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Vivid and Livid
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Steeplechase and Other Stories (SOS), I dedicate to my parents, Rachel and Daniel—just as I did my first book, My Father’s House. These fifteen stories in SOS span seven decades, including my eventful formative years.

They taught me everything I needed to keep going when they were no longer here—especially my Dad, who passed away when I was seventeen. In that short span, he showed me the way to those mansions. Together, my parents were living examples of resilience in the face of unbelievable odds, as described in my first book.

This second book shines a light on seven decades, including those formative seventeen years.

Legacy, as Peter Strople reminds us, is not about what we leave for others—it is what we leave in them. So my dear ones, my heartfelt salam and namasté, always.
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Foreword: A Passage In Time and Place
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(From India to the US via the UK)

Steeplechase and Other Stories spans seven decades—from Montessori innocence to turbulent formative years and beyond. It follows My Father’s House, published last year in India and the US. A prior reading may help—but that’s me.

I tell lived stories, camouflaging people and places, with no axe to grind—while others let these dinosaurs roam and stomp on them, failing future generations and themselves alike. Observers like me need a seat, and a voice to call a strike. You turn a blind eye when you unwittingly prefer myopia with those outdated glasses. Get with it and see what I see—better yet, with the new glasses.

These pages are stitched from memory, a father’s defiance, a mother’s resilience, and the observations of a mischievous bounder. Laugh. Squint. Above all, I hope you’ll look.

They read it, writers among them, and told me to include “Death Sentence” and “Accident” from my first book, My Father’s House.

You’ll also find early chapters from My Father’s House and Beyond, a forthcoming novel about a 1960s Mumbai friendship between two youngsters—one Indian, one American—rekindled decades later in Oklahoma.

The Monarch on the cover wasn’t just passing through. By day three, I suspected it was the same one—dying (no pun intended) to be photographed. I, the interloper, caught him red-handed among my zinnias. My mobile camera, unbeknownst to me, shifted to Portrait mode. He grazed. He posed. Not for TIME, but for me. Was it the apéritif, my dear fellow? Stay, dear—you have work to do, you show-off.

This is a collection meant to be felt. If it finds you—lingers even briefly—please share your reflections on the bookseller’s website. The Monarch graces my request, wings flapping.
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The Slap
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(From a startling memory emerges a grandfather’s and father’s enduring lesson on self-defense, fittingly passed on to a new generation)

As slaps go, this was a slap I didn’t know was a slap. It rang differently, jarring. It was many decibels, magnitudes over a regular slap—the one still ringing in my ear that Mr. Deshpande administered me with his pudgy, fat palm when he played principal of my school, Dr. Antonio DaSilva High School, Dadar, Bombay, India, for a few days, when our actual principal, Mr. Drego, was off fishing. When I say he went fishing, I mean it hyperbolically. He and fish were soulmates, especially the canned variety. He talked about imported sardines when we had the best fresh domestic sardines in the world—that he savored one fish at a time from his make-believe can, in front of us, and collectively watered our mouths, especially mine, during long digressions in our sardine-fueled Geography classes in the tenth standard.  

But back to the slap that I didn’t know was a slap. It was a whippity slappity sound, sharp and crackling and abrupt as the finality of a gunshot. I turned back to see what pierced the bubble of my peaceful arboreal setting. It echoed and ricocheted through those majestic eucalyptus trees at Lalbagh (Red Garden) - Lalbagh Botanical Garden, India, Bangalore’s crown jewel. King Hyder Ali commissioned it in 1760, and his son Tipu Sultan, bless his botanical heart, completed it. If the sound I heard were any nearer to the majestically placed central glasshouse, it would have cracked or blown her top. Thankfully, it wasn’t, as the splendid eucalyptus stood by Her Majesty and took one for the team.

As I said, I turned back, my hands simultaneously holding my 9-year-old son on one side and my six-year-old daughter on the other, as we sauntered through the crowd. I pulled them protectively to me. I saw nothing that registered instantly except that the surrounding sounds, such as the cacophony, the buzz, and the patois of my fellow Indians, had also ceased abruptly as time stood still at that precise moment for a split minute. I loosened my grip as I saw there was no danger and instead gave a helping hand to Ankita, my 23-year-old niece, the prettiest thing I had ever known, who was already a Bharatanatyam sensation in Bangalore, red-faced and about to burst into tears.

“Oh, dear, what happened?”

“Nothing, uncle.”

“Tell me.”

People around me stared at Ankita, shook their heads sympathetically, and returned to their chitchat.

Ankita cried. My kids, frightened, held onto my trousers, not letting go of me. As I wiped her tears, I realized she didn’t have to tell me anything because I knew what had happened. It must have been a passing lothario who touched her inappropriately. I had one consolation: ironic as it may sound, she had had plenty of practice with such scoundrels.

Fast forward a few decades, in fact, to yesterday, February 23, 2025, when my son, yeah, (that 9-year-old), his wife, and 16-year-old Ann, my granddaughter (stunningly pretty as my niece Ankita), visited us with an envelope in her well-manicured hands. I was sure they had come to show us her citation as a National Merit Scholar. No, it was too early for that, she quickly clarified to temper our expectations. 

“Grandpa and Grandma, I am selling raffle tickets.”

Yes, she had come to sell us raffle tickets for next month’s piano class trip to New York. She was one among the few to represent the State of Oklahoma in a Piano Masterclass. 

“Grandpa and Grandma, here are two cookies I made for you.”

“Also, Grandpa, I am starting a part-time job.”

“Where?”

“A coffee shop.”

My face fell. Recovering, I said, “Don’t let anyone touch you. Give the fellow or the ‘felli’ a stinging slap if they do.”

“That’s what dad told me, too,” with a smile and a surprised look. 

Yeah, the apple didn’t stand a chance of falling any farther than it fell from the tree.

Out came my story of ‘The Slap,’ from 37 years ago, with all the theatrics I could muster to make an impression on my little Ann.

“Dad, I remember that as clear as day. I didn’t know why Ankita slapped the guy, but I saw it. I was too stunned and scared,” my son, now a surgeon, exclaimed.

I am glad I made an effort to tell Ann.

I didn’t have to, because it resonated so well with a 9-year-old.

As for the cookie, she made for me –I had it that evening. I was confident that the accolades and citations were waiting in the wing.
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Walking My Baby Back Home
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(A teaching moment for a grandpa. Who is teaching whom?)

I am no entomologist, but I am closer to being an etymologist. I am nowhere near claiming that mantle, either. All I know about entomology is that many insects, such as butterflies and bees, are crucial to sustaining human life and feeding the human population. Yet, what do we do in return for their inadvertent campaign to keep us alive? We are ready to exterminate the whole lot—the good and the bad. 

The other day, an exterminator rang the front doorbell. He was clearing his throat, ready to lecture me on my favorite fellow creatures and how easy it was to make life more comfortable indoors and outdoors for my missus and me at the cost of that day’s special. I put my hand up, and I am sure he thought I was about to bless him for his devotion to my comfort. Then, he saw my shocked Asian face for the first time and concluded that I was not a potential customer.

“Of course, sir, I can understand if you don’t like killing them. Yes, sir, I get it,” said the Terminator.

“NO, SIR, YOU DON’T GET IT,” I shouted.

“Let’s talk about it for a second,” I lectured, calming down and talking to him as I would to a child. This was my moment, too, a teaching moment to make him see the error of his ways—right then and there—a ‘come to Jesus’ moment  —a shuck his green hat and uniform moment—a leave his profession altogether moment. I told him a story about birds and bees, and how killing one harmless insect, had a disturbing boomerang effect on other species, including humans. I told him how the great Monarch butterfly had remained great, albeit smaller and smaller, as we had assaulted nature with our God-given right to pollute, as any preacher worth his salt would tell you to do, pollute, I mean —automobile exhaust, pesticides, and whatever little smattering I had. I told him how the Buddhists treated all living creatures with respect and their right to live. How I, as a Vipassana student who went annually to a silent meditation center in Texas where they forbid killing insects attracted by the light in the corridor, that sneaked indoors, and entered our living quarters. When we found them, we covered a transparent container over the critter, slid a paper or piece of soft-board under the down-turned receptacle, and took it outside—back to nature and safety. I told him how the Jains of India covered their noses with masks so they wouldn’t breathe in, even the tiniest little insect. Where were they when COVID-19 hit the world hard and fast—yeah, you’re right, thumbing their noses at us and saying—I told you so?

By now, the green man had shucked his green cap. Then, his green shirt.

I felt he wanted out of his trousers, too. That’s when I told him to step into the foyer.

“Sir, you have given me much to chew on. I will do the last house on the cul-de-sac, and I swear I’m done with this business,” he said, struggling with his zipper.

I was ready to walk the talk. I rushed inside and fetched my best, one-size-fits-all, emergency guest attire—a white lungi and vest. 

While the salesman went to the remaining houses in the cul-de-sac, I promised to wash and dry his green uniform so he could return it to HQ upon quitting his job, for the replacement exterminator. 

Clad in the lungi and vest, he went first to meet Barry, my next-door neighbor in our cul-de-sac. I bet Barry had never seen a lungi-clad salesman deep in the heart of a southern state, such as Oklahoma. He of the golf-course-like front lawn equipped with its own putting hole and the ground so evergreen it exudes wealth and pomp, not to mention the rich, velvety green of over-fertilizing, watering, and I am sure ‘over-insecticiding.’ I knew my exterminator would not get any business from Barry either. My neighbor and I fell on either end of the Gaussian distribution, known as the Bell curve, both comfortable in our hard-held, rock-solid beliefs. Regarding the return of my lungi and vest,  I didn’t mind waiting as long as it took. Who knows when they would come in handy again—to convert another exterminator?

***
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WHAT DOES THIS ALL have to do with walking my baby back home? Nothing and everything are the correct answers.

It’s a story about a personal encounter with a cicada that led to a profound realization of the importance of empathy towards all living creatures. 

To start with, cicadas - I knew the name, I had heard them screech, but had never come close to meeting one face-to-face. Ahead of me,  by a few feet, my baby, my six-year-old granddaughter, Lynn, on our way home on her first day in kindergarten,  was already bent over, peering at something on the sidewalk. This was a moment of discovery for both of us.

She was staring at something large, but smaller than a hummingbird. It was a live insect with an oversized head and antennae prostrate on the hot cement curb, its one wing asymmetrically positioned, like a bird with a broken wing. The immediate issue was getting the strange insect home safely without touching it. This was a chance to teach my young companion the importance of mutuality and empathy. We had to understand and respect the needs of this creature, just as we would want our needs understood. Little Lynn was walking ahead of me. She picked a twig and had the insect climb the stick while I provided rear-guard support, warning her not to touch the critter. We were back on track, going home. The creature stayed put, holding on to the twig and taking a chance with us. We reached home, and I placed the twig in our flowerless flowerbed. I rushed to get water in a lid and placed it near the insect. It was a white plastic lid. I then took a picture of the critter (unfortunately, as you will see, with the lid) and conducted a Google Lens study, learning that the insect was the common cicada. This noisy neighborhood friend emerges at dusk. My picture was okay (the last image below), but the lid stole the show with its almost blinding white, which put the critter in the background. It wasn’t a big deal, I reasoned. I didn’t realize then, and I understand now, that photographs are all about composing and framing. 

Ah, ha! Finally, Lynn learned something new, and so did her grandpa. I told her that cicadas are harmless. As they say, cicadas are all hat and no cattle – fierce looking but harmless.  

When I went to find a lid for the water, my granddaughter, unbeknownst to me, had already borrowed my wife’s mobile and snapped two pictures. A few days later, I found two images of the cicada on my wife’s mobile, which I was sure I hadn’t snapped. 

As you can see, the composition of the picture I took wasn’t my strong suit that day, as seen in the third picture below. It was my ‘all hat’ moment. The bright white lid dominated the picture. The lid and the twig completely dominate the frame, while the cicada seems like an afterthought. Of course, my flowerbed didn’t look too great either.

[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

ON THE OTHER HAND, Lynn focused on the cicada in the first two pictures, capturing its delicate details in a smoky-soft way. The background shows the leaves and not much of the twig. I am still figuring out her brightly focused second picture. It’s almost a full-on view as if the cicada were posing for the photo, with both eyes looking straight at the camera. How she managed to do this is a question for historians and maybe a photographer or two. All, at six years old. This visual comparison perfectly illustrates my ‘all hat’ moment.

As I looked at those pictures on my wife’s phone, I might as well have asked the cicada her secret. Why did she pose for Lynn and not for me? 

Or maybe I proved to myself that I was all hat—and a head full of ‘learnèd’ lumber,  just as Alexander Pope told you I was in 1711.

Above all, who was teaching whom?
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A Race to the Finish: The Fastest Loses
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(A race is a race. The fastest should win. Right? Depends!)

My life in the fast lane began and ended when I was a mere six-year-old in pre-primary. Declared the quickest tortoise, yet I lost. I always knew that in any race you participate in, it is implicit that you have to be the fastest to win. Not so in this race of my life. Had I won it, it could have been the start of one of India’s most glorious track careers. It could have even eclipsed Milkha Singh’s feat in the 1960 Rome Olympics in the 400-meter race when he was fourth in the world, to a mere footnote. I was not even a teenager in 1960—imagine if they could hero-worship the Flying Sikh even without him getting anywhere near a bronze medal—how much more adulation would come my way had I won the gold a few years later when I reached my prime. A career cut short, a promise unfulfilled, and hopes of a track career snuffed forever. Am I not supposed to express my hangdog disappointment when I was the fastest tortoise and the best-looking one, too? Am I supposed to lay low and not say a word and watch the movie of the most fantastic race of my career role in front of me, frame by frame forever, watch the fastest time set by any tortoise, winning it outright with fat Ratan at the very back, and yet I ended up going home crying from St. Xavier’s Football Stadium in Parel, Bombay with Ma comforting me - me refusing to walk, Ma carrying me, from time to time, like a baby, stopping every few minutes to rest and then picking me up again, shushing me to stop crying, walking all the way home to Dadar, with Narayan, Ma’s live-in helper, tagging behind, because I wouldn’t let him carry me, even though he said he would take me on his shoulders so I could be the tallest as he ran all the way home?

Our classroom buzzed with excitement about the upcoming sports day for a whole week, until the big day, Thursday, our weekly half-day at school. Even Miss Abraham, our class teacher, whom I revered like my Grandmother, was wearing a bright dress that day. That Thursday behaved differently, too. Unlike other Thursday afternoons when Narayan brought me home, and we (Ma, Narayan, and I) lunched together at home, that Thursday, I was surprised to see Narayan with my lunch pail. He told me to have it before we walked home. He said I had to be super strong and have lots of energy for the big Tortoise Race—the first race of Sports Day!

All bedecked, I was for the start of my track career! Ma let me put on my only pair of outside clothes: the bright, dark brown shorts and the equally eye-catching cream-colored linen shirt, tailored to fit (readymade was too costly or non-existent then)—the colors I had chosen at the cloth store a while back—for the showdown of tortoises. When I said I was the best-looking tortoise, I wasn’t exaggerating because I was the only one in my class in mufti, unlike the rest, who wore their dowdy school uniforms (a light blue shirt and navy blue shorts with two built-in, unflattering buckles instead of belt loops). In that regard, even with the little we had, Ma made me feel special. She even combed my hair with a parting on the right, which was rare then as it still is. A barber here, in the US, told me that Ma must have combed my hair while standing right behind me, with her right hand moving from right to left. Which, looking back down those well-remembered and not-so-well-remembered memories nearly seven decades old, hit the nail right on the head because I would invariably be looking out our third-floor tenement window, kneeling on our wicker chair, at the bustling world below on Main Road, as Ma combed my big mat of hair.

Ma and Narayan were somewhere, watching me from the stands. It wasn’t easy making them out from so far away with so many kids of all sizes, teachers, and parents.

I got ready for the race along with my classmates. I was in the middle of the lineup. Close by was Ramesh Rao, my best friend, who lived near my tenement. Sometimes, we walked home from school together. On our meanderings, we ogled many shops, watched snake charmers with their cobras going at it with mongooses, roadside acrobats, magicians, and card hustlers on the bridge connecting East and West Dadar. Their impromptu card-guessing games relieved passers-by of their hard-earned wages. One of the most memorable times I had with Ramesh was feeding the calf with fresh green grass, which the calf owner provided for a charge. We picked the grass scraps and fed the calf free of fee. On the far side of the lineup was Gopal, a mean-spirited bully who lived near our tenement. I avoided walking home from school with him because he invariably fought with me, and we had some fisticuffs; he usually got the upper hand because of his age. Today was my chance to beat him fairly and squarely at his game and end his bullying. Then there was fat Ratan next to me, who undoubtedly would be one of the also-rans. Those are the three, I remember.  

The race was all set to start. When I heard go, Ma told me I must be off and tortoising on all fours. Even Ms. Abraham told us the same. Gopal jumped the gun and set off when the teacher said, ‘Get.’ They made him go back, and we started all over. At the following shout-out, we all mostly started at the sound of ‘GO’; I know I did, because as soon as I heard the word, I was off and tortoising. I turned my head left and right like Usain Bolt as I crossed the finish line. There was no one even close. I beat Gopal fairly and squarely. 

Ratan was still near the starting line, trying to move. Standing at the finish line, I shouted for him to hurry up and saw him tracing something with his fat finger, probably an ant or a pill bug. We were all now yelling at him to hurry up. Finally, he finished the race, one hand up, holding the critter and smiling from ear to ear. 

Then, they announced they were about to name the winner of the Tortoise Race.

It wiped the smile off my face quicker than any pill bug could turn turtle.

Ratan was the winner.

He was the tortoise, and he was the slowest of all. Is that why they called it a Tortoise Race instead of a Frog Race? 

Do you blame me for my tantrum, as my wails screeched traffic to a stop on Main Road on the way back, after my utter humiliation, embarrassing Ma and Narayan? Not to mention at what might have been, my would-be track career, as it lay in ruins.

Ah, well, que sera, sera... 

Epilogue

After almost seven decades, I still recall my brief stint in track with some sense of remorse. Is it possible that the kid in me only heard what I wanted to hear and didn’t listen when my teacher and my mom told me to go slow and steady, starting
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