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Friendly people, 

Hope all of you are doing well.

I have arranged this collection of random thoughts as a conversation.

Hope you enjoy reading it. Would be happy to hear your criticism.

Yours,

Sankar

A sunny summer afternoon

Aaah...summer! How I wish I were sitting at the sidewalk table of a

Parisian cafe or a Plaza in Italy, as seen in so many movies, but

something I have to content myself with imagining, for now...

So please, join me for a little sunny stroll on that imaginary street

in Paris. And please, just for the sake of the story, let me imagine

that you are a beautiful woman whose graceful walk makes men stop and

whistle softly, while women pause and take quick mental notes. (If you

are a woman then I don't have to imagine it-- you are already

beautiful). Now we walk to that cafe and the waiter, 

ever so graceful and chivalrous, offers us the best seat on the

sidewalk. From here we can admire the elegant Parisians on the street,

and watch the beautiful fountain a little further away in a park

blooming with roses and lilies. Children are playing with paperboats

in the fountain, and further away in a bench a couple on their first

date are kissing gently. 

You order a margarita with salt and lean back in your chair,

stretching your lithe body while breaking into a lazy but charming

smile. "So, Sankar, what have you been upto in the past week?"

"Hmmm...do you really want to know? I lead a pretty boring life, you know?"

"Oh, don't feel sorry for yourself. It is not like I have a more

exciting life than you." Now you lean forward with your elbows on the

table, and with a conspiratorial smile again, say softly, "Look, this

is Paris. Look at all the beautiful people. Whatever you say becomes

exciting! Let us just pretend you are a great philosopher and I am

your muse."

Damn, what did I do to deserve this? It takes me a few seconds to

collect my thoughts while I gaze at your eyes speechlessly. "Oh, at

least we don't have to pretend you are my muse, because you are. You

could be any man's muse."

You laugh, and I regain my confidence. "Well, I got cable."

"What? I thought you said you'll never get cable."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah...true,..true. A few months ago I had only my

ancient 13" TV and now I have a 21" TV, a VCR, a DVD player and then

the most sinful decadent indulgence of all...cable. It is like jumping

from a desert to tropical forest."

"well, at least I know the other things were given to you by Hema. But

cable...why, Sankar, why?" you say in a mocking tone.

"Your juice, monsieur" the waiter interrupts.

"Merci." 

I take a sip, lean back and let the whole scene soak in, and smile at

you broadly like a baby that has just gotten inside Disneyland.

"So you can watch "Red shoe diaries" on Showtime late at night?"

I give you a playful jab on the chin. "No, I actually prefer "Sex in

the city" now" I say in mock defiance. "I really shouldn't have told

you about that. But 

seriously, I only have basic cable. I got it so I can watch the world

cup. Unfortunately, I found out later that I can watch every game on

the spanish channel telefutura which is on broadcast. So the whole

thing is a waste..."

"Oh, it won't be a waste. I am sure you'll get to watch a lot of Clint

Eastwood and James Bond movies -- without commercials!"

"Man, you like making fun of me. Anyway, it is okay. I can cancel it

later if I want to. You know there is a Women's entertainment channel?

It is called 'We'."

"Oh, really? But who cares?" You say indifferently and turn towards

the street, and watch the people for a few moments.

Now I am not sure if I should have brought that up. But things have a

way of jumping out of my mouth, especially things that I wish I hadn't

said, especially in the presence of beautiful women.

"Also, I got it to celebrate the positive review I got from the

referee about my paper in number theory. It has been a long process

with several revisions, and I am pretty relieved."

"Oh, that is so wonderful! I am so happy for you!"

"Thank you. You bring tears to my eyes."

"Oh, come on, don't be sarcastic!"

"Sorry. I didn't mean to be sarcastic. You really bring tears to my

eyes. It is just that I am not very proud of the status of my research."

"Fine. Let us talk about cable, then!"

I've got to stop being self-sympathetic and defensive. 

"Actually, I am pretty relieved and happy. Also I look forward to

starting work on this other problem that I had put on the back-

burner after last summer."

"Great! I remember last summer you said that was your main goal

for the whole summer."

"You know, I even forgot that I said that," I chuckle. "But now

that you said it, yeah, that's right, I did say that."

"Okay, so you got it to celebrate and also to watch the world cup.

How is it?"

"You know, it seems to me the only difference is that now I have to

flip through 100 channels instead of 10 before giving up and going to

sleep." I was hoping you'd burst out with another of those exquisite

laughs, but you only manage a polite smile. Anyways, I

continue..."Actually, there are a lot of things I'd enjoy watching.

Comedy Central, Bravo, A&E, Independent film channel, International

channels,... not to mention "Baywatch" on TNN."

And now you do laugh. I knew that would get a laugh out of you. I

continue --"The other night I was flipping through channels late at

night and ended up watching "The biggest bundle of all" on TCM. Pretty

entertaining. One of those campy botched robbery movies, quite funny too."

"I love those. Especially botched and funny. Much better than

unbotched and unfunny." 

"It is nice to have something like that to watch sometimes, when you

can't sleep late at night, right? Without cable there are only informercials."

"So you have been watching a lot of TV lately."

"You got me there," I laugh. "I also saw this movie "Clay Pigeons" on

DVD. Vince Vaughn gives a really terrific performance as a creepy,

snake-like serial killer. And you know, I just picked it up, totally

at random, from Blockbusters! They had a 3 for $10 deal and that was

the third one."

"What do you think of evil characters like that?"

"It seems to me they are always very mentally disturbed people, even

if they seem normal on the outside."

"Quite natural, isn't it?"

"Not necessarily. I mean, I was wondering if it were possible that

someone who causes great harm to others, even takes pleasure in doing

that, could be totally at peace with himself. But it seems to me, that

is not possible. Even if they are, to begin with, eventually it will

catch up to them. Because, either they are not

in control of their ego and their baser instincts, in which case they

are no different from animals, or they are justifying their actions

and intentions with some higher purpose. In the latter case the

contradiction between their purpose and the effects of their actions

will eventually catch up to them."

"Well, let us look at some examples. Hitler and Stalin were both very

paranoid people, living in constant fear of a coup, and so is Saddam

Hussein. What about Osama bin Laden? He talks as if he were the second

coming of the Prophet."

"I hope he eventually gets face to face with the contradiction between

his stated purpose and his methods. The end never justifies the means,

right? The allies were wrong in bombing German and Japanese civilians,

I think. That action set a really bad precedent, and it doesn't matter

what reason they give to justify it."

"But do you think Osama is a man at peace within himself about his actions?"

"I don't know. He certainly seems to believe he is doing muslims all

over the world a great service. But he is going to face the

contradictions at some point, I think. In fact I feel that it is the

muslims themselves who will bring him down -- I hope they do, for

their own good."

"You think the U.S won't be able to catch him?"

"Not from what has happened so far. Assuming he is still alive."

You look like you are ready to change the subject, as your eyes start

wandering again, now to the park. They linger for a moment at the

young couple, still going at it, and you turn to me and smile. I am

not quite sure what to make of that, but I smile back anyway.

We take turns staring around, enjoying the sunshine. I admire your

fingers as they play with the brim of your hat. 

"What about the world cup? Have you seen any of the games? I guess you

must have."

"Of course, I watch every one of them. There is no way I'll miss them.

Happens every four years, the whole world comes together..."

"It is your sacred duty, huh? Are the games pretty interesting?"

"Some of them are really exciting! The Ireland-Cameroon game, and the

Denmark-Uruguay game, for instance. They are playing some really great

soccer! Even a totally lop-sided game like Germany-Saudi Arabia was

interesting. The Germans totally dominated that game, physically and

technically. The Saudis were like a varsity team in comparison, and it

seems the Irish and the Cameroonians will also use them for practice

and to pile up goals. But even for a hopeless team like that, they are

a huge deal in their home country just for making it to the Cup"

"It is nice that you have the time to watch all that."

"Make fun of me, if you must. But I am not ashamed of it. Sometimes I

watch it on fast-forward. Feels like watching some one play a pin-ball

machine or a video game."

"Who do you think will win?"

"Now, you have raised a very interesting question." I am going to

enjoy talking about this. "This is the year of the Underdog! I am

going with Portugal! I might even put some money on them. You know,

the Patriots winning the superbowl, Sarah Hughes winning the

gymnastics gold medal, Diamondbacks winning the World series,

and so on. In the NBA I am going with the Nets! They look like a team

of destiny, just like the Patriots. Their whole season has been fairy

tale-like, very soap operatic."

"Are you disappointed that India is not playing in the World cup?"

"Of course. If India were playing, I might be in South Korea now!. But

our sports teams are dismal. God knows if we'll ever qualify for the

world cup. It looks like physically we are just not upto it."

"You worry too much about India."

"You mean I shouldn't worry, or that it is not so bad?"

"Well, both, really. India can take care of itself, and besides, there

are plenty of Indians, including yourself, who are doing something

about it."

"You are too kind. I admire those who are actually there and working

to improve the conditions. India is like a broken down temple, a

temple that has been neglected for too long by its people. Now it is

overgrown with weeds, reeking with filth. If you grew up in it you

don't realise that it is the house of God, only that it smells bad and

it is crowded, and it feels good when you go outside and breathe the

fresh air. And if you are an outsider, you admire the ancient beauty

of the temple and the divine music in the air, but eventually the

conditions wear you down. So we just have to hold our noses, Indians

and others who love India, until we clean up the place -- assuming, of

course, they won't nuke it all

to rubble..."

"Oh, come on. That won't happen. Do you feel guilty that you are not there?"

"No, not at all. Guilt is not constructive. I know I'll do something,

even if I don't have plans to live there now. I can always visit..."

Your margarita is almost finished. I want us to just sit there and

keep talking, enjoying the afternoon, but I am a bit worried that you

are getting bored. Your eyes go wandering again, and I follow them

until they come back to the table. They flinch just a little when they

meet mine and you realise I have been watching you. But then they

light up again, and I am relieved.

"So what else is going on?"

I notice the little playful glint in your eyes. And I know that means

you want to poke into my romantic life. I am trying to think if there

is anything worth sharing, but there isn't any. I wonder if I should

tell you about the boisterous girl on the metro who asked me if I had

a girlfriend, and if I wanted to go out with her. How about that woman

I talked to in the bar...? Maybe you'll find it amusing? I am not sure

I want to go there, just to get another laugh out of you, though I do

love it so much when you laugh...

"Well, I went to a staging of "The Castle", by Kafka, at the Czech

embassy. There were no costumes or sets, and the actors read from the

script, but it was still very good. A lot of it reminded me of how

things are in India, by the way."

"I've heard Kafka has a pretty good, though a bit dark, sense of

humour. Was it funny?"

"In fact, it was hilarious! I can almost bet that "Seinfeld" got its

sense of humour directly from him. There is the same crazy, devilish

pleasure in creating chaos out of things that don't matter. And one of

the actors looks almost like a predecessor of Newman."

"It is also a bit sad and depressing, isn't it? Even Seinfeld, if you

think too much about it, can feel depressing because a lot of it is

just a reminder of how things are in our society."

"Yeah. "The Castle" is basically about how a decent, well-intentioned

man can be driven to death by the crazy society around him...." I look

at you deeply for a few moments. I want to say something more

cheerful. "Well, but look at all the beautiful people. It is just how

you look at them, you know. Society is all of us, and it becomes what

we make of it."

"I hope you are right," you say, but still no smile.

"The lead actor looked like a slightly more irritable version of John Cusack."

Now you smile, because you know that I know that you like John Cusack.

You turn to the park, where the children are chasing each other on the

grass. "Yes, it is a beautiful world."

Now it is my turn to lean on the table and ask,"So tell me, beautiful

lady, what have YOU been upto lately?"

