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Prelude

			I stood still, not moving a fraction of an inch. Inside, I was trembling. I couldn’t believe this was happening. Again. Tiny pins pricked ever so slightly with every breath. Still, I knew the result would be stunning. The designer, Luis Machicao, had pinned his exquisite suits on movie stars, world leaders, even royalty. And now he had come to me, hadn’t even demanded I fit the suit at his studio as was his custom. Instead, he stood in my bedroom, measuring and pinning, draping and tucking, so that I could wear his original design when I went, once again, to the White House.

			Unlike the other times, when I’d been invited to join large events, this time I had been invited for a private meeting with the president, where I would meet the heads of state, the vice president, and their families. Of course, I’d had the honor of meeting such illustrious figures before, but not in such an intimate setting. The suit, this time, had to be perfect. It had to surpass any suit I’d ever worn to meet presidents in the past.

			The occasion was Christmas, so the fabric we had selected for the formal jacket was a deep garnet red, with the most subtle brocade woven into its silk threads. The trim, a simple, classic black, matched the stylish black slacks. An elegant but festive suit coat, one that spoke of both wealth and confidence, the confidence to wear red before the most powerful man in the world.

			“Nice suit,” the president would later say, taking the fabric between his fingers. “I’d like a jacket like this. Where can I get one made?”

			“Mr. President,” I answered with pride, “I shall have a suit like this made especially for you.”

			He smiled, pleased. He pulled me aside and introduced me to other prominent figures. We spoke about India, my home country. Earlier, at the reception of two hundred people, all dignitaries, senators, and wealthy patrons, I was struck to see I was the only Indian among them. Not like prior events at the White House. This time, I alone represented my home country.

			Later in the evening, speaking with the chief of staff, I asked, “Where is the Indian ambassador? I seem to be the only Indian here.”

			“Oh, he wasn’t invited,” he answered, shrugging his shoulders. “You’re more important.”

			Whether flattery or truth, it didn’t matter. I swelled with pride, marveling at how far I had come in the six decades since my birth. Could I ever have imagined I would be in private company with the president of the United States?

			And yet from the start I somehow knew that that had been exactly the destiny before me. It was the universe that led the way.

			








Part I

My Destiny Begins

			“Success is not final, failure is not fatal. It is the courage to continue that counts.”

			Sir Winston Churchill
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			A Garden of Eden on the Arabian Sea

			I like to win. More precisely, I like to meet any challenge that comes my way. Even as a child, something as simple as a game of marbles became a test of my ability to master the problem at hand. When school was out and our chores were done, the boys would sometimes gather in the village courtyard for a game of golli gundu.

			Carved into the hard-packed dirt were a series of three holes, worn smooth from our many games of golli. The objective was to shoot all the glass marbles into the holes, with a finger-flick of another marble, like an American game of billiards. The winner would be rewarded with the honor of rapping a big marble on the losers’ knuckles. Whenever I lost, I demanded the harshest punishment. I wanted my knuckles to bleed. And when I won, I would rap those marbles on my friends’ knuckles so hard they’d bleed, too. I wasn’t cruel. I wanted my friends to be winners as well.

			Perhaps it was competition with my older brother, George, that launched my drive to excel. George was better looking; lighter skinned, like my father; stronger; and more athletic than I was. As the eldest child, he was expected to succeed. To be light skinned was considered by many to be preferable to having dark skin, so he was considered not just good-looking but inherently superior. Like any young boy, I looked up to my older brother, who was four years ahead of me. I was dark skinned, like my mother. I was also skinny and had many allergies and never did well in sports, although I did like to play soccer. But I wasn’t that good at it. George, on the other hand, was brilliant at soccer, winning many championships as the main goalkeeper. Everybody worshipped him. He was a star in my eyes.

			My mother had a friend from high school who became a bishop. When he met George, he was so impressed with this good-looking, charming young boy that he told my mother George would grow up to be the next bishop. He took George under his wing and would send a big white Mercedes-Benz to pick him up and take him to the city. Every time I saw that Mercedes-Benz coming for George, I fumed with resentment. I wasn’t getting any attention, and he was being treated like a king!

			Given the attention he received, I came to powerfully dislike my brother, but at the same time, I so wanted his attention. Yet no matter how hard I tried, he seemed to take no notice of me, the youngest. He was much nicer to our sister, Gladis. She was right between us in age, two years older than me and two years younger than George. Gladis was serious and quiet but had a strong will.

			Because she was a girl, and thus expected to live a quiet life and master the domestic arts, Gladis spent much time on her studies and learning the skills of homemaking and preparing food—which is no small task when it means hauling water from the village well, cooking over an open fire, roasting and pounding the spices, mixing and kneading the rotis and other flat breads by hand. Each meal took hours to prepare, so girls had to start cooking at an early age to help our mothers out.

			But as boys, George and I spent much of our time outdoors, often playing, often busy with our chores. Instead of taking me under his wing, however, George would tease me, especially around his friends. Even as small as I was, I vowed to gain his respect. I was determined to earn it and, what’s more, to become even more popular and respected than he was.

			We lived in the Garden of Eden, at least, that is how the state of Kerala is often described because it is so beautiful and idyllic. It is a land lush with trees bearing coffee, mangoes, passionfruit, coconuts, jackfruit, and cashews—it is impossible to starve amid such aromatic and delicious offerings that God has provided.

			In Kerala, iridescent green rice fields circle the simple homes, their long grass undulating in the wind like ocean waves when the harvest is near. Rivers, creeks, and waterfalls and the ever-present rain shroud the hills in a ghostly mist and provide a cooling respite from the enervating heat and humidity. It was always unbearably hot in southern India. Yet the sticky, sweaty heat that so pervades the region is matched by such a heavenly splendor that few would ever want to live anywhere else. Every breath is perfumed with the scent of ripe mangoes and pots of spicy stews simmering over open fires. Peppercorns, cardamom, cinnamon, and nutmeg have not only brought us the most delicious and unique cuisine in all of India, but these same spices have, quite literally, brought us closer to God.

			In 1498, the famed explorer Vasco da Gama arrived in my home of Trivandrum in search of spices, gold, silver, silk—and Christians. Spices we had, in abundance—prized sandalwood and the finest cooking spices in the world. And yes, we had gold and silver and the finest silks, even exquisite ivory. As for Christians, while India may be known as a Hindu, Buddhist, and Muslim nation, it is also the home to one of the most ancient centers of Christianity in the world. That history began as far back as AD 52, when the Apostle Thomas came to Kerala and brought the Gospel to our people.

			By the time da Gama arrived fifteen hundred years later, one-fifth of the people living in Kerala were Christians, many, like my family, who traced their ancestry back to St. Thomas himself. This was something da Gama did not know.

			When he arrived, da Gama asked to meet with the king, and upon meeting him, he told the king, “I come from Portugal and bring blessings from the pope. Have you heard of Christianity?”

			The king smiled and told him that there were many Christians living in Kerala, but they lived in the mountains. He promised to arrange an escort so that da Gama could meet these Indian Christians himself.

			A few days later, da Gama was indeed escorted to the mountains, where he met with the elders and again announced, “I am Vasco da Gama, and I am a Christian and bring blessings from the pope.”

			The elders greeted him warmly and said, “We are Christians, too, but who is this pope?”

			The pious explorer couldn’t imagine Christians who had never heard of the pope, so he set right to correcting that problem!

			And that is how our spices brought us closer to God, as da Gama and later Portuguese explorers came for our spices and left us their Catholic church. Kerala now has more Christians than anywhere else in India, and the Catholic tradition has become as much a part of our lives as the land itself. It is this tradition that I was born into, where faith and prayer are inseparable from our daily lives in this Garden of Eden that was my homeland.

			Our small village, Murukkumpuzha, is in the district of Trivandrum, the capital city of Kerala in southern India. Trivandrum is built on seven forest-covered hills alongside the sea on the Malabar Coast. I grew to fear the ocean, magnificent yet terrifying in its vast power. But it was the ocean that gave us life, bringing us the freshest, tastiest fish so that no one, no matter how poor, would ever go hungry.

			Each morning the fishmonger would walk through the village with a large basket balanced on his head, calling meen, meen, meen—the Malayalam word for fish. Once or twice a week when my mother heard this sound, she would stop whatever she was doing and follow the call of the fishmonger to see what he had to offer that day.

			I would often join my mother, standing close to her legs, small and timid yet excited to know that we would have fresh fish—possibly even my favorite curried fish stew—that night. She would gather around the fishmonger with the other women in the village, and when it was her turn, she would inspect the fish, so fresh the gills might still be beating. She made sure that the eyes were bright, the gills red, the flesh firm, the catch of the day not too bony. Once satisfied, she began her bargaining.

			“How much for this one?” she would ask the fishmonger, pointing to a particularly nice fish.

			“Ten rupees,” he might say, or some other amount my mother had no intention of paying and he had no expectation of receiving.

			“No, five rupees,” she’d counter, her voice firm but kind.

			“Okay, I will sell you this fish for seven rupees,” the fishmonger would respond, and both would smile.

			“Okay, I will buy it,” she’d finally decide, and hand the coins to the fishmonger as he wrapped our fish in banana leaves and offered it to me to carry. We had little money, so every purchase of fresh fish or shellfish would be a blessing from God, no matter how often we ate it.

			Another blessing from God I would later come to understand was the lesson my mother was teaching me in how to be wise with money and how not to take any meal for granted, a lesson that has lasted me a lifetime.

			The fish from the ocean came at a cost to our village, however, a cost much higher than rupees. Every year a certain number of men would sail out to the ocean to bring back a good catch, and every year a certain number would never return. We learned early on to respect the sea, which took so many lives yet gave us life.

			My mother so feared losing me to those waters that she forbade me from playing in the ocean, and for that reason, I never learned to swim. I was her youngest, and she couldn’t bear to lose me, and because I was such a small and skinny child, the chances were great that she would. I would watch as the other children played in the ocean and rivers and lakes, while I remained on shore or waded only a few feet out, knowing that the waters were for others to play in. But I had different pursuits, so I did not dwell on what I could not do. Instead, I focused on the many things I could do, and do better than most.

			One of my many chores would be to help dry the fish, which we spread on grass mats laid along the street, where they would dry in the sun to be stored in our homes for future meals. The briny, salty smell of the sea that filled our homes and village was thus a constant reminder of the benevolence of God, a smell softened by the fruity aroma of ripe mangoes and stores of cinnamon and cardamom that were so plentiful.

			Another chore was guarding the rice fields from the birds. The birds would descend on the ripening rice grains, and if we didn’t scare them away with our slingshots, they’d devour the whole crop. To protect the fields, after school all the boys would head to the rice fields and shoot stones at the pesky thieves. I got pretty good at it and could spot a bird from a hectare away and hit it in an instant.

			We had chickens, of course, but they pretty much took care of themselves, wandering around the village clucking and pecking as if they were gossiping neighbors without a care in the world. We had cows, too, and one of my chores was to pasture the cattle. I wasn’t allowed to milk the cows, which was fine with me, as that was an early-morning chore, and a rather dangerous one at that. If you didn’t pull on the teat just right, or the cow was simply in a bad mood, it would kick, and not only could that cause quite an injury, but it would almost always knock over the pail and send the milk flying, which we could ill afford. Fortunately, we hired a man to do the early-morning milking, so that task didn’t fall to me or to George.

			After scaring away the birds, George and I would have a snack, maybe a spicy dosha or deep-fried banana chips. Then we’d take the cows out to pasture so they could eat. By this time, it would be evening, and each day it took longer and longer because we had to take them farther and farther out to find grass that they hadn’t already devoured. Then we’d bring them home and shower with a bucket pulled up from the well and go inside and do our homework.

			I whizzed through my homework as if every assignment were another goal to achieve. I absolutely loved going to school, and it came as naturally to me as sports came to George. I had a keen mind and memory. Whatever it was—reading, math, Malayalam, Hindi, or English—I absorbed it as readily as I absorbed the sun and the heat. But for George, academics were a challenge. He was a social charmer and an impressive athlete, but he struggled with his schoolwork. Fortunately for me, his struggle proved to be my opportunity.

			We went to school together or sometimes with other kids from the village. We left early in the morning, our feet bare, crossing the rice fields by walking along the narrow bunds, which were the mounds of mud that divided the paddies and held the muddy water. They could be slippery and were usually no wider than a foot across, and we often slipped. The paddies weren’t deep, but they were filled with cow dung, parasites, leeches, and snakes, so we did our best to hurry along and not slip.

			Once we reached the ends of the rice fields, there was another walkway of about a quarter mile before we reached the main road where the cars and buses passed. There we walked along the road for about a mile until we reached the school by 9:00 a.m. It was a long trek to school, but we all did it together, so it was always enjoyable.

			While doing homework at home, I sat behind George and could see his work, so I knew when he needed help. He had a tough time in most of his subjects, not because he wasn’t smart, but because he wasn’t book smart. But I was both, so I’d help him with the answers, as well as with his homework, and pretty soon he stopped teasing me and came to respect me. And as he respected me, I stopped resenting him. It wasn’t long before George became a really nice guy, and I was proud to be his younger brother.

			I also came to see that I enjoyed helping people with their schoolwork and, more importantly, that I had a valuable skill. Growing up as poor as we were, having anything of value was a step out of poverty, so I worked hard to master my studies, even when I didn’t need to work very hard at it. I’d been blessed with a good mind, something my family recognized right from the start.

			Now, these years that I recall here were over half a century ago, not long after India first gained its independence from Great Britain in 1947. Trivandrum has since burst into modernity with endless ribbons of speeding roads and buildings at the capital city.

			Trivandrum has advanced so remarkably since I was a child that it has now become one of the technology hubs for southern India and a center of intellectual and scientific acclaim. But I was not born into this modern world. I was born in 1951, in the home of my grandparents, my mother assisted not by a doctor but a midwife, just as she’d been with the two children she bore before me. And it was in that home that my destiny was shaped.

			When I was born, my grandfather, a very wise man and somewhat a mystic, perceived that there was something special about me. When shortly after my birth an Indian astrologer forecast that I would become a powerful man, a detriment to my enemies, and a blessing to my friends and family, my grandfather said, “One man can change the history of the world, good or bad. And I want this child to do that.” And that is why he chose for me the name he felt most noble and fitting—Lenin. This name, however seemingly incongruous with the trajectory of my life, was not chosen for its ideology but for its power. Let me explain.

			As India struggled for its independence from the British in the late 1940s, my grandfather, a true intellectual who was well read and kept current in world affairs, had come to know many Russians. He would send them Indian movies and other coveted gifts, and in return, they sent him vodka and books and other coveted Russian goods. My grandfather became intrigued by the success of the Russian Revolution. Many Indians in Kerala were active in the Communist Party, and in 1957, they would elect one of the world’s first elected communist governments, an understandable direction considering the long history of outsiders controlling our country and seizing our land and resources for their own gain, a topic to which I’ll return.

			My grandfather had become a wealthy landowner, and he would later denounce communism, but at that time he viewed communism as the just response to a society that had for too long deprived people of the basic necessities of life—food, clothing, and housing. Workers had been treated brutally in Czarist Russia, and as a Christian who cared that everyone be treated with dignity and respect, he found much to admire in the new leaders of the Soviet Union, then in its adolescence. And thus, in christening me with the name Lenin, my grandfather committed to ensuring my future would, like that of the Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin, be a great one.

			But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me first tell you about my family, my childhood, and why I was so eager to leave this Garden of Eden. As you will see, it is not because I sought to leave my family. No, not at all. It was instead my destiny that I leave Kerala for both myself and for my family—and follow in the path God laid before me, on a journey that has brought riches unimaginable to a small village boy growing up so far from the world I now inhabit. Here is my story.
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			Holding Court on the Veranda

			My grandparents were extraordinary people, my grandfather especially. I remember him as a very tall and slim man with thick silver hair and deep penetrating eyes. He dressed in the traditional Indian style of long loose shirts and exquisite slippers or shoes. With every step he took, he walked straight and tall and with great pride, always carrying an expensive walking stick with a gold-plated handle. Not that he needed the stick for support. It was just his way of showing his authority, an authority he had well earned.

			It was he who was my greatest influence as I grew, and I cannot tell the story of my life without telling the story of my grandfather, Maria John Lopez. He was born sometime in the late nineteenth century, an only child whose mother died when he was young. As an only child, her property, which was vast, had passed to him, making him a large landowner at a young age. His father remarried but had no children with his second wife, who raised my grandfather as her own. When they died, large landowners themselves, their property also passed to their only child. Thus it was that my grandfather entered life as a young man with a great deal of land. He was also a well-educated Christian, spoke English, and possessed a keen business sense, all qualities that ensured he was well respected and his future secure.

			He married another Christian, Catharina, my grandmother, and over the next several years they had six children, four boys and two girls. The second child was my mother, Philomena Lopez, and the third was her sister, my aunt Lourdes. Fourth was Freddy and fifth was Augustine. Sixth came Christopher.

			The eldest, Sonny, was exceptionally bright. He became an engineer and moved to Kuala Lumpur, where he helped develop the infrastructure for the city of Singapore. He was wildly successful, but he never came back, marrying a woman from Singapore and raising their three children there.

			Perhaps it was the stories of my uncle Sonny that first planted in me the voyager seeds—hearing the tales of this adventurous man who traveled halfway around the world to find riches and acclaim excited me with possibilities far beyond the idyllic but provincial world in which I grew. Or perhaps it was the spirit of my mother, which so filled me with an unshakable belief in myself and in my destiny, that set me on my path.

			At the time of my grandparents’ marriage, India was under the rule of King George V, a rather dull and conventional monarch yet one whose visit to India nearly a decade before had brought great fanfare to the nation. But by the time my mother was born in 1920, a rising anti-colonialist nationalist from western India by the name of Mahatma Gandhi was making a name for himself advocating the nonviolent overthrow of the British colonial forces, which had ruled our country since the late eighteenth century. So it was that my mother was born into these turbulent times, where the future for landlords like my grandfather was uncertain and the need for faith all the more pressing.

			As the firstborn daughter, my mother became my grandfather’s favorite, and no doubt my grandmother’s as well. They treasured her and were devoted to ensuring she was protected. She was taught to read and write and early on was introduced to the Christian rituals and traditions, which sparked in her an immediate and lifelong devotion to prayer and faith.

			While it was uncommon for girls to go to university in those days, my grandparents made sure that Philomena had a high school education and learned to speak English. She did so, but it was her faith that would prove to be her greatest virtue and strength. She spent her days in prayer, reciting the Rosary, memorizing the Gospel. She went to church every day, where she discussed the Gospel with the priest. As she reached the end of her studies, she knew what she wanted to do with her life.

			“Father,” she told him, “I am almost of age, and I know what I must do with my life. I want to devote my life to Christ, and to do that, I would like to take my vows and become a nun.”

			Her decision surprised nobody, because since she was a child, Philomena’s passion was for God and the Church. But my grandfather would not agree.

			“No, Philomena,” he told her. “That is not your destiny, my child. You will marry and have children.” His mind was made up—as the eldest daughter, she was not destined to sequester herself inside a convent, but to pass on the gifts that God had blessed our family with by continuing our lineage.

			She knew there was no point in challenging his decision, as a father’s will could not be questioned. Although my mother was heartbroken to be told she could not be a nun, she accepted her destiny, but she was determined to remain devoted to Christ.

			As my grandfather’s landholdings grew and he was able to collect rent and increase his wealth, he purchased a post office, an acquisition that positioned him well in the community. And because her English skills were good, after my mother finished school, my grandfather told her she was to become the postmistress, which gave her a respected status. He understood that it was important for her to both be respected and gain professional experience, so that she could marry well and find her place in society.

			My mother enjoyed the work, and she excelled at her position. What’s more, she met many people and still had time for her devotions and prayers. Rather than resent my grandfather for not permitting her to become a nun, she came to realize that a secular life could still be a life of devotion and a life of service.

			When it became time to find a respected man for my mother to marry, she again knew that while she had a voice, she did not have the ultimate choice. At that time in India, who one married was determined by the bride’s and groom’s parents, not the bride and groom themselves. My grandparents had learned of a bright, university-educated man named Joseph Peter. Joseph Peter was ten years my mother’s senior, and he worked in the big city of Bombay, now known as Mumbai.

			In the course of his work, my father interacted with people from across India, as well as all over the world, particularly the British. He came from a respected family in Kundara, a small town in Kerala north of our village. He was the oldest in a family of nine children and admired by both his family and his community. It was expected that given his English skills, education, intellectual interests, as well as his good looks, Joseph Peter would be a fine match for Philomena Lopez. And given that she was the eldest daughter of the esteemed Maria John Lopez, and a beautiful woman at that, Philomena Lopez was a bride worthy of only a man of good birth and prospect. Thus it was that shortly before their wedding, my mother and my father met for the first time. Fortunately, they were both pleased with the match their parents had made, and the two were promptly married.

			Now, before I go any further, I must explain something unique about Kerala culture. We are a matrilineal society, which means that while we take our father’s name, we trace our lineage through our mothers, a practice that gives women much greater status and rights than is found in many societies. This is not to say that men are not important. Far from it. Men are the patriarchs of the home and community in Kerala, but a man has equal responsibility to his own biological children and to his sisters’ children. That meant that while my father would care for us and love us and provide for us financially, his equal responsibility would be to his sisters’ children, of which there were several.

			It was my mother’s brothers who would have the greatest roles in my life and my siblings’ lives. Sonny was the eldest brother, but as I’ve noted, he had established a wholly unconventional but respected life in a land far away. In the early part of the twentieth century, sending money home from Singapore to India was no simple task. With Sonny gone, it would be my uncle Augustine who would play the role of father figure in my life as I grew up. But again, I am getting ahead of myself and do not want to bore you with a lesson in Indian kinship systems.

			The point I wish to press upon you is that my father’s responsibilities were not those one would expect of an American
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