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Dedicated to every ordinary person
fighting their way forward
in this uncertain journey together.

	
  Part I

	Having to Grow Up Fast

	Lift yourself by your own free will

	Do not be weak and lower yourself

	Your free will is your only friend

	Your free will is your only enemy.

	– The Gita

	
1

	My Own Personal Great Expectations

	A Father’s Dream

	Fall 2011

	One day, when I was about 40, I returned early from a business trip wanting to surprise my wife and baby. I remember the scene quite vividly. It was a pleasant Friday afternoon in the fall, in Charlotte, North Carolina. My daughter was about seven months old, growing fast and was able to recognize faces. At the time I was the president of a multinational firm which required me to be away on frequent international trips, over 200 days each year, for weeks at a time. When I returned from my travels, I noticed that my daughter shied away from me and would cling to my wife. She was obviously unsure who I was given that I was appearing and disappearing all the time.

	Each visit home it seemed that by the time she got used to me, I had to leave again. I tried to make up for my absence by talking with her over FaceTime, so she could see me and hear my voice. Often Meena, my wife, would leave an iPad in the baby’s room so no matter where I was, I could watch her playing. It was a strange situation. I felt like a kid obsessed with a new toy but never playing with it.

	Although I would be thousands of miles away, my heart and mind were at home. I didn’t like leaving them, unlike before we had a child, when I wouldn’t think twice about jumping on an airplane even at the last minute and be away for weeks.

	When I got home early that night, my daughter was crawling around the bedroom floor playing with her toys. Hearing my voice, she looked up at me with a confused expression for a few seconds. Then she excitedly crawled toward the iPad, looking at the screen and then at me, back and forth again and again. Her little brain was trying to process what or who I was. On my way home I had imagined she would immediately eagerly crawl towards me, smiling and jumping into my arms.

	I was devastated. I felt extremely dejected, perhaps an exaggerated and odd reaction in some ways, but it affected me deeply. Although a completely innocent act, this episode, combined with her preference to be held by her mother, felt like rejection, and a personal failure for not being able to connect with my baby. Not being emotionally close to your child hurts, and in my case, it was strangely acute because I had longed for parental love and sibling relationships my whole life. I think children and parents thrive on the warmth of the bond between them.

	That episode brought back memories of my own childhood and the pain it caused everyone involved. It must have been gut-wrenching for my mother to send me away, to comply with my father’s wishes. I always wondered what it takes to make such a choice in the first place and the societal and environmental circumstances that make this choice necessary. I always imagined he must have passionately hated it.

	I thought I would avoid the sort of situation my father found himself in, sacrificing his opportunity for a truly close relationship with me. I did not want to secure my own future at the expense of the bond between parent and child. His actions, while partially understandable, left me with unresolved questions if children who go through such separation ever overcome their unfulfilled need for family bonding. I know that in my case I didn’t get over it and I was not going to repeat the trauma I and my family suffered because of it.

	•          •          •

	Spring 1975

	My mother was named Prabhavati, and my father Prabhakar, both variations on a Sanskrit word meaning one who radiates light. It was as though right from the beginning they were meant to be together. They were first cousins by birth. My father’s mother, Nanamma, was the sister of Rao Tatha1 who was my mother’s father and lived in a nearby village. In the Hindu tradition and particularly South India it is culturally accepted and common to marry within the larger family group. Marriage between “cross cousins” children born to a brother and sister, but not two sisters or two brothers, was not just acceptable, but encouraged.

	I guess it’s possible that it was seen as a good answer to the complicated situation surrounding arranged marriages. My father was Rao Tatha’s favorite nephew. Nanamma was the heart and soul of my father’s household, a tall lady with a light complexion and a regal stature, she was the oldest of nine siblings from a wealthy family, and was at that point the family’s matriarch, respected by Rao Tatha and the whole extended family. It was her wish that my father be married to my mother. When my parents were the right age, their families set up their marriage in accordance with Nanamma’s desire. My parents both duly complied with their parents’ decision, and were married, after which my mother moved to our native village.

	My mother told me the most difficult decision she ever made in her life was about me. It was when I was three and a half years old. For some context to this choice: my father had seen his friends and their children find success because they had a good education. With their academic credentials they were able to get excellent jobs or start and run successful businesses.

	Despite how good our family’s life had been for generations in our native village, he wanted me, the oldest and only son, to have more. He believed this could be achieved by getting a good education. My mother did not have an extensive education even though her family had the means. Believing girls didn’t need to study beyond a certain age, they sent her to a junior college close to their village. My father had studied at a private high school but dropped out in the tenth grade; he didn’t have a high opinion of his own education.

	Even though he lacked a formal education he was an ambitious man who did his best to run several businesses. He was naturally charming, gregarious, and very much a people person. He was a community leader in the village, and he often seemed to be the center of attention with a magnetic personality, his boisterous laughter, and a no-nonsense attitude.

	My family had lived in our village, Vundrajavaram, for innumerable generations. It is one of the more prosperous villages in the state of Andhra Pradesh in South India. The land the village occupied was some of the most valuable in the entire state and was sought after for agricultural production. It benefited from its location between major tributaries of the Godavari River, one of the largest rivers in the region. This created a very fertile belt in the coastal area.

	The village had about 10,000 people, mostly poor farmers, day laborers, and about a hundred major landowners, a few of whom were wealthy by Indian standards. Due to the explosive growth in the Indian economy, they later became wealthy by American standards as well. It was an idyllic setting, with lush green fields, coconut groves, sugar cane, and banana plantations. The more successful landowners used advanced farming techniques with modern machines and tools. The proximity to another busy nearby town, Tanuku, made our village a thriving community. It was also one of the more developed villages with an electricity grid, telecom facilities, and paved roads.

	At this time India’s government was more socialist and had programs building and providing a wide range of public services and infrastructure. In our village the government had established two nationalized bank branches, and a big post office, as well as large elementary, middle, and high schools—still a rarity for those times. There was a community center used mostly by poor farmers for social gatherings, and a general hospital that provided free medical services for the community.

	The village hosted weeklong annual harvest festival celebrations which were popular and well attended. There were also two large churches and a small mosque on the outskirts of the village in addition to several Hindu temples spread throughout. The main street that stretched out over a kilometer, was famous for its large bungalows and traditional Indian homes.

	Coming from this village really qualifies me as a “country boy.” Even though I was sent to the city for my education, the influence of growing up in that rural village environment had a lasting effect. I always felt at home there. The summer vacations I spent back in the village were some of the most wonderful times of my childhood. Even to this day I find myself drawn to greenery, pasture, and farmlands over other environments, especially urban.

	Our household consisted of me, my father, my mother, my father’s mother, Nanamma and my two younger sisters Deepa and Sasi. We shared the same family lineage as most of the neighbors, with several of them being close relatives: first, second, once removed and twice removed cousins. Our house was in the wealthier part of the village where landowners had their high walled three-storied gated estates.

	While our ancestral home was large with a lot of land, the house we lived in wasn’t as large or modern as many of the others on the street. Our house had electricity and three bedrooms, a kitchen, living and dining rooms, a large veranda, a generous courtyard with two privy’s and two baths and a well for water. In contrast to that of our wealthy neighbors, our house did not have a refrigerator, TV, telephone, air conditioner, or any other modern appliances.

	Having a large family was considered a sign of prosperity in rural India for a long time. One of the economic results of large families was the continued subdivision of landholdings among the heirs as it was inherited over the generations. As time passed, the productivity of the family’s landholdings dwindled, but my father had managed to build our modest house. His total financial assets consisted of a portion of the adjacent home and his share of the family’s agricultural lands and his small businesses.

	Several local families flourished and became very successful over time. A few enterprising farming families whose landholdings were shrinking, started moving away from the village. They raised capital by selling their more valuable properties in the village and relocated in search of cheaper lands with better long-term prospects in areas that would develop in time.

	My father was proud of his village and loved everything about it, despite its drawbacks and his reservations about raising me in that environment. He did not want to move away and instead chose to remain there. He was accustomed to improving his family’s prospects. So, he invested in multiple small businesses, hoping to improve his fortunes.

	Traditional village life is extremely insular and simultaneously charged. Living among the same families for generations means individual family possessions are valued dearly and protected fiercely. While our house did not have much, one thing that stands out as an odd family relic from better days, was a six-foot-high bank safe conspicuously occupying the living room, like a grand piano in an American home. It was so big that it took six men to slide it four feet. Although it held nothing important: a little cash, some of my mother’s jewelry, and old legal documents, getting rid of it was not a possibility. The family’s only other truly prized possession was my mother’s, a wedding gift from her parents. She was given an intricately hand-carved rosewood bedroom set.

	To give some sense of what the daily life was like for a socially-well placed but economically distressed family like mine when I was a child, I should point out that back then the local doctor made rounds of all the homes on the main street, including ours, in person before going to his office; the barber came to give my father a daily shave and weekly haircuts. We had a main servant who attended to the family’s daily needs, my mother had two domestic helpers, and my father employed farm hands to work at the farm. Many women from homes with social standing did not venture out into the bazaars or streets for shopping. When my mother or Nanamma wanted to buy clothes, jewelry, or other personal items, the clothing store and the jeweler would send things to our home, and the tailor would visit personally to take measurements.

	Although I do not believe my family to have been overtly racist or classist, per-se, they may perhaps be considered so given contemporary social norms. I noticed that, as was the custom in rural India, the servants, farm hands and people from lower down the social ladder came in the house through a back door and drank and ate with utensils specifically designated for their use only. In fact, many weren’t allowed to enter any rooms in the house and were restricted to the courtyard or the veranda.

	The few luxuries our family had, combined with land and our relative social status gave my family a sense of comparative economic and social position. But it still stood in stark contrast to many other families in the village. However, I realized over time that our real wealth came from deep cultural values and a significant and supportive social circle.

	Unlike most of the people in the village who kept to themselves and were uncomfortable with outsiders, my father entertained a very cosmopolitan group of friends, professional associates, and government and city officials. My mother often had to prepare enough food and drink to serve an additional three or four people for dinner. It was common for out-of-town guests to stop by our home, and villagers to meet with my father.

	With his exposure to this group of people and his concerns about the shrinking returns from land ownership, he felt a good education would be the ticket for a brighter future for me. Learning to speak English was an essential start in getting ahead, particularly in our post-colonial society. In that spirit and unlike other people in his situation, my father insisted that his children call him “Daddy,” rather than Nanna in Telugu. In what I would later understand as a telling difference, my mother always preferred to be addressed as Amma in Telugu.

	When I was three, my father briefly enrolled me in a local Telugu nursery school called Badi. Based on the teacher’s feedback, he saw I would do better in a more demanding school for my elementary education. The village’s public schools, where most children went, taught in Telugu not English. However, he wanted me at a school where the instruction was in English. At this point most English language schools were private. Even the best local missionary school was in Tanuku. He did not have a high opinion of the local options. Even though most village children were tutored in English, they weren’t proficient.

	The state capital, Hyderabad, a city of two million, 400 kilometers away had the best schools, including schools that had English language instruction. They had better teachers, facilities, and students. In fact, the city seemed to have it all: an airport, multiple train stations, big businesses, major industries, large government institutions, museums, and massive hospitals. City children, especially the ones at the elite schools, were being prepared for success from an early age, having the best that money could offer. Most importantly we had family there.

	My father was the youngest in his family, and incredibly close to his second sister, Satya auntie, who was several years older. Nanamma had six children, but none had any education past high school despite her efforts. All my father’s siblings were wealthy land-owning villagers. Only Satya auntie lived in the city, Hyderabad, with her husband, Krishna uncle, a senior veterinary doctor for the government.

	My uncle was known for his disciplined approach to everything, and he was committed to education, and raised his then four college-aged children in the city. He had a very strong sense of right and wrong and could be judgmental. He was quick to find fault in others, but also quick to praise someone who impressed him, and he was not easy to impress.

	Krishna uncle’s relationship with his three sons and daughter was not especially warm or overtly emotional. I always felt it was rather odd, although I recognize and understand the patriarchal aspects of the society. Still, the lack of closeness in those relationships was quite stark. Although the two older boys were closer to each other growing up, they fell out later and didn’t speak much, behaving as acquaintances rather than siblings.

	The four of them were 12-18 years older than me, one was nice to me, two were cordial, and the oldest was the most difficult. But none of that mattered; it was expected that I would adjust and adapt. Even though growing up I did not have a deep emotional bond with them at the time, later in life we became very close, and they were extraordinarily helpful and supportive.

	My uncle’s relationship with Satya auntie, his wife, was good. He respected her and sought her input wherever possible. He was also a devoted son to his sickly mother.

	The usual definition of family, at that time in rural India, went beyond the nuclear family. It included the grandparents, parents, siblings, as well as the extended family circle. Everyone was considered part of the family and felt their collective well-being to be an equally shared responsibility among the entire group. The different branches of the family that got along better with each other felt this sense of shared values even more.

	When I was a little over three years old my father took Krishna uncle and Satya auntie aside during a visit to our home. He expressed his desire to get me out of the village and move me to the city. He convinced them to raise me in the city at their home so I could attend a better school, but he wasn’t interested in moving the entire family. Although my father was 13 years younger than Krishna uncle, he had a close personal connection with him, and they both respected each other.

	It was a big request, but Krishna uncle couldn’t deny it given their relationship. He shared my father’s belief that moving me to the city for school was the best alternative. My mother had no idea that he had these plans for me and my education. After my auntie and uncle left my father announced that he was sending me to the city for school, and I would live with Satya auntie’s family because this would give me the best chance for success.

	My mother and Nanamma were stunned and my mother cried uncontrollably. Nanamma tried to comfort her, but she understood the plan. She sided with my father and reminded her that he seriously considered the consequences before making this decision, and that he was doing what was best for me and the family. It is the nature of patriarchal societies, the head of the household makes decisions, and everyone falls in line.

	At the time my mother was in no mood to hear it. She was adamant; her three-year-old son was not going anywhere and definitely not hundreds of kilometers away. She refused to eat or drink anything, going on a hunger strike, unwilling to engage in any further discussions on the topic. (Hunger strikes had cultural currency at that time in Indian society, following the Gandhian philosophy of non-cooperation in a peaceful manner, underscored by personal sacrifice as an expression of one’s unwillingness to go along with a particular situation.) After a few days, while my father kept trying to appease her without changing his position, she was willing to talk about it.

	“I respect that you may have thought deeply when making such an important decision for our son. But he is my only son. My grief is boundless thinking that he will no longer be with me. I won’t be able to raise him and be with him every day. There are so many children going to school in our community; why can’t he study here?”

	“I understand how you feel about this,” he answered. “He is my only son, too. Please think about how difficult it is for me to part with that sweet little boy, he deserves better than what we can offer him. I don’t want him ending up like one of us here. I don’t want him to have to stay in the village. I see him doing bigger things in his life which are only possible with a good education.”

	My mother was reluctant. No doubt, she wanted what was best for me. But the thought of parting from her child was eating her alive.

	My father continued, “The sacrifice we are making will make a big difference in his future. I have great hope. Don’t you want your son to get the best we can offer him? Why settle for less here? How many children will get this opportunity? Even the children of the wealthiest relatives and propertied villagers only go to the local convents. This is a special opportunity for him. My sister agreed to care for him. You know how kind she is. He will be in good hands with her husband. So please listen to me, agree with this.”

	My mother suggested that if this was so important, they should move to the city as a family. But my father said, “You do realize we can see him any time we want to, any time you miss him. It is not that far, only an overnight bus or train ride away.” It turns out, this was not true. To have his plan go through with as little resistance as possible my father made up a white lie to pacify my mother.

	When my uncle agreed to raise me in the city, he laid down strict rules for my life and studies. I would gain admission to a school of his choice and must maintain good grades. My father, mother, and other relatives could not visit me during the school year, so I could focus on school. Those were his rules, and they were meant to be strictly adhered to, or Krishna uncle would not accept the responsibility of watching over my education and general care.

	My father was not one to go back on a decision once it was made. Consequently, throughout my childhood I would only visit my family once a year for four or five weeks during the summer break. My mother was unaware of my uncle’s rules before I left, especially the one about not visiting, so, while still unhappy, she complied with my father’s wishes.

	A week later, my father took me to Hyderabad by train. I was initially excited to go to the big city, not knowing what my future would look like; I had no idea I would spend most of my life away from my nuclear family and only visiting them when life’s schedule suited it. No amount of pushback expressing my displeasure at having to live in the city, away from my immediate family, was ever entertained. It just did not matter, and the larger purpose of pursuing my education was the most important thing.

	The only intersection of cultural practices and my desires was when I had to go home for the required rites when my father committed suicide. Death looms large in a culture where most people profess a belief in multiple lifetimes and karma.

	Separation from my family, whom I loved dearly, was part of the price I would pay for my family’s hopes of a better future for me. My childhood changed dramatically in an instant. I could not fathom the reasoning and actions of my elders. I loved my mother and father and didn’t understand what was really happening. Children are often unaware or usually do not understand the reasons and workings of the adult minds around them that direct their lives. I now realize the positions and difficulties of the adults in my life when I was a child.

	•          •          •

	Singular Purpose

	Summer 1975

	Right from the beginning Krishna uncle had planned a very regimented schedule for my new life in the city, even though I was just a preschooler. One of his house rules for me was to call them Uncle rather than Mava and Auntie rather than Atta since he felt same as my father on the need for good English in general. He was strict in his child raising philosophy. I was to be his project. He told me this every chance he got, “Your singular goal in life is to make something out of yourself. Otherwise, why do I bother keeping you at my home in the city?”

	The reality is that I was both lucky and unlucky to be his project. Krishna uncle was not a perfect man, but he was a good man. In many ways I ended up being his most successful experiment.

	My uncle was almost 90 when he passed away in 2019. He was born in 1930 and came of age during the final days of India’s struggle for independence. This had a significant impact on his views towards the creation of a new Indian society, dedication to government service, the recognition it brings, and its value to society at large. He believed in the role of responsible governance for social progress and the improvement of people’s wellbeing in a newly independent country like India, and always stressed the importance of individual and social moral responsibilities and the value of education. Unlike my parents and grandparents, Krishna uncle’s ancestors weren’t landowners. His father was a respected bureaucrat in the British Raj and then in free India. He had raised my uncle to hold a job on the merits of a good education.

	Krishna uncle had a reputation for being an honest public servant. A contractor once sent a box of candy during Diwali, the Hindu festival of lights, which auntie unwittingly accepted, thinking it a friendly holiday gesture. When Krishna uncle found out later, he hit the roof. Luckily it had not been opened. He returned the gift and scolded the contractor the next day for his ill-considered behavior. Everyone thought he was overreacting to such a small gift, but he would not take it. My uncle was proud of his rules and saw it as setting an example for others. He had an adamant, opinionated, emotional, quirky streak about him and his relatively controversial political and social philosophy generally resulted in lively debates. The daily news articles about banking and business scandals, high level political corruption and the like, he strongly believed that not many businessmen were trustworthy. He said that only crooks and cheaters made money, and those in business were only out for themselves. He had similar views towards politicians and people in positions of political power. He selectively associated with those he agreed with, and who wouldn’t irritate his sensibilities and kept others at a distance. He was frugal to the point of monomania and was extremely averse to debt. His personal ideals and behavior taught me about right and wrong and the impact of his truthfulness, ethics, honesty, and straightforward approach to life still impresses me.

	Really, uncle’s only vice was smoking. He got into the habit of smoking cigarettes when he was in college and was a daily smoker until 55.

	Satya auntie’s role in the family was mostly domestic. She had a part-time maid to help her clean the dishes and other small tasks around the apartment. She kept a meticulously clean home and made special dishes for Diwali, the festival of lights and Ganesh puja a Hindu festival celebrating Lord Ganesh, the elephant God, as well as for Sankranti, the traditional harvest festival celebrated in South India. She cared for me, quietly giving me extra helpings, even though the food budget was tight because of the number of mouths dependent on my uncle’s meager salary. Because of her love for her brother, my father, I held a special place in her heart. She always tried her best to be a surrogate mother, taking good care of me, staying up with me all night whenever I fell ill. Unfortunately, she was bedridden and passed away in 2023 due to illness, after my uncle passed away in 2019. Her oldest son, Karthi Bava2, who I despised as a child, was a blessing to both my uncle and auntie during their old age. Unwilling to move them into a senior care center or a nursing home, he took them into his own home and limited his out-of-town travel for years, being home bound for the most part, attending to his parents’ needs, with the assistance of domestic help, but still sacrificing a great deal. Auntie was rather proud of her own family, her parents and her siblings and raised her children to value family. She was not educated beyond middle school. She never asked for much, but I overheard her dissatisfaction on one or two occasions, with uncle for not being able to earn enough income to meet the financial needs of the family, she said they had to live hand to mouth. Her childhood was very different, having grown up in a large home with sufficient wealth.

	After a few weeks of living in the city, Krishna uncle selected a good school for my early education. It was a co-ed school that taught in English in a convent run by missionary nuns. Importantly it was within walking distance of home. He felt it was the right school to ensure admission later into more exclusive middle and high schools. He was able to get a letter of introduction from a local city councilman, because apparently without this the school wouldn’t even consider admission. The school also required an interview process. Compared to his children I was a real country boy.

	Just like my father, I was proud of my village and everything it represented. Even as a child, I knew the special place I had in the hearts of many of the villagers due to their regard for my family, and so I had an unpleasant arrogance about me, not quite unruly, but boisterous, outgoing, and headstrong. Before the interview Krishna uncle made sure I knew basic etiquette and polite manners, and thanks to this sort of instruction, I learned to be more reserved over time, and smoothed out the rough edges of my rural origins.

	Satya auntie dressed me in what she thought a suitable outfit for a school interview: a white collared shirt, blue shorts, black shoes, and white socks. The school was in a huge rectangular building, four stories high with three sides dedicated to the school and the nuns’ residences on the fourth side. There was a large playground in the courtyard, with a stage on one side.

	After a quick tour of the school, we were escorted to the Mother Superior’s office. Sister Teresa, the Mother Superior, was known for being a strict manager. After greeting us and offering a seat across from her desk, she asked me a few questions in Telugu, and then in English, while reviewing documents from my uncle. After I answered all her questions she stood up and announced the interview was over. But I couldn’t constrain myself, “Did I get admitted?” I asked, in Telugu, as we got up from the chairs. My uncle tried frantically to get me to be quiet.

	Sister Teresa turned to me and replied gently, “We just finished your interview. We will inform your uncle soon once a decision is made.”

	I was confused and blurted out, “I interviewed you too. Uncle said you are strict. But I am not afraid of you. I like you. I like the school. Can I study here?”

	Before she could even respond, Krishna uncle apologized and whisked me out, unsure about the subtle smile on her face. Sister Teresa later told him that if not for my speaking up, I would not have been accepted to the school, there were simply too many applicants, and many with special referrals from important people.

	My uncle loved to retell the story for many years. “This boy secured his admission entirely on his own and at his age!” he would say proudly. Over the next eight years of nursery and elementary school, I became well-known to the teachers and especially to Sister Teresa. My grades placed me at the top of the class, and I was consistently nominated for head of the class.

	When I first started staying with my uncle’s family, we moved every year from one rental house to another, each near his office, in Vijay Nagar Colony, a very convenient commuter town. It had easy access to the Nampally railway station, and excellent local bus service. I don’t know why we moved between so many homes so often.

	However, five years after I had been living there, we found a permanent place in the same neighborhood. It was a 1000 square foot apartment with two bedrooms and one bathroom, on the ground floor of a three-story building. Our building was in a neighborhood with other large apartment buildings. Our apartment wasn’t large, but we had a small backyard that was fenced-in with pomegranate and guava trees with flower beds, which we were quite proud of and showed off to visitors at every opportunity. I spent many happy hours in the shade of the guava trees, playing and reading books and giving away the fruit to the neighbors and friends. We remained there for the rest of my time in the city.

	Krishna uncle was a stickler for his rules and discipline. He stressed that I learn to be punctual and responsible, and quickly corrected any deviations from his guidelines. He woke me at 5:30 am and took me on his morning walks. When I got home from school at 3 pm I had to complete my homework, including any additional work he might have assigned me, before going out and playing with the neighborhood children. And playing past 6 pm was absolutely prohibited. There was a large wall-mounted grandfather clock in the living room across from the front door, visible and audible from afar.

	When it began to strike six, my friends scrambled to make sure I got home as fast as possible, racing through the alleys or jumping over fences across three or four backyards to get home in time. It was enough of a well-known routine in the neighborhood, that most of the children knew if I returned home late. Then my uncle gave me extra studying to do between 6 pm and 8 pm. Being late or getting homework wrong meant a thrashing either on the palm of the right hand or on my rear.

	After dinner each night auntie put the folding cot out for me in the living room, wedged between the two chairs and a small sofa. Not going to bed promptly by 8:30 pm wasn’t allowed.

	My father had wanted to enroll me in every possible activity, but my uncle thought it was a waste of time for children to enroll in vocational training, sports, music, or drama lessons. He wouldn’t even allow my father to buy me a bicycle saying it was unnecessary. My purpose for being in the city was education and not any other activities. Given my uncle’s initial conditions to allow my stay at his home in the city, my father couldn’t override any of his decisions.

	My uncle wouldn’t spend money on anything outside of the essential necessities for the home, but he took great pride in subscribing to two leading English and Telugu language newspapers. He encouraged me to read them, which I enjoyed, keeping me up to date on all the latest news. Newspaper reading was encouraged but novels or comics were not allowed. This led me to devour as many books as possible at the school library.

	Studying hard and getting good reports was the only thing that really impressed my uncle. Nothing else mattered. His deep respect for hard work, education, mindful living, and good values and morals reverberates through my own actions 40 years later.

	When I was a child, it could take two years to get a phone line into a house, cooking range and gas cylinders were rationed, even purchasing a motorcycle or a scooter had a one year waiting list. The Indian government set their economic goals around a five-year planning cycle that tried to establish production quotas. It was a loosely planned economic model rather than a western free market system.

	During my childhood my family’s living situation wasn’t uncommon, when I first arrived at my uncle’s home there was no TV, only a small transistor radio which my older cousins monopolized. I was only allowed to watch one movie a week on Saturday night, and sometimes sporting events, usually at a neighbor’s.

	Things stayed like this until about fifth grade when my uncle was promoted to a senior position in the Veterinary Biological Research Institute. With his new salary he purchased a black and white TV, which he later upgraded to color within a few months. And then pulling out all the stops he bought a refrigerator and a moped as well the same year. He still frowned on credit—if he couldn’t pay in full, he wouldn’t buy it.

	Not having all the modern amenities enjoyed by my friends and relatives didn’t really bother me. I think it taught me the importance of delayed gratification and living within one’s means. Although amusingly we did like to say the fresh water stored in the clay pot in our house was better than the cold water from refrigerators, that is … until we got our own refrigerator. For me, the biggest disappointment was not having a camera. I always wanted a picture of myself. Other than my class photo there were few opportunities for pictures. Those without a camera would either go to a studio or hire a photographer to come to the home. Photography was expensive and my uncle didn’t see the need for such luxuries. The only picture I had of myself, until my eleventh-grade ID photo, was taken by an accommodating neighbor when I was in second grade. Upon noticing my neighbors taking some pictures with a small handheld camera, I curiously snuck up to the terrace and quietly watched them from a corner of the stairs. At some point my neighbors must have noticed me, as they signaled me to come over and then offered to take my picture as well, if I am interested. Needless to say, I was delighted and jumped onto a nearby table, quickly crossing my feet and sitting in pose for the perfect picture.

	Auntie saved small change in a tiny box on the kitchen shelf. I was in the habit of taking one twenty-five paisa coin every morning on my way to school and stopping by the corner Kirana store. The Kirana store was a typical bodega selling basic household needs. My favorite Cadbury eclairs cost thirty-five paisa. But Agrawalji, the owner, always let me have the candy for twenty-five paisa. In fact, most mornings he was waiting with the eclairs and a big smile.

	Sunday mornings, it was my job to go to the local butcher shop to buy chicken or mutton. That was the only day we ate meat because of the cost. Going to the Kirana store and the Ration shop to fetch things was added to my list of chores, which I was more than happy to shoulder. Each morning I would buy him a pack of cigarettes from the tin shack tobacco store at the street corner. One day around his 55th birthday, after a Rs 100 bet with me, he quit smoking entirely. This might have very well extended his life.

	As a child living among the activity of the city: busy neighborhoods with chaotic traffic, street hawkers, corner vendors, and rickshaw operators, coupled with my uncle’s budget-conscious home, helped teach me the necessary talents and skills to navigate the joys and trauma of everyday life and try to come out happy.

	Sometimes my cousins bullied me, making me do their chores, kicking or hitting me, and making hurtful comments. I slowly acquired a thick skin for this treatment, but it sharpened my wit having to learn to respond to them. Standing up for myself became an important life skill for me. Thanks to this experience, to my surprise, I found myself capable of handling other difficult social situations: bullies in college, family politics, the workplace, and unpleasant clients.

	“You are a tough boy,” relatives and neighbors would tease me. “You are more mature than most kids your age.” “You are a survivor.” Hearing such comments gave me a sense of satisfaction as I thought of the difficulties that I endured at home dealing with a stern uncle and bullying cousins. “Just come live in my place for a few days, you will see why,” I would think to myself.

	On my birthdays my mother sent new clothes for school, but uncle did not allow birthday celebrations, thinking them frivolous, which always upset me. My mother asked once to visit on my birthday, but he became visibly upset and said “no,” reminding her this was against their agreed rules and that my studies would be disturbed, and I would start feeling homesick after she left, consequently she never asked again. Occasionally my father was able to visit, but not stay overnight, he would go to a nearby hotel so not to disrupt the family’s schedule.

	While I was in the city, my younger sisters Deepa and Sasi were at the village public school at home. They enjoyed my mother’s easy-going nature while my father and Nanamma showered them with care and love. Deepa is a shy and introverted person by nature, with a quick temper.

	It is still a reality in India that a darker complexion is looked down upon. None of the elders thought twice about teasing her for her dark complexion. My mother tried to protect her the best she could, but the little girl was scarred to some extent from such comments. The social traditions have ended up splitting people into many shades of darkness and ranking them on a beauty scale, with lighter complexions getting the highest rating. Even as a child, Deepa felt left out, relegated to second-place status.

	It seems this feeling has remained with her through her teen life and increased her insecurities. Years later I noticed her husband treating her like a queen, and for the first time, I saw her comfortable with herself.

	In great contrast, as a child, Sasi, my younger sister was always considered to be beautiful, relatively lighter skin toned with sharper features. She was my father and Nanamma’s favorite, of the two girls. In India nothing trumps a family’s love towards a male child, and a single male child at that. So, in the social order, I always had secure status and a special place in the family. But Sasi had a near equal standing, boosting her innate confidence from the very beginning. She was talkative, smiling, and joyful person, and charmed everyone with her presence.

	I wrote to my family regularly letting them know how I was doing and kept them up to date on my academic progress. I missed them and always asked that they visit. My mother never failed to write back, telling me to stay focused on my education.

	My city home offered me the structure and imposed the discipline needed to excel at my studies, but I missed my family and village life. I lacked a certain sense of belonging. But my father had made it clear, that complaining about Krishna uncle’s strictness or how much I missed my family in the village would not change his mind. He said my education was more important than socializing or emotionally bonding with my nuclear family. My regard for my father left me with no choice but to deal with the pain, but I think this helped me learn patience and perseverance. Whenever I missed my mother, I would wrap myself in the blanket she gave me when I first left for the city. During the last few weeks of school I was excited as I waited impatiently to get home as quickly as possible.

	I developed the habit of saving money that anyone happened to give me, so that when I went home, I could bring gifts for my family. When I got home the first morning, I would visit my relatives and family friends, talking about school or life in the city, catching up with their families, and playing with the children my age.

	On the hot summer afternoons, the children spent time at our farm. These are some of my most cherished memories. In the middle of the shady coconut grove, there was a pump shed for the well to water the fields. It had a tank to catch the water, and we used that as our swimming pool. We played for hours together, drinking fresh coconut water, chomping down tender cane sugar, cold watermelon, sweet toddy palm fruits and ice apples while trying to beat the heat.

	I learned to ride a bicycle on those village streets. Imagine a chubby, short kid, with legs that barely reach the pedals, trying to ride Suraya the farm helper’s bicycle, his most cherished possession. He would run behind me along those narrow village streets, worried about me crashing his beautiful bicycle into walls, canals, roosters, pigs, or cows.

	One summer, together with some partners, my father set up the first and only movie theater in the village. He would have me make a list of my favorite movies for me
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