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Praise for Happy:

‘First-time novelist Basra delivers a damning indictment of capitalism, a system that swallows the global poor whole and spits out wasted humans. At the same time, Basra maintains a light touch; the novel wears its burdens with good humor.’

Poornima Apte, Booklist (Starred Review)

‘Revealed in short snippets of imagined dialogue and interspersed with the perspectives of other characters and even inanimate objects, Happy’s view of the world starts off as quirky and charming, but gains increasing pathos as the divide between his starry-eyed hopes and his increasingly hopeless reality grows. Happy’s singular voice echoes long after the close to this striking story.’

Publishers Weekly (Starred Review)

‘Playful, funny, and wildly free, Happy inhabits the seam between beauty and tragedy. A miraculous novel.’

Megha Majumdar, Whiting Award winner and bestselling author of A Burning

‘A bonkers story that reads like a fine ten-course meal.”

Gary Shteyngart, author of Our Country Friends

‘With an innovative form that is simultaneously playful and profound, Celina Baljeet Basra’s Happy is outstanding! From the first to the final pages, I was completely charmed by Happy and his crew as they made their treacherous journey towards dreams of a better life. Using wry humour to deliver a dead serious message with laser-sharp lightness, Basra gives depth and definition to the unjust and inhumane conditions facing many migrants and undocumented workers. Read this book.’

Melissa Fu, author of Peach Blossom Spring




About the Book

HAPPY

A whimsical and innovative debut novel, HAPPY is the story of a starry-eyed cinephile who leaves his rural village in Punjab to pursue his dreams-set against the global migration crisis.

In a small farming village in Punjab, India, a boy crouches over his brother’s phone in a rapeseed field watching clips of Godard’s Bande à part on YouTube.

His name is Happy Singh Soni and when he’s not sleeping among the cabbages and eating sugary rotis, Happy dreams of becoming an actor, one who plays the melancholy roles; the sad, pretty boys, rare in Indian cinema. He plans a clandestine journey to Europe, where he’ll finally land a breakout role.

After a nightmarish passage to Italy, Happy still manages to find relief in food and fantasy, even as he is forced into ever-worsening work conditions on a radish farm by the syndicate involved in smuggling him to Europe to pay off the supposed debt they claim he has accrued. While disillusionment amongst the farm workers rise, Happy will find the love - and tragedy - that his favourite films always promised.

At turns funny and heart-breaking, sunny and tragic, Happy is a formally ambitious novel about the psychic fissures produced by the splintering of nations, and the lovely, generative, artful coping mechanisms created by generations of diasporic people. With this ingenious, daringly cinematic debut, Celina Baljeet Basra argues for the things that are basic to human survival: food, water, shelter, but also pleasure, romance, art, and the right to a vivid inner life.
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The Lost Interview with Bruce Lee departs from his interview with Pierre Berton (Pierre Berton Show, December 9, 1971), taking some liberties. The wisdoms of Guru Nanak are based on quotes from the Sri Guru Granth Sahib.

I am writing about a pigment in a Pietà by Giovanni Bellini, which is not in Rome but Berlin at the Gemäldegalerie.

Early in the novel, Happy tries to make sense of a nineteenth-century engraving that represents Europe and America as two women, their whiteness set off against the brown skin of a man seen crouched down, reading in the background. The choice to render America in the style of European neoclassicism, as a white woman crowned with a Native headdress, serves to distance her from “savage” Native Americans and enslaved African Americans and to reinforce colonial rule; important to keep in mind while you are looking at the image.

I know I can never truly walk in Happy’s shoes. Even if the novel’s entire cast and all its locations are entirely fictional, the underlying facts are very real. If Happy and his fellow farm workers had been successful in their uprising, maybe they would have gone on to found an initiative like Barikamà (resilience), a cooperative initiated by Suleiman Diara and a group of Malinese farmers in Italy, who left exploitative working conditions to produce and sell their own excellent yogurt and various vegetables; you can find them in several markets in Rome and elsewhere.





What does it mean, to live in a room? Is to live in a space to take possession of it? What does taking possession of a place truly mean? As from when does somewhere become truly yours? Is it when you’ve put three pairs of socks to soak in a pink plastic bowl? Is it when you’ve heated up your spaghetti over a camping-gaz?

—George Perec, Species of Spaces (1974)






PROLOGUE

I am Happy. Happy Singh Soni.

A Punjabi currently based in Italy, I am working full-time on Europe’s largest radish farm.

I am well experienced in all tasks related to radish farming: i.e., sowing radish seeds, transplanting radish sprouts, tending to the growing plants, injecting weed killers most expertly, spraying to death the ugly ones and caring for the beauties. By eradicating all uncertainty, the harvest is bountiful, always.

First and foremost, my labor is a labor of love.

I feel confident that I have reached a level of excellence in European radish farming. Hence, I want to widen my skill set and actively seek new challenges by exploring other aspects of farming in Italy. This is why I am applying for the open position as a shepherd on the island of Sardinia.

Also, I have to admit, my back would thank me if I were able to work in an upright position once more. The constant kneeling amidst the radish patches is killing my spine. I often catch myself these days musing among the vegetables, stretching my back, unable to recall who I am. For a brief moment, I exist in a blank space: a white cube smelling of lemony cleaning agent. Time expands and contracts. I pull myself back into reality by looking at my hands, greenhouse dirt underneath surprisingly rosy fingernails. The sight of my skin roots me. Brown skin with tiny pink injuries from tiny radish shovels.

What are the long-term effects of constant spine bending? Is spinelessness the desirable state after all?

I am empathic, flexible, and resilient. The journey from India, crossing deserts, mountains, walking through a vast forest I cannot name, and arriving via boat in Bari, certainly did take its toll. However, I am still alive, and I am at your service, or rather at the service of your black Sardinian sheep, pecore nere.

I can drive a tractor and a truck. I have never taken a taxi in my life, nor have I boarded a plane. I am excitable and impatient, charismatic, and single-minded. I anticipate, always. I look ahead. I identify the problem before you even know you have one. I am perpetually hungry, and I always need a snack. I miss pakoras. I miss my morning tea. I miss my mother. I tend to suffer from diarrhea more often than from constipation. My metabolism is as fast as my mind. By jumping two steps ahead, I tend to fall back three, ending up behind the starting line. But I always get back on that horse, as one should. Though I cannot ride a horse; I’ve only ever ridden a camel—once, at a fair, and I threw up right after. I am a Hypersensitive Introverted Extrovert. I did a test online. My love language is Words of Affirmation. I did that test, too. Most of the workers here are Sikhs like me, but, still, it tends to get lonely. I cannot say that I am happy, but I am lucky to be here, in Europe.

Strictly speaking, and I don’t want to beat around the bush, my status of residency is not legal. Illegal? You may very well say so, but I couldn’t possibly comment. I am currently in between nationalities, but I am certainly doing my part for the European people: providing them with the cheapest, crunchiest, reddest, and raddest radishes, bulbous and disproportionately huge, to be chopped up into European salads and to decorate European sandwiches. Let’s forget about the taste for a moment, watery, carrying a faint sharpness, just a memory of its ancestor radish’s sapid glory: earthy and spicy, delicate in flavor. According to my research, radishes were domesticated in Asia prior to Roman times, growing happily for a long time in what is now China, Myanmar, Vietnam, and India.

I admit, I care too much. On a frosty night in spring, I was caught sleeping with the fledgling radish sprouts, covering them in Indian scarves and blankets. Some might say I cross boundaries; I say I am passionate about my job. Leave your emotions at home? I say bring them to the workplace. That’s the only way to get the job done. Crying is fine. People who cry at work are better workers, always. Those are the workers you want.

Before I came to Europe, I dreamt of Europe.

In my dreams, I envisioned my European home. German engineers, Danish designers, and Swiss cesspool specialists had joined forces to design this dream house, located in the center of Europe, somewhere pastoral and green. Out front stood a tree, an oak, with a trunk as wide as a healthy German man is tall, six feet, coincidentally, the same diameter of a Russian gas pipeline, just as sturdy and unyielding. On the crown of the tree, Dutch maidens with heart-shaped mouths were lounging, lazily spinning cotton candy out of their super long, golden hair while shitting grated gouda cheese directly into my mouth. The cheese production was as natural to them as breathing; there was nothing ugly about it. And I was standing underneath them with my mouth wide open, enjoying every morsel. The cotton candy clouds descended, hovering briefly, then covered my head like a golden veil. I was a bride, a cotton candy bride of Europe, well-fed on gouda in preparation for the wedding ceremony. Finally, the Dutch maidens turned into Dutch boys, who were frying up artisanal bacon. Somehow, they’d managed to bring state-of-the-art pans and tiny gas cookers up into the tree—

I digress. Let’s just say, my foolishness is past. The dream was just a dream; radish is my reality. And I always dig where I stand.

If you were to inquire about my language skills, you’d be surprised to learn that, in addition to my ever-improving Italian, I speak a little bit of French. I taught myself back in India while watching Godard movies on my mobile phone.

My extensive experience with farm animals big and small, i.e., water buffaloes and Beetal goats, will enable me to handle the job of managing your pecore nere with ease and vigor. I am no stranger to loneliness and isolation, which will come in handy while working on those Sardinian hills alone. I will have my black sheep to keep me company.

If you would like to call my former employer as a reference, I would kindly ask: please don’t. They are ignorant of my wish to widen my skill set. The coordinators don’t forget and they don’t forgive a debt, ever. Take my word for it; I will be the best worker you ever hire.

Do let me know if there is anything else I could send to support my application, i.e., letters of recommendation, or writing samples, such as a nine-page screenplay entitled The Sad Dancer (Tawa Press, 2004). I do not presently have my certificates and qualifications with me, but I am happy to ask my mother to send them from India.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Thank you for your time.

Sincerely,

Happy Singh Soni
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WELCOME TO WONDERLAND

Welcome to Wonderland!

Yes, you heard right: an exhilarating universe of fun and leisure is now just outside your door.

Close by the flourishing cosmopolitan city of Jalandhar, less than a 25-minute drive from its bustling city center, a plethora of amusement rides and a myriad of attractions await you. Wonderland, spanning a huge 11 acres, offers Complete Fun packages to people of all age groups and unlimited ways to experience Pure Exuberance and Joy. Forget about your chores for a day and simply walk on sunshine.

Take your pleasure seriously! Become a true citizen of Wonderland! Don’t hesitate; book your ticket now. We’ll have you jumping for joy in no time.

Feel free to contact us if you have any questions or concerns, or to obtain information on ticket fees. We are happy to assist you, ensuring that you have the very best experience. Please note that all water rides are closed during the winter season. Please also note that people measuring over 1.98 meters tall are not allowed on most of the rides. We thank you for your understanding.




THE PRINCE OF CABBAGE LAND

The cabbage fields were the old world. The grounds of what is now Wonderland were once covered in cabbage heads. Soft green with a purple-blue tinge, neatly arranged on the ground like a bed of roses planted by a benevolent giant. As a little boy, I watched the cabbage heads rise, expand, and grow, like balls of roti dough. I even slept among them, squished in between the rows, having rolled into a wooly scarf cocoon. I was dreaming of becoming a cabbage myself. Happy Singh Soni, Prince of Cabbage Land.

On the last day of the cabbage fields, the day of the harvest of our winter cabbage, I took my cup of tea outside, squatting by the old grounds. It was brutally early. My lashes were still sticky from sleep, but the cold air was rubbing my skin awake. The fog had begun to lift just now, reluctantly. I watched the pickers prepare, knives sharpened, cabbage pouches waiting, the ancient tractor running, emitting the scent of diesel and anticipation.

Rajeev, our Picker in Chief, was also sipping tea, leaning against a broken mower. Back then, the buildings of our farm had been grouped around a square of ochre dust, lined by discarded farm machines. When I first learned how to write, I had christened it the Soni Square, painting a sign on a piece of cardboard torn from a package my brother Fatehpal had sent from Germany, filled with Royal Dansk Butter Cookies, Nivea cream, and a fancy suede jacket. I fixed the sign to a broom handle that I then stuck into the earth. Naming things could make them mine; this much I had understood by the age of six.

A dog barked in his sleep. The wild dogs of our village were yellow and slender, shuffling their long limbs into cool corners, perpetually dreaming—except for dusk and dawn, when they were wide awake and anxious. Whenever I slept among the cabbages, my mother, Gul, would come out every hour to check on me. She feared I would be gnawed on by the wild dogs, who were rumored to chew off babies’ noses. Truthfully, they were rather benevolent and lazy, their criminal activities limited to stealing fresh batches of barfi left to cool under the canopy by the outdoor stove.

That morning, my father, Babbu, was up early as usual. He was walking around the compound with his youngest granddaughter in his arms, showing her the crows. Together they followed the birds’ trail slowly, gently. Babbu lured them with crumbs of stale rotis. The girl cried out: Kan. Crow had been her first word. My sister Ambika had named her Amanjot. A face like a raw petal encountering the sun for the first time. She would probably go on to live in America one day, a life in the burbs with beautiful children of her own. You can already see it in some newborns, that they will be the ones to tread on solid ground. With others, already in their first breath you can feel that the earth beneath their feet will always be collapsing.

The air vibrated with the resistant huffles and shuffles of a lawn tractor. Our neighbor Satish was attempting to conquer the tall grass around his rapeseed field, long neglected. His father had died months ago, and the prodigal son had deigned to return from Delhi only after much toil and trouble. He’d been working in a mobile phone shop but acted like he’d renounced the presidency of India to return home. Seated on the tractor, he looked like a cartoon figure on a futile quest. The motor kept dying. The tractor wasn’t happy to be resurrected; he didn’t want this new life, he wanted the old one, and the old one was gone forever. Finally, the tractor pushed forward with a jump, running straight into an array of rocks and gravel by the field. The tractor’s motor emitted one last howl and remained mute forever. Satish stumbled onto the ground, muttering to himself, and threw one of his Bata flip-flops against the body of the silent machine, who felt nothing in return.

I’d run into Satish at that final meeting with Wonderland, Inc.; he’d been clutching a faux leather folder, sweating profusely. I had never liked him—not since he’d called me a pansy and “accidentally” poured his midmorning milk onto my crotch in preschool—but I understood why he had sold the rapeseed farm against his mother’s wishes. The offer had been too wondrous to withstand. Our cabbage farm hadn’t made a profit in ages. We should have switched to broccoli or lychee when we still had the chance. Cabbage, it appeared, was distinctly out of style. Wonderland, meanwhile, in a planning stage bold and hopeful, was already looking for staff. All the youth of our village had applied for the various open positions: Chief of Boating, Chief of Security, Front of House, Secretary, Safety Officer, Wellness Officer, and Lifeguard.

I had applied, too. The questions on the application form had been “fun”:


Why are you an asset to Wonderland?

I am a creative, flexible multitasker, a keen adventurist, and a full-on people person. Imagination is my line of business. Pleasure is yours. I feel we are kindred spirits.

How would you describe yourself?

The Punjabi Sami Frey. Watch this space. Good things will happen soon.

If you were an object, which one would you be? And why?

I would be a tawa. Without a tawa, rotis would never rise beyond cold dough. Second thing I would be (though I know you didn’t ask, and I know it isn’t an object per se) is ghee—butter eases and unites, connecting opposing elements. The great harmonizer, you could call it. That is me in a nutshell.

Describe yourself in three words.

Empathic, flexible, resilient.

(This I googled, and all the above are excellent characteristics to name in an interview.)

Picture the following situation: a little girl has fallen off the swan boats. What do you do?

I would call out to someone who can swim because I, sadly, cannot. I have never seen the ocean. The well behind the house isn’t deep enough to learn swimming in, although my brother Davinder tried to teach me. In the meantime, I would fashion a rescue rope out of my shirt and trousers, if need be—creativity is one of my strong suits, and I believe in the power of invention.

Where do you see yourself in five years?

In Europe, writing at a window overlooking the snow-coated Alps at dawn, the coast of Capri when the sun is high, and the Paris skyline at dusk; a room with a most magnificent view that I can call my own. I will have sugar rotis for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, except for the days when I’ll have buttery aloo paratha, having reached international stardom and total all-around happiness. My family will reside in a mansion in my garden, featuring a small cabbage field as an homage to our Punjabi home, and my father will keep two pet crows called Sweety and Pie.






HAPPY SINGH SONI—CV

Born in 1991 in Punjab, India. Writer, researcher, publisher, and aspiring actor.

Enthusiastic, hungry people person with leadership potential.


WORK EXPERIENCE:

1999–2008 SONI FARM

goat and cabbage care, and more

I take pride in having assisted my father in tending to the Beetal goats from an early age. The job entails discouraging the goats from jumping over the creek and frolicking in our neighbor’s pastures, a task I completed mostly with great success, except for that one time they escaped to the neighboring rapeseed field and we almost lost young Hum to the tires of a tractor, which taught me to keep calm in a crisis. I learned to take the animals seriously as companion species, and to humor them if necessary, all while firmly establishing my role as leader of the herd. Shortly, I became an expert at balancing charm and authority.

Cabbages were my close companions ever since I was a small boy—they don’t call me Prince of Cabbage Land for nothing. When I touch their leaves, I can feel cabbage feels, think cabbage thoughts: black, bug, shoot, root, glib, skin, hard, want, earth, bulge, snout, sky, hole, air, wisp, gold, hold, snug, tuck, vein, crawl, mush, hot, be. Add Cabbage to my list of foreign languages. Also, I am the purveyor of a recipe for excellent, crispy cabbage pakoras, honed to perfection by generations of Sonis.

2003–2008 MR. TULI’S STATIONERY SHOP

seasonal shop assistant and paper advisor

From sorting writing paper according to color to dusting shelves and taking inventory of triangle rulers, I made myself useful across all areas of the stationery business, except handling the cashier’s desk, as I am not a numbers person, but “a true people person” (Mr. Tuli). Showing great talent as a buyer, I assisted Mr. Tuli in making the paper orders for the coming season. I took great pleasure in keeping the shop’s selection up-to-date with the contemporary paper market. I am happy to report Mr. Tuli is now well stocked in papers of all colors of the rainbow. Furthermore, I started an independent publishing press. Tawa Press would be flourishing by now had Mr. Tuli not have discovered said clandestine business in the back of his shop. Anything revolutionary typically starts as a secret undertaking, and I do hope you give me credit for audacity.

2004–2005 SONI LIGHTING

lighting intern of remarkable energy

While shadowing renowned electrician and light technician Davinder Singh Soni on his comprehensive lighting renovation project in Chandigarh (i.e., Neelam Cinema and University of Chandigarh), not only did I learn about the art of lighting, becoming proficient in a great variety of lightbulbs and cables, but I was able to experience large-scale repairs and renovations in a Modernist environment. This taught me that all buildings crumble if you do not tend to them, no matter how Modernist they are.

2006–2008 HAPPY TV

director, actor, producer

The advent of YouTube brought a myriad of artistic possibilities and global broadcasting opportunities. My independent channel, Happy TV, documents everyday life around the village, including food content, bird sound, dance (you can do it, too!), philosophy, and short interviews. I am the director, producer, and main protagonist. Subscribe to my channel!

2001–2008 SCREENWRITER

self-employed (Tawa Press)

Selected titles: Sugar Rotis for Breakfast (2001), Letters to Kiran (2001–2007), The Sad Dancer (2004), My Winter of Wonder (2005), A Thousand Light Bulbs and a Kiss (2006), The Dead Goats Society (2007), Portrait Of Europe as a Young Woman (2008), The Children of Limca and Gul (2008, unfinished), Venus as a Punjabi Boy (draft)

LANGUAGE SKILLS:

Punjabi (mother tongue)

Hindi (excellent, fluent)

English (excellent, fluent)

French (intermediary, with regards to vocabulary used in the movies of Mr. Jean-Luc Godard)

Italian (very much beginner’s level)






AN INCOMPLETE LIST OF WONDERLAND RIDES AND ATTRACTIONS

GONNA FLY NOW

You are Rocky, running up the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Take in the view, then take an unforgettable picture! Bound to get you tons of likes on the socials. The popularity of Rocky movies and Sylvester Stallone in Punjab has remained strong since the 1980s. Is it Sly’s melancholic lazy eye that likens him to a Bollywood hero? His working-class Italian heritage that makes him a king of the Punjabis’ hearts? Be a hero, just for a day. Now, go on. Fly!

SWITZERLAND!

This ride reflects Bollywood’s historic fascination with the central European country; Switzerland’s mountains have frequently been used as a setting and backdrop for movies and more. Who doesn’t remember the iconic dance sequences of the hit romance Chandni (1989)? SWITZERLAND! is characterized by an extraordinary slowness, and excellent scenery, populated by locals eying you warily. Expect breathtaking views, crystal-clear air, and a smashing fondue experience at Lake Zürich: chocolate, Gruyère, and more cheese the further you go. Polish up your French, Italian, and German skills (no one will reply if you mumble your apologies in English or Punjabi); reset your clocks and exchange your bills, cause we are going to SWITZERLAND!

THE PARTITION TRAIN

Refers to a particularly gruesome chapter in Indian history: the Partition in 1947, following India’s independence. Flee from Punjab (India) to Punjab (Pakistan) and vice versa in this breathtaking journey by train across a country divided. Plundering mobs are waiting for you. Which route will you choose in order to survive? A suspenseful thriller of a ride, at the end of which you’ll find your true home!

MILK A REAL WATER BUFFALO

Milk a real water buffalo now that farms are swiftly becoming obsolete! Yes, you heard me. Real water buffaloes! But I’ve seen water buffaloes before, you say. At home. Well, won’t be long before they disappear entirely from the face of Punjab’s earth. Buffaloes, and cows, too, are already at stake in other countries around the world. Milk alternatives are killing them slowly. So help a water buffalo keep her job; milk her! You can even keep the milk, a bottle of our very own brand, Wonderland Buffalo Latte. (Maximum one bottle per person.)

CHATURANGA

Chess has its roots in the ancient Indian board game chaturanga. We’ve unearthed the rules of this long-lost pastime and magnified a chaturanga playboard to bring the game to life. Are you a Raja, Mantri, Ratha, or Gaja? Learn the rules and choose your role. Will you bring victory and glory to your country? Or will you die in combat? Let’s see, shall we? ;-)

CHAMPS-ÉLYSÉES (CURRENTLY UNDER CONSTRUCTION)*

Oh, Champs-Élysées . . . oh, Champs-Élysées . . . Sing along to the well-known tune as you promenade the streets of Paris, a.k.a. the City of Love. Experience Parisian style! Croissants! Baguettes! Cigarettes! Existentialism! Revolution! France! Yes: Vive la France!

We provide authentic backdrops for your selfies and will soon offer complete wedding packages, too.




HAPPY SINGH SONI, WONDERLAND ASSISTANT

There are many things named Wonderland: Alice’s Wonderland, of course, but also a band, a drink, a drug, a dance club, a perfume, a café, a movie, a preschool, a pop song; a psychedelic music festival; Sexy Wonderland Erotic Cinema in Hamburg, Germany; and a special breed of Wonderland pansies bred by an elderly British guy called Gerald. There are other amusement parks, too—one in Canada, and another one near Beijing. Or rather, there used to be. It appears that the developer of the Beijing location went bankrupt and the park was abandoned before construction could be completed.

On my application form, I had explicitly indicated “acting” under special skills, underlined in pink felt tip pen. I am still waiting for them to find the right placement for me. All mascot roles are currently filled.

In the meantime, my laminated name tag reads Happy Singh Soni, Wonderland Assistant. Everyone who works here has the same name tag, though we’d all applied for different positions. At our first team meeting, I wasn’t surprised to see Rajeev’s eldest boy, Manni, and our former P.E. teacher. Satish now works at the ticket booth. We are a team of teenagers, primary school teachers, daily wagers, mechanics, plumbers, hawkers, musicians, dancers. None of us was hired for our old talents, so we had to adapt and transform, ripple and flow, acquiring new skills, hard and soft, fluid, seeping, and very mushy indeed, becoming better versions of ourselves. This is Wonderland after all.

Wonderland, Jalandhar: a truly global collage of nonstop fun. You might find minor resemblances to Disneyland rides, yes. A faint inkling of familiarity, too, in the curvy typo of the Wonderland logo. Like Disneyland, we’ve got a fair and lovely Snow White. Our squirrel mascots are proper Punjabi three-striped ones, though—not just knockoffs of Chip ’n’ Dale, as you might assume. In the Ramayana there’s this bit about a tiny squirrel trying to help the larger animals build a bridge—though they laughed at his efforts, Rama blessed the squirrel by stroking his back with three fingers. Hence the three stripes. Our Wonderland squirrels carry baskets of marigolds to distribute among the guests at the park entrance. In Punjabi, there’s an expression that goes, Kaato Fullaan Te Khed Di.

Happy as a squirrel on flowers.




GENERATION HAPPY

I am the youngest of four; an afterthought, an accident. On the day I was born, I was welcomed by three siblings, all more than ten years my senior: Davinder, Fatehpal, and Ambika.

When my parents named me, they were obviously feeling fancy. All my siblings received proud, traditional names. Babbu, after reading a newspaper article on the future of farming in Punjab (basically, it was doomed), wished for me to find success internationally. Hence, on a whim, they chose a universal name, the most international name they knew: Happy. A name for a new generation in Punjab. People had to adore a boy called Happy. Right? My parents assumed they were creating a popular kid. A sporty star of a boy. Field hockey hero, top of the class, genius in math and physics, which they valued highly. Instead, I grew up to be tall and lanky, with weird hair and a penchant for writing rambling, fantastical stories, brimming with unlikely characters, unable to distinguish the important from the unimportant. This, by the way, is a direct quote from a note one of my teachers had written next to a third-grade essay on “My Future Profession.” His full remark reads as follows:

Happy Singh is an eager and lively pupil with an extensive vocabulary, but poor grammar, who, unfortunately, is unable to distinguish the important from the unimportant in his writing. His stories are brimming with unlikely characters who display values and habits foreign to our motherland. I seriously question whether he has a firm grasp of what is real and what is not.

I had a habit of humming popular Bollywood songs during math tests, which I failed, always. In my mind, I was dancing in front of crows, I mean crowds, but I had no talent for complicated choreographies in real life. I cut my hair with my mother’s fabric scissors and wore it combed across my forehead in a floppy way, in an homage to Hugh Grant in Notting Hill. As this wasn’t my hair’s actual growth direction, it kept flopping back stubbornly. The haircut was the final straw for my parents, and my teachers, too. They declared me a lost cause. Which actually resulted in me getting just what I needed to hatch my dreams: peace and solitude.

Typical daydreams feature me formulating acceptance speeches for international film awards. My plan is to become an actor who plays the melancholy roles; the sad, pretty boys, rare in Indian cinema. There are macho leads and funny boys en masse, but if you’re looking for depth and vulnerability, you have to make up your own heroes. People (Ambika) tell me I’d be perfectly cast as the comedic sidekick, but that’s no way to create a legacy.

So I practice a faraway look on my face, a gaze of pain and longing, like I’m really lusting for a third sugar roti at breakfast. If the acting thing doesn’t work out, I
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