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His birth was nothing less than a miracle. Born to a set of parents who
were caught right in the middle of momentous changes that were happening
all around the country, socially, politically and economically, he had taken
his time and finally decided to be conceived. They exclaimed proudly, al-
though not without a sense of relief, that after ten years in the making, this
little fellow will probably be as satisfying as a Pink Floyd reunion concert.
Father and Mother were from highly conservative priestly caste families, im-
bued with both the glamour and rationality of the West, though still holding
up their heritage with pride. They were yet another example of the “tradi-
tionally traditional” generation, strongly linked with their parents’ present,
although concessions were made to adjust to the rising tide of modernity
brought in by the Internet and Hollywood. Father was a up-and-coming
Carnatic vocalist who sacrificed his musical career for the security of a cubi-
cle (without sacrificing his art, though), Mother was a Professor of European
literature, bedazzling friends and family with quotations of literary geniuses
from every which Era, appropriately chosen to match the present flow of
idle-talk.

There was a sense of sanguinity in the air, since they had spent ten
years not only planning for a child, but also planning how to bring the child
up. Father, after spending most of the ten years in self-doubt, (which was
eventually cleared by a couple of porn videos) had decided that his daughter
(or son) would be meditating on the raaga Kalyani through her (or his)
alapanas before passing out of kindergarten. Ambitious, he admitted, but
one should aim high always. Mother, who also suffered from her share of self-
doubt (eventually cleared by hospital tests), knew that her son (or daughter)
would be amused by A MidSummer Night’s Dream and reflect upon Moby
Dick before long. Unabridged, of course. Yes, their son would be brilliant,
the epitome of their distinguished lineage.

However, as Morpheus insightfully tells us in The Matrix, Fate, it seems,
is not without a sense of irony. In this case, Fate seemed to have been in a
highly ironic state of mind. He turned out to be brilliant, no doubt, as any
armchair geneticist would tell you that he had a good chance of turning out
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to be, but in all the wrong ways. It was obvious very soon that arithmetic
and soccer captured his imagination far more than Dante’s Divine Comedy
or the MayaMalavaGowla ever would. He could identify the Brazilian Samba
on and off the soccer field, and was more comfortable with the perimeter than
the poetic meter.

After a few abortive attempts to interest him in their areas of expertise
and interest, and disastrous attempts to learn about his interests, they simply
let go and turned to their own ways of drowning disappointment, in music
and books. He would come home, proud of the fact that he managed to find
the value of π till the tenth decimal place before anybody else (including
the teacher), and his triumphant story would meet incomprehending but
supportive smiles, more insipid than encouraging. The distinct lack of zest
for their son’s achievements was so obvious, that he felt more at home in
school and more in school at home.

To reclaim his position as his parents’ pride and joy, he took up music in
school, and asked his mother to help him during essay writing competitions.
Father and Mother had a bounce in their step, a spark in their eye whenever
an occasion came up where their son would talk to them about what they
wanted to talk. Consequently, he managed to win a few competitions, which
did justice to his limited musical and literary abilities, though not to the
work put in by his parents in preparing him. Father did not understand the
significance of scoring a hat-trick, Mother did not see why algebra was more
interesting than rhetoric. Everyone, from his peers to his teachers to his
relatives saw and envied him. Everyone, that is, but a baffled set of parents.

His parents wanted him to be a poetic and musical genius, and all he
wanted to be was happy. This, his parents did not understand. Nor did he
have the perspective to understand this himself. All he knew was that home
was school, and school was home.

******************************

The Poor Little Brilliant Kid was hardly that in school. Everyone loved him:
his friends, because he won soccer games single-handedly for them, teachers,
since he was such a dear, finishing his homework and answering all doubts of
his fellow students (never mind English, one could do badly in that subject
and hardly be noticed), the Principal, he was, after all, a good prospect in
the local Math Olympiad, even the Aayah, to whom he was as respectful and
friendly as he was to the rest of them.

Everyone wanted a son, brother, friend and even a father just like him.
Everyone was horrified if he did not appear in the top-of-class list, or did
not score in the local tournaments, or generally did anything that did not
add to his mythical, God-like aura. Rumors were rife about his diet, which
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was said to consist of secret recipes which made him what he was (which
resulted in others eating more of his lunch than he himself did), his supposed
training regimen which was said to have been formulated by a famous athlete,
and his “obviously” superior genetic material derived from generations of
careful breeding. In short, everything except his Immaculate Conception
were debated about, away from his “super sharp” ears, of course.

Everyone wanted to know what he thought, to figure out how he ticked,
to get his help in doing assignments, to know his humorous take on the
geography of Bangladesh. Banal discussions on wrestlers and film stars were
temporarily suspended when he joined the group, math and science taking
its place. Tiring, one must admit, but he had not experienced anything but
this kind of talk, and so he assumed that everyone naturally spoke only about
the wonders and mysteries of numbers and nature. If he ever brought up the
topic of wrestlers or girls, the shocked look on his friends’ faces told him to
change the topic ASAP.

Waiting for Mother to pick him up one evening from school, he wandered
around the campus, admiring the gardener’s skill in using God’s handiwork,
and suddenly noticed the sun setting right over a clump of trees beyond the
campus. Monsoon was setting in, and the clouds had started their annual
journey from yonder, relishing another chance to unload over unsuspecting
humans. The interplay between light and water had created an intricate,
variegated view that he just had to see from a better angle. He rushed
up the stairs, to the terrace and sat there, still, silent, admiring. He then
realised that no one was with him (a rarity in school days), and wondered
where everyone was. He looked down at the playground and saw them there,
bunched together, discussing wrestlers and film stars. He wondered why they
weren’t with him, enjoying this beautiful sight, and then realised that the
teacher had not assigned much homework that day. He turned back, started
taking in the view, and got back in time to meet his Mother.

Obviously, not everything was well in this paradise of uniforms and soccer.
There was a visible distance between him and his peers, curiously one that
Geometry could not measure with any great confidence. Instead of being ‘one
of the guys’, he was ‘one beyond the guys’. Strange. His manner seemed as
approachable as the other kids, and yet he was not being approached as
the others. He started observing his human friends (for he was generally
not considered as such), and tried to imitate their idioms. Meeting with a
little success encouraged him to improve his acting skills, and soon he was
talking girls with the guys as though it was the most natural thing to do. If
exploring an unknown talent was what made friends, so be it. In this , he
was like a scientist: answer the more important question of how, and leave
the unanswerable why to the philosophers.
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Though he was too young to realise this, he was surrounded not by friends,
but only by admirers. Admirers who wanted to ‘touch Him and be healed’,
to quote from an oft-abused book. Even his histrionics could not get him a
true friend, who was more interested in him rather than what he could do.
For some, the price paid for greatness seems to be really high, supported by
those who say that ‘Its lonely on the top’, but he consoled himself: “Atleast
the air is clearer up here”.

All they wanted to do was to support him and make him achieve greater
heights, and they could tell others that they knew a famous personality, but
all he wanted was to be happy. He seemed to achieve partial acceptance as
one of them by bad mouthing and irrelevant gossip, but he knew he could
never enjoy a setting sun from the terrace with any one of them. Unknown
to him, such a person was soon to be.

******************************

The Poor Little Greek God was hardly that in college. He had decided
quite early that he would go outside his hometown to study, far from anyone
he knew, hoping to start with a clean slate. The penchant the world has
for people proficient in rational languages like Math and Java seemed to
definitely work in his favor. Exams were always a breeze, and a competitive
test designed for the average student could hardly hold him back. His parents
were proud of him, given that no one else from his hometown made it into
the college that he was practically red-carpeted into. As was the fashion of
the day, he had decided to study a branch of applied mathematics called
Engineering. Great things were being heard of the discipline, how it would
change the face of the country that they lived in. “Fine”, he shrugged,
“hopefully it will do the same for me”.

The college that he had chosen was situated in a town oddly named
Mysore, and he wondered what was it about sores that made someone name
a whole town in their honour. His doubts were laid to rest when he learnt
that it was an Anglican corruption of a much more elegant name. The college
was part of a famous university, and the entering class was said to have an
average IQ of 125, in bad years. “A great intellectual environment”, they
had told him, “You will find someone as good if not better. They will keep
you sharp”. Having an entirely different agenda in mind, he had respectfully
nodded and smiled. The prospect of meeting people who did not worship
him and of non-platonic female friendship were right now on the top of his
mind.

Getting down at the railway station and boarding an auto, he started
his journey. On hearing that he was a newcomer who was to stay for quite
sometime here, the auto driver started giving him tips about what hotels to

4



eat in, and what famous places to visit. “You’ll like this place, saar. Relaxed
life, good weather, simple-minded people. All the proper ingredients for a
nice time.”
“And how about the girls?”
The auto driver looked at him and grinned.“That is for you to decide! If you
had told me about your interests earlier, I would have showed you alternate
places to frequent. Anyways, here we are.”
He walked in expectantly, and started searching around for the football field.
It was quite a large campus, and he did not hope to find the field so easily.
He reported to the hostel warden, and after dumping his baggage in his new
room, started asking the guard about the field. After getting directions, he
half jogged to the place and looked around. Hmmm. Not in sight. Obviously,
he had heard wrong. He asked another guard passing by the same question.
He pointed to a patch of land that looked more like a gravel dumpyard with
two hockey-like goalposts, probably the selection of a bureaucrat who had
never played the Beautiful Game in his lifetime.
“People play here?” He enquired of the guard.
The guard smiled.“People come here to study, sir. They play football only
on their computers.”
Sigh. This was going to be a long four years.

Physical and mental abuse by senior students was not very common, since
they were probably playing football (On their computers, of course). The
freshmen were obviously relieved to hear this, and went on to make good
friends among their seniors, unencumbered by the prospect of humiliation.
On the first day of classes, he noticed that most of his class were as good
as him, if not better. The ones who obviously were not as good were too
arrogant to ever recognize the fact. All of them were happy to be here,
however, since they expected to learn something useful here which would
help them earn significant amounts of money to live the kind of life they
chose. In essence, their attitude was not very different from women taking
pole dancing classes, but with the desirable addition of social respectability.
He was an Average Joe here, and felt great in the enshrouding anonymity.
Apart from his slightly weird humor (which adoring classmates ignored or
did not understand in school), he was definitely one of the guys here.

The other part of his agenda, however, very quickly ran into serious prob-
lems. There seemed to be a dearth of pretty girls in this institution, for some
strange reason. In fact, there was a dearth of any kind of girl here, as he
soon found out. Frantic questioning of seniors after a year of girl-drought
only gave him reassurances that this was always the case, and in the fifty
years of their college being in existence, there was only one legendary beauty
(whose black-and-white photo was still treasured, and recently digitized to
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preserve for posterity) who never attended college or wrote exams, since she
had many man-slaves for such menial work. The better options, he was told,
were to hang around the liberal arts college conveniently located across the
road or to drown one’s sorrow by reading philosophy, hoping to find meta-
physical justification for leading a celibate life. He attempted the first of
the choices, and possessing decent facial geography, managed to get a few
dates. He was soon disappointed, however, as the girls failed to understand
his somewhat intelligent humor. They always seemed to think that he was
making fun of them in ways that they did not understand, and not many
persisted beyond the first date. Somewhat dejected, he switched to Plan B,
giving up hopes of finding Her.

Plato, Aristotle, Russell, Radhakrishnan, Gandhi, even Nietzsche became
his close interlocutors during the final few semesters of college. He would
conduct imaginary discussions with them, enquiring about the nature of Man,
the Universe, Ethics, God and all that, and for sometime even forgot about
the lack of a feminine touch in his life. He wondered whether philosophers
lacked girlfriends because of their studies or studied because they did not have
girlfriends. Well, that was a question for epistemology to answer. He soon
became a renowned “philospher”, with friends coming to him for all kinds
of philosophical bedazzlement. On the last day of college, remembering his
childhood fascination for sunsets, he went to the terrace and sat down, staring
at the ever-beautiful sky. His mind, however, kept thinking about the crass
capitalist society that had planned the urban landscape that he saw, whether
there would be a sun if he did not see it, and where the now dimly visible
stars would appear, if the Universe did not follow non-Euclidean geometry.

He thought that an intellectual life was what was ultimately important,
a life expounded by the great thinkers over the ages as being the way to
self-realisation, which was what he should want. However, like we know
so well by know, all he wanted was to be happy. To enjoy sunsets, not to
intellectualize them, to enjoy life without philosophising about its Aesthetics.
Intellectualism had inadvertantly put more obstacles in the way than had
removed, and something that went absolutely in the opposite direction of
where he was going was the need of the hour. His parents were always there,
supportive, and definitely pointing in the opposite direction. But he never felt
quite at home with them, like we know, and they were far too disconnected
from his life to ever provide the proverbial ton of bricks. About time She
came into the picture.

******************************

Hi, there comes a time in one’s life when one has to face the
Self, and to answer the difficult questions that one asks oneself.
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I have beheld you with great fascination and have spent days in
vexation trying to understand how you so easily have achieved
what I consider to be something that I have been unable to obtain
in my life, or what has elapsed of it upto this moment.

Your apparently insouciant approach to matters that I consider
of great gravity, like the meaning and purpose of life, go against
all that I have learnt over the past few years, and by all rational
standards, you must therefore be highly dissatisfied and distressed
with life. However, one finds the empirical evidence to point at
the exact opposite, and I intend to inquire into the nature of this
phenomenon. For this, I desire a role of greater importance in
your life, like I intend to give you in my life. The resulting inti-
macy would greatly help the dialectic between us to proceed unen-
cumbered, resulting in a wondrous synthesis which includes your
free-spiritedness and my deliberate approach to life.

I get the feeling that I have somehow been alienated from the
essence of life, ‘alienation’ here being used with reference to Karl
Marx’s usage of the word. I see your example and feel that you
have something great to contribute to my understanding of the
same, which would help me ameliorate my pressing problem of
how to be happy. I can only hope that such a relationship would
be as beneficial to you as it would definitely be to me. Do not take
this as a note which signals the end of our platonic relationship,
because if you reject this proposition, I would definitely intend to
atleast continue to observe you from the present position that I
have been allowed in your life. Do think over this seriously and I
will await your answer, no matter how much time you take.

She read the note. Looked up. Blinked. Suddenly, she rushed into the
college building, in front of which he had given her this note. Thinking
that he somehow managed to hurt her with that note which was prepared
with such great care, keeping in mind that there must be nothing in it that
could conceivably hurt her, he followed her, fearing the worst. He caught
a glimpse of her disappearing into the library and winced. How was he to
explain things to her in a ‘Do not speak’ zone? Nevertheless, he followed
her into the library. There she was, with a big book, with his note on the
table, bent over as though she wanted to disappear into the book. His mind
was calculating all the possible rationalizations that he would present, espe-
cially the one about writing being open to various kinds of interpretation,
therefore giving sometimes contradictory meanings. He approached her table
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anxiously, hoping she did not carry pepper spray or anything of that sort.
She looked up, gave him a quick smile, and got back to her original position
over the book. Strange. No tears, no crinkled face, no hurt in her eyes,
and wonder of wonders, she seemed to be reading his note. He observed
her as she would read the note, refer the index of the book (which looked
suspiciously like a volume of the Encyclopædia Britannica), go to a certain
page and read something. Something highly weird was going on, and he was
too wound up to think clearly as to what it was. After nearly 15 minutes of
intolerable silence, she got up, closed the book (which turned out to be the
Merriam-Webster Dictionary), kept it back, and walked up to him.
“Uh, were you asking me to marry you?” she asked.
This was it. The inevitable slap of rejection (along with, God forbid, a
physical slap or two) was round the corner. He stared at the ground, and
whispered a barely audible yes. As if on cue, she started laughing uncontrol-
lably as soon as he finished that ‘yes’, and left him in a far greater state of
shock than before. An angry librarian showed them both the way out, and
she had not yet stopped laughing. This was what he was talking about in
the note. How could she produce such an irrational reaction to such a serious
matter? There was definitely something missing in his world view.
“Did you intend to give me this note in front of the library, or was it an
accident?” she enquired.
“Quite by accident. I wanted to give it to you in a place where the atmo-
sphere was light enough, so that it would discourage anger.”
“Well, whatever. How did you expect me to understand your proposal of
marriage without a dictionary ? Could you not just ask like normal people?”
“Oh.” He had not quite expected that to happen. Maybe his English was
far better than he let himself admit. “Normal people would say ‘I love you’.
But since I don’t know what love is, if you read up, it is quite a difficult
concept to qualify, so I put down what I thought were the most desirable
aspects that I would like our relationship to have. Hopefully, if you shared
the same thoughts, we could work something out. That was my intention”.
“So you expect a girl whom you essentially call a light-headed bimbo to take
that statement as a compliment?”
“No, No, No. That was not what I meant. What I really meant was ...”
“I know what you meant. I was just pulling your leg.” she said, cutting him
short, before starting to giggle again.
God, she was incorrigible.

He had met her during the first few days of the final year in college, a
liberal arts major from the conveniently placed college across the street. True
to his education in the hostel, he started his attempts at trying to woo her,
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although without much hope that she would be any different from the others
who had been unwitting participants in the almost clichéd routine that he
had followed for some time now. However, she seemed to subvert the logic
that had served him well over the years. Not only did she not respond in the
expected manner (no batting of eyelids, shy smile, vocal admiration for his
abilities), but she managed to win over even the most hardened of his friends,
who seemed genuinely interested in being around her. She seemed to be an
exception to the beauty × brains = a − very − small − constant formula,
like the legendary beauty of yore, and her photos were already appearing on
most hostel computers, with (computer) football addicts leaving their games
to stare, dreamy-eyed, at her. More importantly for our protagonist, she
actually seemed to appreciate, and even understand his dry, off-beat humor.
Now, any girl who seemed to achieve that much must be special, he reasoned.
This possessed him to learn more about her, to understand her better. The
more data he collected, the more mystified he was. She seemed to behave
like other girls that he knew, crying over chick-flicks, stealthily reading the
latest issue of Archies during class, painting her nails bright blue, and yet
there was something about her, something different. What it was, he did not
understand. Unlike the other girls he knew, who fretted about this dress,
that occasion, this examination, that boy, she seemed . . . happy. That’s it.
She was happy. Something he wanted to be since he was a kid. He tried to
watch and learn, but realised that he wanted more: he wanted to be with
her. After drafting the now-famous note that he was to hand her, and taking
another month to gather up the courage and work out the finer details (like
finding a place with a light atmosphere), he actually gave her the note, with
the resulting drama which has already been documented.

“Give me some time. I need to think about it” she said.
She had not slapped him yet. Encouraging sign. “As much time as you
want” he replied.

She finally did agree, which said something about her courage (since
alliances with people with slight mental instability was considered courageous
in those days), and proud parents from both sides came together for a grand
celebration. During the time he spent with her, when she said that she loved
him (though he did not yet understand what ‘love’ was), he felt a kind of
security, a peace that he did not know before. He did not really want to do
anything, he just wanted to be with her. When their first kid arrived, we’ll
call him Baby, he held Baby in his arms and saw a small smile on Baby’s
face. Almost spontaneously, he wore a smile on his face as well. Suddenly,
he realised that he was happy. Finally. And he managed to figure out why
was well.
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He walked upto her, smile on his face, Baby in his arms, and placing Baby
in the cradle, sat by her side. “You don’t really want to be happy, do you?”
She smiled, puzzled. “What do you mean, I don’t really want to be happy?
Of course I want to be happy.”
“When have you ever, consciously, wanted to be happy?” he asked.
“Never.” She replied, self-satisfaction written all over her face.
“Maybe that’s why you are happy. Maybe that’s why you have so much love
to give. Maybe that’s why you know what is love. You have never thought
about what is love.”

He took her hand, and they walked together to the balcony. He saw the
setting sun, enjoying it in the same way that he vaguely remembered he
had enjoyed, that one day on the school terrace. His world view was finally
complete.
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