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Listen…

I’m not sure you should be reading this book. The only reason to do it is if you’re not sure… about ANYTHING.

This is not a success story, it’s a search. There isn’t a hero in this book, just a fool. All you will find in this book is someone who is lost. It doesn’t go in the right order, it’s full of distractions, and most of it is random. What I’ve learned is that life is also full of distractions. This book is about someone in the middle of their life with no answers, just more questions.

If you’re a winner, this may not be your book. Just to make sure, after every chapter I have included a story of failure. Call it a short dose of grounding. I hate an arrogant memoir.

This book is for fellow wanderers, complete vagabonds, utter idiots, committed clowns, and lonely people looking to belong. Always looking, never knowing.

If that’s you, this book belongs to you.

Here’s looking at you.







For my parents, Ranu and Madhur.

See? I FINALLY did some homework.

All of my love.







INTRODUCTION FUCK THIS SHIP
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Picture, if you will, the most beautiful sunset you have ever seen. Each shade is perfect. It’s fading, but it hasn’t quite disappeared yet, this blurry ball of orange in the sky that ripples into pink and purple shimmers. Imagine golden clouds over an ocean with water so still it’s like god’s mirror. There are no Instagram influencers taking selfies, no TikTok trends compelling you to stay glued to your phone. Zero distractions.

The scene is accompanied by tinny dance music blaring from unseen speakers, which is slowly drowned out by the sound of the waves. A luxury ship sails away into the distance, taking the music with it. A lone lifeguard scans the coast. A Mexican man sits at a tiny plastic desk on a pier, checking passports and visas as tourists enter and exit the next ship coming to port. Beside him on the pier, watching all of this, is a young Indian man. He’s laughing, thinking: Fuck this sunset. Fuck this beach. Fuck Carnival Cruise Line. Instagram influencers didn’t even exist yet, but if they had, he would have said fuck them too, on principle.

That young Indian man is—surprise!—me. I sit on the pier and let the warm water wash over my feet as I sob with laughter. I am looking at the most beautiful thing I have ever seen (the sunset, not the cruise ship), yet I feel completely broken. The tragedy of the situation is so deep, it becomes hilarious. I am bankrupt, hungover, dumped, lost, fired, I have sand in my trousers, and I just want to go home. It is both humorous and sad.

The ship that was supposed to take me home is sailing away, getting smaller with each wave that crashes into its hull. Somehow, despite the fact that I’m stranded in a foreign country, I know that it is going to be okay. If it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be laughing, right?

If this logic makes zero sense to you, then your logic would be correct.

In case you’re getting excited that you’re about to dive into the pages of a riveting tale about a mysterious ship and the handsome Indian man who’s supposed to be on it—chill. Just so we are clear, this book is not The Da Vinci Code. There is no murder, no historical saga, very few chase scenes (unless you count multiple instances of me running from malicious boarding school teachers), and no discovery of god. Okay fine, there is one discovery of god.

But back to that young man who is laugh-crying/cry-laughing on the beach.

I am in Cozumel, Mexico, one of the most beautiful places in the world, listening to a six-star luxury ship blow its horn as it heads back to the United States with a thousand drunk Indians on board. Sadly, I am not one of those drunk Indians, even though I am supposed to be on the ship.

I am the ship comedian. Or, I was the ship comedian.

During the forty-eight whole hours I spent on the ship, it felt weirdly ironic to be part of a group of a thousand Indians planning to invade a Mexican island to blare Hindi music while having a dandiya dance party for six hours dressed head to toe in heavy Indian clothing. I’ve never seen white, mostly naked tourists look as confused as when they saw an army of naked local brown people dancing next to overly dressed foreign brown people, on the same beach. It was like the global extremities of brown had collided and the Indians had won for a night… but then retreated. The retreat makes sense because we’re not historically known for our colonizing abilities.

This dance party happens once a year, thanks to a few rich Indians from Texas who rent out a luxury Carnival Cruise Line ship. They change the menu, the staff (to Indian chefs who make legit Indian food), the music, the entertainment—pretty much everything but the captain and the design of the ship. Then they go on a three-day “family” retreat, where old people mingle, matchmake, and pretend that their kids aren’t doing drugs and having sex in every corner of the ship that has low lighting.

For the amusement of the young people, this “family” took a punt and decided to hire a young comedian who had just graduated from a small Midwestern college. I had done stand-up comedy exactly once before the trip. I said yes not for money but for the alleged “exposure.” Of all the “red flag words” a freelancer can hear, “exposure” is the biggest one. NOTHING good comes after that word. The logic is that because Indians are so well networked, if you perform for one group for next to nothing it will lead to word-of-mouth publicity, and therefore more offers to entertain the next group. What they don’t tell you is that the word of mouth mentions that you perform for next to nothing. As if performing for a bunch of cruise ship guests would land me an Emmy. I took the ship gig to see something new. To feel something new.

I needed a change because I had spent the last four years hopelessly in love with someone who I’d recently found out was cheating on me. Making a roomful of captive rich people laugh (or really, failing to make them laugh) barely dulled the pain. Nor did bingeing on kulfi at the buffet or dancing with an Indian cougar mom who was struggling to not spill piña colada all over herself.

Unfortunately, I was only becoming more miserable by the day. When we had gotten off the ship for the “Cozumel excursion,” I had called my bank from a pay phone (yes, a pay phone) to learn that I was two thousand dollars overdrawn. Now imagine me—scared, heartbroken, and at a loss, literally. My two shows for the one thousand Indians had mostly gone disastrously, with old people scoffing and young people too scared to laugh in front of the uptight elders. I had had sex with a stranger on the ship, and it had NOT gone well. I’d spent my last dollar trying to contact my family, and I couldn’t reach them. And then, as I’d attempted to get on the ship to depart, the tiny Mexican man at the desk on the pier had informed me that my I-20 student visa was expiring and because I had technically left American waters, he couldn’t let me back on.

I was stuck on an island in Mexico that was the size of a public park in New Delhi. Not one of the hundreds of Indians on the ship tried to save me. Thanks, guys.

I asked the man at immigration what I was supposed to do, and he said, “I don’t know, but you have to stay here, outside.”

I was twenty-two years old, exactly half my life ago. I was told I had to stay outside the boat, the country, everything.

As I write this, I am forty-four, and I am still outside.

We live in the future, so we all know I eventually made it back to India.

But I’ll get to that later.

You can probably guess that, aside from not being an action-mystery-thriller full of chase scenes, this isn’t a story about a man who started a comedy scene in Cozumel and grew to be the most beloved (and only) comedian on the island, his humor being the perfect intersection of local and foreign brown.

Rather, it’s about being a perpetual outsider, and finding hope and humor in my alienation and through my failures, which is the story of my life. I’ve lived between countries and continents; I’ve played roles that never really fit but always gave me a clue about the cultural mores of each place I was in. I’m a citizen of everywhere and nowhere all at once.

I’m going to tell you about being an Indian child growing up in cultural confusion, in Lagos, Nigeria, and feeling about as African as I did Indian. And later being a kid from Africa, enrolled in an Indian boarding school (slash ex–military academy) where, let’s just say, “individuality” was not a high priority. And then being thrown out of said boarding school and making my way to a public school in Noida, in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh, where I was the “English speaker.”

My childhood was one of constant transition, relocation, and cultural adaptation. When we left my childhood home in Lagos, I moved from a big, privileged African house to a tiny Indian one, with aging Buddhist grandparents. Later I left Delhi University to go to Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois—the Mecca of civilization, if you’ve never left the city limits of Galesburg. I had the honor of being their first-ever Indian theater major.

Later, when I helped build the continental Indian comedy scene from scratch (with the help of thousands of handmade flyers), I was the guy from the U.S. in Mumbai. Or was I the guy from Mumbai in the U.S.? The guy from a Western drama school working in Bollywood? Or the guy from Bollywood in Hollywood?

I was all of those things at one point: the Western guy for Indian audiences, the Indian guy for Western audiences. The guy outside.

In these pages, you can follow a line zigzagging across the globe and experience my life of cultural confusion firsthand. We will be bullied, we will fall in love, we will fail (and fail hard), we will fuck up, we will fuck around, we will sell out, we will struggle and get famous, we will get rich and declare bankruptcy, we will get charged up, we will be charged with sedition, and we will be celebrated and canceled and reborn. Thrice. At the end of the chapters, you’ll hear about the times I screwed up, said the wrong thing, humiliated myself, and generally did not succeed. Sure, I’ve had successes in my life, and I’m fucking grateful for all of it. But between those successes, there have been many moments that have grounded me and reminded me that I still do not have my shit together. But I’m trying.

Maybe you’re reading this book because you know who I am and want to find out more. Maybe you have no clue who I am, and my face looked funny or mildly appealing as you were glancing at the books in the airport. I’m in the middle of my life, on a journey that has no logical end point. I’m not writing as an eighty-year-old who’s learned all the life lessons, but as a guy who has done some great things, had some wild experiences, and is always striving to find his place. I’m not writing from a place of glory; I’m writing because I know you can relate.

Let me tell you why you should stick around. The comedian in me knows the first five minutes of the show are the promise, and the rest of it is the prestige. So, I tend to come out onstage and just get honest with the audience about what the show is, and then they can decide whether I lived up to it.

I have spent my entire life feeling like I do not belong. I am still searching for a feeling of home, and I do not have all or really any of the answers yet. Maybe I have a few answers. One or two.

Actually, I’ve come to the conclusion that the outside IS my home. If you’re reading this, maybe it’s yours too.

This book is for us, the outsiders.

If you know nothing about me or my story, just know this: Through all of it, I have felt like a boy sitting on a pier, watching a ship he is supposed to be on sail away, with all the dancing cougar moms and horny teenagers in tow. And somehow, I have always managed to notice something beautiful and laugh.

Laughter truly has saved my life.

So let the warm water wash over your feet as you look at the orange sun setting in the sky.

And all together now, let’s say: Fuck this ship. It’s not where we belong.







CHAPTER ONE COMMITTING TO THE BIT
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Vir in The Lawrence School, Sanawar.



When you’re a kid, you’re supposed to be climbing trees, riding bikes, playing cricket (or baseball, if that’s your poison) in the streets, and getting tucked into bed each night by your family. This is what commercials for everything, from Tide to Disneyland, sell us—one big blissful childhood jumping through sprinklers and riding roller coasters. You’re not supposed to be sitting on a pile of laundry, alone, two continents away from your parents, crying over a beating you received with a hockey stick, which made a perfectly formed Nike sign on each of your ass cheeks. That image of childhood would not sell a lot of detergent.

Why was I sitting on a pile of laundry, you might wonder. It was the only thing soft enough to sit on, given the state of my rear end after the beating. Let me be clear, this is not a ploy for self-pity. It is too early in the book for that. I can promise you, any pity I earn will be purely unintentional. One of the big things I’ve learned along the way is that pity carries zero currency unless you’re trying to do anything but get laid, and that’s usually a one-time thing. No one bangs the person they feel sorry for a second time. I don’t think there is a single Indian reader who will feel bad for me having a sore ass. For most Indians, ass whoopings are a big part of our childhoods. Americans kneel down to eye level and sternly (but gently) tell a child to “make better choices.” Indian parents do a surprise full-body assault with a rubber slipper, so the child stays alert until they are eighty-five years old. My grandfather once legendarily tied my father to a tree and beat him; he then took a break from beating my father to go drink some water. Who hydrates mid–child abuse?

Many Indian kids from my generation had two states of being: high-alert ninja… and dead. My parents, however, never hit me, not once. They hired someone else to do it for them.

Welcome to boarding school, where for the past hundred years, young, impressionable Indian children have been thoughtfully molded into raging adult assholes. Perhaps some kids do thrive in this environment (and by “thrive,” I mean develop military-level discipline, graduate with top honors, and make millions as deeply repressed surgeons, engineers, or politicians). As a child who enjoyed scaring the hell out of my mother by walking along balconies and railings four stories high, I probably would have benefited from acquiring some sense of discipline. I am not condemning all boarding schools. They produce many great leaders and successful people who win awards, run countries, and harbor serious anger issues, having internalized the idea that a B+ will equal sudden death. In essence, my theory is that boarding schools produce two types of people: happy conformists and miserable misfits.

If you’re reading his book, you already know which one the author is.

My boarding school was called The Lawrence School, Sanawar. To this day, it’s beautiful in structure and location, with historic brick buildings covered in lush ivy and surrounded by forests of towering pine and other conifer trees. The school is nestled in the gorgeous Kasauli hills in northern India and spreads over more than one hundred acres. It’s probably the most stunning campus you will ever see in your life, a lovely place where, in my time, children were beaten up regularly. It is technically one of the oldest private boarding schools in the world, an ex–military academy founded by Sir Henry Lawrence and his wife, Honoria, more than 175 years ago, back when women were sucked into corsets and a French astronomer named Urbain Le Verrier told everyone there was a planet named Vulcan hanging out next to Mercury (there’s not).

The campus includes about thirty grand buildings that look just like Harry Potter’s Hogwarts, complete with British architecture and pointy roofs and turrets. There are sweeping views and painstakingly detailed staircases everywhere you look. There are five hockey fields, two swimming pools, tennis courts, soccer fields, and a chapel with stained glass windows.

It was a place for the privileged, the one percenters. My mother attended the school, as did all her siblings and relatives going back several generations, which is why my parents sent my sister, Trisha, and me there when I was only nine years old. We elite children would wake up to the sound of a bugle at 5:30 in the morning, do our physical exercises, march to breakfast, and attend class in the most pristine colonial building you’ve ever seen. After class, we’d march, literally, military-style, to lunch. We’d have sports in the afternoon, “enjoy” supper and tea in the communal rooms, and be marched back to our architecturally superior dormitories by 7:00 p.m.

The dormitories were basically long hallways. Each was a room that was fifty feet wide and four hundred feet long, with rows of beds on either side along the longer walls, and next to each bed was a tiny locker that held all your belongings. So, at any given time you were surrounded by about fifty boys. If you cried, they could hear you. If you were homesick, they could hear you. If you wet the bed, they would know. I sometimes think back to my first year at that school and remember how many young boys I could hear quietly sobbing because they missed their moms. It also makes you realize crying is kind of contagious. You’d wake up in the middle of the night because someone else’s crying woke you up, and then you’d miss your mom too. Plus it’d be dark and kind of cold. Now you’re crying in a chorus of eight other boys. God forbid one of you should make the walk over and console even one of the others. You just lie there in the dark, kind of comforted by the fact that at least you’re not alone. Some of those scared little boys would go on to become brave little soldiers who marched in lockstep through the campus to breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Some of them, like me, would be thrown out of boarding school by the time they were thirteen.

I’m told Sanawar has recently gotten its act together and is now a safe place for kids to study. Violence is way down! But when I was there, it seemed to me that corporal punishment was considered as vital as oxygen to the success of the school. The rules were simple: It was all about hierarchy. In my mind, it seemed like the teachers and senior students could beat you whenever they wanted to, so that when you were a senior student, you could pass on the legacy of violence. It made zero sense to me, even then. I’ve never wanted to beat someone because I was beaten; it would just remind me of how much I had suffered. I wanted to forget that shit, not explore every angle of it.

I must have had a masochistic streak, because the harder the teachers and seniors hit me, the more I talked back. I still cannot tell you why. I was the kid who wouldn’t shut up during a beating. “Does this make you feel better? You feel like a big man?” I’d taunt as they twisted my arm or whipped me with a cane. “Did you skip lunch? That last swing was weak.” I think my strategy was to annoy my assailant enough that they realized the beating itself had marginal utility. “What does this even accomplish?” I’d argue as they chased me around the room. My friends would beg me, “If you just shut your mouth, they will leave you alone.” Who knew these scared kids were fortune-tellers? I once had a prefect beg me to shut up because even he was exhausted. Until then, I never knew beatings were hard on the beater. I didn’t imagine that when my grandfather took that water break while beating my dad he was actually suffering. You learn something new every day.

I don’t want to lionize my childhood, so here is the truth: I was a bit of a punk, too young and too spoiled for boarding school. Rule following was not in my nature.

When my parents plunked me there at age nine, I resisted it from the very start. I knew from the moment I walked into the dormitory that I needed to escape that place like Indiana Jones needed to escape those craven Indians who ate monkey brains for dinner (for the eight-hundredth time, the only Indians eating monkey brains are serial killers). It just took me five years, a massive lie, and an organ removal to make my escape.

If you can be privileged as a nine-year-old, then yes, I was privileged. If I am being totally honest, given a choice, I would beat up the younger version of me. Happily. I wouldn’t even hydrate in the middle. I was a pretty insufferable kid in retrospect. I’d grown up in the expat community in Lagos, a guarded, golden, prosperous little bubble where we were pretty much given everything and appreciated nothing. Trisha was four years older than me, and both of us were pretty hard to impress. I remember we went on a childhood vacation with our parents to Italy, where we flew on Alitalia and ate caviar and drank vodka onboard. We saw the Sistine Chapel and went to Venice, but the whole time we were like, “This is so fucking boring, this sucks. We want to go stay with our grandparents in Delhi…” We literally threw a tantrum at the Pope’s residence. Once our parents realized priceless artworks were wasted on us, we were sent to Delhi, unaccompanied, on Alitalia first class. We requested extra warm towelettes, of course.

My parents sent my sister to Sanawar when she was thirteen years old. I guess they figured it would be good for us to stick together, which is why I was sent there too, even though I was still young enough to wet the bed, and not because I was drunk. I wet the bed because I was TOO YOUNG TO BE AT BOARDING SCHOOL.



The Lawrence School was like a fancy British academy/bourgeois fantasy sequence, the kind of school every Indian parent dreams of for their child’s school-going years. These hopes and dreams rested on the rickety theory that boarding school would toughen us up, teach us community, and induct us into a life of privilege, wealth, and decorum.

I walked into that all-Indian school as the weak, skinny kid with the strange accent who had been living in Africa with his expat family. My dad was working at a trading company in Nigeria, so my cultural whiplash started early in childhood. I was a kid who’d never been in a fight, who spoke more English than Hindi, and who wore baggy plaid button-up shirts matched with a perfect short haircut, all of which made me an outsider. It set the tone for my entire life.

I don’t remember much from before I was nine, but I distinctly remember my parents dropping me off at the boarding school dormitory. It was one of the most frightening days of my life. It was late afternoon when the car pulled up to two huge iron gates with a crest reading Never Give In. The sun was starting to set over the hills, just like you’d imagine a boarding school looking in the movies. I walked from the parking lot to my dormitory and found my locker and immediately felt resentment. I was too young to even know what that emotion was or how complex an effect it can have on you. I felt supremely pissed about the life that had been taken away from me, instead of feeling lucky or excited about the one that lay ahead.

I remember sitting on the dorm bed when a kid who was from Kolkata walked up and asked me where my shoes were from. They were Reebok Pumps. The 1990s kind where you inflated the sole. I showed him how the pump worked, and he looked at me as if I were this alien thing that was never going to survive here because I was so spoiled, like a lot of other kids at school. But it didn’t matter because the next morning we all transformed by having to wear standard boarding school uniforms. Blue cardigan, sky-blue shirt, gray shorts, black Bata leather shoes, knee-high gray woolen socks. One of the few boarding school practices I condone is the fairness that comes with a standard uniform that everyone is forced to wear. It takes away what your dad does, how well connected you are, all your entitlement. The Reebok Pumps just stay in your soul.

I was a dramatic kid. I’m also a dramatic man. Some kids have an imaginary friend. My constant companion was martyrdom. I rarely ever saw my sister on campus, since I was in the younger school made up of grades four and five and she was in the senior school. Each school was on its own hilltop, separated by nearly two miles. When Trisha and I traveled home to our parents for four months each summer, I cried nonstop and told my mom and dad they didn’t love me and that they had abandoned me. In one of my finer performances, I sent them a note written in red ink that said, “This is written in my blood because you don’t love me.” Never mind that my “blood” was clearly manufactured by the Chelpark ink company.

Since I was young, I’ve loved running away. It was my premier hobby at boarding school. My equally naughty friends, Nikhil and Damandeep, also enjoyed it when I ran away. I had only two friends at boarding school, which tells you all you need to know about my status. Damandeep was a theater kid with an overactive imagination. Nikhil was the smallest kid in our class by a foot. Still one of my six best friends to date, he is now way taller than me. Unlike me, Nikhil never got into trouble. His M.O. was keep your head down and do as they say, but he always stood by me when I fucked up. He currently lives in San Jose, California, with his childhood sweetheart whom he married, has the perfect suburban home, and two adorable kids. Sheer goodness in a human being. He’s always mildly amused by his crazy, spoiled comedian friend.

Everyone loves an impossible mission, so Nikhil and Damandeep cheered me on every time I escaped, dropping me at the gates, sometimes even slipping me five bucks for the journey. Always with the parting words, “I hope you make it, man!” I tried to run away from the school about three times that first year. My strategies didn’t include a way to get from northern India to western Africa, so the escapes never worked out. I guess I wasn’t fully committed to the plan. Once I got as far as Kasauli, which was five kilometers (3.1 miles to some of you) away. At that age, it felt as far as Africa. But as usual, I was caught by a teacher and escorted back to school. My only real outlets were my notes home, each little guilt trip a plea for my parents to come and get me. The teachers would give international students envelopes into which we were supposed to place our letters, and we would seal them ourselves before they were sent off. My parents wrote to me occasionally, and we spoke every ten days, but they never acknowledged my desperate “written-in-blood” pleas. Their response was classic for Indian parents at the time: Let’s pretend this is not happening. If we show him he’s breaking our hearts, he’s gonna feel even worse than he does now.

It’s sad that it takes some people thirty years or more to realize how tough sending a kid to boarding school can be on the parents, or that they might be barely able to afford the school, but they want a better education for you than they ever had. Or that they don’t want you to turn into some Lagos douchebag, since all the signs are showing up pretty early. Or that while you are homesick, they might be kid-sick, meaning, they might miss you. In your mind they are sick of their kid. Which is why they decided to make you miserable.

I WAS miserable. And the thing is, that’s normal. You’re supposed to be miserable when you get to boarding school. EVERYONE is going through the same thing, even kids with more courage than you. But it’s assumed that you will grow out of your misery and integrate, toughen up, learn to obey. What you are not supposed to do is launch a years-long, full-scale revolution.

One of the greatest favors in my boarding school life was done for me by one of my sister’s friends. Now, thirteen isn’t too old to be homesick either. I’d meet Trisha once a week, on Sundays, and she would give me half her pocket money—ten rupees of her twenty—to ensure I was okay. We wouldn’t really talk about what I was going through because there wasn’t enough time. Also, I thought the world knew because I had written it all in red Chelpark ink to my parents in glaring literary detail. I remember, one week, I wrote to my parents that I would jump off a cliff if they didn’t come get me. Keep in mind, this is a legitimate threat because Sanawar had at least fifty-three great cliffs to offer for prospective suicide. And all of this drama kind of monopolized the conversation in my family to the point where no one was talking about how tough boarding school was for Trisha. My whole life, her struggle has taken a back seat to my drama, causing me to feel terrible guilt. She possesses a kind of quiet grace I admire. She must have spoken about it to her friend, because one Sunday, said friend caught me by the arm in front of my sister and dragged me to the edge of a cliff and said, “You keep fucking telling people you’re gonna jump, right? Jump.”

Now to recap, this is an eleven-year-old and a fifteen-year-old standing in front of a fifty-foot drop. Not suicide height, but definitely “good for a few broken bones” height. She said it again, “Come on, JUMP!” My sister cried in the background. This utter badass of a friend knew to call my bluff and call out my cowardice. I never threatened to jump again. But as an adult, all I think about is how fucking hilarious it would have been HAD I jumped. The conversation afterward, where she would turn to my sister and say, “Yep. Wasn’t bluffing. Respect.” It would have been comedy gold.

Despite my suffering, I was blessed with the ever-dependable, quietly hilarious brother from another mother, Nikhil. The guy who now lives in San Jose. He’s the strongest, most silent friend I have. Not a big talker, just the possessor of a huge heart. We’ve bunked class in boarding school, bunked class in college, ridden bikes like maniacs all over Delhi, and gotten our asses whooped together for the better part of three decades. Let’s return to that moment of me sitting on that pile of laundry and crying at boarding school. That’s the moment we met. We were eleven years old. I had just taken twelve hockey sticks to each ass cheek. Let me explain.

We were now in senior school, which is where you live with kids from grades six to twelve. Here, it was kind of open season on beatings. Prep school is grade four to six. Because it’s on a different hill, you’re only ever getting into fights with people who are, at most, two years older than you. But in senior school, you meet the big boys. Getting hit on the ass with a hockey stick wasn’t something that was alien to any of us. At the time, elders didn’t really need a reason for a beatdown. Think about how tiny an eleven-year-old really is, and how much damage a full swing from a seventeen-year-old kid does. It’s something we saw every single day: The little kid gets hit, he cries, everyone moves on.

There was one prefect—let’s call him Vishal Patel. One day he starts out giving me one, then two, then four, then five smacks. The dormitory gathers around us. I start to make eye contact with Vishal while I cry, and then the word “pussy” comes out of my mouth. I don’t know if the guy can even fully hear it through my sobs. I was eleven, so what the hell did I know about pussy? But friends who were there tell me I said it. Vishal hits me with the hockey stick eight, nine times. There are now forty kids watching, and everyone knows this has crossed over into something very wrong. Even the guy holding the hockey stick knows it. I’m actually bleeding through my shorts. Hot blood is streaming onto my gray woolen socks. Vishal can’t seem to make eye contact with me. Twelve level-12 hockey lashes. Now about sixty boys are looking on. I finally collapse on the floor and watch him walk away, and some boys immediately pick me up and carry me to my bed, where I black out. We don’t go to the hospital because that constitutes tattling. Being a tattler is the quickest way to lose friends in boarding school. Getting the shit kicked out of you is a pretty good way to make one.

Later, Nikhil helped me fold the laundry, listened to me cry, and eventually took me to the on-campus hospital. I remember him looking at me in confusion. “Why wouldn’t you just shut the hell up?” Today I see him three times a year in San Jose. He still looks at me with the same confusion. “Vir, why are you still talking?” But to this day, he still listens to me rant. Nikhil’s wife, Vidhi, is also one of my closest friends. I have six close friends, which may seem like a lot to some, but they are scattered across the globe. It’s friendships like this that help me feel like maybe I belong a tiny bit. Not at boarding school, but just, like, on the planet.

Some pretty horrible things, of various natures, happened to me in boarding school. But that’s life. They weren’t happening to everyone, and they shouldn’t happen to anyone. But I did learn some lessons. Hockey sticks taught me to look a bully in the eye. There comes a point where you and the bully both accept the fact that the beating is going to happen. There is no getting out of this. At that moment, if you can, somehow look the ass whooping in the eye, and proceed to have your ass royally whooped. Perhaps then, the eye contact is more memorable than the whooping. Like a little battle you won for yourself. Solace, if you will.

That was the 1990s, and a few older kids inflicted terrible, frequent, brutal, and scheduled beatings upon us that year. Perhaps another lesson is: Don’t make a seventeen-year-old live in a dorm with eleven-year-olds, and then give him complete power. It’s going to go bad. And it did go bad. At one point, Vishal beat a kid called Jasbir to the point where his eyes wouldn’t open properly in class because they were swollen shut. That night, ten boys who were seventeen years old came into our dorm. They lined us up, especially the four of us who took Vishal’s worst beatings. Then Vishal’s own classmates beat him in front of the kids he was elected prefect for. The entire dorm, maybe sixty of us, watched in silence as our older prefect was cut down to size by his own peers.

It was kind of a confirmation that goodness and justice exist in the world. Goodness and justice, though, do not feel half as good as revenge. Four of us who took the worst of the beatings all year watched and waited until the night before Vishal graduated school. As he slept, we snuck into his room, put a pillowcase over his head, and beat him until the pillowcase bled. A kid from Africa, a kid from Delhi, two kids from Punjab, beating a young man. It was perhaps the only club I really felt part of in that school. The pillowcase was pistachio colored, and the blood took to it like some weird Rorschach test. I know now that revenge makes you become the thing you hate the most. On that night, I vowed I’d never become a vengeful person.

I have a few good memories from boarding school, like the time I stole food from a teacher’s home. It wasn’t a long, planned con. It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. As I casually walked past the house of this teacher—yet another guy who had beaten the hell out of us multiple times—I spotted a plate of potato-stuffed parathas. Who the hell leaves parathas on a windowsill? This dude was ASKING to be robbed. This wasn’t America in the 1950s with blueberry pies cooling on every windowsill (every single American family did that back then, right?). It wasn’t even India in the 1990s. Sanawar was the British empire in the 1860s—lock up your food! Because I am clearly not a strategic thinker, I had no plan for swiping his meal except to break in through a window, grab the parathas, and run as fast as I could. I was in so much trouble all the time at school, I figured I had nothing to lose. What were they going to do, throw me out? I wish! Plus swiping the parathas seemed like a sweet way to get revenge on this guy.

After I ran off, I found some friends, showed them the parathas inside my coat, and we hid in the Khad (basically a hillside full of trees and pine cones) and ate our feast. It was by far my best moment in boarding school. Have you ever eaten food you stole from people you despise? It tastes fucking DELICIOUS.

The teachers at the school were a mixed bag. Perhaps the biggest influence in my early life was a gentleman called Mr. Samuels, an English teacher whose words were so perfectly pronounced, somehow perfectly aged and impeccably English accented, that his speech sounded like Dumbledore fucked Shakespeare. He was an eloquent asshole, and one good thing he did was encourage me to enter the What’s the Good Word tournament, which is basically a competitive vocabulary game you perform in front of the whole school. Made sense to place the kid who couldn’t shut up on the stage where he never had to shut up. Nicely done, Mr. Samuels.

This is going to sound arrogant (and you know I dislike arrogant memoirs), but if you’re looking for humility, maybe there are better books for you out there. The second I walked onto that stage, I knew how to be myself. My only previous stage experience was being a tree in the school play at the Indian Language School in Lagos. I had waved from side to side and silently judged the leads in the play for being average. Sure, school theater productions are usually ninety-minute torture sessions for parents, in which teachers take revenge and make the parents watch the brain rot they have to deal with for six hours a day. But can we at least make good casting choices?

I was pretty good at this game, just like I was good at debating (lots of talking), so finally I found something where I felt like I fit, at least some of the time. That tiny, poorly lit stage became my refuge, the only place where the one thing that caused me so much trouble—my big fat mouth—felt like a superpower. Those moments were magic.

Off the stage, I am socially awkward. I hate a party, and have zero skills when it comes to small talk. I have anxiety most of each day. But put me on a stage and give me a mic? Zero fear. I’m home. That comes from Mr. Samuels and the lessons he taught me. Rehearsing, practicing, performing… escaping.

Mr. Samuels was a very good man when he was coaching you, but a very bad man when he was drunk, which was usually every day by 8:00 p.m. We were too young to understand it at the time, but we had a real love-hate thing with the man. He was a good teacher, but if we missed a vocabulary word, we got caned. Lost a debate? Caned. Looked at him funny? Caned. You HAD to get out of his house before the first whiskey, or the cane would find you. The beatings were tough enough, but this man managed to beat you with his words too. I’m still not sure which was scarier.

I’ll break your bones and parcel them to your father!

I’ll skin your backside and feed you to the wolves!

Yup. The cane was nothing. Words win. When it came to Mr. Samuels, I was operating completely out of fear. The goal was: Don’t get caned (which didn’t always work, clearly). If I got the words right, he’d be pleased, and my ass would be spared. I could have left debating, but two things made me stick with it: I loved it, and I did not want Mr. Samuels’s cane to win.

I heard about one student who graduated, and years later came back specifically to beat the shit out of Mr. Samuels. I understand that kid completely, and if you’re reading this, thanks, man.

Once I did flip out after a beating. I guess I’d had enough. Earlier that day, I’d lost a debate and been beaten by a prefect, and now Mr. Samuels was coming after me. I couldn’t figure out why, in such a scenic landscape, my backside was such a popular goddamn destination. I was DONE. So on that day, something inside me drove me to grab Mr. Samuels’s cane just as he was about to beat my ass. He was as surprised as I was. I had never seen Dumblespeare look so shocked. As soon as I did it, he backed off, which was good, but there was a problem. I quickly realized that the minute I let go of the cane I would be properly, completely, undeniably screwed. So I held on. Wherever Mr. Samuels went, I followed, like a dog chasing his tail. We ran around in circles like this until he let go of the cane and proceeded to beat the crap out of me with his hands. Eventually, I dropped the cane and left his house with a limp. This behavior would get a teacher sent straight to prison in America, but I assure you, at my school, it was totally, utterly, legal. It probably led to tenure.

The day of Mr. Samuels’s ass whooping was brutal, but it’s not what got me kicked out. I didn’t hit back, after all; I just tormented him a little bit. At this school, if you got three Headmaster’s Cards, you were gone. I got my first card when I was caught in the girls’ dormitory talking to Meeta, a beautiful co-ed with whom I was hopelessly in love. Being the purple-assed loser that I was, I had no shot with this girl. She was dating a dude called Aman Jolly. How do you compete with a guy named Jolly? His last name means “happy and cheerful.” My last name, Das, means “servant.” That didn’t stop me from talking to her, though. I was in the girls’ dorm delivering a senior’s card when I spotted Meeta and her friend Simran. I was talking so quickly and was so focused on my nonexistent game that I didn’t even notice that Simran was wearing a bathrobe and holding a shower basket full of shampoo and soap. A bell rang out, signaling that it was bath time in the girls’ dorm. Legions of girls in bathrobes flooded the corridor. I was not a girl, nor was I in a robe. A dorm matron spotted me, scolded me, and pulled me by my ear all the way to the headmaster’s office, which was about a kilometer and a half away (nearly a mile!), on a totally different hillside. Being dragged up and down steep slopes by your ear is not a vibe.

I got in trouble yet another time because one night, as I smuggled cigarettes and booze across campus, a teacher spotted me and found my contraband, which led to my second Headmaster’s Card. The cigarettes were mine, the booze was for a senior. And the third card? The third was probably my finest performance to date, and this coming from the guy who costarred in Delhi Belly many years later.

Once a year, Sanawar did hikes and camps. The higher-ups figured, “Maybe the kids who walk six kilometers a day on a hill eighteen hundred meters above sea level need a little more walking and steeper slopes.” We’d gone on a two-week hiking trip with some teachers, and during that trip one of my close friends got appendicitis and had to be rushed into surgery. I didn’t know what appendicitis was, and I am dyslexic, so I still can’t even fully spell it. This kid got to sit in the hospital eating ice cream and reading comics for a week. Seemed like a pretty good deal. He didn’t tell me too much about his surgery, so I blame my friend’s lack of detail and storytelling prowess for what happened next. When he came back to school after recovering, he lifted up his shirt like a grizzled cowboy in an old Western to show me where they operated. I was like, “Got it, lower right abdomen, cool scar. Cool… scar.”

A fleeting thought whizzed through my brain: Maybe everyone would stop hitting me if I had a cool scar? Maybe Meeta would talk to me if I had a cool scar? Maybe my parents would take me back to Africa and the good life if I had a cool scar?

And then that fleeting thought got real. One day—I still cannot for the life of me tell you why—I marched into the campus hospital, lifted my shirt, and pointed to the exact spot on my body where my friend had pointed on his.

“My appendix hurts,” I told the nurse.

I had no plan, other than knowing that I wanted ice cream and a comic book.

“You’re sure it’s your appendix?” the nurse asked.

“Totally sure,” I said, sounding way too confident for someone who had learned where an appendix was located just a few days earlier.

They took me at my word for some reason, and I stayed in the infirmary for a few days eating ice cream because they either felt sorry for me or thought that vanilla ice cream would settle my stomach. Either they were being overcautious and keeping a watch because the kid who had his appendix ruptured during hikes and camps was under serious threat for a hot minute and they’d got him to the hospital just in time, or they just didn’t trust me. I mean, I wouldn’t trust me. I guess they didn’t rush me to surgery because they wanted to make sure I was truly sick, so I kept complaining of stomach pains, and I kept reading comic books and eating ice cream. My plan was working out?! Apparently, appendicitis is hard to detect, especially in young kids, so they were probably praying I’d hop out of the infirmary cot one day and go back to class. Also, you’re up in the bloody mountains in the nineties. This “hospital” is set up for injuries, fevers, colds, and chicken pox at best.

I could have just ended the routine on my own terms, but I didn’t. Every day, they would check on me.

“Does it still hurt, Das?”

“Yep. Still hurts.”

“Where?”

“Lower right abdomen?”

They’d push down on it. I’d squeal. I’d wince. I’d shift around. Zero training at this point, and I killed that role. I was the De Niro of Sanawar.

I wasn’t going to class, I wasn’t getting caned. I didn’t know if I could keep this up forever, but I was damn well going to try.

“Das? Is it still hurting?”

“Yep. Still hurts.”

They’d push down. I’d act like I couldn’t breathe. My future as a performer was set.

Dr. Natasha was head of the hospital. Truly one of the sweetest women you could ever meet. Just warm and kind and caring, like a mother to eight hundred kids. I don’t remember her face, but I remember a gentle voice and soft hands. I especially remember that voice and those hands on my forehead, waking me up in the middle of the night.

“Vir. Get up.”

She called me Vir, not Das. That felt good. But why was she even there? She was never there. Nurses were always there. Something was up.

“Vir, we’re taking you to Chandigarh.”

Chandigarh was the nearest big city. Where the nearest big hospital was. Unlike De Niro, who would have remained in character to the bitter end, I hesitated.

“You’re sure it still hurts, right?”

This is the moment that most kids would probably throw their hands up and yell, “Just kidding!”

I nodded vigorously.

“Yep. Still hurts.”

I got out of bed and followed the nice doctor into the dark night. I got into an ambulance with Dr. Natasha at 2:00 a.m., and it was a three-hour drive to Chandigarh. I think she had just wound down for the day dealing with all the fevers and scratches, and got in a car to make sure the Das kid was all right. Maybe she called Africa? Fuck, did she call Africa? I had 180 whole minutes to come clean, but instead I just moaned and groaned in fake pain. I had my head on her shoulder, really working the sympathy angle. Also, I missed my mom.

The doctor looked at me and told me I was going to be okay.

After the three-hour ride along bumpy roads (“Ow! My appendix!”), we went into the hospital. I followed the doctor’s and nurses’ instructions and wound up on an operating table in Santokh Singh Nursing Home in Chandigarh. Two doctors in turbans and masks, which I didn’t see again until Covid, peered down at me. Everyone was wearing blue, which was weird because no one was playing cricket (Team India!). As soon as I noticed that Dr. Natasha was not in the room, I started feeling VERY homesick. Whose shoulder could I cry on? In the midst of my panic, I heard the hiss of a gas cylinder being opened. Sort of a ssssssssssssssssssss, like a snake going to sleep.

“Are you sure it still hurts?” asked the anesthesiologist.

“Yep… still hurts.”

They put a mask on me, and one of the turbaned doctors said, “Vir, why don’t you count to ten.”

Sure. Counting to ten is easy. You should see me when I play What’s the Good Word.

“One… two… three… four… five… six… seven… eight… nine… ten?”

“… You’re still awake?”

“Yep.”

The doctors looked confused. The other turbaned doctor goes, “Okay, count backwards from ten.”

He was a sly one.

“Ten… nine… eight… seven… six… five… four… three… two… one?”

Both doctors looked very confused.

“Vir, why don’t you, um, sing the national anthem?”

So, half-naked on an operating table at Santokh Singh Nursing Home at 5:20 a.m., I started singing the Indian national anthem and passed out halfway through. The anesthesiologist later told me that even though I was flat on my back, I still clenched my fists, straightened my legs, and lay down at full attention before I passed out. For any police or authorities reading this: See, I AM a patriot. Why the doctors actually operated on me even though I had no fever or any other signs of something being wrong is still a mystery to me. Maybe they figured no child would be insane enough to allow someone to cut them open if they weren’t actually in excruciating pain. They had never encountered me though.

Remember how my parents were far away in Africa, which is why I couldn’t ever run away successfully? Turns out it’s not that far from India after all, because when I woke up, my mother, who had flown in from Africa, was sitting in the room, scowling at me. You know the movies where people wake up from surgery and someone cries because the person woke up safe? Yup. Not that movie. She was pissed. Next to her stood Dr. Natasha. Also pissed. One of the surgeons was there too. Yep. Pissed.



Someone had called Africa.

“Your appendix wasn’t hurting, was it?” my mom asked me.

My lip quivered, and I broke character completely.

“Noooooo!” I started crying, and then my mother started crying. When my dad came to the hospital a day later from Africa, he started crying. It’s the only time in my life I’ve ever seen him cry.

Despite my mom and every doctor and nurse at the hospital being pissed at me, I got a lot of ice cream and comic books, but with a sort of “You’re a seriously deranged kid, but you’re in pain, so eat up” look.

Another doctor came into the room at one point and showed me my appendix in a jar. He pointed to the slimy, wormlike organ floating around inside.

“Your appendix was fine,” said the doctor. And then, just like my mom, he asked, “You lied, didn’t you?”

“Yes!”

What else are you gonna say? “Hey, Doc, I’m pretty sure word has gotten around the hospital, I’m pretty sure everyone in the next sector knows I lied. Shit, people in Africa know I lied, so maybe don’t let everyone come in here to get their own personalized confession. I faked appendicitis, I’m not on OnlyFans!” Of course, OnlyFans hadn’t been invented yet, and in that room I had zero fans.

I cried some more.

All right, let’s pause. I know this shit’s gotten dark, and I want to give you a silver lining here, which will hopefully erase the disgusting image of my appendix in a jar from your mind.

I was a chronic nail-biter. I’m talking skip lunch, go straight to fingers, all day. When I came out of surgery, I was so weak they had to put IV drips in both of my arms for three days. Since I couldn’t really move my fingers to my mouth to chew them, the IVs cured me. I never bit my nails ever again. See? All the lying and manipulating, and even the price of my parents’ plane tickets from Africa, were totally worth it.

After I recovered from surgery and from my nail-biting habit, my parents met with the headmaster.

“Mr. and Mrs. Das? We don’t think your son is very happy here, and we are thinking maybe he shouldn’t come back?”

Thanks, Captain Obvious. This whole thing would’ve been easier and could’ve been avoided if we all just believed human blood was red and made by Chelpark. I wasn’t kicked out per se, but I was politely asked to never come back. The boarding school version of “It’s not you, it’s me.”

It sounds strange, but I’m grateful I went to boarding school, in some ways. It is deeply ironic that someone who tried so desperately to get home because he never fit in has spent the bulk of his life far away from home, not fitting in. I am a stage performer because of Mr. Samuels’s cane. Grabbing a mic is a little like grabbing that cane. It’s a way to use my voice and fight against whatever society (or whatever drunk teacher) is trying to shut me up. Sanawar taught me that sometimes wonderful places are just imaginary, and that my imagination could be a wonderful place to escape to. It taught me that when you beat my ass, you do not beat me (I mean that metaphorically, because it did hurt like hell). And in a weird, twisted, fucked-up way, it taught me that two people who I’d imagined had abandoned me really did love me and wanted what was best for me.

It also taught me that I could act. If three nurses, Dr. Natasha, two surgeons, and an anesthesiologist bought my act, maybe everyone else would too. It was the culmination of a problem with fibbing, casual lies, that I had. And for the first time it had real-world consequences for my family, and my body. It would take me a long, long time to drop the habit. Ironically, stand-up, which is all about embellishment and fictionalizing the factual, made me a lot more honest than life. But that’s for later.

I went to Delhi with my parents to recover, and while I was there I felt horrible, but it was still better than boarding school. About four weeks after my surgery, my dad traveled back to gather the things I’d left at school. Everyone in my dorm had heard I “may not be coming back.” When my dad returned, he told me that my locker had been raided, and all my running amounted to a dirty pile on the floor.

“That wasn’t the right place for you, Vir.”

That was the first time I’d ever heard my dad say what I had known to be true all along. Instead of making me angry, it made me love him more. (I was also so weak from surgery and typhoid fever that I didn’t have the energy to be angry.) It also made me realize something extremely important that has followed me throughout my entire life: how important it is to commit to the fucking bit.


A SHORT DOSE OF GROUNDING



Just once, I went onstage at the Comedy Cellar with no underwear on and sat on my own junk. It turns out that high stools, going commando, and performing comedy are not a great combo. I was dizzy and on the verge of passing out, but I got through a fifteen-minute spot with pins and needles in my testicles and static in my eyes. It was actually a good set. Then I walked from the Cellar to the Soho Grand Hotel and iced my nuts.
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