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For my mother
SHEELA ROY
and for
SHEILA DHAR
(1929 – 2001)

“This is a book of memory, and memory has its own
story to tell”
Tobias Wolff, This Boy’s Life

“Tagore is enthralled . . . Many things seem to be
preserved in Bali that have been lost in India”
Walter Spies, 21 September 1927
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In my childhood, I was known as the boy whose mother had
run off with an Englishman. The man was in fact German, but in
small-town India in those days, all white foreigners were largely
thought of as British. This unconcern for accuracy annoyed my
scholarly father even in circumstances as dire as losing his wife
to another man.
The day my mother left was like any other. It was a monsoon
morning. I was nine and at St Joseph’s School, which was not
far from our house, only a fifteen-minute cycle ride away. My
bicycle was still a little too tall for me. I wore my uniform: white
shirt, blue shorts and shoes that were shiny black in the morning
and powdery brown by midday. My hair lay flat to an even,
straight line that came down to just above my eyebrows. In the
mornings it was a wet cap plastered to my head. My mother
used to cut my hair, seating me on a stool in the inner courtyard
next to the kitchen, and through the half-hour of the haircut
the only words spoken were variations on “How much longer?”
and “Don’t move”.
Every morning I rang my bicycle’s tinny bell until my mother
emerged, night-time sari rumpled, hair and face fuzzy with
sleep. She came and drooped against one of the verandah’s white
pillars as if she might fall asleep again, standing. She was a late
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riser, summer or winter. She lingered in bed for as long as she
could in a tight embrace with her pillow. Banno Didi, my ayah,
woke me up and got me ready for school, and in turn I woke my
mother. She said I was her alarm clock.
My mother didn’t care how she looked, yet she was always
striking, dressed up or smeared with colour across her forehead.
When she painted sitting outside in the sun she wore a widebrimmed straw hat with a red ribbon into which she stuck
flowers, paintbrushes, feathers, whatever caught her eye. None
of my friends had mothers who wore a hat or climbed trees or
hitched up their saris and rode a bicycle. Mine did. The first day
when she was teaching herself to balance the bicycle, she went
on and on, tottering, falling, sucking the blood off her grazes,
getting back on again. Screaming with laughter, showing all her
teeth like a wolf, my father said. She rode the bicycle into a line
of flower pots along the front verandah, her long hair came
loose, her eyes sparkled, her sari was torn at the knee. But she
sprang up and went back to the bike.
I don’t remember anything different about my mother in the
hours before she ran off with the Englishman who was actually
a German. Bulbous slate-grey clouds sat in wait that morning,
low enough to touch. When my mother came out to see me off to
school, she glanced up at the sky and shut her eyes with a squeal
as she was showered by drops of water.
“Last night’s rain is still raining,” she said.
The big trees that shaded the house gleamed and when the
wind shook their branches they set off showers from their wet
leaves.
“The clouds are so dark, it’ll be a beautiful day. It’ll pour and
pour and when the sun comes out there will be a rainbow right
from here to the railway station.” She wiped her face with a
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corner of her sari. “You’d better hurry, you mustn’t get wet. Are
you carrying an extra shirt in your bag? You are not to sit in class
soaked to the skin, you’ll get fever.” I was about to go when she
said, “Wait, leave that bicycle, come here.” She hugged me tight
for a long minute, kissed me on the top of my head and then on
my forehead. I wriggled to break free, I was not used to sticky
displays of affection from her, it made me awkward and selfconscious. But her touch sent a current of joy through me and
I cycled away hoping she saw how fast I was going through the
puddles, churning up slush.
“Remember what I said!” she cried out. “Don’t be late.”
“I’ll be back in time,” I shouted. “I’ll cycle fast.”
*

*

I ran high fevers when I was little, waking with my body on fire,
aware that my head was tipped back over a bucket and someone
was pouring mug after mug of cold water over it. If the convulsions came, I could recall nothing other than a great exhaustion
afterwards, when my skin turned damp and my mother’s voice
near my ears said, “Will he get well? Will he get well?” My grandfather said, “Breathe deep,” and put his stethoscope against
my chest. He brought his cotton-white head closer and shone a
torch into my mouth. “Aaah?” he murmured. After that he made
up bitter potions that he put into corked bottles marked with
lines. The room was quiet. Shadows floated across it throughout the day and all I could hear was my mother rustling in
and out, anxious whispers, the thup of a bottle being put back
on a shelf, the splash of water going into a glass. And I slipped
into darkness again.
My pet name was Myshkin, and unlike boyhood names which
fade into distant memory along with the people who used it,
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this one stuck. My grandfather gave me that name because of my
convulsions – like the epileptic prince in a book by Dostoevsky,
Prince Myshkin in The Idiot, Dada told me.
“I’m not an idiot,” I said.
“When you read The Idiot you’ll want to be one,” he said.
“Innocents are what make humankind human.”
My fevers and fits made relatives pity me and ladle out
advice that infuriated my mother. Once I was going up the stairs
to the roof, and a visiting uncle from Karachi tapped my legs
with a ruler and said to my father, “See how the knee flinches?
That’s a sure sign of bone disease – no surprise the boy is so puny.
I know a man. I’ll give you his address. He sends medicines all
over India.”
This uncle had a know-it-all air that my mother detested.
Whatever the subject, be it botany or architecture, he spoke with
perfect authority. It was never simply a pillar, it had to be Doric
or Corinthian, and if he walked past the big church at the corner
of Bell Metal Road, he would point out the flying buttresses and
then shake his head when I studied the sky to see what was flying.
My mother asked him how he knew my bones were weak and
he said, “Simple. I was a whisper away from a medical degree. The
course was too dull for me.”
He turned from her to me. “Tell me, what’s heavier – a kilo
of iron or a kilo of wool?”
I felt myself growing tense, I was sure it was a trick question,
but before I could stop to think it through, I had blurted out,
“Iron.”
“Think again,” he said, with a smirk. “Think again, my boy.
One kilo of a heavy substance is the same weight as one kilo of
a light substance.” He tapped my head with his ruler and said,
“Can’t be weak everywhere, eh? If the body’s weak, the mind
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