-ehoreog'raph)é,.»'vh e herons
balancing one-leg-only on their chesfut backs' The mugger-
crocodiles have acquired a serious sunbilnj their backs are scaly
and pink. B

Iangur %ﬂkjeys on balconies. At the banks of a heavenly blue

All around usthe saal-clad hills are leafless and dry. Only here, by
thelake, it islush. The spring must be there, to the right, among tall
palms and crooked rainforest trunks. | feel the humidity rising.

“Tell me about the tigers’, | ask my driver, alias the Director,
my friend in the lilac shirt, as he reappears with a fresh glass of
teain hand from the downstairs kitchen regions.
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“Trietlgersl._-enha” he responds, “well,well, well, there used to

" #be afempal 'ML_E]H in the palm grove over there, with her cubs. At

't.lfnes one c'ﬂ.lld e her at sunset, bathing in the mud pools here,

clase by. But thaj’ qhu;tory now, too many visitors. These days
one 'on,ly ﬂghlﬁ-i‘gqrs"ﬁrom jeeps. Would you care to go for a
gamedr_rvethls.!f.ery"afternoonﬂ can make arrangements, at spe-
cial dlscount S
> = 'l.'l'-.

Get out the pu;_se My-@ﬁ\)‘er. p'q.'pks me up for the game-drive at
17.30. He' s Slegfy, at

We encircle the beautlfa:r lakeﬂf-'é'l'i id-back pace, stopping to
watch herds of samhar and :'éhltal., r grazing alongside wild
boar and peacocks, whlle Iariq?ré corrﬂfqent from the trees. A
gang of mongoose takes'cover ih tall g:_rgeé-.Crocodl les yawn on
beds of Heavenly Blue Mor.n| ng Gl_an.es

My driver yawns ever deeper ...:-'-'::'.'-_

“Tiger”, he whispers sleepily:: "'"'ﬁ.: .l

Where, tiger where? | can’t se&any tlger,s. L

“Tiger, two days ago”, he mumb]:ﬁ This |s;_e-bg"the choruson
the rest of our trip. ._:_ .__._

e o " i
The sun sets into a gouache behind the rui ns of Rant_hafnbore.'Fort
Birds are whistling and hustling and chanti ng_ )

“Tiger, two daysago”, my driver recites, po‘r_ht,i ng to glades and
to tree-trunks, to mudholes and withering shrub. And yonder.
Two tigers. Two days ago.

“Tiger two days ago” isthe codeword for tiger in past tense.
Yesterday. Fiveyearsago. Not to know. Thedriver certainly isin
no mood to elaborate.

“No tiger - no tip”, is hisonly other statement.
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- Dusk is eeplng closer aswe roll on back to Yogi Mahal. No traf-
1. fic alh Firthe park after dark. Officially.
"+1r Sambtherds n_qake loud noises out by the lake, getting them-
'§Blves tahglegl-hpm lotus-stems, escaping obscured predators.
Were bacle tﬁe Jpafking-lot now. Cook-wallah iswaving a me
fromthe stél"r | Fun to him and he guides me onto the balcony.

There shég's. Striped____-@_glb ess in mudbath. Her body's elegantly
stretched oék, hindl&gs dk in greyish clay puddles. She lazily
licks her paws$,.maki né';@dr% to g_e[.lall the grub out. She seemsin no
hurry at all. il o

A group of Indla[l tourl's't"s-al réady popul ate the balcony, watch-
ing thetigress, hushed almc% breathléss A barely audible mum-
ble escape them whenauer Her ngiqi'i@.'s'x_changes position. Cam-
eras click, oblivious of t-he mlssrﬁ'g Ilght .

She gets up now, deci drng to leavgd pool. She stretches,
for all the world to see. Patls on, pl ayfﬁ'ﬂy-'.'-al ong the narrow strip
of land separating the grove fr‘am the n:rl'Jdbath:-._'Fhe ultimate cat-
walk. She seems to amuse hersel-f like UJ__I-S; *Showi ng off to her
public. Rt "z,

o Chl |-!_-...-.
A high-pitched voice shrieks: “ Tiger, tlg'Qr” soméﬁﬁerelnthedls-
tance. Jeep-loads of tourists come chargitig, up the stairs, yelling:
“Where isit, where”, while Her Majesty makes herself invisible,
diluting her form into darkness and tall grass.

Gone. She's gone. People raise their voices at once, it sounds
like the entire balcony is calling long distance.

Only Cookwallah continues to whisper, asif to manifest that
HE’ s not letting himself be swayed by public opinion.

“Noon’sMother”, goes his hushed explanation. “Noon’ s Moth-
er, shewas’.
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'-_ It Sgélt-tl ng latg:Weary drivers round up reluctant tourists, time to

"3 drive bagh sy, hotels.

J -=<500n onl $ookwal|ah I and four chubby upperclass Indians
are'Left on 'ehe ba| . The Y oung Masters have got their own
vehide. A poueﬁ'éep tourtesy of alocal bureaucrat. One of their
Dadd|e§-|svery-=h| ghup and that accesses certain privileges. Free
board and Iodglnf,] for mstance At selected lodges throughout
the state. ™ _

Oops. Is thér:__what |s.51'ép|®en1'-ijg here. I’ ve been wondering all
along why Y ogl-M ahal reported now full, now closed
for the winter 6 arlel in rezlity natfolly, s here. Apart from Cook-
wallah, me and now 'thwefoﬂl' ppl must have booked them,
well in advance. ':_ =:-._ ",

“Which rooms areyour’s” I a&thel ipsy of them (they’ve
all brought bottles, wrapped in br pageér bags. It could be
cough medicine. But it smelly morelrke Jghﬂﬂizg.Wal ker).

“We'rejust up theroad”, he éXpIau né"""'Qa_dlﬂy tried to get usin
here, at the Y ogi, but everything’ s,full R

“Comealongfor aride”, hrsfrrenq-sugg&cts igr;hdly offering me
his bottle (it's NOT cough medicinél), “yorf;g_rust feekterribly
lonesome here, al by yourself. Lets gddrlve Qund thebark till
we see some tigers.” o -.-:'- P

“Maybe tomorrow”. b

They all get up, collect their bottles and stag_ger to the parking-
lot. There they go, zigzagging out along the game-drive. They
spare us the siren but the blue light on the roof seems to start
blinking all by itself.

| wake up in the middle of the night. Something’s trying to get in

through my window. One of Dad's cubs.
“Open quick, there' s atiger out here”, he whispers, in rut.
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"2l gl els apd inlaid preciousness.
*": 1 The frger giéaiiing me”, he babbles on, “open up, and straight
avay. So that | c'!*x_a_\n teke care of you.”

| legate m"y".';JI&ctici de spray and keep it handy. If he breaks the
door hizeyes will be sorr

Eventually he seen__]_g'_t_e:)"s'c:ﬂq_er up abit and shuffles off.

E W b
Next morning{’m at-iiqe:%al cony, before 5.00 to see the sun rise
over the palm ¢rove. I’'m hapitig TQ[ glimpses of Noon's Mother.
Just one will do. Wll do __ely'.E‘Bu she doesn’t come.

Around 7.00 Cookwallakcalls. Breakfast is served at the
ground floor terrace.”A dively meall-ﬂ.'ﬂ"t.'tl_r.ns out. Five grey-spot-
ted birdswith yellow rihgs arounértheir eyespatrol thetablecloth.
Up and down. Up & dow't, Up'n .q.pvwh;?t one bread-crumb
goes unattended. A squirrél :_ste_\rts bitif:b,__ 0 my big toe. Maybe
my nailpolish lookslike strawberry jam:ZHereadfhesajunglejay,
landing confidently on my right shqulder whiifé I’ m forking inmy
scrambled-eggs-on-toast. It graciolsly gobb;w_e__s down"qi_tes off the

-

fork. e - |£-1'-:-.__

Business as usual. Mugger-crotodiles én"B'bzi ng under
waterlily-blanket. Sambar-deer splashing themselvesin the lake.
Heronsfishing. | cameto the park just yestetday but have already
abandoned relating to time as time passing, minutes and seconds
eagerly rushing by, going places, and within the hour. Time pass-
ing has passed away.

I’m half way into the time-mode, from which the sleepy driver
operates. The sleepy driver who saw so many tigers in so many
assorted places “two days ago”. It's really quite smple. What's
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'-_ hereﬁ3r usnegviswhat’ soursto unfoldin, torelateto. What' s not
g here noyy r-ffs.@@t,
’ i

All'throughlme rnqx;ﬁrn_g tourists arrive at the balcony. Word has
spread that we-.a!aw-,l_\ldqn s Mother yesterday. A few parties let
themselyes get 'Eél.,ked'mto signing up for game-drives, but they're
soon back yvlth thelrest of us, |n the comfy cane-chairsin the shade.
Thesunis mercness out the!'é'-the light is flat, tracks are dusty &
it's common klg_owl edgejthat W_I:Ea things seek shelter in these nev-
er-ending midday-| ‘hours % -

A hard-core group of-':Tweniy- so have rigged up their
Novoflex tele-lensesalong th‘e. élustn%de all pointed towardsthe
grove where Noon’s knother éhpposedliﬁ:_l ives. People are rest-
less, their holidays shokt.and thetlme_fﬂol:qs cramped. They’'ve
only got today to see that goddamn -ﬂ.g'er

We're floating through afgrnoon. It’ §_lj)mi_{4 It's eventless.
Strangeto see how thisno-time breaksHb\im hehan components.
Couples start quarrelling, no pretext is tog.'smal @ne starts to
pack, hurriedly and determined, @s if it m tgnetl, as if other
places existed, other places where'dne mi go. Go-_and get
things done. Things of importance. .- - .-!_-.

Most of them packing, now. If they get E)Eganmd,r.@f Tast"'they
might make it out of here with adlightly earI-ier plane
Soon I’'m aone again. Sort of. A gang of young langur-monkeys
have ventured down from roof of the palace to steal pages from the
airmail-letter | was about to finish. They’ ve squashed their loot
beyond recognition. Amuse themselves throwing it back and forth.

Cookwallah’ sherewith afresh pot of tea. A junglejay landson my
cup, helping itself to adrink. The teais still steaming but that
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. deesn't the bird. | start my letter all over again, the langurs
. stand-li)'l '-i‘he-bal ustrade...
TrTr “Pssstifsst”, CQ_okwaIIah s back to pick up histray. The teapot
I'bempty "SOtI.[l‘l.'B Mist have passed. “ Psst”, he' snodding hishead,
t0 the bal S"Far aide. Thetall grass. Something there, now, in
the tell grass
| getyp and tip-toe to Where he's standing.
“Noon™,his lips form-:'!e?u'_ng the sound out slowly, caressing;
mantra-1iKa- ol
Noon som(-fwherem-t_ii'eatall grass. There. Hidden from curious
eyes by the bratiches of a @pl nq_. illow. Her yellowness a con-
tinuation of the $llow of’tl g /. hills. Her eyes focused on
infinity. She can’t be_hungr% her poé isrestful. Two peacocks
are scratching for grobsjust a few ¥t away, without aworry.
Maybe they haven't sesh. her. Afohe | could never have spotted
her, despite the short dlstance Twent dr-?sor so. | stretch out
on the balcony floor, spyi ng-oq her uritk fithe passing passes...
P e
Two sets of jeep-doors slammﬂlg_ Operu__ng FLiours agal n.
Noon gets on her feet in one sudgen stret!;ﬂ-: eyes m_e in aflash
that’ s both killing and healing. And tﬁEn shé’s gone '5-"-.__
| just lie there, recovering from the afinost cor.p'greal duality of
her gaze. She has seen me, my innerniast essence. This very
moment | came into being. This very momént | vanished.
| discover that I'm being watched by a group of tourists loaded
down with Novoflexes and zooms. I’'m till lying belly-down on
the marble tiles of the balcony floor. Such coolnessin marble.
“Where's the tiger”, they yell at me, those people up there,
“show usthetiger”.
I make an effort and get on my feet before breaking the news:
“Gone, it'sgone”.
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W, “T}i& snot_._'f'.alr” they sneer back, “that’s not fair at all. We've
" 4heard I’l.l];? 'rp.;that you saw it yesterday. Y ou’ve seen it twice.
“Aqid we hay7't seen it at all. Better do something...” they keep
bitching abgut in ercan swinging their zooms around like
annayed horses:tb?
o
Uncle Dribble an'd Uncle Rot, my old acquaintances from Sawai
Madhopur:'.appear on the kakdgay while I'm busy rearranging my
clothes. No hagpy reuntp'ﬁ's'eer% here. Uncle Rot lies down flat,
on the very spot J--_lust go}y_p—fr'am No. Even heis not able to spot
any tigers. i e,

“But you promlsect us atlgﬁ:"' rﬁgg'someone in the American
group “We won’'t pay you th’a_extra rhqney until we’ve seen
one.” o

Uncles United round up rhelr flocjc-.!'alh esCort them back to the
waliting jeeps, time for agame.drlve soop_:eve@ones gone.

= -::_-._ .
Other groups of jeeps careen out aﬁwell I s):-a\y put =Y ogi Mahal.
Cookwallah’s told me that Noon kqeps her foug: zmonth old cubs
hidden somewhere in the tall grass. That’ swhi? hang&around

While we're just the two of us, left al-one on balcca@_zc I try
to solvetheriddle of Yogi Mahal. How aliqut its room's w
they be neither rented, nor borrowed, nor béieked.

“You heard the official story. We're closedl,for the winter”,
Cookwallah answers, reluctantly. ]

“1 heard the official story all right. And.......”

“Well. Thisisonly hearsay, and don’t quote me. Hardly classi-
fiesasgossip, redly...”

“But....”

“Hmmm. It s been hinted at that certain of the Very Very High
Ups have fallen in love with this place.”
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“ T-hd9 eiua.booked it. They’ vejust booked it perpetually. For

=themsel v
"™4Do théy Q ni'e fiere alot?”

“Hardly -ei?'ér "F-hey"-re too busy, you know.”

Butit soot'h'b§them no doubt, to imagine they’ re here. Through
their minds eye they cllmb to the balcony. They sit down in the
canechajrs dlstracted'bgl ess and by worldly affairs they start
sipping thel-F tea. Ahd'tn‘n'aﬁ!ass& Time passes by. and then - all
of asudden l'[ S pas,@ﬂ- They.are here. At this very moment
they’ re here taki nginall thid :'ﬁd@n bable beauty.

SO you see. They don’ 't"heed"to come here that often. Once is
enough, really. Justonce. A:iftd then - én open booking.

“What if one droppédby and fquﬁa'l:?l_e here? Would you and
the Director bein troubI-B’P" S

“No,” he smiles, “they’ 'd-most cer;_t@mly‘tﬁ)d you amusing.”

The sound of a honking horn m the dls{ahce mékes Cookwallah
stop talking. He takes my hand, We run doy:m the tai Is, along the
banks of thelake, till wereach thetlpped ov'e;:-trunk Nqon sMoth-
er's catwalk. We climb onto it. AndWewait. ™ 1,

The Uncles, each driving ajeep, race’down thé'ﬁl rt- track back
towards Yogi Mahal. They’ve been at it:, Hunting. Noon is run-
ning in front of them, her eyes blank with f&ar.

She reaches the tall grass, divesinto it, away, away from the
wheels. She squeezes right under our tree-trunk. And - gone.

Both Uncles heel the brakes. Their vehicles come to a standstill.

The dust catches up and enveils them.
“Where' sthe cat, Cook”, Uncle Dribble coughs
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", GG'Eie, Sir,masorry”, Cookwallah respondsin aseemingly sub-
" gued way iz,
*.<But we v__ﬁ paid to see it, one of the Americans choke.”
Wncle Rot_movvlﬁl;ng,[emai ning teeth in asmile as he hushes his

crovedt, e
“We'|} track eayvianother one for you tomorrow.”
[l '_'I

Back in Sé'ﬁvga_i Madhopu_r_._l_:fi;;z-.to find out when the next North-
bound trainisigue.  =x="i~ "-,__'-
The TicketwaHah béTﬁ'Qg:Eﬁé coynter is not much inclined to

smalltalk, but everitually fowers th"bg_lper and whispers prophet-
ically: ' Jou T
“The next train frorﬁ_‘Ranthé'rt_!_pdr'e” , Masays has just left.”
. -.__":.""'"'.
Fa .
i
. L b ,_-:.__: __l:'_:.
:._: § -'_'I - . ..-_I:._:':'
i o " .
" ) '-.:'_.;__ e
=
-:_:._. . _r'-"f

36



