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“Does God or Buddha exist?”

Every now and then, The Boy would ask this out of nowhere.  Naturally, his parents tried to answer this question with great care every time it came up.  They would think long and hard, eagerly researching things even they did not understand for the sake of giving a helpful answer.  Sometimes they would think back to when they were younger, searching their minds over and over, wondering “How on earth did my mother and father answer these kinds of things?”  The Boy held them responsible for their answers, as these questions had a dangerous tone to them that said lies would neither be tolerated nor forgiven.  In the face of this, his parents could not give an answer they thought might be correct, regardless of however much wisdom they may have had by virtue of being adults. In the end, all his mother and father could really do is go on offense by telling him that he could figure it out on his own, and as a result, they would reply somewhat desperately to such earnest questions with “Why don’t you try coming up with the answer yourself?” 

The Boy isn’t sure if he believes in the divine, but the words his father says whenever he is caught doing something bad – “God is watching you” – somehow seem to ring true.  Even so, when that alone isn’t enough to stop him from misbehaving, his father spanks him, throws him outside into the pitch black night, and so forth, until The Boy begins to feel repentant.  He begins to think that this is the prescribed punishment for someone who acts in defiance of God or Buddha’s very existence.  The fear he feels takes root deep inside his bones. 

On one sleepless night, The Boy sits by his window, raises his eyes to the starry sky above, and prays. As he does this, he begins to feel as if the stars twinkling in the night sky are bringing to him a faint hope from a distant world.  The moon is also shining, giving its bright light to the dark, dark world.  That light fascinates him and keeps him awake.  Outside, there are rows and rows of houses just like his lined up, but even farther beyond that is a world he’s never seen.  Normally at this time, all the children are fast asleep.  The Boy, however, is still praying.  Without realizing it, he gives in to the longing in his heart.  The anxiousness inside him is overtaken by the strength of his prayer.

Despite this, The Boy receives no response to his questions from God or Buddha.  He has prayed for many things since the time he was born, but those prayers remain unanswered, floating around somewhere up in the heavens.  The endless night is still, and he wonders why his prayers aren’t being heard.  Little by little, he begins to doubt what his parents have told him about the existence of the divine.

♢

When it is time for him to go to The Place of Learning, he is taught The Rules and Regulations by The One who Teaches.  When someone misbehaves, that person will be admonished by The One who Teaches in place of their parents, and they will be disliked by the other children around them.  Therefore, The Boy makes sure not to do anything bad.

Occasionally, though, he ponders what is meant by “The Rules and Regulations”.  Upon questioning his father and The One who Teaches, he is told that it is a set of agreements made with everyone’s consent.  

They say that everyone decided it would be this way, but I, for one, haven’t decided that at all, he thinks.  The Boy expresses his doubts.

“That’s because it’s done by grown-ups,” they reply.  His mother says that there are also times when everyone meets at The Place of Learning, has a discussion, and then they reach a decision.  Though he feels like he kind of gets it, The Boy figures he’ll have to find out the answers to everything on his own, just like he’s had to with the facts regarding the divine.

The Boy has so much fun playing with his friends that he never goes straight home after leaving The Place of Learning.  With his friends, he can play however he wants with no restrictions.  He comes up with different games to play, and so do his friends.  Of course, they make some rules, but there is still a great sense of freedom because they are the ones making them.

In spite of all this, The Boy starts to understand.  He is no match for the brute strength of the boys, nor does he have the charm of the girls.  There are people who can easily pick up on the things taught by The One who Teaches, others who grasp nothing.  He wonders why he has none of these qualities.

If the superiority and inferiority of everyone in relation to one another ends up being determined by The One who Teaches, then things are going to get even more complicated for him.  

For every smart person, will there be someone dumber?  For every person loved by many, someone hated by many?  For the person with many friends, will there be someone who no one will talk to?

I’m really lonely, The Boy thinks one day.  Even in my own little world, I have nothing to be proud of.

At The Place of Learning, a number of cliques begin to form.  There are some children who are unable to join any of them.  Thus, The Boy with Power and The Boy without Power come into being.  Before long, The Boy with Power begins to make rules on a whim, limiting the freedom of the other boys.  Only those who obey are allowed to stay in the group.

At one point, The Boy wants to stand up to them, face-to-face, and tell them that there is no way he will just do what he is told.  However, he is aware of how dangerous doing that would be if he wants to survive in this place.  He also knows that he doesn’t want to just smile and nod whenever The Boy with Power is near.

There is nothing he can do; he can’t stand up to anyone, nor can he run away.

His feelings of frustration do not fade, even after he comes home in the evenings.  His parents are at a loss as to what they should say.  They sense something when they see him, but for some reason, they cannot say the tender and affectionate words needed to reach his heart.  They simply hope that, in time, he will return to good spirits.  Instead, The Boy runs from his home with only the moon to light his way.

♢

“You’ve been waiting for me?”

These are the only words uttered by The Long-Haired Boy, but they are enough.  The Boy no longer feels alone.

This one is different from the others.

For example, The Boy reads what he considers to be an ordinary book.  The Long-Haired Boy will read the same story and have a unique and unconventional interpretation.  He then will inevitably ask, “Have you ever read anything more interesting than this?”  He listens intently, as if he wants to understand every square inch of the words that tumble awkwardly out of The Boy.  In doing so, The Long-Haired Boy replies in a way that makes it seem as if he also understands the wishes hidden deep inside The Boy’s heart.

One day, The Long-Haired Boy suggests they go into town, and he takes The Boy to a street lined with shops.  At the garden store, they talk about plants they had only ever seen in books, and at the fruit store, the Long-Haired Boy shows him a fruit so sweet that it seems to melt one’s mouth.  “Let’s try it!” says the Long-Haired Boy.

The Boy is amazed by all of the different sights, tastes, and sensations.

Sitting on the banks of the river, they use blades of grass to make whistles, and the sounds from those whistles seem to echo throughout the entire world.  With his hair rustling in the wind, The Long-Haired Boy spins a cheerful melody.  The Boy tries to follow his lead.  At one point, the two race through the fields without a care in the world and splash through big, fluffy clouds reflected in puddles of water.  They compete to see who can find the deepest puddle to jump into, though truth be told, it isn’t really a competition at all.

They talk about taking a trip together someday to The World’s End or even to The Center of the World.  They still have no idea what their future might hold, nor do they know just how limitless and never-ending the future truly is.

The Boy feels truly alive for the first time ever while in the flow of these peaceful moments.

♢

They lay on the grass, gazing at the sun.  The clouds occasionally block the sun.  The sun is much too bright to look at on days when there’s not a single cloud in the clear, blue sky.  This is one of the truths The Long-Haired Boy shares with The Boy.

“It’s impossible to see the real shape of things that sparkle and shine.  All we’re really seeing is that sparkle and shine.”

“Just the sparkle and shine?” The Boy replies.

“Yes.  Just that.”

Things that can be seen because they sparkle...  There are billions of things like that, The Boy thinks.  Pretty much anything can sparkle.  If you shine a light on something, it will sparkle.

“Take gold, for example.  It seems like it sparkles, but that’s just an intense reflection of the light.  So, it’s actually the light that is beautiful.”

He understands not only brilliance, but also truth, muses The Boy.
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