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Beyond My Father’s House is a novel that spans over four decades, from my school years in Bombay, described in Chapter 1, The Long Introduction, culminating in my meeting with an older, early-20-something American circus performer, from Oklahoma, George Padelis, in Bombay, in my final year of high school at 15.

It was a chance meeting, in a Bombay Hospital, where George a circus performer, had brought another performer to the ER for a procedure. Coincidentally, I rushed to the hospital to bring home my plastered brother, the newly minted emergency doctor, who had done his first such procedure on the performer, after his assistant tech called me to come get him. As chance meetings rarely go, it began a lifelong friendship during my long taxi ride with George, bringing my brother the blighter home, safely. The friendship resumed in Oklahoma City during the 1995 bombing.

Most of the book is in first person, my POV, except for a few chapters towards the latter half of the book, which are in George’s distinct salty POV,  based on meetings I had with him in the shadow of the 1995 tragedy, described in chapter 16, appropriately entitled Conversations.

Although fictionalized, this fourth book draws on my experiences: growing up in Bombay, studying and working overseas, and maintaining a tenuous connection with George through life-changing events, with the help of Simpli Ma, who served as the clearinghouse during our so-called itinerant years, the gap after our first mashup in ‘63. Throughout, the narrative interrogates identity, belonging, and the universality of finding meaning in shared history.
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Chapter 1: A Long Introduction
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(Life would be a Cigar, Except Mine was a Cheroot)

***
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As introductions for a book based on my life go, this will be a rather long one. If I were talking about a romp in the park, it would be, well, short. I am talking about several romps in several parks, actually a lifetime’s worth, and I am only 75.

Why the long spiel of an introduction when I could have dived into Beyond My Father’s House headfirst? Well, like Prof. Hilel K., my OU stalwart for Operations Research, used to say: it’s a deep subject, and it all has to start with a little esoteric talk, to connect—some linkage, see? He was talking about rudimentary Linear Programming. 

You can’t just dive into a swimming pool without knowing whether you are diving from the deep end or the shallow. Ouch! 

So, with that in mind, it is time to circumnavigate, I mean, wade through my father’s house before I go beyond it. Even the good book didn’t go straight to Bethlehem, did it? It went, well... 

In the beginning...blah...blah...blah... Now that said, let’s dive into it. 

***
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I SOMETIMES THINK OF myself in the newly-minted wedding shoes of a runaway bride in jeans, on a Greyhound to nowhere particular, or, better yet, a model in heels, on a real runway, imagining Tiegs or even a barefoot waif like Twiggy just ahead, both of them jittery enough to worry about anything that moves—even a louse, even a nothing-to-lose newbie like me—on a runway to nowhere except forward, in and out of ensembles, all show long, until I stop counting. I had to audition for that opportunity in the fast lane, barked at by Deus himself or Dea herself, those know-it-alls, and I seldom get to pick my bosses. One foot in front of the other, always landing in the exact spot, where the last footprint was at the apex of a triangle, so the audience can see the hips swaying in my outfit, however bad that perspiration-riddled—dammit, not even my own sweat, I mean—ensemble they forced on me is, round after round in that never-ending merry-go-round of a scamper. Cakewalk, catwalk—who cares what they call it. I have a fitting name for it—psst... the walk of shame, without the tar.

Life, or in this instance some yokel named Brenda, hands me the stinky overly-perfumed outfit, and I clock my walks, one foot followed by the other, make a 180 in the exact spot, like Deus keeps reminding me, “You nitwit! You can take it or leave it; there’s always someone ready to replace you.” 

I try not to trip. I try to keep a straight, bored face as I chew gum—two wads worth. And if I can manage a little forward movement in the hips while swaying, the audience may even swoon, may even whistle, maybe even the guy with the big cigar chewing the foot end of an unwrapped one, who is cat-calling me, even though I feel a whole lot bad all over when I see who the guy is. I don’t even know what he’s doing at our rehearsals. They say he has access, I suppose, as in Access Hollywood, maybe.

I have to do all this mostly in sky-high stilettos, and thank my mother for it, and all the other things she bought me on credit for my make-it-or-break-it budding career. Can you imagine? How can I ever repay her for those python heels? Dad doesn’t even know. He thinks I am in college. Wait until he finds out his little girl—his smartest in the bunch, honey bunch—has not even wandered by any college lately, forget classrooms and classes—but knocking away glasses. Yeah, I’m doing the next best thing to street walking—cat walking, or is it walking with cats—more like nap walking if you ask me—when I am about to keel over from all that exercise on an empty stomach. See, I cannot, cannot... eat between takes. What if I’m unable to squeeze into my next ensemble? And the next, and the next...? Nobody asks me anything, not that I care. See, I am just part of the furniture.

Then the runway comes at me for real. I am staring as I walk—that laconic female version of a Sean Connery stare—though I am a girl, daddy’s honey bunch—better looking than Sean is by a mile and a smile. Staring at nothing—how can you even do that? Yeah, by counting the steps and timing them, and like an automaton, eyeing those endless faces right ahead. I am good with faces, and I finally recognize the dodo with the cigar. In fact, that’s what they called him, Dodo. The one most likely to succeed, in Bigb's, my brother’s, senior yearbook, and the one most likely to get rich like the Donald. He’s rich all right with a cigar and all. Who cares for the pinching in my feet, for python’s sake!

I don’t have time for this. I can’t chew gum, walk, and think of a big fat Dodo with a big cigar, all at the same time. I am still counting the steps and the time to do my U-turn. They are looking at my backside, sway, dammit—forget the hips, but the rest of it, you mean my bottoms—and remember one step after the other, in the exact spot. Down the stairs, jump into another stinky outfit, hang the previous one in the exact spot you found it, that’s the rules, kiddo, Brenda at it again.  Climb the stairs again, back on the runway, all over again, ad noxious as we say in our lingo instead of ad nauseam. I wish I had some tar and feathers to cover my face, so I would not see the shameless ogling eyes, like Dodo’s, drilling holes in me like a drill sergeant, and none of them would see me.

Yeah, that was what life was going to be, a big fat cigar—just like my big brother, Bigb, said it would be. I believed him, too. The know-it-all knew everything; Bigb did—unlike me, the runway broad. How could I? I was ten, and he was twenty. He said it with a straight face, too, when he dropped a name and said he would be going around with Ava Gardner, and walk hand-in-hand as she did in Mocambo, the movie, I mean, with whoever it was she walked with. I am sure he saw the movie more than once, at Regal, the biggest movie theater in Bombay, the one opposite Churchgate Railway Terminal. He continued with his tale, yes, and those giggling vixens or damsels, I forget which, would be feeding him grapes and cheese on a platter as he lazed around, writing one bestseller after another like Hemingway, while chewing on a cigar just like the Dodo himself.

Recently, someone in the know, reading my sketch, told me the movie's name was Mogambo, not Mocambo, as I remembered Bigb saying, knocking off one fib after another.  Maybe Bigb was so enraptured, seeing the movie so many times, that he didn’t care whether his Ava was acting in Mocambo, Mocamco, or Mogambo. Whether she was in a Roman bath or at the foot of Mount Kilimanjaro, as long as she and her vixens plied him with wine, grapes, and cheese in their white robes, and he kept writing, and writing!  I got a cigar, too, except I was ten, and it was on fire on both ends. Sorry, I meant a cheroot, like the one Mr. D’Cunha, my seventh-grade science teacher, smoked. Incidentally, cheroots have no foot to speak of; they come with both ends pre-trimmed, unlike a cigar. 

First, it was my Dad’s accident, severing his left hand on the spot as they were driving to a remote beachfront fishing village on the way to an office picnic on March 31, 1957. Then followed an adrenaline-fueled survival drama, not even a Bollywood script, known for its hyperbolic, mindless coincidences and near misses, could have ever imagined. A year and a half later, I survived a near miss when, at the age of 11, returning from school, I waited for the train on the other far-side railway line to leave the station, while I stood waiting on the near-side rail, my feet planted plumb on the railway line with a train approaching the near-side railway station. The approaching train was honking away, telling me to move or else—truth be told, it didn’t even register in my healthy ears.  What registered were the passengers, hanging out of the doors of the crowded train, less than fifty feet away—screaming at me, and in a madcap adrenaline rush like Dad, I jumped backward, luckily not forward, but backward into the brush and saved my life by a cat’s whisker! Both of us, Dad and I, cut from the same cloth, you think? 

You tell me, when all is said and done.

Yeah, the cheroot with both ends afire brightened up the big screen, just like Bigb said, except that I stopped believing all his tall stories.

I picked up my school bag after the near miss, brushed the seat side of my shorts, and rushed away in disgust, through the crowd that formed around me—the train’s guard, the passengers, and the pedestrians. I didn’t cry.  I didn’t stop walking till I reached home, 20 minutes later, a mile away. I still remember it as if it were not that long ago.

I told Dad and Ma everything late that evening, after we had eaten and settled down. I kept it all to myself for a good six hours. We ate late after Dad got home from work, after he visited his library. Two or three times a week, he would also visit the recent graduates of my parents’ selflessness—the RN trainees—who had stayed with us when they first came from their homes in Kerala, before Dad found them the training positions! Then I broke down and told them about the train, and all three of us cried to sleep. I found that Dad was still holding me with his one arm when we woke up in the morning, and he wouldn’t let go of me. As we held each other, afraid to let go, he told me I should use the station footbridge to cross the commuter railway lines from that day forward.

I hated using the bridge because a few lepers who had escaped from the nearby Acworth Leper Colony were usually among the beggars who sat in the shade under the covered bridge. They often reached out, touching passersby with their oozing stumps. I was afraid of such an encounter, especially in my shorts. I didn’t even tell them, Dad and Ma, I mean. It was my secret, never to be shared, until I started writing MFH.

Several months later, Dad met me as I emerged from the bridge on my way home from school. He greeted me proudly, knowing I had heeded his words. The lepers remained my secret. I looked at their horrific faces as I passed by every day. Suffering was all around me, so why should I avoid it? Why should I shun it?

Understand their pain, Mathew—theirs, not just yours. The world is a lot uglier than you think.

I grew up in a hurry during this time. I didn’t have time to worry and hurry at the same time. That hurry took me past Dad’s accident and my near miss from IV-C to V-C to VI-A to VII-C to VIII-A, IX-B, X-C, and finally to XI-A, and out the door. It was in VII and VIII that I became acquainted with cheroots, or at least got familiar with their fetid stink, worse than the all-pervading Devil’s Dung, aka asafetida, from the body and clothes of none other than Mr. D’Cunha, the science teacher in VII, and our class teacher in VIII. He didn’t chomp them like Dodo; he smoked them in the teacher’s sitting-room, every chance he got, because he reeked from a mile away, oh those poor teachers, and oh those poor scholars of his, in VII and VIII, wishing the man would just disappear, even though he was genial and genuine as they come! Even though he slapped me once in VII-C, because he felt I clearly deserved it, and I saw his point of view, fairly and squarely, and I took it like a kid not about to flinch or duck, though it’s still ringing in my ear, and I am only 75. 

It was not a hard, mean slap that leaves fingerprints; it was a full-on slap that leaves fingerprints on your soul instead. He used to throw stuff at us, chalk bits, and a few times, like the duster, red with rage, a mile away from any target, and cooled down just as fast, and Manuel and Gregory would throw stuff right back at him when his head was turned away, facing the chalkboard, the cowards. And, I am sure they threw to hurt because he would look back, and you could tell. They all laughed, but not me. I was busy growing up in a hurry. Yeah, I was among the youngest too in the whole class, can you imagine, all of 11, in VII-C, and 15, in XI-A, my last year of high school. However, I was a lot older than the whole lot, because see, I was growing up in a hurry, all in my head.

Regardless of the fun and games, my day was just beginning. Yes, if Ma’s tea and snacks weren't ready, I went out to play on an empty stomach, with just a glass of water in my tummy. Then I noticed something. I played much better after a cup of tea and some snacks rather than just H2O. I kept hurrying up, Ma, and she kept slowing me down with her usual delaying tactics, while I pulled my hair and she asked me how my day was and if I was the ‘bestest’ of the lot. Ma please! Somewhere down the line, we got it somewhat right, and my cricket and table tennis got fiercer and fiercer after Ma’s victuals and tea energizing in my belly! After playtime just past dusk, I hurried home for a bath.  I took the time while I bathed to sing the Hindi and Marathi poems in our textbooks to a made-up tune because that was the only way I could remember those darn words I had to parrot verbatim at the exams. Then it was back to burying myself in my library book or books, while awaiting Dad. I was putting away three or four books a week, waiting for Dad.  We had one of the best school libraries in Bombay; after all, the school was nearly 100 years old. It was in V that I read one of the most meaningful books ever—My Experiments with Truth, by Gandhi—the year after Dad’s accident that got the life-saving attention of a ten-year-old garçon, me. 

That’s what fate snarled at me, ‘GARÇON,’ the year before, and stunned me, an eight-year-old, after I’d won the IV grade elocution competition in front of the whole school body, nearly a thousand of us, and fate said—“Not so fast, garçon!”

Sure enough, Dad’s life-changing accident visited us, and a year later, I came out unscathed physically after my near miss, but with a scar that fractured my psyche that I still shudder at when the two events strike me from nowhere! It is part of my subconscious, integral—keeping me from me, keeping me out of trouble! Of course, Gandhi came along for the ride!

Yes, Gandhi and I became acquainted in the grade that followed my great goose bump moments in IV-C.

IV-C started with a bang, several bangs, in fact, and ended with an explosion, the reverberations that I still feel in my bones, and I am only 75. Ms. Lopes was our class teacher, and she was the sweetest no-nonsense teacher I had met since Ms. Abraham of Pre-primary. With her guidance, I won the IV grade elocution competition outright, hands-down, as they say. I stood first in class a week earlier, too. Then a funny thing happened on the way to the forum: my confidence got an unbelievable boost that I am not sure I even told anyone, a boost from Ms. Lopes nonetheless! Que Sera, Sera hit Bombay, and did we all hit back with devotion. Every school kid my age—at least the ones who followed the Sunday morning Binaca Hit Parade on the radio—sang that song till I nearly got tired of it. I followed the Hit Parade too, but a day later, on Monday morning, when I heard my friends talk about it, because see, we did not have a radio, but just an HMV Gramophone, which my cousin left us with, when Dad found him a job in the Persian Gulf. Although truth be told, I wished we had a radio too, dammit. Then Ms. Lopes took me aside one day, when the movie with Que Sera in it hit Bombay, and she said, Mathew, go see The Man Who Knew Too Much, where Doris Day sings Que Sera. But teacher, I know the song. Russell sings it all the time! You don’t know the story, do you? She didn’t tell anyone else that, and I assumed I was the only one she patted on the back and did the Psst thing to. I carried that Psst all the way home, pestered Ma and Dad, and I promised Ma I wouldn’t pester her for an egg forever, and she told me not to get that dramatic, and sure enough, even Bigb, for a change, sided with me and we all saw the movie, BigS too, while Bigb didn’t want to see it a second time. Yes, the movie and Doris were unforgettable, and so was the producer with the double jowl strutting, doing a walk-by without a spoken word, a cameo Dad told me.  Did Ms. Lopes feed me a dollop of ego booster, or what, a kid from a one-room tenement with windows? You bet.  But what did Ms. Lopes know? No egg forever, and all that? She did know one thing, though—I was the only one in her class who could follow Hitchcock’s thriller.

And then the explosion hit us on March 31, 1957, my Dad's accident, I mean, and the garçon became a not-so-garçon, garçon. 

Yeah, that was my fourth grade, a bittersweet year.

We will continue from V grade later on, as I keep this thing, my book, as chronological as possible. 

***
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CONTINUING WITH THE rest of a typical evening, after I went home from school, and played cricket with my best friend, Nanda, and company...

I had a hurried bath and then spent some time with my latest storybook before I touched any homework, as we all waited for Dad. Two baths a day were the norm. We followed Ma’s
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