The Prodigal Son

It was a nice sunny morning and the traffic was heavy but moving as | was driving to my golf
club. My phone rang so | turned into a side street and stopped the car.

“Did you hear? Cyril is gone.” my wife Kate blurted out over the phone, her voice strained
and shrill.

“What? What do you mean?” | shouted as the weak speaker in my phone couldn’t compete
with the sound of the passing traffic.

“l said, Cyril is gone” she repeated.

“Oh, my God, you don’t mean...”

“No, silly. Not that way. He is going back to Darwin. Quitting footy completely. He wants to
be with his family.” My wife proceeded to tell me all the details, starting from what she was
doing that morning in the back garden, why she had to go indoors for a brief moment and
how she had accidentally heard the news on the radio, which is always on whether anybody
is listening or not, that the football super star Cyril Rioli had decided to retire at the ripe old
age of 28 in order to be with his father and the extended family in Darwin.

Kate and | are not rabid AFL fanatics but we have been following the Hawthorn Football Club
closely for more than 40 years, particularly the fortunes of their best players like Leigh
Matthews, Dermot Brereton and Jason Dunstall. In recent years we have been fans of the
mercurial Cyril Rioli whose playing skills were apparent even to casual followers of the
game. He had at least another five more playing years ahead of him in Melbourne and the all
attendant adulation and fortunes that accrue to a football super star, and he was walking
away from all that to be with his family.

“Natural, | suppose, to go back to one’s family.” my wife concluded before hanging up. |
wondered.

My mind went back to the mid-60s when as a 20-year old, | first left home in India to go to
the UK on a three-year scholarship. There was a compelling reason as to why | should have
stayed back at home and not accepted the lucrative scholarship which | was very lucky to
win. My father had died recently and in the Indian society’s mores, then and now, a son’s
primary duty is to look after his parents, more so a widowed mother. Staying and working in
India also meant staying well within my comfort zone.

However, my mother would not have a bar of such reasoning and insisted that | take the
scholarship and not stay back on account of her, nor indeed opt for the warmth of the
extended family environment. The scholarship would pave the way for an excellent career in
India, she pointed out.

So | did go to the UK and spent three enjoyable years there, then eventually moved to
Australia, returning to the family home to visit my mother only for holidays every other year.



Weekly letters were my main means of communication with my mother, siblings and friends
till about the mid-1980s as international trunk calls through the operator took a lot of waiting
time and were expensive. | could tell from the handwriting on the outside of the envelope
who it was from; my mother’s nice rounded letters slightly separate from each other, my
brother’s slanted letters, hurriedly scrawled and looking like a doctor’s prescription or
Trump’s executive orders, my sister’s copper plate writing.

Occasional photos received in thicker envelopes, splattered with stamps, showed the
passage of time of time on my mother and various relatives — grey hair turning white, my
brother’s pert little rice belly gently pushing itself through the shirt, in an otherwise fit frame,
new additions to the family by marriage and by birth, last shots of departed aged relatives,
and one photo that | treasure - an inscrutable smile on my mother’s face like that of Mona
Lisa. Was she sad at my not returning to India as | had promised to do after 3 years in
Australia, or was she happy that | had found a new, second home away from home? Or
maybe she was saying to herself “all things must pass”?

We might have seen each other in person perhaps once every two years or so. There were
no other ways of transmitting images, there were no Skype or video phone calls. Despite
this, | had never really felt | had gone away from my family in India. Letters gave me all the
news about everyone, and the gossip too. The actual handwriting brought forth the image of
the writer, burnished in mind, perhaps outdated but very real indeed.

About 15 years ago, shortly before my mother’s death, | raised this matter with her on one of
my visits to see her. | remember asking how she felt about my not returning to India to live
as she might have hoped. She gave a smile and shrugged her shoulders “Why....You never
left.”
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