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I may have the gift of inspired preaching; I may have all knowledge 
and understand all secrets; I may have all the faith needed to move 
mountains—but if I have no love, I am nothing.
1 Corinthians 13:2




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel invites you on a fictional journey through diverse experiences, delving into some religious ones, seen through the eyes of the protagonist. Love, romance, and religion are deeply personal, subjective experiences, and in this book, I offer my own interpretations and creative depictions. This is not intended to be a definitive or scholarly analysis of any faith but rather a narrative exploration of various spiritual paths.

Throughout the story, you’ll encounter themes of human connection and emotional depth. My hope is to evoke a sense of empathy and understanding that transcends who we are, encouraging us to see beyond our differences.

It’s important to note that my aim is not to challenge or undermine anyone’s beliefs, whatever they may be. I fully respect and appreciate the learning I have had throughout my experience of finding suitable literature for my book, and, however strong of an opinion it may seem, I request you, my dearest reader, to take it with an open heart. If any part of this novel is found to be offensive, I offer my sincere apologies. The journey of the fictional character reflects a limited perspective in both knowledge and experience, and I encourage readers to seek deeper insights from scholars and experts where needed.

Thank you for joining me on this exploration. I hope you find the journey both thought-provoking and enriching.

—Arun Kalampadan
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1

Love

Of all the emotions humans have ever experienced, love is undoubtedly the best and most mysterious feeling. Many great poets, songwriters, and even prophets have tried to describe it, but nothing can be as expressive as the feeling itself. Yet, everyone seems to relate to it when they hear about it. That’s what made these people famous in the first place. Because at some point in our lives we have experienced this feeling they’ve tried to describe. We can love our parents, friends, pets or even objects in different ways. But why does it feel so intense now? I wonder if all of us feel it with the same intensity at some point in our lives. I wonder if…

“Simon! Are you listening to the class?” shouted Miss Swarna, my chemistry teacher, interrupting both, my train of thoughts, and the class. “I’ve been noticing you lately, always dreaming during the classes. What has suddenly gotten to your head? You have your board exams in two months. I hope you have that thought in your head!”

Honestly, I didn’t know what was happening to me. I was so lost with a strange sense of freedom at the same time. I quickly apologised and sat down, trying to concentrate on what she was teaching.

Miss Swarna continued her class, “The Ideal Gas Law is applied to all real gases with these assumptions, even though there is no ideal gas, all real gases tend to behave as an ideal gas...”

Is that the same with love? Is there a thing called ‘ideal love’, or do all the different types of love try to behave like the ideal kind of love? If there is an ideal love, what is it? Why am I searching for it now? Is the love that I feel now not enough? Why am I not listening to the class again?! Focus, Simon!

My friend, Ishan, with his huge black square glasses perched on his nose, noticed that I was lost in my thoughts again and laughed. “So, this is what love does to people?” he asked, mocking me. I realised this habit was getting out of control and I needed to get back on track with my studies. 

I wasn’t always like this, though.

I used to be a very sceptical person who did not believe in all of that ‘true love’ or ‘eternal love’ nonsense. For as long as I could remember, I was completely against love. Maybe it was because most of my friends who got into relationships always ended up breaking up. Or maybe it was because I was insecure about myself. However, I have had crushes on different girls during different periods of my life. But all those ‘love at first sight’ moments disappeared when I gradually started developing feelings for Alika, a junior in my school who I had met thanks to a dare.

I stayed in a hostel since my house was far from school. On second Saturdays, which were holidays for us, a couple of us would go spend time in the houses of friends who lived close to the school. On one such weekend, having nothing to do and no homework to complete since it was just the beginning of a new academic year, we decided to make up a game—something like truth or dare, but with only dares. The dare was that we would each text a random girl at the same time, and whoever got the first reply would win. As it turned out, I got the first reply when we all messaged Alika.

And that’s how it began. Like most of the best love stories, even this one started out unexpectedly. It wasn’t like in Bollywood movies, where we see the guy instantly fall in love with a girl at first sight and pursue her until she falls in love with him. I was convinced that the conversation between us would end as quickly as it had started, but then we had hit it off quite well. We always found ourselves talking to each other.

Initially, it was crazy to me that I ended up developing feelings for her. She was not the person I had expected to fall in love with at all. She was very bold and talkative, while I was shy and silent. Maybe the old adage was right—opposites do attract. Apart from the obvious, she was also a person who, along with her excellent academic and artistic skills, was known for her short temper. Even though she had plenty of guys trying to win her over, she wasn’t liked by many. As is usually the case, negative rumours spread faster than positive traits. She also had an attitude that some people, especially a few girls that I knew, couldn’t tolerate. I wasn’t keen on chatting with her at first, having heard what people had to say about her, but slowly, I connected with a part of her that I never thought I would find in her. In some ways, she reminded me of my mother. 

We quickly bonded with each other, and I had reached a point where I could openly talk to her about anything, as would she. She was a completely different person while she was with me. It felt like I was speaking to a changed Alika when compared to my initial introduction to her. And at the same time, it seemed like she had brought out a change in me as well. A change for the better—without us having noticed it. 

Speaking of changes, my friends were the first ones to notice them. “Why are you being so nice to me these days?” asked Michael, our school head boy.

I didn’t have an answer, but I had a theory—I had fallen in love with her. We had gotten very close during our intermediate vacation for a festival called ‘Onam’ that was celebrated in Kerala, a state in India where I was from. We chatted every day, and on some nights, even until the next morning. It felt like I was building a habit. But this habit quickly stopped when I had to return to the hostel as the vacation got over. That’s when I really felt that I was missing something—I was missing her. Phones weren’t allowed when I was in the hostel, and so we couldn’t communicate like we used to. Her absence ignited something in me.

I noticed that I had begun to be nice even to the people I couldn’t tolerate before. Somehow, her existence brought out more positivity in me, something that I never asked but always longed for.

I eventually told this to my friends, and as emotion-ridden adolescents, they all encouraged me to go and propose to her. “It’s your last year in school, what do you have to lose?” asked Ishan, trying to hype me up. Being the coward that I was, I planned on doing it via text. But later, I found out from someone that she would not have her phone the next time that I would be at home, during Pooja holidays (a Hindu festival), since she had her exams scheduled after it. With my only plan now no longer an option, I decided to go old school.

Determined, my planning commenced. I initially thought I’d give her a letter penning down my feelings for her, but then I was scared I’d get caught, and considering my usually terrible luck, it would be a huge scene. It would become extra messy because of the rumours that would spread like a forest fire. In my school days, girls and boys couldn’t talk as openly as they could in college. There were physical education teachers and wardens wandering around like hyenas waiting for their prey to make a wrong move. But there was one common place where you were free enough to make your first move—the library. The place where students could go and buy books. Not just books to read, but notebooks and other stationery items needed in school, making it the perfect place, because it was always ironically noisier than our classrooms. Keeping that in mind, my friends and I began discussing our plan of action.

“What plan?” asked Zahid. “Michael calls her from her class, Roshan and I will control the area, and Ishan will keep the librarian occupied. Do we need a plan for this? The only thing that we should worry about is if Simon will propose or run away.” He smiled at me, and I threw him an irritated look. Zahid was a pretty straightforward guy and the one who dared to do anything. With his guts and looks, he was the playboy in our class. To add to his reputation as a playboy, he was our school’s sports captain thanks to his crazy talent.

Unlike most love stories, I did not have a particular best friend or a sidekick. I had a gang. We were the backbenchers, and like in most classrooms, the most notorious of all the benches. This included the head boy, the sports captain, the arts captain—Roshan, and finally Ishan, who wasn’t a captain but a well-known speaker in school. I was part of the popular gang, but I was the least popular person in it. It wasn’t just because most of them were honorary in school. It was in my nature to remain invisible.

With all our advantages now accounted for, we proceeded with the plan. Michael, who was the only one who had the authority to call Alika, our head girl, out of her class, went to call her to the library by telling the teachers that the principal wanted to see her. He then directed her to meet me in the library. The others cleared out a section of the library in the corner so that Alika and I could be alone. 

And there it was—the moment they were all waiting for, while I stood wishing for it to be over as soon as possible. But I knew I had to do it someday. The risk of not getting it was better than the regret of not trying to get it. 

She arrived as planned.

I was so ready to talk until I saw her enter. As soon as she entered, I noticed her glance at me. She was one of the few Muslim girls who wore a hijab at school, so I could identify her even from a distance. Seeing her glance, I lost the little courage that I had. I felt a lump building in my throat, and my mind suddenly went blank. I thought I was paralysed. I had never felt this way while talking to her before, but that day I knew something was wrong with me. My body and my mind were not cooperating with me. 

My first thought was to run as far as my legs could take me, but that would be too cowardly. My next way out was to ask a random question and drop my whole plan of telling her all that I felt for her. But Zahid recognised the look of fear on my face and frowned at me. He had already told me that he would punch me if I messed this up. 

“Hi,” I said, swallowing a huge load of saliva and a part of my courage too.

“Hi, Simon. What’s up?” she responded, smiling. My unusual expression was significantly noticeable.

The only sound I could hear properly was my heartbeat, and that too very loudly.

“Nothing much, just checking some books.” 

“You called me to check some books?” she asked, her tone sceptical. “Since when did you start reading books, Simon?” she asked, a look of doubt clouding her features. She knew me too well for me to keep lying. 

At that moment, the librarian noticed something strange and started approaching us. Ishan, who was supposed to keep him occupied, tried calling him back, but it was futile, and so he started following the librarian, signalling to us that he was coming. Zahid and Roshan started hinting at me, and I realised I had to say something, and I had to say it fast.

I really regret not remembering any perfect proposal line from the innumerable movies I had watched. Where were the words when I needed them?

“I have fallen for you!” I blurted, without giving it any thought.

“Hmm?” Her dark-coloured eyes widened, and she looked confused, but at the same time, I noticed a blush creep onto her face as her dimples started to deepen. I had never seen such beauty in her face or in anyone’s face until that moment. I saw something that was unusual, yet so magnificent.

She tried to look away to avoid eye contact with me and noticed the librarian rushing towards us.

“Yeah, you dug a hole and you pushed me into it,” I continued.

Just as I finished saying that, the librarian had gotten really close, and Alika ran off the other way without saying anything in return.

“You still haven’t selected your book?” the librarian asked me. I couldn’t say anything. My mind felt so heavy. Luckily, Ishan came to him asking his made up doubts once again. That gave me the opportunity to just walk away.

That was the longest day of my life, or so I thought. I couldn’t think of anything other than how I had screwed up. My friends surrounded me and started making fun of me and the dialogue that I had used. I was just glad that it was all over. 

“At least he said it,” Ishan cut in, interrupting the laughter.

“Yeah, good job, Simon. I honestly wasn’t expecting it. I was waiting to punch you,” Zahid said with a proud look.

“But whatever the result is going to be, you will always have us,” Michael reminded me. He was the wisest one in the group, and also the sincerest.

“I know,” I said in a calm voice. “I always knew.” And they all hugged me.

I started to feel normal again. Having those people as my best friends was truly a blessing, and I didn’t always realise it. But in moments like this, I did.

The next day, I tried to remain in my class as long as I could just to avoid facing Alika. Yet, I was so eager to know what she thought about yesterday. The only person who could talk to her without getting caught was Michael, so I sent him to find out if she felt the same way about me.

Before Michael could even open his mouth, she said to him, “I know why you are here. Tell him to jump out of the hole that I ‘dug’. This is not the age for such things.”

That was my first heartbreak. Little did I know that that was just the beginning.

I was actually more inconsolable thinking that I had lost a good friend because of this. I would never be able to look at her the way I used to, nor would she. So, I decided to cut off all contact with her and not cause further trouble. For many days, I did not leave the classroom during breaks, fearing that I would run into her by accident. Yet, I always found myself looking outside the door to see if she would pass by, just to get a glimpse of her. And every time I saw her, something in me would light up. It was then that I understood what all those Bollywood movies usually exaggerate. 

My friends tried to convince me that I would find someone better and that she wasn’t the one meant for me. I just let it slide, pushing that thought to the back of my head, and started focusing on my studies, as I was in the 12th standard, the last year of school.

Days passed, and then came the Pooja holidays. I went home and felt much better. Being in a hostel would make anyone miss home food. I couldn’t wait to eat my mother’s special biryani that she would make whenever I would come for a long vacation.

I guess it was just infatuation after all, I thought on my way home. Yet, something in me wasn’t ready to accept it.

A day later, I received a phone call from an unknown number. The only calls I used to get from unknown numbers were from my SIM card company advertising their latest offers. I wasn’t in the mood to entertain another pointless call, so I put the phone on silent. But the calls kept coming from this new number.

Thinking that it must be one of my friends who’d got a new number and wanted to say something urgent, I finally picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hello, is this Simon?” answered a female voice that sounded very familiar.

“Yes.”

“Simon, it’s me Alika!” she replied with excitement.

I was shocked. Of all the people I expected to receive a call from, she was the last one. My grip on the phone tightened as my heart started racing.

“Why is your voice so dull?” she continued.

“Ahh? Must be exam tension,” I mumbled, trying to sound normal.

“You really suck at lying, you know that?” she said, giggling.

“I guess you know me too well.” I smiled. It was so strange how one person could turn my mood upside down just by talking to her.

We continued talking over the phone for more than four hours. I couldn’t believe it—I was a person who barely spoke for five minutes on the phone, and there I was speaking to her for that long. It was the first time I spoke to her, or any girl, over the phone. Her family was very conservative and wouldn’t allow her to speak to boys on the phone. Even if she did, they would ask her a million questions. Luckily, her parents went to a wedding that day, leaving her alone with her grandmother as she had to study for her exams. She took that opportunity to call me using her grandmother’s phone.

We spoke about many things, from studies to movies to family. Finally, she asked why she hadn’t seen me outside the classroom after that incident. I told her the truth: I was hiding from her, and I wanted to cut off any contact with her so that it wouldn’t cause any trouble.

“Simon!” she sighed. “You are a particularly weird but also awesome person at the same time, and I like that about you.” She took a small pause before continuing, “I actually like everything about you. But we live in a place where two people from different religions can’t marry. You are a Christian, and we Muslims will never accept a Christian into our family, especially my family, which is very conservative about these things. Even if I say that I like you and give you hope, at the end of the day, I’m just a girl from a conservative family. My mother is planning to get me married by the age of twenty, and she extended the age, which was initially eighteen, according to my grandma’s wish. They still carry their old traditions, and I can’t oppose them. I am their only child, and they have too many expectations of me. It’s the same with you. Your parents have a lot of expectations of you as well. But you will always be a dear friend to me, and we shouldn’t end our friendship because of this.”

“So, you do like me?” I interrupted. 

“You idiot!” she said, her voice dripping with playful annoyance. “Out of all the things I just said, this is what entered your mind?”

“Well, you could have just said that you don’t like me. Why didn’t you say that?” I asked, grinning. 

I swear I could hear her smirk. She couldn’t hide it for long. Those two seconds of silence spoke more words than the whole phone call.

As for me, I couldn’t stop smiling. I finally got the answer I wanted to hear. That was enough for me, well, at least for that moment. My heart was right. There was something beyond friendship between us. This is how love unfolds at the right time, I thought.

Suddenly, I heard doors opening in her house; it was her parents.

“I have to go now, they’re back. Bye!” she said in a hurry.

“Bye!” I replied. “And thanks for calling me!” I chirped, happiness evident in my voice.

“Thanks for answering the call,” she said in her bubbly voice and hung up.

That was the beginning of my love story.




2

Changes

I finally felt the heaviness I’d carried in my heart for so long ease a little. I couldn’t stop smiling, even while walking around casually at home. My parents were quick to notice and kept asking me what had changed.

“I think I am in love,” I finally told them, after having waited for the right moment. 

They smiled at first, but later gave me the usual lecture that every parent gives their child when they fall in love at a young age. Nonetheless, they seemed to be fine with it. Religion wasn’t an issue for them. 

I couldn’t quite figure out why many parents were okay when their sons were in love but not so supportive when their daughters were in love. This weird difference was something I’d noticed growing up, but had never quite understood. 

Eventually, after hearing my questions about these contradictions, my father decided it was time for us to have ‘the talk’.

“There have been many cases where the boy forces a girl who loves him to leave her family just for the girl to end up feeling left out or worse, left alone with a child.” 

My father continued, “Naturally, the girl loses everything she has, but the boy still has his freedom. Since such is the state of our society, you must promise to never force her to do anything that she doesn’t consent to, especially touching her body. Your bodies should be the last thing to be shared in a relationship. Yours is an age where your hormones start to make you feel and see things that you never noticed before. However, these same things will appear ridiculous to you once the hype dies down. People, especially boys your age, tend to feel a sudden surge of love just by seeing the beauty of a person. But beauty is not forever, and if you only focus on that, someday you will eventually get tired of it. That’s why you must first fall in love with who she is before falling in love with what she looks like. If you really like her for who she is and not just by how she looks, you can wait for the right time to have a physical relationship. Whether you will marry her or not is not to be decided right now. It’s not even in our hands. But for now, respecting her is the first thing you must do.”

Having heard that, I realised that I had felt the opposite. Since I started observing a certain beauty in her, my sexual urge had just disappeared. Even my ‘unacceptable’ habit of watching porn had stopped. It was then that I realised that what I had seen on screens wasn’t love but just entertainment. People who haven’t felt what love really feels like will keep searching for an alternate way to feel good.

As the vacation ended, I went back to my hostel and told my friends what had happened.

“What about the future?” asked Ishan after listening to my story.

I didn’t know what would happen in the future, but somehow that didn’t bother me at that moment. The only thing that I wanted, and the only thing that I was concerned about, was the present, not the future nor the past. Because that’s what love was to me at that time, to simply enjoy the company of someone that I deeply valued. People are mostly busy thinking about the past or dreaming about the future, leaving out the present moment. But at that instant, for the first time in my life, I realised the value of truly enjoying the present.

“I will try my best to get her,” I replied, squashing that small part of me that feared losing her.

“Be careful, bro, I don’t want to see you depressed in case you lose it. You can leave this case now if you want,” warned Michael. I guess they all understood that I didn’t have too much hope.

“And leaving the case now won’t make me depressed?” I asked, countering his advice.

It was clear that my friends weren’t too supportive at first because of my uncertainty about the future of this relationship, but seeing me happy convinced them that this was good for me. So, the next best thing they could all do was agree to savour this moment with me. We all knew it was going to be hard to see her in person once I finished school, so why not enjoy the time we had now?

That’s how our secret operations began. My friends, including Alika, were putting their captaincies at stake just to help me meet and talk to her. As captains, they were responsible for organising and managing school events, including arranging the hall during functions and assemblies. This gave them the perfect excuse to create opportunities for us. We took advantage of every moment when the teachers and other students weren’t around, making even the shortest encounters count. Sometimes, the best part of living with rules is when you break them; that’s when you make memories that last a lifetime.

When I did get to meet her, she would do most of the talking while I stood there silently, just watching her. For some reason, my mind always went blank when I saw her face-to-face. But I didn’t mind. I enjoyed listening to her, and she never seemed to mind my silence either. 

Even though we never called each other ‘lovers’, we acted like we were. It was just that Alika always thought about the future, and she wouldn’t want to put a tag on us. As for me, I was always scared that Alika would be mad if I alluded to us as lovers. Whenever she got angry, she wouldn’t even look at me—she would turn her face away every time our paths crossed, as if I didn’t exist. But sometimes, after walking past her, I’d turn around to check if she was still ignoring me. More often than not, I’d catch her looking at me, and we would both smile. She was a devil on the outside, but deep inside, she was the sweetest angel.

During the leaves we got every second Saturday, I’d go back home just so I could chat with her.

It was mostly while chatting that we would get into deep conversations, because at school, we didn’t have the time or the right surroundings for such discussions. And occasionally, while chatting with her during the nights, we would discuss the future—the problem that haunted both of us.

“Allah is almighty, and Allah’s plans are always good. So, whatever happens, it will happen for the good,” wrote Alika.

“You have Allah, Christians have Jesus, Hindus have millions of Gods, and the list goes on. Too many Gods to make plans, don’t you think?” I replied. I wasn’t a believer in God nor in any particular religion. I found it disturbing how millions of people had waged wars in the name of God and religion, and still continued to do so.

“They are all one essence,” replied Alika. “In the end, we are all praying to a being that we have never seen and have no concrete idea of. What if we are all praying to the same God?” she asked.

“I don’t believe in prayers either,” I replied.

“You and your sceptical mind!” she typed with exasperation. “I hope that one day Allah teaches you a lesson and converts you.”

I was born and raised a Christian, but later on, I discovered that I would go and pray to God only when I needed something, and after that, I would forget about God. Suppose I didn’t get what I wanted, I would blame God. That seemed ridiculous to me—not the idea of God, but the attitude I showed towards Him. So, I stopped believing in God altogether. I couldn’t entirely label myself an atheist, but I didn’t find any meaning in having this superficial relationship with God either. My stubborn mind had gotten to me. I think it was because, as a child, I had been told to pray whenever I needed, and so that became a habit—to reach out to God only when I needed Him. 

“I’ll wait till then, but for now all I want to wait for is you,” I said in an attempt to be flirtatious so I could divert the topic.

“No! Never put people above God,” she replied. 

She was a very religious person, just like my mother. My mother would always go to church and would recite the rosary daily, but my dad showed no such interest, even though he still believed in God. I had two extremes in my family, so I had the freedom to believe what I wanted. Even though I was often annoyed by Alika’s faith, from time to time, it amazed me—the fact that she was able to find goodness in every hopeless situation. Or maybe it was me giving something importance just because the person who told me about it was important. Much like when she made me listen to songs that she liked, I would like them more after she’d told me about them, even though my friends had already introduced me to most of them.

This is how it always went—each time the topic about the future came up, we would divert it to some other discussion. We never ran out of topics, which was why these diversions weren’t too taxing. This went on for a while because we both knew that talking about it would instantly kill our moods. 

Or maybe it didn’t.

“Whatever happens in the future, I will never meet a person like you, ever!” she once told me when I was in one of those moods, thinking about our hopeless future. Looking back, it was those moments that really strengthened our feelings for each other. There was a certain beauty in knowing that we were not willing to give up on each other despite the external circumstances not being in our favour. Some sort of magical feeling that I couldn’t really describe at that time. What started as a casual curiosity quickly transformed into something much deeper than I’d ever anticipated. I never imagined my feelings would escalate to this point.

Throughout this process, I had changed a lot. Love really is some form of death and rebirth. We enter as a certain someone and emerge as someone else, leaving behind the version of us that once existed. It makes us want to do the things we never would have done, and it makes us feel things we never once thought we’d feel. She literally brought me out of my shell.

However, not all changes were necessarily good.

Recalling my chemistry class scenario with Miss Swarna, on that day, I fully grasped that I was losing my mind. I was unable to concentrate properly—it was as if I was living in a fairytale. Suddenly, everything around me felt magical. The things we see in movies were coming to life; the moon was shining just for us, the birds were singing for us, and the rain was pouring as if it was meant to rain only for us. The only thing that differed from Bollywood movies was the endless fields of flowers where the couple were most often seen running towards each other, with their arms outstretched. It was then that I understood why most Bollywood movies have these extravagant, dreamy songs when a couple falls in love. There is a certain excitement to be in love.

That being said, Miss Swarna was right. My final exams were coming up, and I needed to focus on them. Even Alika couldn’t concentrate much because of this issue, but she was more strong-willed than me regarding our situation. If she fixed her sights on a goal, there was no stopping her. 

We then made a decision to reduce the time we chatted when I was at home, and decided not to meet at school, as some people had also started noticing us. Still, I wasn’t afraid of that. Whoever started spreading rumours about us, Alika would publicly embarrass them. Even though people didn’t like her boldness, I found it very attractive. 

Usually, it was the boy who was stronger and stood up for the girl, but in my case, it was the opposite. She would stand up for me regarding anything. She had this deep protectiveness for the people she cared about. But if she didn’t like someone, she would literally kill them. Well, not literally.

More than the care that she gave me, the thing that astonished me was that she accepted me for who I was. It made me love myself and accept myself more. Suddenly, all my insecurities disappeared. It truly was a wonder to find another person, who was once a stranger, who accepted us more than we accepted ourselves.

As days went by, I somehow managed to get back on track with my studies with my friends’ help, and so did she. We had this deep sense of understanding as well. We agreed on many things that would help us become better people, sometimes even without noticing it. I remember Alika helping me with my shyness, and I helping her with her temper. We would listen to each other’s advice, learn, and grow together, despite the small conflicts we had.

Then came the board exams. They passed in the blink of an eye. The only thing I remember was that I’d barely slept.

If only I had more time to study. The usual thought popped up in my mind. Like after every exam, I always had the feeling that I could have studied more if I had more time. Which really meant that I could have studied more instead of daydreaming.

In the end, I guess it was all a matter of priorities after all.

After our exams came our farewell, and the junior batch was hosting it. This is going to be the last day that I will see Alika in school, I thought.

“Look at that!” Zahid turned my head towards the school entrance as Alika walked in with her friends.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was the first time I’d seen Alika wear a saree—a shiny blue one with a matching hijab. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I even noticed my classmates staring at her, which was something I didn’t like but also felt proud of secretly.

But how can this be? I thought, suddenly looking away as she walked backstage. She wasn’t even a girl that I used to check out, but after having fallen for her, I found myself staring at her. What is this magical feeling? Whatever it was, it felt so good. Yet, my sceptical mind wanted answers. 

I enjoyed watching her as if it were the last time that I would see her, just like the sun that always looks more beautiful during sunset. But unlike sunsets, in this case, I wasn’t expecting a new dawn.

“You want to meet her so badly, huh?” asked Ishan, noticing my usual attempt to catch her eye in the crowd while attending the function.

I smiled.

We then went on to figure out how to create an opportunity so that Alika and I could be alone. And like every time, we did it without anyone catching us. We were so used to this that we knew the school too well, every inch and corner of it.

I met her in the storeroom where all the sports equipment was placed, knowing that no one would come around at that hour. However, this time, my friends had to leave us alone and go back to help arrange the chairs, as the farewell program was over.

I stood in my usual silence. But this time, she snapped, “This might be the last time that we see each other. At least this time, speak!”

“You look very beautiful today,” I replied with a smile.

“Thanks,” she said with a blush, while adjusting her saree.

“Yeah, this might be the last time that we will see each other. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the future, but I am glad I enjoyed every moment with you,” I said in a softer tone, coming closer to her.

I saw her look straight into my eyes as I came closer. I wanted to kiss her so badly and thank her for everything, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. 

“Are you sure we won’t meet in the future?” I asked her with uncertain hope.

“I don’t know about the future, Simon. Nor can I give you any hopes,” she paused. “But ‘Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere, they’re in each other all along’,” she replied, quoting her favourite poet, a Sufi mystic named Rumi.

She couldn’t hide her inner feelings anymore. That was the first, and maybe even the last time, she’d labelled us as lovers.

She moved closer to me, and suddenly we were standing so near that the difference in our heights became obvious. She tilted her head up towards me, and I tilted mine down, our faces closer than they had ever been. Her eyes searched mine, and I tried to follow hers, both of us fumbling in that small, wordless game. When at last we caught each other’s gaze, we smiled at the same time, breaking eye contact for a heartbeat. Even though it lasted only a moment, to me it felt like forever.

She then placed her hand on my shoulder, pulling me towards her since she was shorter. Until that moment, we had never touched each other. My shoulder tensed under her touch, then she rose on her toes to kiss me on my cheek. As soon her soft lips touched my already warm cheek, I felt so light. Overwhelmed by emotions and adrenaline, my eyes suddenly widened with excitement, and my shoulders relaxed, making my whole body feel weightless—as if I was floating in the air. I would do anything in the world to relive that moment.

But that magical moment was short-lived when Miss Swarna came out of nowhere. 

“Simon!” she shouted.

We were both shocked and stood still as Miss Swarna approached us.

Since she was my class teacher and didn’t know Alika, a commerce student, she came to me and ordered Alika to clear off.

Miss Swarna was very dear to me, and despite all the screaming I received from her, we were always on good terms. I begged her not to tell anyone about it because Alika would be the one to suffer, since she would be continuing at this school, and I was leaving.

She told me she wouldn’t let anyone know and gave me a big lecture about this not being the right age to be in love. 

Is wanting to kiss someone you love also just something under the control of hormones? Isn’t it different from the lust I feel when I watch a porn star? Does love have a kind of age limit? Or am I asking all these things because of my age, too? What is the minimum age to fall in love, and how was this age decided upon? Does love change as we age, and if it does, will it be for better or for worse? I thought, listening to her lecture. 

While I was with Miss Swarna, listening to her long lecture, Alika’s parents had arrived and taken her back home.

That’s how the last day of school ended for me. For some, it was the best day of their lives as they had been waiting for school to get over, but for most, it was the opposite. The friends and memories I’d made during our ignorant, innocent school days, were some of the most memorable moments of my life. The teachers, the classmates, the school ground, and the mess hall—they all had memories attached to them. I, in particular, was sad knowing that I would also not get to see Alika like I used to. 

On my way back home, I felt a strange sadness looking out of the window of my car. Ironically, I had felt the same sadness when I was on my way to join the hostel for the first time four years ago. It was the feeling of leaving home and not coming back. 

On reaching home, I was waiting for a reply from Alika after what had happened at school. I couldn’t think of anything else other than what had happened in the storeroom. I still felt her lips on my cheek even when thinking about it. However, I didn’t get any reply. Something had to be wrong.

The next week, my friends and I had planned to go on a road trip. Roshan, who was the eldest among us, was the first and only one who had a driver’s licence. We may have done it for the hype of finally driving a car legally, but we drove to the southernmost part of India, Kanyakumari. The beach was a magnificent sight during the sunset! It was one of those rare places where both the sunrise and sunset could be seen from the shore. The smell of the sea breeze, along with the smell of roasted maize from the street vendors, brought a calming feeling. It was one of those feelings that would remain in my mind each time I smelled roasted maize.

Even the sea somehow seemed more magical than it usually appeared to me. This time it was because my mind was occupied with thoughts of Alika. I would just stare deep into the horizon that formed far from the shore and listen to the sound of the waves crashing on the sand, forgetting everything else around me. With the pale blue sky and the sea reflecting its colour, everything seemed so calm. It was the perfect time to daydream. I was starting to love everything around me as if the universe had been created just for me to enjoy it. 

Ahh, the ocean, who doesn’t love this view? Does it even matter whether the ocean loves us back? Would that make me stop loving the ocean? Then why is it different in the case of humans? Why can’t I just love her without any conditions? What’s blocking me? Is it the future? If I knew that I would never get to see the ocean again, would it change anything? I wonder if she thinks about this too. Does she think about me like I always think about her? Why do I have so many unanswered questions, and why am I comparing the ocean to Alika? I guess they both make me feel something—something where my being can find peace. I wonder if there are many ways to love or just one universal way. What exactly is love?

The trips went on, and occasionally we would meet and drive around, blasting music with all our windows rolled down. The wind blowing through my hair while sitting with the people I loved—those moments were unforgettable. Not to mention the silly fights we had during these trips. The best part of having a group of friends is that if two people fought over something, there was always a third person who would interfere to fix it. Usually, it was Michael who played the peacemaker.

Could these days get any better? Even so, my mind would wonder what had happened to Alika.

Did Miss Swarna spill the news to anyone? I thought, wondering if Alika had been caught. 

“Let’s ask her friends?” said Zahid, after I’d told them about my worries. “I know a few chicks from her class. They might know,” he continued.

“Let’s wait, it’s only been two weeks. Maybe she is on a trip with her family,” said Michael, interrupting the plan. She wasn’t a person who would post many pictures on social media, so it was hard to tell where she was.

Days passed, and there was still no sign of Alika. I couldn’t take it. That night, feeling desperate, I had Zahid message her friends. Soon after, I received a notification. I had made a special notification tone for her messages. As soon as I heard that sound, I stopped talking to my friends and rushed towards the phone that was charging on the table.

“Hey!” she wrote. She would usually start the conversation by calling me by the nickname she had given me: ‘tall devil’. So I knew something was wrong.

“Where have you been? It’s been three weeks!” I replied without hesitation.

“Nothing, I was busy with my family for a while. How have you been?”

“I was a bit worried about you, but yeah, everything is fine here. Hope everything is fine there too,” I replied, hinting to her that I’d noticed an unusual change in the way she texted me. She suddenly seemed more formal.

“Everything’s fine. Maybe I’m just a bit tired,” she replied.

“Okay, go rest then.”

“Yeah, bye.”

“Bye,” I ended the conversation.

That wasn’t what I was expecting after a three-week disappearance, especially after what had happened at my farewell. Our chats went on like this for a few days, and Zahid told me that she hadn’t messaged her friends for a while either. Apparently, she was only chatting with me. 

Something was wrong. She’d changed and wouldn’t say what had happened to her despite my attempts to find out what was going on.




3

Allah—The God

“My mother has a brain tumour!” said Alika at last, while crying on the phone.

I was shocked. Even though she rarely got to talk to me on the phone and we got so little time together on calls, I couldn’t say anything back. I wanted to cheer her up, but I feared that I would only worsen the situation. So, I stayed quiet. I believe she was waiting for a chance to tell me this news over the phone.

“Pray for her,” she said after a long pause between us.

“I will,” I replied. “It will be alright. Allah’s plans are all for the good.” I do not know why I replied using the usual line she’d tell me, nor do I know why she asked me to pray for her despite knowing that I didn’t believe in prayers. But what really mattered to me was her happiness.

Isn’t that what love was after all? We feel joy only when our loved ones are happy. If they aren’t happy, then we try our best to make them happy.

After giving it a thought, I did pray that day. No matter how much of a nonbeliever I considered myself, in that situation, my childhood instinct to pray when in deep trouble returned. I didn’t pray the way that I used to, by praising God at the start of the prayer and telling how good and loving He is. Instead, I just closed my eyes and wished her well. The only way I could describe it was this intense desire for a loved one to be happy. And the only way to wish them happiness that I could think of, was to tell someone else to make it happen, someone who was beyond human limitations, and who might have, if not the possibility, the power to make my wishes come true. For me, I couldn’t think of anyone other than God.

I had many questions about the existence of God. But for that moment, I let it all slide. Love really does make us blind, even in this case. As strange as it sounds, sometimes the emotional part of ourselves takes over the intellectual part.

This incident was beginning to feel like it was the start of a sequence of bad events. Once school ended, I knew things would never be the same, but I realised the intensity of it only later. I also had to search for a college for my higher studies, and I had no idea what course to choose. Even if I chose something, I had to work hard for the entrance test, which was something I was not in the mood for. There were people who took one year to study for this entrance exam. I wasn’t going to do such things for something I wasn’t interested in. It just wasn’t for me. My real interest was to study about love, but there weren’t any courses that I knew for that. Perhaps, psychology. But I didn’t have the right idea about it at that time. I used to see psychology as something completely different from science, which was the stream I had chosen in my 12th grade.

To make things worse, as the weeks passed by, my friends got admissions in different colleges. Zahid got into a university in Canada, Roshan got admission in Delhi, Michael in Mumbai, and Ishan decided to stay in Kerala as he wanted to study in the same college with his girlfriend, whom he had met in an entrance coaching class.

Watching my classmates getting into different places not only increased my worries but also the pressure I was receiving from my parents to get into a good college. Apart from the occasional trips I had with my friends, the only thing that gave me relief was my talks with Alika. As her mother got better, she became more available. Even though we were both battling something in our own lives, we were able to forget it all for a few brief moments when we would get to chat with each other. It was as if we would get into another world, a world made just for the two of us.

It always got me wondering how the presence of one person could dissolve all your problems. I was craving for that person’s presence from the moment I woke up till the moment I fell asleep. And right before sleeping, my thoughts would often wander about love. Thoughts like, Is love just a fantasy to escape suffering? Or perhaps to escape reality? A fantasy that we make in our head that can be broken down at any moment? What if she decides to leave me now? Would this feeling disappear all of a sudden? But nothing else feels more real than love. Why do we feel this way, and why doesn’t it last forever?

Days passed, and eventually, Alika’s mother returned home from chemotherapy and was in good health.

“Allah is almighty and listened to my prayers,” she wrote with excitement.

“But what if your prayers weren’t answered?” I asked out of curiosity.

“Then something better will be on its way. We will never be able to understand the mind of Allah and His plans, but if Allah created the universe, the oceans, the mountains, the stars, and all those things at whose perfection we marvel, then what He has for each of us has its own way of being perfect,” she replied.

Somehow, her faith was starting to make me seek something I thought I never needed. Yet, my faith just wasn’t strong enough to go the full way.

“What do you do when you lack faith?” I went on with my usual chain of questions.

“To have faith in something, you need to love it first,” she replied. “Why do you have faith in me?”

“It’s because I…” as I was typing, I realised—“Oh, I get it,” I replied.

“In the sea of love, I melt like salt. Faith, doubt—they both dissolve. A star is opening in my heart. The world turns in,” she continued with her habit of quoting Rumi. 

She used to mention that it was because of our relationship that she started admiring him and his poetry. His words were not only poetic but somehow penetrated Alika’s heart after she had felt what love feels like. She would often say that in Rumi’s words, she would find the answers she was searching for. 

Rumi would speak of love from his experience with a teacher. Someone whom he was very close, who had disappeared from his life unexpectedly. After the sudden disappearance, he’d kept searching for his teacher, only to realise that his spirit would always live within him and that love was something beyond just physical presence. It was the words that he wrote after this realisation that made him famous, particularly in the West.

At that time, I never clearly understood what he meant. How can there be love between a teacher and a student? To add to that confusion, Rumi was already married and had children. For me, this was all too poetic and didn’t make much sense, just like the quote from Rumi she had just mentioned. When I asked her about it, she would reply like the old, learned sages we see in movies: “You have to listen from your heart, only then will you find what you are looking for,” which only made me more confused than I was before asking about it. 

However, deep down, I knew there was a part of me that wanted to know what his words meant because I feared that someday, I would face the same fate Rumi did: heartbreak. But my stubborn mind wanted analytical answers, which were always hard to find. 

I slowly started becoming interested in this poet, Rumi. I would look him up online but I always preferred asking Alika about it because I loved the way she explained it. Also, because I hated reading articles, or even books for that matter. These kinds of talks helped me get to know her better, especially her inner thoughts and desires. Along with Rumi, she would talk a lot about Allah and the story of how Prophet Mohammed got his revelations, which eventually led to the founding of Islam. He was the role model for every Muslim, or as his wife, Khadhija called him—the walking Quran. 

“Is Allah different from God?” I asked during one of our many conversations on the topic.

“No, you silly, it’s just the Arabic word for God, ‘The God’.”

“So, the Christian God is the same as Allah?”

“Well, many people would disagree but I think they are the same. All Abrahamic religions believed in a single God, it’s only their interpretations that changed. We Muslims think that the Jews and the Christians misused and misinterpreted the revelations given by Allah and so Allah gave the last revelation to Prophet Muhammed and commanded him to preserve the revelations.”

“But isn’t the Quran misinterpreted too?”

“Yes, and there have even been wars based on these misinterpretations. But the Quran remains the scripture that hasn’t lost its originality since the time it was written.”

“So what’s the solution to all those wars?”

“I honestly don’t know, I have never thought about it,” she replied, after pausing to think it through.

I began to understand God from a Muslim perspective. They describe God’s attributes, but do not give God a human form, unlike what I learned in Christianity. I was beginning to like it; it didn’t confuse me like the concept of Trinity—where God was the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, all at the same time. Yet, the innumerable wars happening not only with other religions but even within the different Muslim sects was something that bothered me. Or was it just the media that always showcased Islamic wars?

What caused these people to do these things? was the question I always had about religious groups.

I still didn’t feel like praying on a regular basis but something in me was aching to know about God. Maybe it’s the different interpretations of the same being that made different religions, but how were these religions formed? I had so many unanswered questions about religions and God. When I was younger, I was forced to learn about God in my catechism classes, but this time I felt something different about my idea of God. I wanted to search for it on my own.

I was captivated by the concept of Islam but wanted to know why there were such conflicts that seemed contradictory to what I’d learned about Islamic teachings. So, I went in search of a Muslim teacher who would help me find the answers to Islam and found one who was a friend of Zahid’s.

“These Islamic wars that you see on the news have a lot of politics under the table,” said the usthad, as Zahid would call him. “They take a region where the economy is collapsing and the people are suffering, and use it for their political needs. People would do anything to survive.”

“But we also see individuals committing violent acts in the name of God. Isn’t that taught in the Quran?” I asked.

“Yes, there is a lot of misinterpretation of the Quran and unfortunately many confused minds fall into the trap of Shaitan (which is the devil in Islam). But if it was taught in the Quran, then every single Muslim should have done it, and there are around two billion Muslims on this planet, including your friend here Zahid. Why is it that they haven’t done it?” 

He had a point, but I still wanted to find a solution to it. I went on asking questions to get more details, but I also did not want to make him feel uncomfortable as he was a very respectable person. At some point, I started feeling like I was just questioning his religion rather than genuinely seeking answers. Maybe I simply didn’t know any other way to get them, but it just didn’t sit right with me. Plus, Zahid would kill me if I painted a bad image of him in front of his usthad. So, I couldn’t get all the answers that I wanted. But one thing he said stuck with me:

“If you look back in history, it is not just Islam that made different sectors but other religions as well. It’s all man-made. Somehow, we all want to be different in our ideologies but at the same time we also have the need to belong to something, we are social animals after all,” he continued.

I do remember, during my school days, once a junior commented about a girl in our class in a vulgar way, we all went against him. In his defence, his whole batch would team up against us. We won that fight, and at that time, it seemed cool. But the usthad made it look like a harsh reality—one that doesn’t just happen in big wars but even amongst us. That only made me more eager to find a solution to all these conflicts.

“If only you would search for a college instead of going after all these unnecessary things,” said my mother in irritation while eating dinner one night, because that was the only time they got to see me. Otherwise, I would either be outside or upstairs, in my room, occupied with my phone. 

While I was growing more curious about these things, my mother saw it differently. Not only was she against it because I was not searching for a college, but also because I wasn’t seeking Christian answers. She had always wished that I would go to church. Not just because she wanted to have a God-fearing son, but also because, for her, it was a matter of shame. The aunties next door would look at her as if she was raising a drug addict for a child who needed help.

“Your mother is right and you are being irresponsible,” said Alika when I told her what was happening in my life.

“Great, now you’re my mother too,” I replied.

“Aren’t you worried about your future?”

“I am, but even you said it, Allah has His plans and they are always good.” I said, teasing her. However, deep inside I always had a fear that I didn’t show. Even though I always told her everything that was going on in my mind, this time I couldn’t. Not because I couldn’t get into any college, but because I didn’t know what to study, as if my future was blurred and I didn’t know how to explain this to anyone. 

“You idiot, you’ll never change,” she texted as soon as I sent her my text. I had gotten so used to her calling me an idiot that I would feel sad if she didn’t call me that anymore. I’d like to believe ‘idiot’ is always on her text suggestions while she replies to me as she used it so frequently. 

On another trip with my friends, we went to the top of a hill in Idukki, where it was cool enough to escape the summer heat during the month of May. It was strangely windy and the sky was hardly bright. We sat on a huge rock but we couldn’t see much as it suddenly became foggy around us. Seeing the fog, Michael and Ishan began to take photos, while Zahid went to buy some snacks from a nearby tea stall. Meanwhile, Roshan, who was the quietest in our group, and I sat there in silence, each lost in our own thoughts. 

Roshan was a guy who loved to have deep conversations. I wanted to ask him about his thoughts on religion, but out of nowhere, a cool breeze blew through the fog that was surrounding us and slowly the whole view in front of us became clear. I could see the hills around us with all the greenery, as well as the cars and people from a faraway town moving around like tiny toys below us. 

At that moment, I felt something strangely beautiful. I realised I was also just a tiny dot amidst all these people and things. Somehow, that made my problems seem insignificant, like mere specks compared to the vastness of everything around me. That’s why the mountains and the ocean were my favourite places. They shifted my perspective, helping me see the world from a small point of view to a much larger picture. From a distance, people looked like ants, but I knew each of them had problems as big as mine, if not bigger. Yet, here we all were, living our lives, weaving together a fabric that, when viewed from a greater distance, forms a complete picture. Strangely, everything seemed to make sense. 

In that realisation, I felt a certain harmony—a connection with creation itself. This blissful feeling was nothing more than a shift in perspective, a mental game that changed how I saw everything.

At that instant, I felt something flowing in me—something that if described in words will lose its essence. I felt free—free from judgments, free from conditions—just enjoying its company. The company of some supreme entity. Maybe that’s what some religions called God.

I wanted to believe in God, or at least, I wanted to remain in that state where I felt like I was part of this blissful creation. Or, as the Muslims would say, I wanted to surrender myself to God.

Even though I was not and
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