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On Monday, August 15, 2016 (tbose@yahoo.
com) wrote

Dear Neel,

How are you ? Did you reach safely ? [ have
been wanting to talk to you. Did you forget me ?
How ? I know. The water and sand, the sky and
the waves, the sea shells, the crimson sunset ....
they have so much to offer. I, only with longing
in my heart, am no match for the abundance of
nature. Call me as soon as you get a chance.
Please check your e-mail and reply soon.
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On Tuesday, August 16, 2016 (tbose@ yahoo.
com) wrote

Dear Neel,

Why didn't you call me even once ? Do you
have any idea how worried I am for you ? You
are not answering my call either. Hope you are
safe. Be well.

Tanmay
Tuesday, August 16, 2016
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On Friday, August 19, tbose@yahoo.com wrote

Dearest Neel,

The moon was gorgeous last night. Did you
see it ? Of course you did. It must have looked
spectacular with the setting of the ocean and the
beach. I already figured out that you were not
going to reply my e-mail or answer my phone
call while you were in Florida. That's alright.
I shall wait. I know you are surrounded by your
elements. Be happy. Enjoy. I look forward to
seeing you as soon as you come back.

Love

Tanmoy
Friday, August 19
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Editorial

“Sometimes our fate resembles a fruit tree in winter. Who would think that
those branches would turn green again and blossom, but we hope it, we know
it.”

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

The winter season brings cold and darkness but also some of the brightest
holidays and warmest hopes for life's renewal. This month's English pieces
highlight the hidden connections between winter holidays in Solis Invicti, in
unexpected kinship in Black Pearl in handshakes in Greetings and in language
translation in the new movie Arrival.

I hope you enjoy this issue of Batayan and all the unique beauties of winter
in nature and in holidays with family and friends.

Jill Charles
Batayan English Editor
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Solis Invicti

Souvik Dutta, Aurora, IL

A 6th grader was asked by her bus driver why she
is celebrating Christmas, when she is of Indian origin.
She smiled at her bus driver and said “Well, because I
can.” However, she herself wasn’t happy about the
answer she gave to the driver. She wanted to know
more, she had questions that needed to be answered.
She had to feel connected to the most popular festival
in the country she was born in, even though she was
born to immigrant parents.

The above is a true story that compelled me to
write about the ancient origins of Christmas. [ dedicate
this article to that lovely girl and all children of
different races and nationalities.

Humanity created festivals to remember certain
times in the year and to celebrate time, over and over
again every year. Time was recorded by a calendar.
The calendar was recorded by the changing seasons
and phases of the moon (lunar). Almost all ancient
calendars were lunar in nature. The solar calendar we
use today is most simple, but a hugely inefficient way
torecord time.

Four major turning points in the year are the two
solstices and the two equinoxes. The Winter Solstice is
very special. In the Northern Hemisphere, it is the day
when the night is the longest. From that day onward,
the length of day increases right up to the Vernal
Equinox, when the length of day and night are the
same. From the Vernal Equinox to the Summer
Solstice, the length of the day continues to increase
until the day of the Summer Solstice when the night is
the shortest. From the Summer Solstice, the length of
day gets shorter and the nights longer. On the Autumn
Equinox, the night and day are of equal length, and
from that day onward, the length of the night increases
rightup to the Winter Solstice.

Light, and hence day, was associated with divinity
in ancient Greece and Rome. In Sanatan Dharma,
light is associated with devas and purusha. Darkness
was associated with demons in ancient Greece and
Rome, while in Sanatan Dharma it is associated with
asuras and prakriti.

The Winter Solstice and the Romans

The Ancient Romans always celebrated the rise of
the Sun God over a period of three days during the
Winter Solstice. They called the festival “Dies Natalis
Solis Invicti,” the birthday of the unconquered sun. So/
Invictus means the “Unconquered Sun.” Unconquered
is a very interesting word here. This shows the revival
of light even on the darkest day of the year. It also
reiterates the truth that from this day/time onward, the
day, and hence the power of the sun will keep
increasing in length.

The three-day celebration which begins on the
day of Uttarayan (or Winter Solstice) is very
symbolic. The number three, just like in Sanatan
Dharma, represents three planes of existence among
Romans too — the netherlands (patala), the Earth
(bhuloka) and the heavens (swarga). Over three days
the rise of the sun in each of the three zones was
celebrated.

After the rise of Christianity in Rome, especially
among the poor peasants, the nation was in a state of
anarchy and dispute. At this time, the Roman emperor
Constantine Icalled the First Council of Nicea in 325
CE. It was a council of Christian bishops who
convened in the Bithynian city of Nicaea (currently
called Iznik, Bursa province, Turkey), and it was in
this council that modern day Christianity was born.
Which books to be included in the Bible, which books
to be left out? — these important decisions were all
taken in this council after both religious and political
scrutiny. Constantine had been a strong pagan and sun
worshiper before converting to Christianity in 312 CE.

It was in this council that, due to the influence of
Emperor Constantine I, the ancient tradition of “Dies
Natalis Solis Invicti” (Birthday of the Sun God) was
given the overlay of the birthday of the son of God,
Jesus Christ.

Many more concepts were borrowed from the
Roman God Sol and incorporated into the life of Jesus
Christ. If one looks closely, one theory connects the
Biblical elements of Christ’s life to those of a sun god.
According to the scriptures, Jesus had 12 followers or
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“disciples,” which is akin to the twelve zodiac
constellations. When the sun was in the house of
Scorpio, Judas plotted with the chief priests and elders
to arrest Jesus by kissing him. As the sun exited Libra,
it enters into the waiting arms of Scorpio to be kissed
by Scorpio’s bite.

The Winter Solstice andSanatan Dharma

From the Winter Solstice, the sun enters its
northward movement and in the process, brightens up
the days (as in making days longer). Beginning from
the Winter Solstice to the Summer Solstice is
considered a span of time which has more light, and
this time period is called Uttarayan.

It was believed that people who leave their mortal
body during Uttarayan will attain the abode of the gods
(devas). This finds mention in the Mahabharata when
Bhishma, with arrows pierced in his body, did not
leave his mortal body until the day of Uttarayan.

Uttarayan has been always associated with the
worship of Surya and Vishnu among Hindus. The
Winter Solstice is considered to be the day when
Vishnu wakes up from his 6 month long sleep. Vishnu

is said to sleep during Dakshinayan (Summer Solstice
to Winter Solstice) and wakes up on the first day of
Uttarayan.

The celebration includesthe ringing of bells,
burning of incense and loud chanting so as to wake up
the gods from their 6 months sleep.

taranirvisvadarSatojyotiskrdasistirya |
vis$vamabhasirocanam ||
~Rk Veda, Mandala 1, Hymn 50, Verse 4

In the above verse from Rk Veda, Surya is called
Jyotiskrdasi or the maker of light (jyoti). Thus from the
first day of Uttarayan, the same concept that is iterated
by the Romans, is reiterated by the Hindus — the rise in
the power of the unconquered Sun.

We can celebrate a festival in any way we want.
We can call it by any name we want. We can belong to
any race, religion or creed. However, we cannot forget
that nature came first, man next, and religion was the
invention of man to better understand nature. Festivals
are nothing but an attempt by man to remember and
admire the message of nature. We should never forget
this in our arrogance.
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Movie Review

Arrival: Movie Review

Jill Charles, IL, USA

Amy Adams stars in “Arrival” as Dr. Louise
Banks, a linguist professor summoned by the US
Army to communicate with alien visitors from outer
space.

The arrival in the title is twelve enormous black
egg-shaped spaceships that land simultaneously in
twelve different countries on Earth including China,
Kenya, Brazil, Russia, Australia and in the Montana
wilderness in the United States. In each country,
human experts attempt to ask the aliens “What is your
purpose on Earth?”

While curious about the aliens’ origins, the
humans also fear their superior technology and worry
about contamination with unknown diseases. The US
Army mobilizes near the spaceship, to study the aliens,
but also poised for a possible attack. Forest Whitaker
is excellent as Colonel Weber, the Army officer who
introduces Louise to the aliens. He mediates between
scientists who want to understand the extraterrestrials
and some political and military leaders who view them
as a threat. Questions about the aliens in the twelve
locales bring up mistrust and rivalries between nations
on Earth, especially the US and China.

Under pressure to learn the alien language and
teach them English, Louise finds an ally in another
gifted scientist, Dr. lan Donnelly, played by Jeremy
Renner. Louise faces personal losses as well as the
toughest linguistic challenge ever, and risks her own
safety. As they begin to decode the aliens’ written
language, she and lan grow closer. Translation can be
dangerous, however, when the alien words for “tool”
and “weapon” are almost identical.

International audiences will appreciate “Arrival”
for asking the big questions about what language is
and how intelligent beings from all cultures can learn
from and empathize with each other. Amy Adams is
brilliant in her best role since “Doubt” and the
philosophical questions of how and why we
communicate with each other will stay with audiences
long after the film ends.

“Arrival” was directed by Denis Villeneuve, the
French Canadian director of 2013’s “Prisoners” and
based on “Story of Your Life” is a science fiction short
story by Ted Chiang. The short story was the winner of
the 2000 Nebula Award for Best Novella.
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Highland Park Woods
Jill Charles, IL, USA

We climbed stone steps
A century old
Up the hill where the mansion

No longer stood.

We crossed the moss green bridge
Down a path paved with acorn caps
We found the gazebo

Gray oak smooth with age.

We stood there gazing out
As the blue January lake
Churned ice floes like butter.

A metal arch marked the garden,
Asleep in a circle of stone.

The wild rose briar hid herself in thorns.

No hearth or ballroom anymore

Only squirrels danced

In ghostly white birches.

Tamaracks waved green needle fans
Where a millionaire returned his land
To these woods.

By a hollow stump,

We found acorns.

You told me you carve tables
From oak snags.

We dreamed of a house

Not yet built.
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Flights of Fancy

David Nekimken, Chicago, USA

As I was sitting at my desk in school
Teacher droning on a grammar rule

I felt myself squirm and feel quite antsy
To unleash my mind in flights of fancy...

To visit all fifty states, and Puerto Rico too

Have my picture taken with the giant Sequoias
Crawl on all fours in caves small and mammoth
Climb the highest peak where the continent divides
Dive into the lowest depths of ocean Pacific...

To sail the sevens seas for places exotic

To visit the Watusi and have dinner in Zimbabwe

Stretch out in Pago Pago and watch the sunrise with Aborigines
Walk softly through tropics to see hidden people Amazon

Join the penguins on their walk in frigid Antarctica...

To be king for a day, or maybe queen of England
Live in a white house, spend time in an office oval
What would it be like to a most famous pharaoh
Or a caesar in Rome, staying home on the Ides

Or healing the sick with a papal blessing...

To finally find that cure for cancer, or the common cold

Be awarded a prize for noble peace in the world

To free the last slave, enrich the last poor in the world

To be honored for literature as enduring as Shakespeare

Live forever in the pages of history, with most friends atwitter...

Alas, the teacher called me to the front of the class

To end my daydreaming and to move my ass

I must remember to dot my tees and to cross my eyes

To be full of knowledge of trivial stuff, much less wise...

The best lesson I could learn, in and out of school

Be loving and caring to all whom I love, all whom I meet
Live each day fully, enjoy the ride to all points oneness
And above all else, to be true to myself
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Mango King of Trees

Menachem Emanuel, Chicago, USA

LUCKNOW, INDIA — May 29,2014, AP, Two teenage sisters in rural India were raped and killed by attackers who hung
their bodies from a mango tree, which became the scene of asilent protest by villagers angry about alleged police inaction in

the case. Two of the four men arrested so far are police officers.

Mango

King of trees

Bearer of the most fragrant fruit
Evergreen leaves to grace the bridal bower
‘The promise of sweet beginnings

Amika

Mother goddess

Gathers her daughters

To teach them to do no harm

To any living being

And keeps them safe in the embrace
Of the Holy Mango Tree

All this overarching majesty
Token of abundant fecundity
Is grafted on wild stock

A shrubby thing that prises
From thin poor soil

A few leathery leaves

And bitter fruit

Hinting of turpentine

Upon this unlikely root
Generations have raised

The cultivar from whose scions
Spring

The King of Trees

Fathering the sweetest fruit

At the height of day

The wanderers come to rest an hour from their path

The gatherers and gleaners of the field

Sojourn beneath the boughs

To forget the metal skies and pitiless sun

And the Sacred Mother comes to nurse her calf

All harboring in the in the shade of the Holy Mango Tree

When the sun dies in the west

The grove grows still

The golden mango birds fly home to rest
All that's heard is the thrumming

Of the cricket clan

And the faint far-away tiger cry

As it strikes its prey

Two will not return to rest

Like the golden mango birds

Hidden in the safety of the Holy Mango Tree

Strange fruit greet the rising sun
Two perfect sisters

Unripe fruit

Hung along the bough

Of the sacred Mango Tree

Mute testimonies

To something old and dark
Ancient savage ceremonies

How many millimeters how many millennia
Do you suppose

Separate

The amygdala and the pineal gland

Where dwell the reptilian remnants of our brain
From the prefrontal cortex

Where we suppose

Our sense of grace and sin begin

How far apart

Time enough later to explain

To allot the blame

To deal with guilt and recompense

Now only to stand before the holy Mango Tree
To taste the horror of it all and all

And fetch the victims down
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Down from the silent Mango's limbs
These sacrificial lambs

Wash the blood away

Wind them in their final shrouds

Place them oh so gently and so tenderly
On the funerary pyre

Scream out loud

To the Master of us all
And make Him see

This is not the way

It's supposed to be
When will it be revealed
The meaning of it all

These shunned broken ones

Auctioned off

To sweat their youth away in a brickery
Or sold to slake some unholy thirst

Or made temple girls to dance and serve
All these will not come home again
Like the golden mango birds

To rest beneath the Holy Mango Tree

Sleek and sweet fleshed fruit
Within in its seed

Conceals a bitter core

Germ of a time of tooth and claw
When blood and iron made the law
When one took because they could

After the flames have done their work

All there is left are ash and dust

The rising drafts from the fire

Swirl away the garments of their here and now
To join the remnants of exploded suns

That we see tonight as stardust

Far above the Holy Mango Tree
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Communication of the Self

Allen F. McNair, Chicago, IL

There is a place where I like to go
Deep within my mind and heart.
It is a place of unbounded bliss
Which I enjoy relating to others.

An unlimited reservoir of creativity.
It allows me great wisdom to express
To others about life’s experiences.

I am able to tap it twice-daily.

Ideas effortless bubble up within.
My writing and illustrations grow
Inside my head, capable of fruition.

I am soon in the zone of productivity.

When I go beyond my thoughts
I experience something greater
Than the mental sum of my parts.

It is a field of all possibilities.

The deep-rooted stresses just melt away.
My mind is then freer than the wind.
Many of the poems I write provide

New insights into others’ character.

The feelings and thoughts of each poem
Reach universal truths in my constant
Effortless communication of the Self.
Without poetry, I could not communicate.

Just a few words of title or theme rapidly
Expand to complete stories in poetry.
I am able to paint solid word-pictures
That have been transformed to artworks.

The energy expended in telling these stories
Is really quite minimal to my versatile mind.
Going to my place of rest and tranquility
Transforms the individual self to cosmic Self.

The Self is all there is within each person.
Anyone has access to this infinite Self.

I have had this experience for over forty years
Since instructed in Transcendental Meditation.

Poetry is the universal expression of one’s thoughts.
Its great importance is very real, especially to me.
Individual pieces about homelessness and its adventures

Have progressed into an epic poem set in the future.

My mind and heart have also grown apace.
Poetry has given me a voice to be heard.
My own world is a better place originating

From thoughts and progressing into words.

My wish to be self-published has borne fruit
My epic poem, I Dream of A’maresh, has
Taken root in the minds of many readers

Both in the recent past and soon into the future.

I look forward to telling other stories every day.
With the constant communication of the Self
There is no end to what I can express to all.
And poetry actually makes all of this come true.
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Black Pearl
Mekhala Banerjee, Des Plaines, 1L

One summer afternoon the sky was clear blue
with patches of white clouds here and there.

The sun was generous, which is very uncommon
in Chicago. Mira loves this kind of day like everybody
else, but today she is in a very bitter mood. As soon as
Nicole, her babysitter, called she knew something was
wrong.

“Hallo, how are they doing?” she asked.
“What? Could you please talk a little slow?*
She couldn't realize what she was saying.

Nicole replied “I got a job, so from tomorrow on, I
can'tcome.”

She hung up. Mira burst into tears with anger.

Jim, in his forties, a sincere doctor who still loves
research and a compassionate guy as a boss, came out
ofhis office to talk to her about the new project. “What
happened? A babysitter problem again? You have to
solve this; otherwise it is hard to finish anything on
time.”

She noticed a little annoyance in his tone. She
couldn't defend herself because this was not the first or
second time. She took couple of minutes to compose
her thoughts.

“I will work evening hours after my husband
comes home, just give me a week, [ promise, [ will find
asteady babysitter.”

Jim explained the work and left without much
discussion. After he left, Mira started to run the
sample, but her mind wasn't there at all. Her dark big
eyes became full of tears with the reflection of sweet
home atmosphere. Both of their parents' houses were
full of people, housemaids and servants, just like a
mega family. Her daughter, being the first grandchild,
got enormous attention from everybody, she barely
knew her mom or dad. Over there neighbors always
stopped by to say “hallo”.

Every day her brother-in-law Rabin after having
tea and “luchi” (fried flat bread) after coming from

work, used to say “Boudi (sister-in-law), feed my cute
niece and dress her up. I will take her out.”

Mira knew she was free for the whole evening.

They had a competition between brothers and
sisters who will take the baby out to show her off to
their friends.

She came to this country couple of years ago with
her husband and little daughter along with a bag full of
hope and joy. She didn't expect all this. It should be lot
easier, rather than this. Her former babysitter finally
left, it was a blessing in disguise. Every other day she
had a serious reason for not showing up. Mira was
desperate to find a babysitter for her six-month-old son
and maybe for his seven-year-old sister, that would be
optimal. Mira's boss was nice enough about it for a
while, but finally he said that either Mira find a reliable
babysitter or he had to find a more productive
employee. This was perfectly understandable to Mira,
he needed to have the results of her work by a specific
deadline.

She walked home thinking about all the possible
places to look for a babysitter, without enjoying the
blooming bushes, or planning which flowers to plant
next year. On the way she picked up several ads, and
couldn't wait to call.

As soon as she entered her building, their super
Mr. Richardson welcomed her, asking about the kids.
He wore his usual working clothes, a plaid shirt and
jeans.

She collapsed, saying, “Please rescue me from the
crisis, do you know anybody? Otherwise I have to
quit.”

She was so tense she wasn't clear about what she
said.

“Calm down, tell me what's the problem let me
see whether I can solve it,” he smiled. Six feet tall, a
strongly built German descendant, he and his wife
were very nice, always with a helping attitude.

Mira took a couple of deep breaths and told him
about the nightmare situation. That day was the last
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day for her old babysitter. Mira had a couple of ads in
her hand, but she didn't know if any would work out.

After listening to all her worried explanations,
Mr. Richardson smiled in his usual way. “Don't worry,
I know one girl in our church. She seems very nice,
and she was asking me about some kind of job. I will
tell her to call you.” He consoled Mira in a fatherly
voice.

Mira desperately said “Please don't forget; thanks
so much,” and took the elevator to her 5" floor
apartment. She opened the door, and saw Nicole, the
babysitter was waiting to leave. Mira hugged the baby,
said hello to her daughter, deeply immersed in TV.
She had to say “Hi” to Nicole and gave her the check
for her work though Mira didn't like paying her this
much. She didn't even show up two days this week
and left early three days last week. Well, it's over now,
inaway it's arelief, Mira thought.

Nicole left. Mira sat down on the sofa by her
daughter with the baby in her lap, staring at the TV
screen without noticing at all. She came back to her
senses by her daughter's shouting “Mom look” then
burst into a laugh. Mira woke up from her worried
thoughts. She wiped teardrops from her cheek. Whata
bad fate she had.

“No I shouldn't waste time,” she thought to
herself, and she put the baby down, played with her
daughter's hair a bit, then went to the phone. She took
the ads from her purse and sat at the dining table, on
one side of her living room, so she could keep an eye
on the baby.

She started: “Hello I am calling for a
babysitter...No it's too far I can't drop the baby in the
morning,” and hung up. She called at least five or six
numbers. No luck so far. She started to get annoyed.
OK this s the last one, then I have to start cooking.

She murmured, “Hello I am looking...” “You talk
to my daughter,” the lady said in broken English with a
heavy Oriental accent.

“OK, give the phone to your daughter.” Mira
talked to her and felt relieved, she was a Japanese lady
who stays with her daughter, but the problem was she
couldn't start right away.

“Well,” Mira thought, “Maybe I could take days
off here and there, go to work early, or work part-time,
bla bla bla - at least I found somebody I want. She'll be
available in only two weeks, | can manage somehow.”

“Oh no,” she jumped when she heard the time on
TV. She had to start cooking, her husband would be
home in a couple of hours. “Thank God he comes
late” she thought.

She heard knocking at the door, and said “Who is
it?”

Then they heard the familiar voice of Mr.
Richardson. Mira greeted him with “Comein.”

He replied “No, I was about to sit down to dinner,
and all of a sudden I remembered my promise to you.
Here is the girl's phone number.”

Then he left, and didn't wait for Mira's sincere
thank you. But he heard it through the elevator doors.
Mira didn't wait to call the number. But no one was
there.

“Well tomorrow is Saturday, I can call then.
Friday night, no one stays home, especially the young
people,” her husband always says.

She went back to her kitchen, keeping an eye on
her kids. Her daughter was playing with her brother.
Mira finished her rice, chicken curry, lentil and
spinach dishes. Then they heard the door. Her
husband came in. Pretty soon they started dinner, with
the baby in the high chair. Mira told the whole
babysitter story to Dilip, her husband. She couldn't
wait. After all the cleaning was finished they went to
bed. Mira couldn't sleep at first, then she dreamt the
babysitter turned her down.

She woke up in a cranky mood. Even before
having breakfast, she called the number Mr.
Richardson gave her. After a couple of rings, she got
worried.

“Hello” said a woman's voice.

Mira said “Hello. I am Mira. Mr. Richardson
gave me your phone number. Would you like to
babysit?”

“Sure,” replied the voice, “When do you want me

to start? I can come today to meet you.”

“Wonderful!” Mira wanted to dance. She didn't
expect this quick and easy solution. She couldn't wait
to see her new sitter. Mira woke everybody up, and
finished breakfast. She wanted to get busy so time
would pass faster. Finally she heard the door buzzer.

“Who isit?” called Mira.

“It's Doris, I'm supposed to come to meet you.”
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Mira pushed the buzzer, then opened the door,
waiting for Doris. Those couple of minutes seemed
like an hour.

“Ohno!” Mira couldn't figure out from the accent

on the phone if the person is black or white. She
was disappointed looking at her, a tall, slim, African
American girl neatly dressed in a skirt and sweater.
She was a young girl in her twenties.

“Come in, have a seat.” She welcomed Doris
anyway. They both sat down, so Mira could find out
about her. Mira was even more upset, when she
learned Doris worked in a hotel at night.

Mira looked pale, talking casually. “Where do
you live?” she asked. “I need somebody at home at
leastby eight.”

“No problem, I get off from work at 7:00, so [ will
be here by eight. [ won't go home from work.”

About an hour later Doris left. Mira told her
husband, “I didn't like her, the place she lives sounds
like a real slum. Not only that, she works at the hotel at
night.”

Dilip replied. “But she sounds ok to me, she is a
telephone operator.”

“That's what she said,” Mira replied with a caustic
tone. “She wouldn't say what she actually does.”

“But,” Dilip said calmly. “Why would a person
lie, first of all, and secondly, if she is a bad person, she
wouldn't look for a babysitting job.”

“Well,” Mira sighed, relieving a deep breath. “I
don't have a choice right now, but after two weeks, that
Japanese lady will start.”

Mira went to take care of her son. Dilip had to take
her daughter to swimming. Saturday and Sunday
passed the usual way. Monday morning came, and
before Mira had a chance to worry, the door bell rang.

“Who is it?” Mira even forgot that the babysitter
could come on time.

Doris entered with a big smile on her face. Mira
kept talking and showing Doris what to do. Finally
she left full of worry that Doris would sleep all day
long, and she was sure something bad would happen to
herson. She called home almost every halfhour.

Nothing happened the first day. Every day
afterward she came home thinking that she could find

something wrong so she could fire Doris. No, not
today. Eventually two weeks passed without any
incident. The last day Mira paid Doris the same
amount she was paying to her former babysitter. Doris
didn't complain. Mira was happy to tell Doris that she
found another person who will charge a lot less, and
that money was a big matter to them at that time.

“Ohmy God,” thought Mira, she didn't expect this
at all. Doris said she wouldn't mind getting less pay,
but she absolutely needed the job. Mira was confused,
she didn't know what to do now. She couldn't come up
with another excuse. Doris kept saying she had lots of
loans she had to pay back.

“OK I will call you on Sunday. I have to talk to
my husband,” said Mira.

She was trying hard to let Doris go. Mira closed
the door, sat down and called the Japanese lady. She
said she'd start on Monday. Oh, that made Mira is
extremely happy. Finally she told her husband the
whole exciting story, how she finally got rid of Doris.

“Oh, not again,” Mira thought, when Dilip told
her to keep Doris.

“Why? I don't know what she does at the hotel.
On the other hand, this old lady is very nice could be
justlike our mother.” Mira was persistent.

Dilip nodded his head. “If'you want, you can take
the Japanese lady, but you are not doing the right thing.
You are assuming everything you think about Doris,
and thatisnotright.”

So it went on and on, the young couple's argument
over their babysitter.

Dilip's view was rational. “Doris needs money,
and the elderly woman lives with her daughter. She
doesn't need money that badly. You should not do any
injustice. The poor girl trying hard to be honest, you
should give her the job.”

Finally Dilip won. Mira said “OK, I will try two
more weeks and if I see anything wrong, that's it.”

And believe it or not, that two weeks never ended.
Mira loved Doris so much she wouldn't let her go for
four years. Finally her son needed to play with other
kids at some preschool. Doris taught Mira's daughter
good behavior, and read them good books all the time.
Finally Mira had to move, she and her children
couldn't hold back their tears.
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Every year for the next several years Doris sent a
birthday card for the kids with some gifts. She was a
poor girl trying to make ends meet, but had a very rich
soul. Mira thinks about Doris sitting in the porch of
her new house. Once Mira bought a very pretty white
dress for Doris.

She was very happy but said, “I won't wear the
pretty white dress, because I'll save it for my wedding.”
She was a pure girl, in her mind, in her character.

Mira heard all her stories, of growing up, it was a
typical poor neighborhood. All kinds of problems
were around, everything we see on the news. Mira

thinks that proverb is so true, “Don't judge a book by
its cover.” She is a genuine pearl and needs no
description.

It is almost three decades later. Still Mira and her
two kids, now adults, sing the Christmas song taught
by Doris. “On the first day of Christmas my true love
gave to me----"

It was so beautiful then, now it brings a joyous
resonance in their heart where still hangs a portrait of a
big-eyed girl with a sweet smile. She herself is a
woman over 50 now. Someday maybe their hope will
come true.
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Greetings

Bani Bhattacharyya, Chicago, USA

Hello, hi and hey are common greetings, but do
we ever think about the deeper meaning behind all
these exchange?

People of different countries use different body
language, expressions, and gestures when they greet
each other. Many of us follow his or her custom
without much knowledge of what it represents.

An age-old handshake is a technique of
communication to show peace when the right hands of
two individuals are held tightly with thumbs spreading
out, demonstrating that hands hold no weapon. Over
the years, it has evolved into a customary sign of
friendly greeting, commonly practiced, mostly in the
Western world where the vertical posture of two
people facing each other holding right hands is also
means equality and trust. It’s a universally accepted
business gesture now.

A salute is specially done by armed forces in a
military atmosphere.

It’s a sign of respect when one person stands erect
in front of another and touches his or her right index
finger on their forehead to praise the other. Saluting
originated when knights greeted each other by raising
the visors to show their faces. Over the years a simpler
gesture of grasping the visor became common.

The Islamic way of greeting is Salem. People
bend down halfway to bow and put their right hand on
their forehead repeatedly as they say Asalamalakum,
to express “Peace be unto you.”

In Australia and New Zealand, the Aboriginal
natives greet people by touching the nose to nose.
They explained to me when I was there, “This way a
breath of air from each touches the other and they
come to feel for each other. They do this to each person
anywhere they meet and want to be acquainted even if
they are notrelated.”

I had to follow their customs when I was invited to
some Aboriginal people’s home in New Zealand with
our tour guide. I had to touch our guide’s nose with
mine and also to each person of the house where [ was
invited to eat. I felt uncomfortable at first, but then I
said to myself: It s fun.

In Hawaii, Aloha and Mahalo are common words
used to greet others accompanied by a garland made of
fresh flowers. Aloha means “the presence of Divine
breath” and Mahalo means “May you be in the Divine
breath.” Aloha also means “hello” and Mahalo also
means “thank you.” The Shaka sign consists of
extending the thumb and smallest finger while holding
the three middle fingers curled. It means “hang loose”
which is a friendly gesture. It means friendship,
compassion and solidarity among various ethnic
groups.

Namesthe, is the Indian way to greet and pray. The
word comes from Sanskrit. It is a gesture in Indian
custom to greet all people or pray to Indian lords, gods
and goddesses. It is a gesture whereby a person joins
both hands near the middle of his or her body and bows
down at the same time. This is the symbol of respect
for all human beings and to our Lord. When an Indian
person salutes by bending down or touching an elder’s
feet with his or her right hand, it signifies that he or she
reduces his or her ego and shows respect to the other.
Joining hands together in front of his or her body
represents togetherness and unity. It signifies oneness.
The same respect is shown to all human beings as to
their Indian deities.

In Tibet, it is conventional upon greeting someone
to stick out the tongue just a bit. This practice comes
from the belief in reincarnation; a cruel 9th century
Tibetan king had a trademark of black tongue. When
the person sticks out the tongue which is not black, it
signals to another that he or she is not a reincarnation
ofthat bad king.

Cheek kissing is a gesture used in many parts of
Europe, the Mediterranean, and the Middle East and in
the horn of Africa, where two people greet by slightly
bending down and lightly touching their lips on each
cheek. They call it faire la bise. This ritual indicates
friendship, a greeting to confer congratulations, to
comfort someone, to show respect.

Over all, traditional greetings ranging from
region to region have developed into cultural forms to
recognize and show respect to each other in every part
ofthe world.
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In the field
Viola Lee, Chicago, IL

I keep seeing it.

The forest green door in the corner

columns made of marble,

thick, huge, nothing to penetrate through.
The dark tunnel

where we descend

our quiet anxiety sets in

you get it from me

or is it the other way around?

We continue

go on and beyond and further.

The dark tunnel carries us

passed white walls

what shall we look for?

what shall we fall back upon?

I hear the sounds of people behind and beyond
a man and a woman are arguing

and their daughter somewhere in the middle
seems like this may happen often.

But we descend further and further.

I am carrying your sister

and suddenly what feels like a cloud is not a cloud.
We continue to walk down descending down
an echo, an eon, an earful.

As we come closer

we see this

the presence of it, aches,

a body wrapped

the tattered cotton becomes

a part of the marble

swaddled in dark black

burnt cotton.

I keep seeing it. This

Mystery. Let it be.

I have brought you down to this.

Let us go then and share this with our neighbors.
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IRIS
Tinamaria Penn, Chicago, USA

first look

into his two windows

reflecting glint illuminates his colorful soul
appetite for living this thing called life
calls me to his center

let me peek before I engage

second look

draws me out of my own energy

by his transparent lens I am captured
mesmerized by his teacher quality rays
volumes I am taught through clear crystals
meaning of love is embodied in his look at me
through his lenses I found the missed love
skeptically I turn away from the light

afraid of its essence

I never knew true love existed

active pursuit tells me not to be troubled
keep looking into his eyes for more education
I sit still for more moments to listen

his eyes speak volumes

love peers deep into my iris

invites me to move into our first kiss
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The Green Fire
Jill Charles, IL, USA

Her love is a helium balloon
That longs to lift you.
Her love is the antidote
You will not drink.

Her love is the sweet green clover
Where you won't sink your toes
For fear of bees.

Her love is a joke in Japanese
You could not translate.

Her love is a panang curry
And you fear the green fire.
Her love for you is bold and honest
And your love is a thin white potato sprout

Crying for the sunshine you deny.
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Liam, 18 Months Old
Bakul Banerjee, Chicago, IL

Your gentle, wordless greetings across
the baby gate spreads like the persistent joy

presented by this sunny summer day.

I pause in your domain with toys
of rainbow colors. Alligators and airplanes

materialize from your picture books

bringing back memories of journeys to
Everglades and my hometown Kolkata - the violin

plays by itself reminding me of my adult girls

In the park the wind blows chalk off the baseball
diamond - you laugh, showing off your tiny teeth

I mimic as best as I can - same pitch and frequency

Soon, your mama and [ munch on our lunch together
Paninis and salads, with fizzy lemonade - you insist

on joining the conversation by rattling the high-chair

We, the threesome, continue the laughing exchange,
punctuating with occasional peek-a-boo games

I worry about do ‘gains but that does not happen

It is time to say goodbye to your mama and you.
You stand steadfast framed by the storm door

in our brains, we store pictures of each other.
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Regarding Utopia

M. C. Rydel, Chicago, IL

They think they can build something perfect,
A castle on the tip of a peninsula

Separated from the mainland by a moat,
Where you leave all the doors unlocked,
Feed the neighbors, pray however you want,

And tolerate graffiti and revolution.

I spray paint footprints on the mailboxes
And stone walls, fight off their trances
And enchantment the way the west wind
Might breathe autumn into an August day
Scattering leaves on cobblestones,

Months before it's supposed to happen.

I love life in something, almost perfect,
Embrace quintessential sorrow

Savor lost loves and squandered fortunes,
Sunbathe half naked next to the misty sea,
And protest perfection for the sake of stains,

Litter, diapers, stuttering, and white lies.

They have, in fact, created something perfect,
Perfect theatre, fiction, science, and art,
Reality projected on a movie screen,

A synthetic pearl, a silk rose,

A morning fog like an angel, a bodiless body

Who makes us forget everything one life to the next.

I am just trying to remember last night,

The utopian coffeechouses and pubs,

The latte, beer, vodka, and rum,

Taking a boat out into the bay

The illuminated castle like a chocolate candy

Ready for the continent to consume.
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Crossroads

Sujay Datta, Ohio, USA

The world is at a crossroads today

We, its stewards, have choices to make
It's time to answer the hard questions
As they'll determine the course we take

The choice is between “I” and “We”
Have we the courage for sacrifice?

To forget our myopic visions of life

And proclaim that restraint is not a vice?

Must we squander all blessings inherited?
Must we seek timber from every tree?
Must we destroy our shared abode?

By letting our greed run wild and free?

Must we exploit our mother nature
For short-term profit, instant gain?
Must we poison the air we breathe?
Use every stream as a sewage drain?

Must we burn more fossil fuel
Until the sky turns dirty brown?
Must we ignore the warming earth
Until she loses her polar crown?

We grow up learning “More is better”
“Prosperity should know no bounds”.
But when we compete and compare,
The more we prosper, the less it sounds.

This mad rush for wealth will bring

A day when no bird's left to sing,

No bounty to sustain us, no beauty to cherish;
Only we, foolish humans, doomed to perish.

That fateful day is quite near.

The clock is ticking can't you hear?

Let's heed the warning; the message is clear:
Change for the better, and there's nothing to fear.
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Short Story

Twas the Night Before Christmas 1956
Maureen Peifer, Chicago, IL

It's really dark out and freezing cold. Dad's just
come home from a double shift at the printing press
where he works with his freshly cashed paycheck.

Mom's helping us bundle up so we can walk over
to the Christmas tree lot west of Clark Street on Devon.
We're all really excited, tumbling down the three
flights of stairs and hit the lobby running. Dad has his
dark green stocking cap pulled down over his ears and
a light jacket over his sweatshirt. We're in snowsuits
Marty's brown, mine blue, Ginny's green (it's my old
one). Mom's tied scarves around our faces, our boots
are all buckled and zipped.

It's finally Christmas Eve and we're gonna get our
tree! Just like always, we walk with dad, clouds of
breath pluming from our mouths, singing “God Rest
Ye”, “We Three KlIngs”, and “Deck the Halls”. It
usually takes about four songs to get to the lot.

The bare white bulbs are strung around the edges
of'the lot so we can get a good look at the trees.

“Whaddaya think,” says Dad, holding one up.

“Nah,” says six year old Marty authoritatively,
“too short!”

“And it's got empty spots,” I add. “Nope!”
“This one ?”’
“Nope, don't like those skinny needles.”

“Scotch pine, says Dad.” don't hold ornaments
well either. We look and look freezing but so excited.

“Wait, how 'bout this one? “ Dad says, grabbing a
tall beauty from a back corner.

“OO0OHYEAH !” we all croon, “that's it Dad !”

“That's a $10 tree, sir,” says the little Armenian
man, chewing on his cigar. (the lot's run by the
Armenian Cultural Center across the street)

“C'mon,” Dad asserts, “it's Christmas Eve, you're
not gonna sell that tree to anyone now. I'll give ya $5.”

“How bout $6 ?”

“Done!”

The man wraps it round with twine and hands us
each a candy cane. Dad picks up the trunk, we position
ourselves along the tree me at the back, 'cause I'm the
oldest and strongest, Ginny up front by Dad, 'cause
she's only 4 and doesn't really carry anything, just
holds the rope. Marty manfully grabs the midtrunk in
his 6 year old mitts.

The way home is “Jingle Bells”, “Away in a
Manger, Jolly Old St. Nicholas”, and, right as we turn
onto Greenview, “Rudolph.”

We stand it upright and Dad goes up the back
stairs so the janitor won't get mad at us for leaving a
needle trail in the hall.

Mom rings us in, makes us leave our boots in the
hall on newspapers, and helps us hang our snowsuits in
the closet. A plateful of Pillsbury roll sugar cookies we
had sliced, baked, and decorated with green and red
sugar are waiting on the table and the Hershey's cocoa
is just warming on the stove. She ladles out mugfuls,
plopping three Campfire marshmallows in each mug.
Dad has set the tree on the back porch and is chopping
away at the trunk so it will fit in the green cast iron
stand Mom has set up in the corner of the front room
near the eight paned door leading out to our little third
floor outside porch (only used in summer screens, but
no storms). We had decorated each pane with pink
Glass Wax stencils of Christmas trees and wreaths that
afternoon to provide a fitting backdrop to the tree.

Small electric candles stand in each of the three
front windows to light the way for the Three Kings.
Gold tinsel wreaths hang from the window locks
above, each bearing a small round gold braid trimmed
photo of one of us kidsme on the left, Marty center, and
Ginny on the right. Mom had just gotten them on
special at the Rexall Pharmacy on the corner and was
quite pleased.

Boxes of ornaments from Woolworth's full of
shiny colorful globes lay on the glass coffee table,
boxes of lights on the couch, candy canes and tinsel on
Dad's chair. Three nails equally spaced across the edge
of'the mantle would hold the white felt stockings Mom
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had stitched from a kit last year, each carefully
assembled with our names in alternating red and green
Italic letters on the cuff, a red ribbon hanger and a
jingle bell on the toe (Santa would have to be really
careful filling those!)

Dad brought in the tree and Mom turned up our
little grey plastic Motorola radio so the Christmas
carols playing filled the room. He and Mom eased the
tree into the stand, turning and shoving as she lay on
the floor tightening the bolts that held it in place.

“OK guys, what's firstnow?”
“Lights!!!” we all squealed.
“Maureen, hand me that string.”

I carefully picked up the lovely large multicolored
bulbs checking to be sure they were tightened in their
brass sockets and strung them over to Dad as Mom
connected the next set and the next until all six sets
were on the tree.

“Ready, Marty” smiled Mom, “OK, plug 'em in!'

“Wow,” we all gasped, as excited as if we were at
Rockefeller Center.

Ginny was fading fast, clutching her cocoa in her
tiny fingers. “Come on little girl, bring over that box of
ornaments,” Dad said hoisting her on his shoulders so
she could do the high up ones. “That's itoopsneed one
over there!” He set her down gently after 2 boxes and

she wandered off to get another cookie, laying her
head on Uncle Connie's foldout bed in the dining room
and drifting away.

Meanwhile, Marty and I had at it, filling in
ornaments, candy canes, and finally, the tinsel. Mom
had separated each strand handing them to us one by
one. She could make 2 boxes of tinsel work for the
whole tree!

“Whose turn for the star this year,” said Dad,
“didn'tyou doitlast year, Mo?”

“Yeah, it's Marty's turn.” Dad hoisted Marty up to
put the shiny silver star atop our tree and we all stood
back to admire our handiwork, hug, and kiss.

“Now, off to bed,” Mom said sweetly, “or Santa
won't come.”

“Wait, we have to get the cookies and cocoa!”
Marty and [ announced in unison.

“Right,” dad winked at us. “Mo, you and Mom get
the cocoa and while Marty and I refill the cookie
plate.”

Mom and I fill Santa's special red mug while
Marty and Dad arrange nine cookies on the matching
plate, one for each of the reindeer, one for the Big Guy.

“There you go,” Dad whispers as we set them on
my doll table under the tree. “Now off you go. Merry
Christmas to all and you all a good night!”
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Travelogue

Hiking the Whites in Appalachian Trail
Saumen Chattopadhyay, Aurora, IL

At dawn on Saturday, October 1st, 2016, I headed to
Chicago Midway Airport. My wife whispered, “Be
careful” in her dozy voice. I put on my new hiking
shoes and the jacket I gathered for my week-long
hiking adventure in Appalachian Trail (AT) in White
Mountains, New Hampshire. The AT is the longest
hiking trail in the world, it runs 2190 miles (5 million
steps which traverse through 14 states) ranging from
Springer Mountain in Georgia to Katahdin in Maine.
Most thru-hikers take between five and seven months
to hike the AT. The number of thru-hikers has
increased over the years, a total of 3064 registered in
2016 compared to 1927 in 2015, recorded by
Appalachian Trail Conservancy. The Appalachian
Mountain Club (AMC) maintains more than 300 miles
in AT, including over 100 miles in the Whites. The
stretch of the Appalachian Trail in New Hampshire is
widely seen as some of the hike’s most challenging
and rewarding terrain: the pathways ascend and
descend through large rocks and huge boulders,
slippery when wet but offer gorgeous views of
Presidential Range, Franconia — Pemige was set
Wilderness, Crawford Notch- Sandwich Range,
Moosilaukee-Kinsman, Carter Range-Evans Notch
and North Country-Mahoosuc Range. AMC offers 8
unique huts (“High Huts of the White Mountains™)
located within the spectacular locations of White
Mountains. The huts provide cooked dinner and
breakfast to hikers along with co-ed bunk beds. The
huts located above the tree line (Lakes of the Clouds
Notch and Madison Spring) are open with full service
from June 1 through mid-September while the others
(except Carter Notch, its full service session is open
through September 16) stretch through October 21st.
The AMC huts are very popular, and have provided
facilities to hikers in back country for over 125 years.

“Your Osprey backpack looked professional” my
daughter texted me last night but I was still worried
about the hiking poles sticking out of my pack. “Will
Southwest Airlines accept my pack in check-in
baggage? Why wouldn’t they just allow it as a carry
on? Why would someone want to threaten security
with hiking poles?”,  murmured. Well, it is what it is —

hiking poles are prohibited in the cabin; one can fly in
the air only with plane wings, but not hike I guess. At
the airport, the Airlines’ staff grudgingly accepted my
pack and reminded me that there was no compensation
for any damage. I also had to carry the sleeping pad,
originally acquired for my daughter’s school’s
camping trip, with me. Before landing in Boston an
Airlines’ crew announced it’s raining. I remembered
reading the weather in the Whites is always erratic, |
was glad I changed my plan at the eleventh hour to
avoid hiking Mt. Washington (6288°), one of the 10
deadliest mountains in the world in treacherous
weather (since 1849, nearly 150 people have died on
Mt. Washington where wind velocity could reach
highest in the world - a maximum wind speed of 231
miles per hour was recorded on April 12, 1934).

At the baggage carousel of Boston Logan Airport,
there was an announcement that a bag got stuck in the
conveyor belt causing delay. I was counting minutes
before other fellow passengers would stare at me!
What if it turned out to be my hiking poles poking out
of my backpack. What if they arrive crooked?
Trekking the Whites in the Fall (slippery rocks)
without the poles; that seemed a nightmare! My pack
finally arrived without any damage (thank God!) and I
embarked on my journey to Mt. Lafayette parking Lot
in Franconia Notch. I wanted to pick up some candy as
I recalled a sister urged to tote — “they are great thrust
quencher on the trails”, she said. After a quick lunch at
Wendy’s and grabbing a few packs of colorful candies
that were on sale at Candia Road Convenience Store in
Manchester, I hurried to my destination. It was getting
late and I had to climb 4200 ft. to AMC’s Greenleaf
Hut from Mt. Lafayette parking lot on Old Bridle Path
(2.9 miles to the hut). The trail mileage in the
mountains is puzzling and almost every hiker blames
the milepost counting because it takes way long to hike
the strenuous AT in the Whites than a stroll at the
neighborhood forest preserve.

Hiking the Old Bridle Path was my first experience of
the Whites. As [ got off my car at the trailhead parking
lot, the thin mountain air stroked me. The Franconia
Notch looked like a dreamland; I was surrounded by
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mountains sloping into mist covered lush valley
decorated in fall leaves that were transforming from
bright yellows to vibrant reds. I started the ascend to
Greenleaf Hut through the Old Bridle Path as it entered
the forest. [ was a bit unprepared on my first hike with
my shoe laces not properly tied, hydration bladder not
filled with water, and I was reaching out for snacks too
frequently. My reality check was to ask the descenders
how long before I reach the hut. I realized I would miss
the dinner served at the hut at 6 p.m. sharp unless |
speed up. I reached a ledge, about half way to
Greenleaf Hut. It was the first worthy reward with
magnificent views of Franconia ridge partially
covered with mist. It’s hard to pass by the view. The
veils of mist covered the crowns of surrounded peaks
and the quaint valleys sparkled with flashes of fall
colors. Well, the level of difficulty dramatically
changed after the ledge. From here, the trail climbs the
three miseries and comes out to the hut at tree line. The
first trail misery was to ascend through large boulders
while the second was climbing granite like rocks with
slippery slopes and sharp edges. I saw a duo sliding
down the rocks who told me to put away my poles and
climb like an animal using both hands and legs. Ah, I
then understood the natural survival reasons behind
biological structure of animals.

Before the daylight completely faded I reached the
fork where a board showed the arrow toward
Greenleaf Hut that was 1/2 miles away. It was 5 pm. |
cheered with the joy of having a hot beverage after a
long day and the last 2 mile seemed especially
dreadful. Perched at tree line, the Greenleaf Hut
offered a panoramic view of Mt. Lafayette (5249) and
Pemige was set Wilderness.

I could hear the whistle of cold wind making ripples
over the calm waters of Lake Eagle that the hut
overlooked. Tired and cold, I wanted to go inside for a

cup of tea but the enigmatic charm of the Whites
bewildered my senses as I stood at the deck looking at
the valley that was slowly disappearing in mist.
“Come in, are you staying here tonight?” an AMC staff
(AMC call them ‘hutcroos’) extended a warm
greeting. Inside there was an interesting set-up with 2
co-ed bunk rooms with 48 bunks. Bunkhouses were
not heated and had no lighting. The solar light in the
dining area would go off soon after dinner when it was
time to rest. The Greenleaf Hut was completely full
with adults and kids with a large group coming on
board. I enjoyed the family style dinner where hikers
shared their stories while savoring the hearty meal
starting with a delicious lentil soup! In the midst of
back country wilderness, the commotion inside
Greenleaf Hut sounded unreal to me. The croos were
young and lively. They served and entertained the
hikers with information, nature talk and their
impromptu acting. I met with Tom, a hut volunteer
who suggested me an alternate route to my next stop,
Galehead Hut. The night was eventful. The parents
were trying to discipline the kids who had more fun
playing hide and seek in the dark and escaping outside
through the back door. The wilderness of the Whites
kindred the inherent spirit in young hearts away from
electronic gadgets and complexities of growing up in
civilization. With the wind hissing through the peaks
of Mt. Lafayette trampling into Pemige was set
Wilderness 1 dozed in hearing the whisper of the
Whites, “I am free and wild is my nature.”

On Sunday morning, the croos woke us up with violin
and the breakfast was served at 7 am sharp. I got a
special vegetarian meal. A good breakfast is the only
fuel that runs hikers during the day lest frequent snack
breaks slow ‘em down. A nine to ten hour day is
normal for a ‘hut-to-hut’ hike and the hikers look
forward to the dinner served at 6 pm. It was drizzling
and everyone was prepared for a challenging day. The
trails in White mountains are rugged with huge
boulders and it’s dangerous in wet conditions. In fact,
Donna and Rob who were on my dinner table
suggested I wear micro spike underneath my shoes to
grip over snow/ice because freezing is common
condition in the Fall. Donna was very nice to gift her
extra pair of hat neck warmer given my week-long
adventure in the Whites. Instead of trekking the
Garfield Ridge trail to Galehead Hut I planned to
descend the same Old Bridle Path to Lafayette parking
lot, drive my car to AMC Highland Center (my
destination in Crawford Notch after ‘hut-to-hut’ hike),
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and take a shuttle to Gale River trail and hike up to
Galehead Hut. This’d save me from hiring a cab
service to get to my car, which is uneconomical in the
Whites (no Uber available there yet). Going downbhill
on Old Bridle Path was more demanding than
ascending. Wet and slippery, the rocks were almost
impassable, especially the granite rock misery. In the
wilderness of White Mountains, I was alone in
inclement weather with my 30 Ibs. pack trying to keep
my balance on steep slide of rocks. It was quite
chilling! Last night I heard the croos saying the rescue
operation is very difficult in the Whites. “If I fall, my
adventure in the Whites would end up in a hospital or a
crematory”, 1 thought. Then the image of the
Himalayas appeared in my mind and how ascetics
survive the hard-bitten conditions without any gear.
All they carry with them is ‘faith’. I collected all my
strengths and plunged into the slippery rocks while
chanting “Om Namah Shivaya.” Well, that did the
magic! 1 came down to the ledge safely and the
weather seemed to turn better. As I was coming down
to the wvalley, the forest boasted vivid hues of
transforming leaves, it was peak foliage season in New
England. From Lafayette parking lot I hurried to
Highland center.

The scenic drive from Franconia Notch to Crawford
Notch was gorgeous with towering mountains and
opulent valleys. There was no time to stop and snap as
I'had to catch the shuttle to Gale River trailhead. After
a quick lunch at Highland Center [ boarded the shuttle.
I was the only passenger and the chatty driver
promised to halt anyplace on the way so that I could
take pictures. Thanking him at the trailhead I started
my 5-mile hike to Galehead Hut around 2 pm. The
Gale River trail was peaceful and deserted. I hiked
alone for 4 hours and didn’t meet anyone on the way. In
the last 1 % mile, the endless staircase of rocks was
quite arduous especially after a nerve-racking
downhill from Greenleaf Hut that morning. By then [
was on the roll by developing a bonding with the
Whites, the strain and exertion felt part of being there
in the nature. Sometimes I chanted in loud voice and
sometimes quietly, hearing the bear bell in my pack
constantly ringing in a rhythm. There in the back
country of Appalachians I marched along to Galehead
Hut. Galehead Hut (3800 ft.) sits just below Mt.
Galehead (4026°) and South Twin (4902). Before the
hut there was a vista which was partly covered with
mist when I reached. Hikers present there applauded
“you made it!” Galehead hut was my most favorite

destination in this trip. It was open, quiet with a few
hikers. The croos were more personable yet nimble.
Soon after I reached I noticed another hiker arriving
completely drained and that was Moses hiking from
Zeeland Falls Hut, my next destination. We became
friends and shared our stories and the same bunkroom.
The dinner was again great with hearty meal, mostly
vegetarian that night. Paula, the hut volunteer in her
60’s, was in our table. She shared her stories, including
the heartbroken death of 66-year old Ms. Largay in
Appalachian Trails in 2013 who took a wrong turn and
went toward Maine. Ms. Largay had put up her tent in
the Maine woods and waited nearly a month for help
that never came. She chronicled her journey in a
notebook and her last entry reflected a strikingly
graceful acceptance of her destiny. “When you find
my body, please call my husband George and my
daughter Kerry,” she wrote. “It will be the greatest
kindness for them to know that I am dead and where
you found me — no matter how many years from
now.”

Unlike Greenfield Galehead Hut had 4 spaced out co-
ed bunkrooms that sleeps 38 people, allowing a little
more room for everyone. Although I learned by then
how to cope up with the noise of snoring in a shared
bunkroom, it was overly loud that night! Both Moses
and I huddled up to get the ear plugs from the front
desk (there was a reason for them to be there!). Getting
up Monday morning followed the usual AMC hut
schedule, but instead of violin it was a wakeup call
with the poetry read by JP, one of hut croos. My plan
was to stay back at Galehead Hut and enjoy the
serenity of Galehead mountains. Rather than taking
another long hike I wanted to give some rest to my
fatigued body and set out a journey to my inner world
that day. My beloved spot was the opening before the
hut overlooking the valley. After a great breakfast the
hikers headed off to their trails one by one. Moses was
still tired and dawdling a bit before his next tough hike
to Greenfield Hut through Garfield Ridge trail. He was
rather envious to my plan, “so are you going to enjoy
here, right?”, he asked. I waited until all hikers left and
then took a seat over the rock in front of the valley.
Morning mist covered up the valley encased with the
summits of South Twin and the Galehead mountains. It
was a bit chilly but the caressing of brisk air, dewdrops
and the melody of bird chirping slowly drew my mind
in. I remained seated still for 1 % hours. During my
journey this was the greatest gift I received from the
Whites in the morning of Monday, October, the 3-.
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After getting back to my senses I noticed a few hikers
arrived at the hut, including a group of girls who work
at the Highland center. AMC staff get free room and
board in their huts, a nice perk for the outdoor lovers.
In search of silence I hiked up to nearby Galehead
mountains. The short mossy trail went straight up
covering a beautiful pine forest. Before reaching to the
summit there was an overlook on the edge of the crag.
An ineffable tranquility captivated me at the peak.
Suddenly the mist started to disappear. The sparking
valley emerged before my eyes almost magically.
Glorious, heavenly light shone through the blue sky
with wispy clouds and the dazzling peaks of White
Mountains met the lushvalleys. From atop I could see
the Galehead Hut tucked inside the ledge.

That moment at Galehead mountain painted a
breathtaking picture in my mind and I remembered,
“The world is your canvas — leave the painting to your
eyes.” Back in the hut [ was surprised to see Moses —
he felt completely drained on the way and chose to
return to Galehead Hut. Moses supposedly read a book
at the hut that described the main reason behind most
mishaps in the Whites — the hikers didn’t go back! The
afternoon weather was mellow and Moses and I
climbed up to Mt. Galehead again. This was the only
time I hiked with someone in the Whites besides my
party of three, I, me and myself. I indeed enjoyed the
company of Moses and our sundry chat. I met new
hikers in the dinner table, listened in to their hiking
accounts and retired early to rest for my next day’s 9-
mile hike to Zeeland Falls Hut. I had a chance to
choose the best bunk in a quiet location, so there was
no more snoring episode thatnight.

After a good breakfast I got an early start since this
would be a long day with lots of gaining and losing
elevation. There were a few groups going on the same
route to Zeeland Falls Hut. I was the first to embark on

and It took me about an hour to get to the top of South
Twin. Pretty steep climb at 1100' in 0.8 miles. After the
real misery of vertical rock climb, I was enthralled
entering the magnificent pine forest.

While white clouds swinging on the forest top, the
roots of tall evergreen trees remained interlocked
inside the carpet of moss-grown forest floor.
Immersed in the scenery of South Twin’s showcase a
crisp woody smell slowly engulfed me. Inside me then
played a tune of harmony and I felt the kiss of mother
nature on my forehead. “Miles to go before I sleep,
mother!” I said, “save me from dangers and fill my
heart with your grandeur!” At South Twin I got a 360
degree views of the Twin Mountains. At the summit
above the tree line, it felt nearer to sky where I could
almost dive into the clouds. Pushed on for another 2
hours or so before I got to the summit of Mt. Guyot
(4580’). In between I went through some interesting
fir waves - first time I’d actually been in one looking
out. By this time the fog was settling in and I almost
missed the views into the Pemige was set Wilderness.
peeked underneath the cloud covering the gorgeous
view at the peak of Mt. Guyot. About another hour and
half brought me to the summit of Zealand Mountain
(4265”). The sign for the summit spur said just 0.1
miles so the urge to bag another 4k here was
irresistible. Given the poor visibility with fogs I
continued on. After another hour of hiking through
beautiful woods and bogs I saw a small sign pointing
to the right that simply said “View.” I heard the
panoramic views of Mt. Zealand is indescribable. the
view begins to open through the trees walking onto the
ledge it looks like Whitewall Mountain coming across
the valley and standing in front of the viewer. Across
Zealand Notch there are layer after layers of peaks
jumbled together to create an incredible vista. No
matter how joyous the journey is there would be some
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melancholy that drives us toward fulfilment. In my
expedition I missed the two best views of the Whites
(Mt. Guyot and Zealand) and vowed I’d revisit soon
for these two amazing scenes! From here it’s rocky
downhill that did not seem to end. Tired and exhausted
my knees were demanding a break after 6 hours but I
wanted to reach Zealand Falls Hut promptly. Later, I
wondered about my worry and desperation of reaching
the hut when I got closer. Something I have to work on
to enjoy the journey all the way than reaching the
destination.

As I was descending to Zealand Falls Hut, the vista of
Zealand Notch and eastern Pemige was set Wilderness
opened with blazing fall colors. Zealand Falls Hut was
very different from the other two huts. The sight and
melody of Zealand falls - the white water cascading
down a series of rocky outcrops, gave the effect of
many waterfalls rather than just one. The water flowed
on its way, swirling, plunging in Zealand pond.
Zealand Falls Hut was an older hut with a smaller
dining area and two bunk rooms that sleep 36. The hut
was fully packed and I had to tuck myself in the upper-
most bunk. Well, another climb with my backpack
after 8 hours of arduous hut-to-hut trekking. The meal
was good that night but I missed the inviting ambiance
of Galehead Hut. Still, a reward was pending. At
twilight, on my way to the washroom which was
outside the main bunk rooms I gazed at the sky, and it
was stunning! A canopy of shimmering stars
illuminated amongst the ocean of blackness. I could
see the shadow of cliffs on Zealand Pond, the water
glistened, mirroring the dazzling assemblage of
glittering stars.

The next day, golden sunlight kissed the summit of
Zealand Mountain and the sky was brilliant blue. I set
off a 5-mile hike to AMC Highland Center through A-
Z trail. The forest path raged and the trees were on fire.

I was mesmerized with the view of Zealand pond as I
turned the corner. The still water resembled a mirror
creating a perfect reflection of the surrounding
mountains covered with dazzling trees with fall hues.
A few boulders in the water made picture perfect
panorama.

I remained unfulfilled with the photo shoot session; no
matter how hard I tried I couldn’t capture that ineffable
beauty with my camera. The A-Z trail was relatively
easy yet my fatigued legs kept whining. The trail
leading to Mt. Tom (4052°) passed through a fine
forest with rich flora, fern, white spruce, pine, aspen
and maple blending the pastel of different shades. The
summit of Mt. Tom did not offer any views except the
spectacular forest floor enwrapped with vivid fallen
leaves. As I started the descend my strained knees
started protesting vehemently. After two long ‘hut-to-
hut” hikes most hikers feel stiff thighs, achy muscles
and swollen knees. Descending a steep terrain with
this condition got way more demanding. The rhythm
with chanting kept me on track. I reached a corner of
the mountain surrounded by a large tree and a small
track borne left. I had no idea the original A-Z trail
continued behind the tree (normally all trails in the
Whites are blazed with a specific color [AT is always
blazed white], and there was one on a tree that sat
beneath the giant tree blocking the view). It was too
late for me to realize that I was on a wrong path! With
no foothold of solid rocks my trekking poles lost the
grip and I tripped on the edge. I hung on to the roots
and branches but a few were slack which gravitated me
further down. I knew there were two groups coming
from Zealand Falls Hut but wasn’t sure how far behind
they were. Knowing sound travels faraway in the
mountains I reached out for my whistle but in vain.
Looking down (close to a 400 ft. drop), the thought of
falling and brushing against the tree limbs frightened
me. At the huts I heard the rescue operation is very
difficult and time consuming in White Mountains.
Images of the dear ones crowded in mind and I wasn’t
sure where the hiking adventure in the Whites would
lead. It was another terrifying moment! Being an
outdoor enthusiastic from childhood I always believed
the creator’s presence was best revealed through
nature. The vastness of the universe, gigantic trees,
towering mountains, stunning waterfalls, beautiful
sunrise and sunset all give testimony to the creator. Ina
survival instinct while I was engaged in an intense
effort of gymnastics, I prayed to the tree to keep hold
of me, and mother earth to secure a footing. Finally, I
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was able to lean against the ledge of the mountain and
dragged myself up. A lifetime experience of the
Whites in A-Z trail, l mumbled.

I returned to the civilized world in AMC Highland
Center. The luxury of private room, the warmth of
comfy bed, warm water bath and fancy food turned the
hiking adventure to ‘vacation’ at the Highland Center.
I indeed missed the call of the wild, its rustic and
unfettered nature. The valley was amazing - blinding
yellow flames lit the mountains around Crawford
Notch. The oaks were angry red bombs scattered
among the more common birch and aspen trees and
lower down, the maples formed a simmering orange
heat. The still lake across the train station drew a lot of
visitors who ‘re busy photographing the beautiful
panoramic mirror image.

On the daybreak of Thursday, October 6th I enrolled
into an easy hike to Mt. Willard (2864’). Though
dwarfed by many of the nearby higher summits of the
White Mountains, Mt. Willard offered a classic and
legendary view of Crawford Notch that is often
featured in travel magazines. Upon my return to
Highland Center I embarked on my journey to Mt
Washington, the highest peak of White Mountains.
Originally I had Tuckerman Ravine trail, the most
popular yet challenging route to the summit of
Washington, as my first destination. After 5-days of
strenuous hiking my legs refused to climb the steep
ravine wall. Instead I thought it’d be fun to take the
Cog Railway, which spans through the spectacular
valleys and peaks of NH, Maine and Vermont. In a
crystal clear day, the Cog was overbooked and they
were reserving the last ride of the day. “I should have
reserved online last night”, I thought to myself, but
then the attraction of unruly adventure would’ve gone!
With the advent of internet age and the boon of
Google, the ultimate charm of travel - ‘know the

unknown’ is already gone. Now, travelers already
know all possible information, plan ahead every little
thing, see pictures and read blogs. We no longer want
to discover anything and hate to be bemused. We want
to replicate the comfort of home and even get more in
our vacation. However, the real magic, in my mind, is
to encounter the undiscovered. Well, this you may call
this an adventure but that sets us free from the
mundane cage we have been locked in. Having no
luck with Cog Railway, I embarked on my journey to
Mt. Washington via Auto Road. Driving the Auto
Road was about a new experience at every turn, even if
I’ve driven in the mountain roads many times.
Weather, foliage, views...they’re always changing
and kept the trip very exciting. They provide the
drivers with an audio tour CD, which engaged as well
as distracted me as I turned hairpin bends. Unlike other
summits, the peak of Washington was quite busy with
two parking lots, observation deck, Cog Railway
terminal, weather station, Tip - Top House (a historic
former hotel) and visitor center. Being on the tallest
peak on the most prominent mountain east of the
Mississippi River, the vista from the summit of Mt.
Washington was spectacular on a clear day. The
journey of Cog Railway on the valley reminded me of
toy train in Darjeeling (a town in the West Bengal state,
in Himalayan foothills, famous for growing aromatic
black tea) that I first rode on in my childhood.

The view with layers of blue mountains in afternoon
shadow was truly remarkable as I stopped at an
overlook but I didn’t know what was waiting! On my
way back, I got stuck for hours with piles of cars as a
car caught on fire on its way up. However, the wait’s
worth an opportunity to watch the sunset over Mt
Washington. The day ended with a nice meal at
Highland Center and peaceful rest.

Friday, October 7th was my last full day to spend in
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White Mountains. I started early after breakfast. In the
fog the Crawford Notch valley was blurred like a
painting drawn by expert hand. The reflection of the
surrounded mountains on the lake were silhouetted
black while the middle was encircled by twilight. On
the other side, a thin sheet of blanket of white hung
over the hills. The photographers crowded there with
their gears started strangely at me - a hiker with a point
and shoot camera! “Been there, done that”, I thought
as | was enjoying my hiking and honeymoon with
slender Leica D-Lux camera after several years of
heavy lifting with Nikon gears! I headed off to
Arethusa Falls, towering over 100 feet in height, the
highest waterfalls in the Whites. Very quiet, the
Arethusa Falls trail passed through fine woods. On my
way back I hiked downhill to Bemis brook and
Coliseum Falls. The water from the falls fell down to
the wet rocks, creating smaller cascades as it went
down. I sat on a nearby rock and immersed my feet. I
began to lose track of time, listening to the humming of
the water and noises of nature around me, and finally
snapped back into reality when I heard a voice saying
“did you lose a lens cap”? Turns out the beauty was so
great that I was even losing track of what are usually
my most prized possessions- my camera accessories! .
My next destination was Pinkham Notch where |
stayed at Joe Dodge lodge. On a gorgeous sunny day,
the parking lot was full. Many popular trails, including
Tuckerman Ravine trail to the summit of Mt.
Washington originate from here. I was back into bunk
rooms at Joe Dodge lodge but the facility was not
rudimentary like the AMC huts. In that afternoon it
was too late for me to venture out to the peak of Mt.
Washington and I wasn’t keen to see the crowds again
in the summit. As recommended by Rob and Donna at
Greenleaf Hut, I started my journey to Lowe’s Bald
Spot instead, an outcropping of rock that rises above
the surrounding spruce to provide excellent views
across the Great Gulf Wilderness. From the Pinkham
Notch Visitors Center, 1 took the Old Jackson Road
(the Appalachian Trail south) for 1.8 miles to the Auto
Road, and then continued on Madison path for 0.2
miles to the lookout spot. Shortly after the trail crosses
Mt. Washington Auto Road, the trail climbs steeply
over large rocks to reach the balcony — the view of the
Presidential Range was spectacular from here! I met
with a thru-hiker who I met at the Greenleaf Hut, “I got
lost on my way down from Mt. Washington and spent

two nights in valley”, he said. Daylight drained away
on my way back to Joe Dodge lodge, my ears became
sharper and my mind paranoid of a strange feeling of
bear footsteps behind me on a quiet trail in dusk. I
always carried by bear bell in my pack that aided as
rhythm except for this short trip to Lowe’s Bald Spot.
No I did not get to meet the beast not sure if there was
one or it was merely an illusion. At Joe Dodge lodge, 1
met with three of my roommates — Jean-Pierre, a
veteran hiker and teacher from Canada who is visiting
New Hampshire every year since 1992 and closing the
third round of 48 four-thousand Footer mountains,
Albert, a nature enthusiast from New York and a
photographer from Texas who left for the whole night
to stay in the wilderness to shoot the night sky (“a little
crazy”, [ thought).

The crisp and clear morning of Saturday designated
another dazzling day in the Whites. I started my last
hike to Lost Pond trail across the visitor center right
after breakfast. The chord of melancholy was playing
in mind. Still enthralled with the splendor of
mountains and the magnificence of fall hues of New
England, [ wasn’t ready to part ways with the Whites.
Jean-Pierre suggested me last that on my return to
Boston Logan Airport I should visit NH-112,
Kancamagus Highway, a 35-mile scenic drive in
Northern New Hampshire that is well known as one of
the best Fall Foliage viewing areas in the country. It
was indeed the showcase of brilliant NH fall foliage.
The stretch of Kancamagus Highway drew a pool of
visitors on a warm fall day and everyone was greeted
with the imprint of bewilderment — every pull-out was
presented with a bouquet of vivid fall leaves. I thought
the creative artist’s pallet was never so rich and
grandeur with the celebration of Autumnal fire.

Finally, on the return flight to Chicago, I recorded an
account of 40 miles of hiking in the Whites. The seven
days in White Mountains opened a new portal in my
life. Along with the adoration for outdoor and the
passion of nature photography I embraced the
challenge of trekking. Hiking the Whites in
Appalachian Trail etched a treasured corner in my
mind. Now, I would consider this experience as a
stepping stone for my next expedition in the
Himalayas, getting me one step closer to my childhood
dream coming true.
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Wigh you all a Ffappy 2017
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