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Once upon a time, a young Phoenix (born, of course, out of the ashes of his mother) was wandering about in the forest, looking quite lost and forlorn. 

A convocation of eagles noticed that the young bird was without his mother and took pity on him. The convocation thought, quite correctly, that the Phoenix Jr. had probably lost his mother and that without proper parental care he would perish in the wilderness.

So the eagles decided to adopt the young Phoenix.

When the Phoenix bird became a few months older, he was sent to an institution where young eaglets were trained to become real eagles.

Not being a natural eagle, the young Phoenix had a very traumatic time at this institution. From the first day itself, other eaglets started making fun of the young Phoenix. Whereas all the other eaglets were dark brown in colour with white heads and yellow beaks, the young Phoenix had a colourful plumage and a tail of gold and scarlet. His neck appeared to reflect almost all the colours of the rainbow which the eaglets found disgusting. His beak was in the shape of a rose, which looked timid and too effeminate. His eyes were mild and tender unlike his eaglet counterparts whose eyes were fierce and threatening.

“Look! That is one of the ugliest creatures I have seen on Earth,” remarked one eaglet.

“Yellow, yellow, dirty fellow....,” joked another.

All the eaglets started laughing. 

The young Phoenix did not know how to react. 

“May be something is really wrong with me,” thought the young Phoenix.

The coaching sessions were equally disastrous. 

The young Phoenix was constantly taught to act like an “Eagle”. The teachers were exasperated that while other eaglets easily took to hunting and eating flesh, the young Phoenix was just not interested in doing either.

Horror of horrors, he liked wild berries. 

“Why don’t you learn hunting like your other eaglet friends,” confronted one.

“How can you build powerful muscles if you don’t get proteins from flesh,” scolded another.

“Pardon me teacher, but I just don’t like hunting. Also I appear to be surviving quite well on wild berries,” mumbled the young Phoenix.

“Plus in my spare time, I like singing,” added the young Phoenix.

This was the most “uneagely” answer that the teachers had ever heard.

“Eagles are not supposed to sing,” scoffed one teacher.

The teachers considered the young Phoenix to be stubborn and incorrigible. They predicted a miserable adult life for him which was evident from the fact that he did not appear to have any eaglet friends. Nobody wanted to play with the young Phoenix, simply because he looked ugly, weird and yes, different.

The matter was soon reported to the adoptive parents of the young Phoenix, who were naturally alarmed. The Young Phoenix was not growing to be an Eagle. Worse, any advice that he should behave like an “Eagle” was proving to be counter-productive.

Meanwhile the young Phoenix was losing confidence and kept thinking as to why Mother Nature had made him the way he was.

Till one day, when he met another Phoenix bird. This bird was older, both in age and experience. The first thing he did was to tell the young bird that as a Phoenix, he was NEVER supposed to be an eagle. 

Instead, as the elder patiently explained, he was born with unique powers of his own.

While Eagles live up to the age of 20 years, the Phoenix are destined to live for hundreds of years. In fact, the latter are almost immortal because even after the end of his lifecycle, it was assured that his offspring would rise from his ashes. 

The older Phoenix bird then took the younger one out of the Eagle Institution into the human world. He showed him there a school teacher reciting a story about the Phoenix bird to other human students. 

Humans considered the phenomenon of ‘rising from ashes’ as a symbol of immortality or of reborn hope or idealism. The Phoenix was associated with a person or thing that had been restored after suffering calamity or apparent annihilation. 

Humans considered crying of the Phoenix bird to be beautiful. They believed that the tears of a Phoenix bird could heal wounds.

“The Phoenix bird is a true legend for the humans,” thought the pleasantly surprised Young Phoenix.

Whereas the Eagle has been associated with strength and aggression and has been a prominent symbol of Governments from ancient Rome to the modern day United States of America, the Phoenix legend is bigger, representing undying hope and optimism.

And finally what the elder bird spoke became the lifelong motto for the younger bird:

“You are born to be a Phoenix, so stay true to your inner self”.
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Let us come to the human world and take up a very common story.

The story is about two friends, or rather neighbours, who used to study in different schools but play together once they were back from their schools. Let’s call them Winnie and PJ. 

Winnie was the stronger of the two, and thought himself to be more worldly wise. Once Winnie lost to PJ in the ‘hide-and-seek’ game that they were playing and couldn’t control his frustration.

“You cheated! Just one of your really bad habits I suppose,” Winnie shouted.

“What bad habits?” PJ asked, a little surprised.

“Your sneaky nature. I have noticed, for example, that when others quarrel at the football field, you simply stand and watch. You never join issues or come to support one player over the other,” Winnie said, quite out of context.

“Really?” was all the reaction that the surprised PJ could manage.

And then Winnie took off:

“I am saying this in your best interest. You seem so aloof. You should socialise more with others and take interest in other people’s affairs.”

“You are too Quiet (in a terribly negative sense). You should be like an open book. Share stories, crack jokes.”

PJ was too stunned to react.

“Here is a tip from me. Never stay quiet among a group of friends. Always say something. Crack jokes, even it means interrupting them in the middle of a conversation. Think of interesting comments, and people will start noticing you. This way only can you become more popular with your friends,” Winnie continued.

“Look now nobody wants to play with you. Except me, has anybody ever asked you to play with them?” Winnie challenged.

PJ was too flabbergasted to react.

“Look I get so many offers from other children to play with me. I am so popular,” Winnie declared.

That was quite a harangue but PJ still kept listening.

“Don’t spend too much time with yourself. Don’t day dream. Don’t brood so much and you will be fine. I am saying this in your best interest,” Winnie added.

“Always hang out with as many friends as possible. Follow my advice and you will see very soon that you too have become a popular guy like me,” Winnie was concluding.

“Okay, I got to go,” Winnie said finally.

Winnie hadn’t even once elaborated on where PJ had cheated, but PJ was devastated. In his mind PJ didn’t think anything was wrong with him. Other children seem to be very normal with him, some were even warm. What had he then done that made people hate him so much?  

PJ tried to dismiss this thought but it kept coming back to him again and again. He remembered all of a sudden that a few months back his class teacher had written in his report card:

“Very quiet and reserved Child. I think he should open up more and socialise with others.”

So it wasn’t only Winnie but his class teacher too who thought the same about him. She had even called him once for a private one-on-one talk and asked him in quite a confrontational manner as to why he didn’t socialise with other kids.

“Why are you so anti-social? Is everything fine with you? Are you having any problems in your home that is making you so quiet and reserved?”

PJ’s class teacher had simply assumed that PJ’s parents were probably going through a rough patch in their marriage, fighting and blaming each other in front of him which was somehow troubling PJ and making him so “reserved”. 

PJ didn’t react because he knew that his parents did actually have a lovely relationship with each other and with him. Every evening all of them looked forward to spending time at home together and sharing how the day had gone. They discussed everything: happy moments, painful moments, problems with bosses or with school mates, and so on.

But Winnie’s words kept haunting PJ for the rest of the day.

“Is something really wrong with me?” PJ thought to himself.

“If I am so bad, and unpopular, maybe I have no right to live,” now dark, suicidal thoughts were forming in PJ’s head. Thank God, he was not standing on a cliff somewhere in the Himalayas.

Just then PJ’s mother came back from work. 

“How was your day today?” PJ’s mother asked cheerfully.

PJ simply nodded his head and couldn’t say anything further.

“You look upset, is everything all right?” PJ’s mother had noticed that her son was not in his usual chirpy mood.

“Yes, actually Winnie had dropped by my place today,” PJ had to admit.

“Okay, and what happened?” PJ’s mother asked, sensing immediately that something was wrong. 

It all then came out in a torrent. PJ’s mother was completely involved. Despite having a busy day in office, she was willing to listen to all the woes of her son, howsoever childish they may have sounded. 

“He said that I had some really bad habits,” PJ said.

“Really? What nonsense? What bad habits was he referring to?” PJ’s mother asked.

“He said that I am not like an open book. That I don’t take sides when others quarrel with each other,” PJ added.

“Go on,” PJ’s mother said in a very encouraging tone. She was listening and assuring him that she was always with PJ.

“He said that I am not sociable. Nobody likes me and nobody wants to play with me,” PJ said, with his suicidal thoughts subsiding a little.

After listening to PJ for a while, PJ’s mother asked sharply:

“Why should you be like an open book?” 

PJ had no answers. 

“So that others can read you and when they’re done, they put you back on the shelf,” PJ’s mother answered herself.

“After all this is what we do to an open book, isn’t it?” PJ’s mother continued.

“Ya but he also said that nobody likes me,” PJ said.

“Why should you care whether others like you or not. Be yourself. Don’t run around pleasing everyone in this world. That is an impossible task. Some people will love you, like I do and your father does, and some people will not like you. May be they are jealous, over-competitive or do not know the real you,” PJ’s mother said. 

Then she told PJ her own story:

“When I was a child, and when anyone asked me what I wanted to do when I grew up, I always said that I wanted to be a Civil Servant. Not a teacher, not a nurse but an IAS (Indian Administrative Service) officer, like my father. Many people in the neighbourhood sniggered that this was way too ambitious for a girl,” PJ’s mother stated.

“People said all kinds of horrible things to bring me down. They found me too assertive. They wanted to see a girl who was very mild, like a domesticated cow, as is said in Hindi. When I was a little girl of your age, most of my female friends had no clue as to what they wanted to do in life. I was different,” PJ’s mother added.

PJ kept listening, his eyes now lighting up a bit.

“You see sometimes people dislike you because you are different,” PJ’s mother declared.

“People tried to hurt my self-esteem. They said that I will remain unmarried for the rest of my life. Who would want to marry an assertive Civil Servant after all? And I had to tell them that I didn’t care. If I had to remain unmarried for the rest of my life, so be it. It was better to live your dreams than to get married to an idiot!” 

“You should have seen the look on their faces. Ultimately I made it to the Civil Service and also found my love,” PJ’s mother said laughing.

“I had a cousin who was 8 years elder. She was very jealous of me. She once told my brother that I didn’t have any dress sense and that she just didn’t like me,” my mother started another story.

“When my brother, who was ten years older to me, confronted me by saying that your dear cousin doesn’t like you, I replied by saying that even I don’t like her. Why should I like all the scums of this Earth? I was that rude,” PJ’s mother said laughing.

“Then my brother tried to make me feel, at the age of 19, that I was a doddering unmarried old woman of 80 years. He insisted that if I didn’t get married at that age, without finishing college, without getting into the IAS, no one will ever want to marry me. I again didn’t give a damn.” 

“So you see I didn’t go around pleasing everyone. Neither my cousin, nor my brother nor anyone in the neighbourhood. I didn’t give a damn and you should also do the same,” PJ’s mother said.

“No need to be an open book just because an idiotic jealous friend of yours said that. Be proud of what you are and everyone else in this world will have to come to accept that. It is not your responsibility to make others happy and forget yourself in the process,” PJ’s mother continued.

“And no need to waste time analysing why others don’t like you. You don’t need to hang out with people who do not respect you. Why is your so-called friend Winnie so fat? What does he do when he hangs out with his friends trying to be sociable? Eat ice cream, munch on cheese burgers and become fatter in the process?” PJ suspected that this insight could have only come from Winnie’s mother.

“Do hang out with friends if you like spending time with them. Do so if your friends give you joy. But don’t simply hang out to please others. That is punishment, not fun,” PJ’s mother added.

“And don’t let anyone hurt your self-esteem. That is not acceptable at any cost. If you feel that spending time with a person makes you feel worse, it is better not to hang out with that person. Go and find some new friends or be alone. At least that will keep your sanity intact,” PJ’s mother declared.

Concluding, she said “In any case, remember that no matter what others say about you, I and your father will always love you and be with you.”

PJ’s suicidal thoughts just evaporated. He felt so much better after this discussion. He almost felt resurrected, like a Phoenix rising from the ashes.

PJ realised that his so-called friend Winnie was actually quite jealous of him. The reason was that Winnie’s parents used to keep on comparing him with PJ. Whenever PJ visited their house, Winnie’s parents would praise PJ saying that:

“PJ is such a good boy.”

“He studies well.”

“He is so very well behaved.”

“You (Winnie) should learn to be like PJ.”

For his parents, PJ was the ideal child. This was bound to affect Winnie’s self-esteem. Such adverse comparisons naturally made Winnie react in a somewhat defensive way. He would retort back saying:

“I am more popular than PJ who actually does not have any friends. He is a loner and a loser.” 

No one can blame Winnie for such a reaction. Any child would react in this manner if he or she were to be compared this adversely.

As for what his class teacher had said to PJ, PJ shared his concern with his other class mates. Surprisingly, they all shared the view that it was the class teacher who looked frustrated with life. May be things weren’t going well for her on her personal front. May
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