
This is an exploration into an obsession. 
The obsession for home, and for the journey. 
The Adulterous Citizen contemplates the feeling 
of belonging, while yearning for the seduction of 
elsewhere. In these tales of self-exile, Tishani Doshi 
charts the restlessness of the constant wanderer—of 
arriving, while wanting to depart, guiding us through 
the streets of Cartagena, the seaside of Madras, and 
the bronze cliffs of Wales; through arcane museums 
and into strangers’ houses. Throughout this collection 
of poems, short stories and essays, Doshi seeks the 
comfort of being in one place without dreaming of 
another—offering us the image of an upturned tree 
with its branches in the earth and its roots planted 
in foreign skies. She takes us on a train ride across 
India into self-discovery and a teenager’s failed escape 
on the American Road, into a house of childhood 
ghosts, and on a journey of a delusional widow in 
the Himalayas. Travelling along are those abstract 
countries of memory and the imagination—the 
author’s constant companions, and the reason why 
she writes at all: because she just “won’t shut up!”
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T H E    D E L I V E R E R

Our Lady of the Light Convent, Kerala

The sister here is telling my mother
how she came to collect children
because they were crippled or dark or girls.

Found naked in the streets,
covered in garbage, stuffed in bags,
abandoned at their doorstep.

One of them was dug up by a dog,
thinking the head barely poking above the ground
was bone or wood, something to chew.

This is the one my mother will bring.

***
Milwaukee Airport, USA

The parents wait at the gates.
They are American so they know about ceremony
and tradition, about doing things right.

They haven’t seen or touched her yet.
don’t know of her fetish for plucking hair off hands,
or how her mother tried to bury her.

But they are crying.
We couldn’t stop crying, my mother said,
feeling the strangeness of her empty arms.

***
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This girl grows up on video tapes,
sees how she’s passed from woman 
to woman. She returns to twilight corners,

to the day of her birth. 
How it happens in some desolate hut
outside village boundaries

where mothers go to squeeze out life,
watch body slither out from body,

feel for penis or no penis,
toss the baby to the heap of others,

trudge home to lie down for their men again.
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T U R N I N G   I N T O   M E N   A G A I N

This morning men are returning to the world,
waiting on the sides of blackened pavements
for a rickshaw to carry them away
on the sharp pins and soles of their dancing feet.

They must go to the houses of their childhoods
to be soothed. They must wait for the wheels
to appear from the thin arm of road.
They must catch the crack in the sky

where the light shifts from light to dark
to light again, like the body in the first stages of love;
angering, heightening, spreading:
bent knees, bent breath.
Now they are moving, changing colours.
Women are standing at the thresholds of doors
holding jars of oil, buckets of hot water and salt,
calamine, crushed mint and drink.

Some crawl into their mothers’ laps,
collapse against the heavy bosoms of old nannies,
search for the girl who climbed with them
to the tin roof for the first time.

Inside, in the shadows of pillars,
fathers and grandfathers are stepping down
from picture frames with secrets on their lips,
calling the lost in from their voyages.
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II. Imagination

Here’s a picture: my mother and father arriving in 
Nercwys three years after they’ve been married. My 
Nain and Taid are about to meet their son-in-law for the 
first time. Between the leaving and returning there have 
been only letters and a few phone calls. Three years of 
wondering and waiting. What do they finally find to say to 
each other? What words do they possibly scavenge to use? 
I can see them now: my mother with her long, auburn 
hair, moving towards the landscape of her childhood, my 
father—bearded, skinny, brooding. They are travelling 
together, as they travel together still. 

When my father left Madras for London at nineteen, 
he was the first person in his family to get on an aeroplane. 
It would be a few decades before any of his siblings went 
abroad. When they did, they unfailingly came back with 
one question for my mother: How? How could she 
possibly leave a place like England and choose to live in 
India? England, with its clean air and orderly traffic. All 
their lives, they had known only one reality: India. There 
had never been space in their imagination for anything 
different. I understood their predicament exactly. Where 
India was chaotic, mammoth, bright, England was quiet 
and containable. Where one had fields spread out like 
green handkerchiefs, the other had paddy so luminous 
it shrieked. My mother never had any answers for them. 
She didn’t even bother to point out, as she always did, 
that Wales was quite different from England. She merely 
shrugged her shoulders, as if to say, what will be will be. 
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Places are like love affairs. They claim you in different 
ways. Some live inside you forever, others drift in and 
out without ever taking root, still others exist in the 
imagination—in shards and snapshots, slivers of summer 
light. Nercwys is such a place for me—mythic in its 
dimensions, frozen in time as a place counter to India: my 
other half, my other possibility. A place of the past, never 
the present. 

When I think of Wales as I remember it from 
childhood, I think of a grey, melancholy place full of song. 
I don’t know if it was because those trips of ours were so 
fraught with emotion—my mother reuniting with her 
three best friends and her family after years, the quality 
of life and light so muted compared to what we were 
used to in India. And the days themselves, those summer 
days, spinning out one after the other into timelessness, 
making it seem as if all the events of those years rested 
one on top of the other like a palimpsest: my parents’ first 
trip home, Taid’s heart attack, my first sight of snow, the 
Queen’s coronation, Charles and Diana’s wedding, Nain’s 
car accident—all merging until it feels like everything 
happened in the space of one long sequence of suspended 
time—an evening in the playground, where everything is 
possible and simultaneous. 

In the eight years it took me to write my first novel, The 
Pleasure Seekers, I found myself struggling most with this 
idea of time. How to elongate and compress a story that 
spreads over decades between the four anchors of place 
I had chosen: Madras, London, Nercwys, and my father’s 



101

ancestral village, Anjar. Over time, many of my characters 
were killed, resuscitated and killed again, but the places 
remained constant. In A Hermit in Paris, Italo Calvino 
writes how “a place has to become an inner landscape for 
the imagination to start to inhabit that place, to turn it 
into its theatre.” Paris, for him, was a city first imagined 
through the books of Hugo and Balzac, before it became a 
city of his own individual experiences. In a sense, London 
and Madras inhabited similar territories for me. I knew 
them through the works of others, through my parents’ 
experiences and my own, and through the continual 
changes I’d been witness to. Nercwys and Anjar, by 
contrast, were trickier navigations because they existed 
solely in the past, and as a result, risked being mired in 
sentiment and dreamy evocations.

For a while, I considered making research trips to 
both places, thinking that an encounter with the present 
would help ground the narrative better. But a part of me 
resisted. My imagination didn’t want to be confronted by 
brutal urban development, by ugliness or smallness. It 
wanted to keep these places in that magical place of the 
past, where they could be free of time, in the same sphere 
as my parents’ letters—eternal. I did not want to talk to old 
relatives of my parents only to discover that they were not 
wise. I did not want to spend nights in the houses where my 
parents once slept as children and find them suffocating 
or uncongenial. I chose to imagine instead. My father’s 
village of Anjar where the doors to houses were always 
open, and the women walked about with charcoal in their 
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