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A Couple of Rupees

.

Rasu (or RasaGopal) saw her first a week ago
from across the street, and almost dropped the tea he was carrying.
Her chestnut colored mane perfectly matched her creamy color.
Unobtrusively he crossed the street to get a closer look. The early
morning sunlight filtering through the window bathed her body in
gold and made it shine. He took his breath in sharply.

“Wow… Here is the princess of the skies.”

He made up his mind in that instant. Such
perfection deserved to be treated specially. And no one else would
care for her like he would.

“She should be mine. I can’t bear to see her
in anyone else’s hands”.



From the next day service suddenly improved in the Nair tea-stall.
Rasu worked with single minded concentration. Regular customers
were surprised to find their orders served quicker than usual. Nair
himself was pleasantly surprised to hear lesser complaints.



A week had passed and time was running out. Uttarayan (an
auspicious day which signaled the beginning of spring, celebrated
with festivities) was 2 days away. Rasu needed money and needed it
quickly. Already he had spied 2 competitors eyeing Laila. Each time
he had fret so much that his orders got messed up. To his chagrin,
old diabetic Mr.Ramu was served sweet cream bun dripping with jam
instead of his regular sugarless chai and plain bun. “Did you see
the look on his face?” his friend Kumar asked Rasu after they had
watched the second guy staring across the street, “I am sure he is
going to be back tomorrow. You better hurry.” Yes, it was now or
never.



That night, Rasu counted his savings; 4 rupees in coins. “Not
enough” he thought despairingly.  Lying down and looking up
through the opening in the thatched roof, he caught a glimpse of
the moon against the starlit sky. A pang of remorse shot through
him and he felt his throat tighten. Would he have to let Laila go?
No, it was not yet time. He balled his fists. With the evergreen
hope of a 13 year old, he decided that something would turn up
tomorrow. Something would happen.



The next day, Nair was surprised to see Rasu waiting when he came
to open the tea shop. "Something has come over this boy of late" he
mused. But as long as it fetched him more money, he was not going
to ask any questions. Rasu looked determinedly across the street.
He was going to work really well today. So well, that some customer
would be impressed and leave him a handsome tip. And then, he
smiled looking at Laila in the window. "You shall be safe with
me."



But fate was not with him. As the day wore on, Rasu became
listless. No-one seemed to be particularly interested in tipping
him. Around afternoon Kumar came to him and slipped something into
his hand. Rasu’s jaw fell when he saw what it was, the clay money
bank with Kumar’s savings. They both knew how difficult it was to
save money from their meager wages. Every rupee saved had something
written on it, and lay in wait for it.

“But isn’t this for the catapult?” Rasu knew
Kumar had his eye on a catapult which they had seen in Lucky
stores. The owner Ahmed claimed it was made from original teak wood
and was guaranteed to hit anything within 1 Km range. “Of course,
when used by someone who knows how.” Ahmed had hastily added.

“Nah…I thought about it and decided we
couldn’t take Ahmed’s word for it.” Kumar said thoughtfully. “What
if it’s not teak? 10 Rupees is a lot for a catapult. Babu’s shop
has one for 3 rupees. I can get 3 of them for the same money.
Anyway someone is sure to confiscate one from me. I better have a
backup.” He added bitterly. “I am sure I would hit something by
mistake and people are never sportive about it.”

“Something or someone?” Rasu grinned.

Kumar ignored him. “Remember we got the
water-gun listening to Ahmed Bai’s words and it worked like some
pretty fountain instead of a gun? I don’t trust him anymore” said
Kumar.

All of 13 years old, Rasu and Kumar had
analyzed in detail each of the toys in the surrounding shops. Money
was limited and what they spent with it was precious and had better
be worth it.

They were both helpers in the tea shop,
having dropped out of school a couple of years ago. Nair gave their
wages to their families directly and the only money the boys could
get was out of tips, and that was little. The precious little, with
which they planned to buy all that their hearts yearned for:
cricket bats, toy guns, catapults, darts and sweets.

“Kumar..” Rasu hesitated not knowing what to
say.

Kumar pressed the mud pot back into his hand,
nodded briskly and walked into the shop kitchen.



Rasu smiled. Fate might not be his friend,
but Kumar was.

The mud bank had 4 rupees and an assortment
of pendants, threads and tamarind seeds. His heart sang and his
pockets jingled in tune as he crossed the street.

Gopi looked up from the accounts book to see
the now familiar face of the boy who worked in the Nair tea shop.
He went back to his books after a glance, not bothering to ask Rasu
what he wanted. The kid had spent the last week gazing across the
street. He was decidedly just a looker, not a buyer.






Rasu went to the window. This was the moment
he had been dreaming of. He took Laila and went to the billing
counter. The shopkeeper seemed surprised. “10 rupees boy” he said
looking skeptically at Rasu. Rasu’s heart sank.

“Ten Rupees for one kite?!!!” he asked
incredulously.

Gopi nodded. “It’s no ordinary kite, boy. See
the double layered body so strong that winds won’t tear through it?
And made of special paper too! Even the tail is designed to help
lift off easily.”

Rasu turned wordlessly and headed back to
Nair’s.

Kumar turned towards him expectantly when he
entered the kitchen.

“Ten! That’s too much. I bet he just
increased the price, the mean fellow. He knows you want it so bad.”
Kumar was furious. His opinion of shopkeepers sank lower.

Rasu kept quiet and went back to work. He
avoided looking across the street. It was over.






Rajagopal or Raj woke up later than usual. It
was a Saturday and he had partied hard last night.

Friday night parties were now part of his
life, along with Saturday night discos. And the inevitable drinks
and smoking that went with it. It was all part of “Ross” as he
liked to think of himself now.

Raj worked in a call center, one of the many
in the busy city of Bangalore. By day he was Raj, night transformed
him to Ross, speaking in an American accent to his callers,
supposedly from San Francisco. Never was he the “RasaGopal” his
parents thought they knew. Far away in Pollachi, their village in
Tamil Nadu, his parents would have been aghast to see their “Rasu”
in his urban avatar.
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