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			At the Heights of Mount Alpha

			“Since I gained awareness of myself, I have been the owner of this land. With its vast fields, refreshing streams, and friendly animal residents, it has been a part of me. You see those mountains back there? My land starts from their skirts, and extends all the way down to the lake. And behind us are the Great Valley and Eternity Cliffs. You’ll appreciate the name given to the cliffs when you see them. Come on let’s go.”

			My journey that weekend started with these sentences from the old man. He was generally calm and content; as if he already found the meaning of his life and what this life could offer him. He was not complaining about what he couldn’t do, he was not cursing or talking with remorse about his children. Everything was just calm with this man. His smiling face and his mature spirit very much felt like the sunny blue sky after a night of extreme snow.

			“Easy now. When you look down from here, you better cling to someone or something; otherwise, you find yourself in eternity, you know what I mean?” chuckled the old man. So I slowly paced towards the edge of the cliff, but I couldn’t see anything because of the clouds covering the view. Realizing that we are actually above the clouds, I exclaimed: “You have this beautiful land up here! Isn’t it amazing? This must feel like heaven.” Maybe this land explained why he was so content. After all, he had found in the world what many people are trying to find later. He simple replied “maybe...”

			Then he took me to the lake side. Unbelievable as it was, the water was warm. “It is always like this. That is why we have a soft climate despite being all the way up here. We have got streams of fresh cold water from the mountains, and we have got the warm water of the lake all year round. I found a hot water source somewhere towards the middle of the lake. You know where that hot water is coming from, right? See! This heaven is sitting on hell. That’s why it is a receptacle for inspirations.”

			After the lake, he took me to the middle of the field. There were different colored flowers in every direction. “This land has the soft climate, and abundant water. It has got a vibrant animal population. And it is fertile enough to grow almost anything you’d like. By choosing your place from the lake to the mountains, you adjust your season. Then you just let it go.” 

			“But I can’t see any farming activity here?”

			“When I was a small child, I inherited this land from my parents. I don’t know what happened to them. I just remember the orphanage I was in for many years. Then, the caregivers found a foster family for me, and we all came to this land. That family, although they didn’t do it themselves, contracted the land to other people for farming. During the long years of farming up here, everybody was happy. The farmers raised a good harvest, my foster family received good money, and I had the best childhood memories running up and down the skirts of the mountains with my brothers.”

			“Then what happened?” I asked curiously.

			“Well, as we grew, I developed different interests than my brothers. Instead of running outside, and then playing inside, they ceased the outside fun, and became inside people. They were more TV watching, computer game playing personalities, whereas I stayed outside more and more, climbed higher and higher on the mountains, swam farther into the lake ... Thus, I quickly became capable of managing myself alone. One day, the foster family decided that for the well-being of their kids, and for maintaining the good relations among us, it would be best if they moved down to the city.”

			“So you’ve stayed alone since then?”

			“At first, yes. But I wasn’t quite alone. The farmers kept coming regularly. I have nice memories with the workers. Sometimes they asked me why I did not do other things with the land, since there were so many extraordinary beauties up here. But I did not have the inner power to do such things. And it was actually the farm workers who proposed to me that I meet some travel expert, who would know how to utilize this land for recreation purposes.”

			“Well, that makes sense. I haven’t seen such beauties in my entire life, and so many of them are all together here. If I were you, I would build a huge hotel here, and reap a lot of money.”

			“Would you? Maybe that’s why destiny did not give such a land to you! If you destroy the beauty outside, do you think you can preserve the beauty inside? When there is no beauty inside, your heart becomes blind, and no money can heal it.”

			I wasn’t expecting that response. In fact, I had always had trouble maintaining the beauties in my life. Maybe that was because of my pragmatic character; who knows?

			“Don’t worry,” he continued. “You are not the first business genius appearing here; and you’re certainly not the first person to hear words of repulsion from me.”

			That sounded like a hidden apology. Something was different with this man. His presence awoke respect in me, and his harsh words exposed the rotten smell of my inner world; yet he knew to step back. On one hand, I wanted to get away from him, and on the other, I couldn’t help myself staying with him.

			“And not everybody stays with me after such words,” he added. I asked myself if this man was the same man whom I had initially thought had found heaven in the world. His state now looked more like the lake he showed me. Underneath, a hell; above, a heaven.

			“Is that what happened with the travel businessmen?”

			“You are intelligent, but too hasty,” he said. “They wanted to construct a hotel, but since that would destroy the natural beauty of the land, I proposed making the hotel somewhere below the clouds, and arranging a shuttle service to the summit. They crunched some numbers with their calculators, and discussed some things in private. When they came back, they only said that they were increasing the percentage they are going to give me, but they definitely wanted the hotel at the summit. In other words, they didn’t value the beauty at all, other than for its monetary assets.”

			When the old man described the attitude of the travel businessmen, I wasn’t surprised at all, because that was how the business world worked. You don’t spend money for conservation until you have to. And if you have a working system that is well established, you just copy-paste it to other places, instead of taking the risk of new systems. Research? Universities do that, and you just purchase it when it is ripe enough. But that mentality certainly did not fit with this old man, who loved the land as a part of his own being.

			“So you rejected them!?”

			“You know what? No, I accepted their terms with a lease for 3 plus 10 years, three for construction and ten years for running the business. I was naive at the time; I simply thought that they were conducting business, and at the time I did not have a contrasting example to appreciate the value of the land; not to mention my inability to estimate what future visitors were capable of doing in just 10 years.” 

			I wasn’t eager to listen to the rest of the story, but I had no choice.

			“The hotel was built near the lake. As such, farming activity was restricted to a small area, and that was for exhibition purposes. The contractors made roads everywhere, crossing the fields to reach the mountains. And this land of peace was suddenly filled with people and their noise.”

			“What happened to you?”

			“I? I became a stranger in my own land. The land was contracted for the hotel and was surrounded by metal fence, and even inside, there were rules of conduct. I was locked outside, and very much felt imprisoned.”

			To escape the weight of the situation, my business genius kicked in, and I inquired: “But they gave you good money, right?”

			“Yes, yes. They were honest in that sense, and I gained a good deal of money. In fact, with that money, I had a chance to see the world outside my land. I went to schools in big cities, and learned a lot. I met many wise people, listened to their talks. And most importantly, I visited my foster family regularly, spent time with my brothers. I even had a chance to visit the headquarters of the travel company that was using my land.”

			“Did you make fun tricks while there? I mean, you acting like a poor man, and them treating you bad, and when they learn about their business with you, suddenly you are treated like a king?”

			“Sort of ...”

			“What do you mean sort of?”

			“I told them that I was looking for a good travel destination, and the officer told about my land as a nice destination. I just kept listening to him, and finally told him that I would like to go somewhere else.”

			The old man looked like diverging into the depths of his own story, but I was expecting to hear about what happened to the hotel and all those roads.

			“By the way, I cannot see a hotel around here. What happened to it?”

			“Well, it is exactly where it was constructed; and it is still running.”

			“Are you making fun of me here? There’s not a single entity here taller than 15 meters, and certainly no roads for a busy traffic.”

			“You know where I went for travel after my little fun at that office? The officer gave me a computer, and using the satellite images, I browsed many places. It just occurred to me to look in detail how my land looked from above, and learn what people said about it. As I zoomed in, I realized that I was living at the summit of a dormant volcano. The hotel was constructed on one side of the crater lake. But the other side of the lake was completely empty. And that’s where we are now.”

			At once, I looked towards the other side of the lake. Behind the haze, I could vaguely spot a gigantic building. Yes, it was really there. 

			 “Years after inheriting it, I became aware of this side of my land, and claimed it as my part of my heaven.”

		

	
		
			When Zero Died

			Long, long ago, in a faraway world inhabited by numbers, it was a clear dawn when the world witnessed the birth of a new number. It was a baby as small as a dot, capable of nothing but crying. They named it Zero. The newborn had no merit at the time, but its presence nonetheless gave joy to life in the realm of numbers. The whole country reverberated with the good news of the birth of Zero.

			In caring for baby Zero, the numbers took turns. Each number would hold the baby beside it. As the days passed, the numbers noticed something puzzling. Those numbers who gave care in the right way saw a never-seen abundance at home; everything would increase tenfold. The numbers who passed their turns superficially did not see any difference. Was it a sign from God that the numbers could not grasp?

			The days went by, and the numbers expected to see developments in the newborn. It was supposed to make facial expressions, start uttering some meaningful sounds, make purposeful movements with its arms, and so on. But zero did not exhibit any of the expected qualities. The numbers thought maybe it was a late-bloomer. But soon they began to understand that this number was disabled. It did not seem to give any known response to the stimuli. It would not make a difference when used in addition or subtraction games. In the multiplication game, it would give a deep silence as the result, no matter how big a number it played with. And in the division game, no matter what number divided Zero, the result would be a hopeless reluctance to change. The numbers could not reconcile the miraculous abundance that showed up with the proper care for Zero, with its extraordinary disability. What was the deal with this baby?

			Years flew by like the water in a stream, and Zero entered adolescence. Its body was growing very fast and was also assuming a more rounded shape, leaving its primitive, seed-like dot form. With the rebellious instincts of adolescence, Zero discovered its ability to roll, instead of the step-by-step walk of the others. And soon it discovered that it was able to move much faster than the others by rolling. This unexpected burst of motor skills from Zero made the numbers very happy. They did not have to put burden themselves anymore to move Zero. Once a totally disabled baby, Zero was now the fastest member in the numbers kingdom, which even the wealthiest numbers could not catch up with.

			The downside of this was that Zero was not able to stop. To stop, it had to hit another number, just like in the multiplication game. Perhaps the wisdom in the apparent disability of Zero at the beginning of its life was that it needed to learn the wisdom to control its extraordinary moving ability later in life. But in the first months of its new skill, Zero just rolled, rolled and rolled. Even accidents did not scare Zero from its attempts to roll farther and faster. Considering its long years of immobility, that’s all the justification it needed,

			As Zero continued to grow, with the other numbers watching closely, they noticed an interesting feature. Due to its perfect symmetry, Zero possessed an enthralling beauty. How is it possible that such unparalleled elegance emerged in a number initially considered disabled? The numbers decided to consult the Savant One. One was the oldest of the numbers, was held to be noble, and knew history very well. As knowledgeable and dignified as it was, One was also humble, bending its torso low to talk with children, instead of raising its head straight up.

			Savant One said, “I have been reading the ancient books about the signs of this number. As it was foretold, it was born disabled, and it was raised by its relatives; it then surpassed everyone by its speed and its perfect symmetry. As Zero grows, it is assuming the shape that we observe in all heavenly objects. The youngest member of our community has more to teach us. We must wait and see.”

			After the numbers had left the house of One, Prime Minister Two could not hold back, and raised its voice: “Could it be that the old guy is mixing things up? I mean, how do we know that the things written in those old books are authentic? Zero is not so different from us; it is just another number. Why are we bothering ourselves with something that no one has seen before? Are we going to leave the greatest numbers for the sake of this fledgling egg?” Then Two burst into laughter. Some of the numbers joined in, while others said, “We’ll see!”

			As the years passed, Zero started questioning its existence, and contemplating its character as a number. It had heard the words of both the Savant One and the Prime Minister Two, but it could not come to a satisfying conclusion. Maybe Two was right. Even if the ancient books did talk about someone special to come, who said that it was Zero? With this mind-set, Zero preferred a middle way between that of Savant One and that of Prime Minister Two.

			As Zero was leaving adolescence, something started bothering it from within. It was as if somebody were periodically disturbing its comfort by triggering emotions that were dissatisfied with the stuff of daily life. Zero started reflecting again. It considered all it had experienced thus far in its unusual life story: its initial disability and the consequent burst of motor skills, its initial negligible size and the unparalleled beauty it exhibited as it grew, the words of the Savant One and those of Prime Minister Two, and so on.

			At that moment, Zero felt a sudden shiver, with the coolness of an inspiration that penetrated its whole body. Zero felt that its life was full of opposites, and by pondering the respective non-existence and existence of its qualities, it might understand infinity. These thoughts motivated Zero to investigate infinity by talking to other numbers.

			The answer that best resonated with what Zero felt was from Savant One: “I have not seen infinity, but I do know that I was the first one to exist among numbers. I feel that I could not have come to be out of nothing. Seeing all these numbers that came after me, I understand that what made me is infinity. Oh, my little one, if you ask what was one step before me, the ancient books say it is you who will reveal that.” The answer that Zero did not like was from the Prime Minister Two: “There is no such thing as infinity. No matter how great a number you imagine, by adding one, you can always obtain a greater number. This is all there is to it; there is no one who has actually seen infinity, anyway; it is no more than a figment of our imagination.”

			When alone, Zero thought, “I can understand Two because when it came to the world, it saw One already there; so, Two cannot comprehend coming to existence without an ancestor. But what I feel inside is more like what One tells me. One can feel the existence of something that triggered its existence because when it came to the world, there was none other than One.” After a silence, Zero mumbled, “If I exist, then you exist. But where are you? If only I could see you…”

			Life had been very turbulent for Zero. First, disabilities burdened it, then a sudden explosion of skills and emotions moved it, then a painful questioning without satisfactory answers shook it, and finally a conclusion that brought peace along with a wish for homecoming. Soon after, not being able to stand the harshness of such turbulence, Zero fell sick. It started losing weight to the point that it almost returned to its seed-like state at birth. With this harrowing sickness at such a young age, Zero had suffered enough. Although everybody was saddened, they thought that it was best for this unique number to die.

			And Zero died. They buried it under the quotient line. Roses grew on its grave that were as beautiful as Zero, as noble as One. Thus was commemorated the phrase “one over zero,” in order to refer to this beauty. It was only then that the numbers understood what Zero felt inside. The numbers visited Zero from time to time, whenever they needed a glimpse of beauty stretching from infinity. As powerless as it was, Zero helped others understand infinity not by its existence among them, but by lying below them.
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