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227.185 Excerpt from Bengali Muslim Public Opinion As Reflected In the Bengali Press: 1901-1930\fn{by
Mustafa Nurul Islam (1927- )} Bogra, Bogra District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh (M) 11
1
The three decades from 1901 to 1930 witnessed a remarkable expansion in the Muslim Bengali press. This
expansion was undoubtedly stimulated by a growing interest on the part of Bengali Muslim society in concurrent
political events: the partition of Bengal, the Swadesi\fn{The movement in British India on the part of the native peoples
towards an end of colonial rule:H } and terrorist movements, the founding of the Muslim League, the Khilafat and Noncooperation movements. Other factors contributing to this expansion were those associated with a clash of
attitudes in Bengali Muslim society precipitated by the spread of western education. Conservative sections of
society wished to resist all change in an effort to preserve and enrich what they thought to be their Islamic
heritage. More westernised sections of society sought to modify Islamic institutions so as to enable Muslims to
compete more effectviely with their Hindu neighbours for a more proportionate share in the political, educational,
economic and cultural life of modern India; a desire which was finally to find expression in the concept of
Pakistan, that was first feebly voiced round about 1930, the year of the Round Table Conference.
*
The source materials for this work may be broadly classifIed as primary and secondary. The former comprise
the excerpts and information extracted from a number of journals and periodicals. A comprehensive list of these
journals and periodicals appear in the appendix. The ones most frequently cited in this book are: Islam-pracharak,
Mihir o Sudhakar, Kohinur, Pracharak, Nur-al-Imam, NabaNur, Al-Eslam, Islam-darsan, Bangiya-MusalmanSahitya-patrika, Saogat, Moslem Bharat, Dhumketu, Choltan, Samyabadi, Sariyate Eslam, Ganabani, Masik
Mohammadi, Sikha, Saptahik Saogat and Moyajjin. Most of these journals and periodicals are preserved in
Bangladesh in the library of the Bangla Academy, Dacca and also in the library of Rajshahi University and
Varendra Research Museum, Rajshahi. Most of the remainder are in private collections in Dacca, Chittagong,
Rajshahi, Bogra and Sirajganj, though a few are also preserved by the British Museum in London.
The secondary source materials comprise the published works of pther scholars and the author’s personal
correspondence with persons closely associated with the Benga1i Muslim press between 1915 and 1930. These
secondary sources have not, however, been utilised in the main text of this work. It has been found more
advantageous to use them rather to elucidate the text, where necessary, in footnotes and also in the compilation of
descriptive notes in the appendix.
Among the earlier works on the Bengali press the following deserve mention: (1) Rev. James Long A
Descriptive Catalogue of Bengali Works (1855); (2) Ramgati Nyayratna Bangala bhassa o Sahitya bisyak prastab
(ed. Girindra Nath Banerji (1910); (3) Jogindranath Samaddar & Rakhalraj Roy Sahitya panjika (1915); (4)
Kedarnath Majumder Bangla samayik Sahitya (1917); (5) Mohammad Reyajuddin Ahmad Pak-Panjatan (1929);
(6) Brajendranath Banerji, Sangbadpatre sekaler katha, 2 vols. (1949); and (7) BangIa samayik patra, 2 vols.
(1936, 1952); (8) Benoy Ghosh Samayik patre Banglar samaj chitra, 5 vols. (1966-1969), (9) Abdul Kadir et al,
Muslim Bangla samayik patra (1966); and finally (10) Anisuzzaman Muslim Banglar samayik patra (1969).
The majority of these are descriptive catalogues providing factual information on the names of the journals and
periodicals, details about the editors and publishers, and in some instances an indication of the scope and purpose
of the publications listed. Though valuable, such catalogues can scarcely be considered as regular histories of the
Bengali press. The most noteworthy ventures in this category are: Rev. Long’s Catalogue, Nyayratna’s Bangala
bhasa o sahitya bisayak prastab, Samadder and Roy’s Sahitya panjika, Majumdar’s Bangla samayik sahitya and
Banerji’s BangIa samayik patra. Of these the most remarkable is Banerji’s covering a period of 80 years or so
(1818-1900) and describing more than 1,000 publications, the highest number so far dealt with in a single volume.
To his credit it may also be added that he also includes a large number of Muslim journals.
Despite Banerji’s book, however, the works referred to above largely ignore the Bengali Muslim press. No
more than a score of Muslim journals and periodicals find mention there. Among the earlier works the two most
important ones dealing exclusively with Bengali Muslim press were: Roushan Ali’s article on the subject, which
was incorporated in Jogindranath Samaddar and Rakhalraj Roy’s joint publication, Sahitya panjika, and
Mohammad i -Reyajuddin Ahmad's Introduction to Pak Panjatan. These were presumably the first two writings to
deal with the Muslim press. But they also are somewhat disappointing in that neither goes beyond giving rather
sketchy descriptive information, and both are in fact little more than the personal reminiscences of their authors,
who were both intimately associated with a number of publications. Unfortunately Reyajuddin Ahmad’s article
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was compiled towards the end of his life, when his memory was excusably rather defective.
Not all the works on the Bengali press were catalogues, however. Brajendranath Banerji’s Sangbadpatre
sekaler katha and Benoy Ghosh’s Samayik patre Banglar samj chitra aimed not at giving a historical account of
the Bengali press, but at presenting a picture of Bengal life during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as
reflected in the contemporary press. Bengali Muslim life finds no place in either work, however: both concentrate
on Hindu concerns alone. Of recent years interest in earlier Muslim journalism has been rekindled, as is evidenced
by the appearance of two important books during the 1960s. The first of these, Muslim Bangla samayik patra
(1966), is a compilation of 12 separate essays by different authors. These essays provide detailed information on
some major journals, namely Mahammadi Akhbar, Hitakari, Mihir, Mihir o Sudhakar, Hafez, Pracharak,
NabaNur, Al-Eslam, Moslem Bharat, Dhumketu and Kohinur. The information provided includes comprehensive
facts about the journals, together with an account of their contents. Some essays afford a few excerpts from
various articles, giving some idea of the nature of contemporary Bengali Muslim public opinion. There is also a
brief historical account of Bengali Muslim journals published between 1831 and 1947. Separately considered,
each of the essays contained in the volume are valuable, but, taken as a whole, the book fails to present a
consistent, complete picture.
The later publication to date on the Bengali Muslim press is Anisuzzaman’s Muslim Banglar samayik patra
publisbed in 1969. It covers a century, starting in 1831 and describing more than 150 Muslim journals. The
catalogue is extensively descriptive. It gives detailed information concerning the date and period of almost every
publication together with facts abput editors, publishers, sponsors and patrons. It also cites the editorial aims of
the journals. The most valuable section of Anisuzzaman’s book is the presentation of selected indexes from tbe
major journals. These give at least some idea of the nature of Muslim literary pursuits in the earlier period. The
book also contains a number of selected excerpts from important writings reflecting contemporary Bengali
Muslim thought.
It seems that all the studies so far made of the Bengali Hindu press belong to one of two categories:
(1) descriptive catalogues of journals and periodicals; and
(2) works like Brajendranath Banerji’s Sangbadpatre sekalar kaiha and Benoy Ghosh’s Samayikpatre Banglar
samaj chitra, which seek to portray Bengali Hindu social life as reflected in the contemporary press.
The aim of the present work has been to attempt to do for Bengali Muslim social life what Banerji and Ghosh
have already done for Hindu social life in Bengal. It also seeks to analyse the nature of Bengali Muslim public
opinion particularly relating to political developments and Government policy.
The topics which have been discussed in this work are those on which there seem to be a fair number of
articles available in the journals during the period. They are: the Muslim world, Politics, Hindu-Muslim relations,
Literature, Language, Economics, Society and Education. Taken as a whole, they present a picture of Bengali
Muslim society struggling to identify itself and define its position in the world. The various questions which arise
in the course of this topic-wise discussion are:
Were Bengali Muslims primarily Muslims, Indians or Bengalis?
Where did their allegiance lie—to their cultural and religious origins in the Middle East, to the subcontinent in
which they were born, or to the region of that subcontinent where the mother tongue of the majority of them was
spoken, namely Bengal?
Another set of speculations concerns the relations of the Muslim community with Hindu society both within
India generally and within Bengal in particular. Were Bengali Muslims to reject the Bengali language and
literature because of its predominant Hindu orientation, or were they to establish for themselves a separate place
within that literature? And, economically, were they to remain forever subservient to the Hindu community,
because of religious prohibitions\fn{Such as the Qur’anic injunction against charging interest on debt:H } preventing them
from fully accepting the world-wide, capitalist economy, or were they to modernise their religious outlook in
order to accommodate themselves to the economic system prevailing throughout the modern world? In regard to
education, were they to accept a western, Hindu-oriented educational system, which would undermine their
religious beliefs and erode their sense of identity, or were they to insist upon inculcating into the young an Islamic
form of education which was out of step with the modern world and which, whilst preserving them as Muslims
culturally and religiously, would leave them permanently at the mercy of Christian and Hindu exploitation?
And finally Society. How far could Bengali Muslim society really claim to be unified, and what really was the
basis of that unity? Did a unity in fact exist? Or was it being created during the period under discussion?
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The region of their origin, real or imagined—the Middle East—had always fascinated the Muslims of Bengal.
Place names like Arab (Arabia), Iran, Turan (Turkestan), Khorasan (Afghanistan), Sam (Syria) and Misar (Egypt)
had been familiar to them from the very beginnings of Muslim Bengali literature in the fifteenth century. The
achievements of prophets, Pirs-Dervishes, Caliphs, Sultans and heroes in those far-off lands had constantly
excited their imaginations. The histories, traditions and mythologies of those realms, so remote in time and space,
had none the less for the Muslims of Bengal a very homely ring, especially during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, when Dobhasi literature flourished, flooding Bengal with its Middle-Eastern borrowings.
The literature had forged strong, emotional links between Muslims of Bengal and those of other lands, and
these li.nks were further strengthened by the frequent visits of Sufi saints, traders and adventurers from MiddleEastern lands, as well as by daily, weekly and annual prayers facing the Kaba (in Mecca), and also by the Hajj
pilgrimage to Mecca. Furthermore, the nineteenth century had brought to Lower Bengal Wahabi Maolanas and
Faraidi leaders, who also contributed to driving the gaze of Bengali Muslims beyond the boundaries of British
India, which Wahabis condemned for not being Dar-ul-Islam, a land of Islam.
Possibly the behaviour of their Hindu Bengali neighbours also helped to rivet Bengali Muslim attention
outside Bengal. The Hindus had long been intent on the discovery of past Hindu greatness. Rammohan Roy
(1774-1833) had found inspiration in his exploration of the Upanisadas, Bankimchandra (1838-1894) in the
Bhagavat Gita and Ramkrishna (1835-1886) in Hindu mysticism. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries Hindu Bengal found itself inspired by the novel concept of Brihattara Bharat (Greater India, which
extended as far as the isles of Java, Sumatra and Bali). Their imaginations were kindled by the modern Asian seats
of Buddhism, Japan and China. Similarly, the gaze of Bengali Muslims, frustrated by failures at home, sought
consolation in the contemplation of the wider horizons of the Muslim world.
In view of this persistent preoccupation it is not surprising that, when Bengali Muslims turned to journalism,
they continued to be fascinated by events in the Middle East. In framing the Iollowing chapter, based on press
extracts connected with these events, the materials have been divided into five sections:
(1) The reporting of political events in the Middle East from 1877 to 1909;
(2) The reporting of political events in the Middle East from 1909 to 1923;
(3) The reporting of political events in the Middle East from 1924 onwards;
(4) The display of Bengali Muslim sympathies in the press towards Muslims the world over; and
(5) The heralding of the political awakening of the whole Muslim world by Saogat in 1930.
The last two sections are largely self-explanatory, the first three require comment.
These three sections constitute in effect an attempt, either consciously or unconsciously, on the part of Bengali
Muslim journalists to discover a focus of attention, whereby the Muslims of Bengal might be unified. Up till 1923
the natural and obvious focus of Muslim attention and sympathies was primarily of course, Turkey, either
intrinsically or as symbolised in the person of the Sultan and in his Ottoman Empire, Islam’s pride. The attitude of
Bengali Muslim journalists towards other nations during this period was determined largely by the behaviour of
those nations towards either Turkey itself or Muslims in general. Consequently, Russia was seen as the archenemy of Islam, France as nearly as bad, and Britain as the best of a bad lot.
Any phenomenon concerning the Ottoman Empire in those days was deserving of mention in Muslim Bengali
news and editorial columns. Damascus-Hedjaj Railway Fund is mentioned so frequently as virtually to become a
barometer of pro-Muslim sympathies. Jews and Christians within the Ottoman Empire constituting, as they did, a
source of both anxiety—because of possible Russian incursions on their behalf—and propaganda—because their
occasional displays of loyalty could be held up as examples of proper behaviour to Jews and Christians elsewhere—also earn frequent mention.
But perhaps most attention goes to the “atheistic” Young Turks, whose activities were eventually to decay from
within the Ottoman Empire so adored by the Bengali Muslim press during the early period.
Muslim editors between 1909 and 1923 appear to have been somewhat blinkered. They deplored the activities
of the “atheistic” Young Turks, who were seeking to secularise Turkey, turning it into a modern democratic
Republic, yet at the same time they were gradually groping for similar constitutional, democratic reforms in India,
which would give them as a community a greater say in the government of their homeland. What must be borne in
mind, however, is that Turkey was largely a symbol of an ideal Islamic state, dominated by the Caliph-Sultan, in
whom both spiritual and temporal power resided.
The precise significance of this symbol seemed to vary for individual editors. The more conservative and
reactionary wished genuinely to preserve it intact and forever as a glowing symbol of the true meaning of Islam.
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Others, more progressive and liberal. wished to use it merely as a symbol to unite Bengali Muslims with Hindus
in the struggle for India’s independence. Unconsciously, they probably sympathised with Mustafa Kemal’s (18811938) desire to secularise and modernise Turkey.
From 1924 onwards the same underlying clash of attitudes and sympathies is seen in the reporting of events
elsewhere in the Middle East. All editors seem to continue to have a common interest in focussing Bengali
Muslim sympathies on. Middle Eastern questions so as to produce a unity within their community, but it is
evident that some editors are prepared to praise progressive movements abroad, liberalising religious attitudes and
producing social reforms, whilst others continue to condemn these deviations from tradition.
Nevertheless, an overall pattern is discernible. Up to about 1911 most sections of the Bengali Muslim press
appear to have been loyal to the British Government in India and to have desired merely to unify their own
community on the basis of Islam and its cultural origins, the Middle East. Gradually, however, almost all sections
of the press grew more critical of the British and desired a greater degree of self-government. Nevertheless, basic
divisions existed in the press, some being extremely orthodox and conservative, and others more liberal and
progressive in outlook.
3
In 1877 Mahammadi Akhbar called upon Bengali Muslims to contribute to save the innumerable widows and
orphans of valiant Turks, who were laying down their lives to protect the Muslim holy places, Mecca, Baitul
Moqaddes, Medina, Karbala from the Russians.\fn{This is a reference to the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-78.}
“Send money to succour them,” the editor cried, “look, religious merit (saoyab) is being sold cheaply. Buy it
up. Heaven is available at a low price. Do not miss this opportunity.”
Islam-pracharak in 1899 lamented the passing of a great Muslim hero, Gazi Osman Pasha,\fn{ A Turkish general
who repulsed the first Russian advance at the battle of Pleven in Bulgaria in 1877, [though he was ultimately to surrender the town] } the
right hand of His Excellency Amirul Mumenin, the Ruler of the Ottoman Empire. Osman Pasha’s death had
“plunged the whole Muslim world into intense grief.”
*
A few months later the editor of lslam-pracharak reproached bis readers for not sending a presentation to the
Sultan of Turkey, Abdul Hamid (1842-1918) on the occasion of his Silver Jubilee. Neither the rich, of whom there
numbered in Bengal several millionaire Nawabs and Zemindars, nor ordinary Muslims had subscribed to send a
presentation. This was disgraceful since even the alien Jews and Cbriatians had given gifts. The editor, therefore,
suggested to his middle class readers that as a mark of respect to his Excellency at least a subscription to the
Damascus-Hedjaj Railway Fund could be sent.
“Whose heart is not inundated with joy,” Pracharak asked, waxing eloquent over the Sultan of Turkey, “to
learn of the life-story of His Excellency, the Sultan, Emperor of Turkey, and leader of the whole Muslim world,
who is the foremost champion of eternal Islam, and who has fully preserved from the hands of infidels Mecca and
Medina—indeed the whole of Arabia, which proclaim the glory of our Islamic religion... Therefore, today this
young contributor to Procharak presents to its readers a brief account of the life of His Excellency, Sultan Abdul
Hamid Khan.”
A similar eulogy in verse celebrating the Silver Jubilee of Sultan Abdul Hamid appeared in Pracharak. It ran:
Hail to you the Lord of Turkey,
Hail to you the ornament of the Muslim clan,
Hail to you the greatest hero, the greatest of kings.
May your acclamations fill the world.
You are the strength of the Muslim clan,
You alone are its pride, and life,
At your command the Muslim world
Its heart’s blood can spill.

In its 11th number, 8th volume. the editor of Islam-pracharak reminded his readers of the coming anniversary of
the Coronation of His Excellency the Sultan of Turkey urging them to observe the occasion in a befitting manner.
The day would be celebrated throughout the whole Ottoman Empire: everyone was to hold congregational
prayers, Maulud and Waz meetings; give alms to the poor; decorate mosques and houses with lights and buntings;
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and pray for a long life for “His Excellency Amirul Mumenin. Khalifatul Muslemin Gazi, Sultan Abdul Hamid
Khan and. for the power of his rule to prevail and his kingdom to prosper.
*
The Bengali Muslim press welcomed any sign of progress and improvement within the Ottoman Empire no
matter within what sphere it occurred. For example, in 1903 Islam-pracharak interpreted the unprecedented profit
declared by the Osmania Bank and the annual dividend of 6½% paid to shareholders as a mark of Ottoman
Empire’s progress.
In 1907 Islam-pracharak drew attention to the introduction of the Japanese system of agriculture in Ottoman
territories, interpreting this as another sign of the way in which the Ottoman government was benefiting from the
experience of other countries.
The depth of the affection of Bengali Muslims for the Sultan and his empire can be gauged from an editorial
comment in the same journal. Viewed objectively, it would seem that Young Turks, by instigating a mjlitary revolt
in Mecedonia and Albania, had compelled the Sultan to introduce a constitutional form of government in his
country to appease dissatisfied elements.
These events were interpreted by Islam-pracharak’s editor, however, as a triumph for the diplomatic and
political skill of the Sultan, who by a single proclamation had filled everyone with devotion and extinguished the
flames of revolt. Nevertheless, the editor conceded that the “atheistic Young Turks” were “still not staisfied.” By
comparing them to the champions of Swaraj in India, the editor did, however, attempt to sow in people’s minds
the suspicion that the ambitions of the Young Turks were too grandiose and unrealistic ever to succeed. He stated,
“Like those crazy people in India, who are attempting to set up Swaraj, they desire to establish some kind of
republic in Turkey.”
In 1909, however, the editor of Basana recorded with regret that “the glory of Islam” had been devastated by
“atheistic Young Turks” who had deposed the “all-virtuous Shahin Shah” of the Ottoman empire, Sultan Abdul
Hamid Khan, under whose ideal rule the empire had made such remarkable progress.
*
The Bengali Muslim press seems to have constantly seen Russia as the arch enemy of Islam. In 1877
Mahammadi Akhbar stated that Russia had attacked Turkey “out of greed” and to harm the faith of the Muslims
by seizing Mecca, Baitul Moqaddes, Medina and Karbala. In 1899 when paying tribute to the memory of Gazi
Osman Pasha, Islam-pracharak did not miss the opportunity of describing him as “the crusher of indomitable
Russia’s arrogance”and “hero of the battle of Pleven.”
According to Islam-pracharak in 1903, the Russian emperor was constantly inciting Christians within the
Ottoman Empire to rebel and also going to war against Turkey on the pretext of protecting Christians from
Turkish oppression. This, Islam-pracharak regarded, as extremely brazen in an emperor “whose own realms
seethe like a terrible volcan because of his oppressions.”
That same year Islam-pracharak again highlighted Russian injustice in preventing the Amir of Bokhara from
going on pilgrimage to Mecca.
“The RussIan Government is really terribly oppressive and a great enemy to Islam,” the journal declared.
And, when discussing events in Tunisia, the editor of Islam-pracharak could not help observing that “in ruling
other nations, the French, have outdone the despotic Russian government,” i.e. the Russian government was held
up as a kind of yardstick of despotism by which to measure the villainy of other non-Muslim powers.
Subsequently Islam-pracharak again drew attention to Russia’s opportunism for benefiting from worsening
conditions in Persia. And in regards to Muslims in Russia itself, the editor observed in the same article that they
were “vigorously advancing towards progress despite being under the despotic and terribly tyrannical Russian
government.”
*
In 1908 the editor of Islam-pracharak ridiculed the professed belief of France in Equality and Republicanism.
The French had now by fair means or foul established their ascendency in Tunisia which was once part of the
Ottoman Empire. Its whole population was Muslim and some years earlier a large amount of money had been
earmarked for education by the Tunisian Government. The money had, however, been spent wholly on French
national projects. The French authorities in Tunis had argued that, once given higher education, Tunisians would
wish to participate in the administration of their own country.
“Do you not see, readers, how liberal-minded the French are!” the editor of Islam-pracharak ironically
exclaimed, and, then comparing the colonial attitudes of the French and British concluded that “We, however,
prefer British rule to French.”
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The French were again criticized by the editor of Islam-pracharak (4th number, 9th volume) for the influence
their teachings had exerted on Young Turks. The French, he observed, were “the worst of atheists”, and in
consequence it was not surprising that Young Turks were “now out to destory the glory of sacred Islam.” The
same point was again implied in a criticism of the type of Parliamentary Constitutional Government likely to be
instituted in Turkey and Persia, outlined in the same article. According to the editor, constitutional government as
practised in Europe and especially in France, “from which the Christian religion, or anything bearing the name of
religion, has been eternally banished”, would be completely disastrous for Islam.
In short, it would seem that in the eyes of Islam-pracharak France’s professed belief in equality and
republicanism required qualification: the French regarded equality and the franchise as things to be enjoyed by
Frenchmen alone, and not by other nations subject to French rule. Furthermore, lslam-pracharak regarded the
secular form of government practised in Europe, and specially in France, as diametrically opposed to Islamic
principles. For, in the Ottoman Empire, which Islam-pracharak regarded as the ideal State, temporal and spiritual
power resided in one and the same person, namely the Caliph; whereas in France the power of the Church was
restricted to spiritual matters and even there appeared to Islam-pracharak to be inffective.
*
In the closing years of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth Bengali Muslims were, on
the whole, bound in loyalty to the British. And so any criticism of the British during that period was mainly
constructive in that Bengali Muslims hoped that Britain would be open to persuasion; and, therefore, on the whole
they tended, where possible, to praise the British; as, for example, in 1903, when the editor of Islam-pracharak
observed that in the British domains the kind of oppression exercised upon the Amir of Bokhara by the Russians,
who had prevented him from going on to pilgrimage, was exteremely unlikely to occur. And in 1908, when that
same editor was comparing the despotism of the French and Russians, he concluded that British rule was
preferable.
This does not mean, however, that no criticism of Britain was ever uttered. In 1903, for example, Islampracharak highlighted the inconsistency in Britain’s behaviour towards Turkey. In the Crimean War (1854)
Britons and Turks had fought side by side against the Russians. Yet, “when Russia unjustly attacked Turkey in
1877-78,” Britain “merely stood there and watched.”
Indeed later at the Treaty of Berlin (1878) “she was even one of the chief agents in the dismemberment of
Turkey, despite the fact that shortly before that war Britain had received from her friend Turkey the beautiful,
fertile and useful island of Cyprus.”\fn{ A reference to the Anglo-Turkish defensive alliance, signed on June 4, 1878, by which
Turkey leased the island of Cyprus to the British government}
Islam-pracharak was also dissatisfied with British policy towards Egypt and Kuwait. Nevertheless, its outlook
was constructive. It urged Britain to ally itself with Turkey so as to negate Russian influence in the Persian gulf;
to encourage Persia to withdraw herself from Russia’s sphere of influence; and in conjunction with Afghanistan to
safeguard the frontiers of India against Russian designs. The article indeed ends with high praise for the EmperorKing, Edward VII, his Prime Minister, Mr. Balfour, and his “very brilliant Colonial Secretary, Mr. Chamberlain”.
“By establishing itself in the affections of the seven crores of Indian Muslims and forty crores of Muslims
scattered throughout the world” Britain would “gain ascendancy … and become a power second to none.”
*
Subscription to the Damascus-Hedjaj Railway Fund\fn{ Organized in India c.1900 to help finance the 500-mile DamascusHedjaj Railway project, promoted by the Caliph-Sultan, Abdul Hamid, to link Muslim holy places } seems to have constituted a
means of showing respect for His Excellency the Amir'itl Mumenin, the Sultan of Turkey. In 1900 Islampracharak’s editor urged Bengali Muslims to make such a subscription on the occasion of the Sultan’s Silver
Jubilee. In 1903 that same editor recorded that a resident of Tas Lijah in the Ottoman Empire, Haji Sabet Effendi,
had contributed £1,000 to the Fund, and wondered whether Indian Muslims would not follow his example.
A few months later the editor reported that a medal of the first order had been conferred upon a German doctor
for generously subscribing to the Fund by His Excellency the Sultan.
“O Muslim brothers,” the editor urged, “learn from this non-Muslim how to behave well.”
The following year Islam-pracharak indicated that the path to be followed by the Hedjaj Railway was the
same as that by which the Prophet used to visit Syria and by which Hazrat Ibrahim (Prophet Abraham) took his
son, Hazrat Ismael, from Canaan to Mecca.
“Consequently, pilgrims using this sacred path will undoubtedly earn boundless merit and glory. For Muslims
there is no more sacred path in the world than this one.”
*
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The presence of Christians and Jews within the Ottoman Empire was to some extent a source of anxiety and a
liability. Christians were, however, occasionally cited as showing marks of respect to the Sultan or making gifts to
his troops and so forth by Bengali Muslim editors, who urged their readers—and other non-Muslims also—to do
likewise. The editor of Islam-pracharak, for example, mentioned them in regard to the Silver Jubilee of Sultan
Abdul Hamid II, when Bengali Muslims had so far failed to make a presentation. And subsequently in 1903 the
editor reported the gift of 216 expensive winter uniforms to Ottoman troops arranged by a Christian subject. This
gift enabled Islam-pracharak’s editor to cite it as a piece of propaganda showing the loylty of genuine Christians
to Ottoman rule.
“Look, you anti-Turkish, petty-minded, hypocritical, Christian dogs,” he declared, “in the eyes of devils like
you everything is the wrong way round.” Presumably, what the editor had in mind was that some Christian
subjects were incited to rebel against the Ottoman government by Russian agents, which facilitated a pretext for
Russian hostilities. This presumably explains the abusive vocative “Christian dogs”.
Reading between the lines of some reports, however, it would seem that Christians were not always happy
under Ottoman rule. For example, in its 11 th number, 8th volume, Islam-pracharak reported that the Christian
community was also said to be delighted that a Parliament was to be established in Constantinople. This was
when Sultan Abdul Hamid II was making constitutional concessions in 1908 after the revolt by the army in
Macedonia and Albania incited by Young Turks.
After the Sultan had been deposed in 1909 it was reported by Islam-pracharak that non-Muslims such as
Christians and Jews were to enjoy the same privileges as Muslims as members of the same “‘Ottoman nation’.
“Non-Muslims have never been granted equal rights with Muslims in a Muslim State; Muslims have always
retained some special privileges … But the present Turkish administration has now sacrificed even those special
privileges beneath the feet of the Christiaris.”
One presumes that it was this state of inequality which had until then rendered non-Muslims such as Christians
and Jews a potential source of discontent and disruption within the empire.
*
Quoting a despatch by the London Times correspondent in Constantinople, the editor of Islam-pracharak
reported in 1907 that the Ottoman police and postal departments had seized numerous handbills sent by the
rebellious Young Turks. These young men were, the editor stated, devoid of religious knowledge and corrupted by
perverted Western education, They, therefore, “bring fresh allegations against His Excellency the Amirul
Mumenin, every day.”
Later he published reports on the revolt in the province of Macedonia organised by Young Turks who desired
“to establish some kind of republic for Turkey,” And in 1909 the editor of Basana reported with regret the fact
that the “atheistic Young Turks” had deposed Sultan Abdul Hamid and “destroyed the glory of Islam.”
4
In its 4th number, 9th volume Islam-pracharak reported upon the aftermath of the “terrible” revolution in
Turkey. “The highly.talented and universally respected” Sultan Abdul Hamid had been deposed, his property and
possessions confiscated, and his palace opened to the sight-seeing general public. He himself had been pensioned
off. His grief was, however, “nothing compared to the grief and anguish he has experienced at seeing Islam
humiliated by the cruel, vile conduct of the Western-educated, atheistic Young Turks”. Numerous ulema, sholars,
newspaper editors, army officers and secret service men had been lynched. Leading ministers, pashas, and ulema
had been exiled.
Even the terrible, despotic Russian Government has been outdone by the present military government of Turkey,
who claim to be the representatives of the people. What connection can there be between such an outrageous
administration and the general public? Do the general public approve of such a cruel, oppressive government?

Apart from the violence and oppression, the chief thing that seems to have upset Islam-pracharak was the fact
that Turkey had ceased to be an Islamic state. Subjects of all religious persuasions had all been granted equal
status as members of the Ottoman nation. The secular—or in the eyes of Islam-pracharak the “atheistic”—
outlook of the Young Turks was thus undermining the very foundations of Islam. The same article of Islampracharak also made perfectly clear that Parliamentary Government, as practised in Europe and as about to be
practised in Turkey and Persia, was “not suited to all countries in all times.”
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Muslims have, above all, to pay special regard to religion … This type of government is not approved by the
Qur’an, nor by Islam and consequently, not by all-merciful Allah either.”

*
According to the editor of Choltan in 1923, there could be no dichotomy between Church and State. The editor
had no objection to a democratic system of Government, such as was reported to be about to be instituted in
Turkey. But the system would, if it were to be approved by the Shariyat, have to approximate to that which
prevailed in the days of Kholafaye Rashedin. The editor’s proposal was that:
In accordance with the democratic system, there would be a Parliament together with a Cabinet responsible to it.
And the Caliph himself would be the President of that grand Assembly. His tenure of office could be fixed as in France
and America. We can see no impediment to this from the religious point of view. But if the Caliph is to be seated in a
completely separate place like the Pope or the Lama witbout any control over Government, then the prestige of neither
the Caliph nor the Caliphate will be preserved.

That the Muslim press was, in commenting upon the events in Turkey in 1923, facing a dilemma, is revealed in
the Press itself. Pro-Khilafat Muslims themselves were, in collaboration with Congress and alongside their
Khilapat movement, struggling to institute Swaraj—ie. self-government in India. That is to say, though committed
to obtaining some form of democratic Government for India, they, nevertheless, wished to see the Caliph remain
both the spiritual and temporal Head of Turkey. The election of Mustafa Kamal Pasha as President of the Turkish
Republic (on October 30, 1923), therefore, disappoint Choltan, the organ of the Khilafat movement. It declared
despairingly:
According to the Constitution he is empowered to select a Prime Minister and with his help a cabinet. If the news
we have received about the way in which Turkish democracy has been established is correct, then, even though we
strongly support democratic systems of government, we feel no pleasure in the establishment of this one. On the
contrary, we fear that various forms of harm will emanate from it … The Caliph has now become a mere figurehead
without any power whatsoever, like the Pope in Rome or the abbot of Tarakeswar. The basis of the Khilafat movement,
which we initiated in India, has now completely disappeared.

5
The changed attitude on the part of the Bengali Muslim press towards Britain, as a result of the campaign for
Swaraj in India, is apparent in an editorial comment in Saogat in 1928, where a reference is made to the placing
of Amir Faisal on the throne of Iraq by the British in order to facilitate their exploitation of that land. Misled by
the British, Iraqi Arabs were, like the British themselves, becoming hostile to Sultan Ibn Saud of Hedjaj. The
British army had placed a base on the Hedjaj-Iraq frontier. This constituted a threat to the sovereignty of Hedjaj.
The Sultan had, therefore, protested against it and war between him and Britain was now likely. The Iraqis, who
were falling in with British designs, would, however, Saogat’s editor maintained, realise their mistake as soon as
they became conscious of their own position:
“The call of freedom will enliven their hearts—and that day is not far off.”
Thus Britain was now seen as an exploiter meddling in Middle Eastern affairs for the sake of its own interests.
*
King Amanullah of Afghanistan was deposed in 1929 as a result of a revolt in his country. The government of
India was refusing to divulge information about it. Despite this lack of information, however, the editor of
Saptahik Saogat warned the Government of India, on behalf of the people of India, and especially of the Muslim
community, that no interference on their part either directly or indirectly in the affairs of Afghanistan would be
tolerated. If despite these warnings the Government of India did anything against King Amanullah, a mass
agitation would be launched throughout India.
“We hope that Lord Irwin’s government will not deliberately invite this danger upon themselves,” Saptahik
Saogat declared.
*
Saptahik Saogat in the same issue used strong language in describing the “despotism” of the “arrogant” British
imperialists in Egypt. The Wafd Party was campaigning for independence and the British were doing all in their
power to smash the Party.
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“What will be the outcome of such an oppressive measure?” Saptahik Saogat’s editor asked.
Once patriotism has become firmly rooted in a nation’s heart it can not be eradicated … Yet the arrogant imperialists
… fail to realise that their oppression, accumulated over the ages, is hanging poised above their own heads like the
sword of Democles. They are too blind to see it.”

*
The difference of opinion predicted by Saogat’s editor in its second issue, 1928, seems to have materialised a
few months Jater. For Saptahik Saogat then reported upon a serious difference of opinion that had arisen between
the British and Iraqi governments over the defence of Iraq.
The British say that the Iraqis are still minors and unable to defend themselves from enemy attack. On the other
hand the Iraqis feel capable of defending their own country. No compromise between these conflicting positions is
feasible. And so the Iraqi cabinet has had to resign. In short, events in Iraq are about to follow the same course as in
Egypt … No matter how much lip-service the British may pay to their own claims of universal benevolence, a fiendish
hunger of petty self-interest constantly blazes within them. They are, therefore, never prepared to acknowledge the
competence of subject-nations. But how much longer can things go on like this?”

*
After the first world war the Turkish empire was dismembered and puppet regimes were established in various
places in the Middle East. There was presumably popular discontent against these regimes which were subservient
to Christian powers.
Trouble occurred in Hedjaj, and in 1925, when British military support was withdrawn, the puppet King,
Sharif Hussain, was defeated by Ibn Saud, the Wahabi Amir of Nezd. King Hussain had to abdicate. Saud
established his control in Hedjaj.
Sariyat, an anti-Wahabi organ, was extremely critical of the manner in which Saud came to power. He had
exercised “inhuman tyranny and brutality.” He seized Mecca, devastated the Prophet’s birthplace together with
many shrines of the Sahaba and many holy places. He also took Medina and destroyed the shrine of Hazrat
Hamza (uncle of Prophet Muhammad) and other holy places. Sariyat described Ibn Saud as “Wahabi Sardar” and
as “the tyrannical arch enemy of the Sunnat Jamayet.”Apparently Wahabi supporters and Khilafat-newspapers in
Bengal had been loudly proclaiming Ibn Saud as “Sultan” and “Gazi”. But, Sariyat declared, it was in no way
consonant with Islam to confer upon Ibn Saud the title of Gazi or Sultan. Sariyat appears to have been pro-British
and, therefore, to have favoured the rule of Sharif Hussain.
Saogat, however, was strongly anti-British and in 1928 took a completely opposite view to that expressed by
Sariyat. Saogat described Sharif Hussain of Hedjaj as “the obedient servant of the Christian powers”, and alleged
that he had tyrannised and oppressed the holy land of Hedjaj. Saogat, therefore, welcomed his expulsion “by the
vigorous might of Ibn Saud of Nezd.” Ibn Saud had “cleared away the superstitions of the centuries” and “bathed
the Arab nation in a sacred stream of pure Islam.” He was gradually modernising the country and was attempting
“to make Hedjaj renowned throughout the world as a state powerful and free in all respects.”
It is fairly clear that in commenting upon events in other Muslim countries Bengali Muslim editors were really
formulating their views on the way in which they would like Bengali Muslim society to develop. Some, like
Sariyat, tended to be conservative in religious matters and loyal to the British in political matters. Others, like
Saogat, welcomed reform in religious matters coupled with the seizing and exercising of power by Indians, Hindu
and Muslim alike.
Saogat, therefore, saw in Ibn Saud an ideal ruler, who had crushed fanaticism, superstition and sectarian
dissent; abolished the worship of shrines; terminated bribery, corruption, banditry and theft; facilitated the visiting
of the Kaha; controlled the wild Bedouins; and by diplomacy established friendly treaties with surrounding kingdoms. His rule, therefore, constituted “a glorious chapter Arabian history.”
*
In a summary of events in the Muslim world published two decades earlier, the editor of Islam-pracharak had
reported that Afghanistan was calm and that its wise ruler was making determined efforts to improve conditions
within his regime. He had also in various ways punished all those Afghan subjects who had taken up arms against
the British in the Frontier War. This report is typical of the pro-British attitudes prevailing in Bengali Muslim
society in the first decade of the twentieth century.
In 1928 Masik Mohammadi drew attention to the various reforms being made in Afghanistan by its enlightened
ruler Amir Amanullah who had abandoned “all imperial splendour” and was mixing with Afghan citizens in
ordinary clothes like one of them. This was a symbolic indication of his belief “in the genuine power of the
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people”; i.e. in democracy. In his newly-established capital, Dar- ul-Aman, he had set up new institutions to teach
European medicine and new hospitals on European scientific lines. Separate arrangements had been made for
clinics for women; and colleges had been founded to train Afghan and Turkish women as nurses. Similar
institutions had also been established in the cities of Herat and Ghazni.
Apparently all these reforms and modifications were introduced too rapidly for orthodox Muslims in
Afghanistan to tolerate. Within a few months of the eulo-gistic editorial comment outlined above, Amanullah was
deposed by a revolt (January, 1929) led by fanatic Mullas. The precise nature of the revolt was not known to the
Bengali Muslim press at that time, and it would seem from a comment by the editor of Saptahik Saogat that he
may have suspected some kind of British-inspired, reactionary movement against King Amanullah. He wrote,
The affairs of Afghanistan are now not a matter of concern to Muslims alone, they have attracted the attention and
concern of all freedom-loving Indians. We should like to know why the government of India refuses to divulge any
information a bout this? … However, whatever the present situation and mystery behind the Afghan revolt might be, we
warn the government of India, on behalf of the people of India, and especially on behalf of the Muslim community that
any interference on their part, either directly or indirectly, in the affairs of Afgbanistan, will not be tolerated by the
people of this country … If despite these warnings the government of India does anything against King Amanullah,
either directly or indirectly, then a mass agitation will be launched from the Himalayas to Cape Comorin.

It seems to us fairly clear that in taking this stance the editor of Saptahik Saogat is really not so much
concerned with Afghanistan as with finding some symbol on which to focus Bengali Muslim attention so as to
concentrate their hostility against the British. Possibly he was searching to replace the now obsolete Khilafat
movement so as to bring Muslims once more in vigorous collaboration with the independence movement
throughout India.
6
Besides commenting upon political events in the Muslim world, the Bengali Muslim press also heralded any
new development in Muslim proselytization. In 1904, for example, Islam-pracharak reported on the conversion of
30 Japanese merchants from Buddhism to Islam, and also upon the request of Muslims in Shanghai, China, to
Sheikh Abdullah William, the Sheikh-ul-Islam of Great Britain and Ireland, to write a number of Islamic tracts.
These tracts would then be translated into Japanese at Shanghai, published and distributed amongst Buddhists in
Japan. The editor concluded,
Alas, if a competent missionary had gone to Japan and dedicated himself to propagating sacred Islam, swarms and
swarms of Japanese would undoubtedly have come beneath the peaceful sacred shade of Islam and been glorified.

A couple of years later Islam-pracharak again reported that the Muslims in China were flourishing and seemed
to possess a monopoly of industry and commerce. In addition to this they were also progressing vigorously in
education to the “alarm of Christian missionaries in China.”
In 1924 Choltan, commenting on the need to cultivate history, pointed out that Muslims throughout the world
could participate in, and enjoy, Muslim achievements in Arabia, India and China.
In the realm of thought, religion and duty, they are bound together like the innumerable roots of a single plant.

Saogat in 1928 joyfully reported upon the failures of Christian missionaries to convert Muslims in the
Philippine islands. In the island of Mindanao, though educationally backward, Muslims were clinging to Islam,
despite the temptations offered by Christians. Muslims in the mountainous region of Lanao had similarly ignored
Christian blandishments. The “Moros” chiefs had kept intact the glory of Islam and of universal Islamic
brotherhood. Christians were refusing to educate Muslims, unless they embraced Christianity. But, Saogat’s editor
commented, Muslims preferred illiteracy to the loss of their religion. He was, nevertheless, sanguine that once
conversant with the outside world Muslims in the Philippines would quickly arrange to educate themselves.
A contributor to Saogat in 1926 justified the propensity of many Bengali Muslims for directing their gaze
outside India. These Muslims were often complained against by Hindus intent on building an all-Indian
nationhood. Such Hindus complained that Muslims were unconcerned with the welfare of India being more
concerned with Arabia, Persia and Turkey whence they claimed to have come.
12

Though there may apparently be some grounds for thinking like this, nevertheless, there is absolutely no truth in
this allegation by Hindu nationalists … The reason why Indian M:uslims express such a keen interest in the joys and
sorrows of Arabia and Turkey is very clear … The Islamic religion originated in Arabia, and the great Prophet of
Islam was born and died there … The Kaba, which Muslims face when saying their prayers, is also in Arabia … It is,
therefore, extremely natural that Muslims … should feel deeply concerned about the walfare of Turkey, the temporal
seat of the Caliph, and about the Caliph, the preserver of Arabia, whence Islam stems.
… Indian Muslims immediately feel an impulse to help and sympathize with Muslims not only in Arabia and
Turkey, but also in Kabul, Egypt, Persia, Morocco and the Sudan, whenever these lands are in danger. When Britain
and Russia established in equal measure their lordship over Persia, Indian Muslims vigorously protested against both
of them. Indian Muslims are concerned over Egypt’s struggle for independence. Our Muslim leaders in this country
are often more eager to help the Turks, who are destitute, homeless and starving, due to Greek oppression, than they
are to help. those in difficulties at home …
… Indian Muslims have failed to establish themselves in India. Their own country has turned them into aliens. It
is for this reason that their attention is swiftly diverted outside. The anxieties of their frustrated feelings seek peace
by clinging to Muslims outside India. They beguile their frustrated spirits with thoughts of the power enjoyed by the
Turks and Kabulis (Afghans).
A person who is himself unfortunate feels pride in the possessions of his relatives … The Muslims in India are
now extremely unfortunate. Partly due to inability and ignorance stemming from past mistakes, and partly due to the
impediments and pressures brought to bear upon them by the more advanced conditions of neighbouring
communities, they are failing to find a way of expressing themselves … It seems they cannot find a free and
unobstructed path for their lives to flow easily and naturally, and to develop in India. For this reason Indian Muslims
involve themselves with the fortunes of Muslims outside India, and express eagerness carefully to keep alive the last
glow of Muslim power and glory outside India.

7
It is perhaps fitting to end this chapter with a prophetic comment by Saogat’s editor in 1930 heralding the
awakening of the whole Muslim world. The first fingers of light of the coming dawn were symbolised in Kemal
of Turkey, Reza Shah of Persia, Amanullah and Nadir Khan of Afghanistan and Ahmad Jagu of Albania. Each of
these countries had effected the kind of socio-economic and political reforms that Saogat clearly envisaged as
necessary to fit Islam for the modern age:
Amongst the countries under Muslim rule Turkey, Persia, Afghanistan and Albania at present have attracted world
notice. Because the rulers of these countries, even at the risk of their own lives, by improving the socio-economic and
political affairs of their countries, are attempting to fit their lands for the modern age. Kemal Pasha has succeeded.
Though Amanullah failed, Nadir Khan is slowly completing the task which he began. Reza Shah also is on the way to
success. And Ahmad Jagu of the small state of Albania has refashioned his country. It is to be hoped that in the not-toodistant future the whole Muslim world will newly awaken and give a fitting answer to the oppression of the white
nations of Europe.

227.118 Excerpts from Quest For A Civil Society: 1. “Tagore: After Fifty Years” 2.“Fundamentalism In
Bangladesh: Its Name And Nature” 3. “Victory Day Thoughts” 4. “Culture In Bangladesh: Perspective” 5.
“Dismantling Hindu-Muslim Hostile Images: Perceptions And Strategies”\fn{by Zillur Rahman Siddiqui (1928- )}
Durgapur, Jhenaidah District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh (M) 8
1
This birth anniversary of Tagore has a special significance: It is soon to be followed by the fiftieth anniversary
of his death. This fact, this arithmatical figure, will have its own weight, outweighing the other calculation.\fn
{Written in 1990}
We claim Tagore as part of our own heritage, as we claim Sri Chaitanya, Alaol, Ramprasad. The concept is
purely cultural; also racial and ethnic if you please. In Tagore’s own mind, his sense of belongingness was an
emotional truth, with a touch of mysticism. Remember the opening lines of that very moving poem, Padma: My
dearest Padma | A thousand times we have met … and so the poem goes. Remembering his first meeting with the
river, long ago in the twilight hour, he transforms it as if it were a bride, and he the groom, looking lovingly at her
as she sits exactly in the posture of a bride.
There is no one who can understand the deep bond that binds the two of them. The note is so personal, so
intimate and so subdued at the same time. And will it all come to an end, with the end of this life? What if he is
reborn in a distant land, and if it so chances that he travels down and is again back to the familiar site? Will all the
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past memories surge back?
And remember that other lyric which we adopted as our national song. So sentimental, so moving in its
expression of love for this dear motherland. The language is that of a child addressed to a mother who in every
season of the revolving year brings her gift of love for the adoring child. This was the song on everyone’s lips as
our youth fought the war of liberation. And it was by universal consent that a liberated Bangladesh, without a
moment’s thought, adopted it as her national song. It was as if a formal recognition of an accepted fact.
The Padma poem is a period piece. The period itself can very well be called the Padma period of Tagore’s life.
The youthful zamindar, looking after his father’s estates, enjoyed staying in a boat, and observing, as he sat on the
deck, the busy goings on of life. It was perhaps the most creative phase of Tagore’s long life of uninterrupted
creativity, and this was the phase when he came closest to rural Bengal, and when he started writing the short
stories, collectively known as Galpaguchcha, virtually a new genre in Bengali literature. The poems, stories and
the joumals—Chhinyapatra—of this period have all of them the peculiar feel of that part of Bengal comprising
Patisar, Shilaidaha, Shazadpur with the river Padma and its tributaries lending the area its lush fertility.
The scene changed for the poet in the middle years of his life and this change left its mark on his poetry. There
is less and less of nature, the kind of nature he knew in midland Bengal—Pabna-Kushtia-Rajshahi—and when
nature reappears in his poetry of the last phase, it is the austere, dry and flinty soil of Birbhum, the Santal country,
with bare vegetation and dried river-beds. It may sound fanciful, but there is a correspondence between this
landscape and the old age of the poet with most of the near and dear ones dead and gone, and a life of many
personal sorrows drawing to its close.
However, it is life rather than death that holds the sway. The poet’s vitality triumphs over losses and calamities.
He is now busy writing his life’s epic, Santiniketan. The idea genninated in his early middle age when he made
Santiniketan his home. With every passing year, his forest-abode becomes increasingly a passion, almost an
obsession. Since the Nobel award, his world-view, his vision of mankind as one family, of civilization as neither
of the East nor of the West but as a one and indivisible heritage of man, drives the poet to all corners of the world.
The same quest makes him see Santiniketan as a place where the whole world will feel at home. He spares no
effort to realize the idea of a university, essentially a place for the meeting of minds. He carries a burden in his
mind, the anguish of leaving his life’s dream, Santiniketan, now fast taking shape as a university—a very special
sort of a university though—free from financial worries. He invites Mahatma Gandhi, despite difference of
opinion on vital issues, and virtually leaves the institution to his care. The Mahatma accedes to the request, and he
keeps his words.
The poet’s health was failing, and death, approaching death is the theme of the poem below. The English
rendering is mine, with apologies to the poet.
In The Twilight Hour of Benumbed Consciousness
In the twilight hour of benumbed consciousness I saw
My body floating down the dark streams
Of Kalindi, with its sensations, its diverse pains,
With stored memories, veiled and transformed,
And its flute. Farther and farther as it flows,
The more indistinct it becomes; along familiar riverside
Fainter grows the bells of evening devotions
In houses folded in woodland shade; doors are shut,
Candle-lights concealed, ferry-boats fastened,
Ferrying stops on both banks; night is near,
In forest trees the muted bird-song
Merges itself into the silence-without-end.
On world’s thousand forms descends
A black formlessness, all-pervading. The body dissolves.
In shades, in drops, into the endless dark,
And I move close below the starry altar.
Motionless, alone, with folded hands, I call the heavens:
O sun, you who have withheld your rays
Reveal now yourself in your most propitious form,
So I may see the One that unites us both.

2
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What we are witnessing today\fn{Written in 1994} in Bangladesh, religious intolerance in certain quarters, often
goes by the name of fundamentalism; and those who are indulging in it, are being called fundamentalists. If
fundamentalism means belief in the literal truth of the Scripture—Bible or Qur’an or any other holy book—we
always had fundamentalists in our society. A fundamentalist is entitled to his or her belief, and nobody will take
notice of him as long as he keeps his faith to himself. It is only when he starts taking notice of others—the athiest,
the pagan, the agnostic and the rest of them—and fulminates against them, attacks them, preaches violence
against them, that the society also takes notice of him.
They say that there has been a revival, a resurgence of fundamentalism in many parts of the world; and what is
happening in Bangladesh is to be viewed in the larger context. Perhaps they are right. It is not enough to identify
the people, it is necessary to try and understand the factors and the forces behind such a world-wide phenomenon.
It seems to me that in every situation, there are a few local factors, and a few common factors, some deeper
reasons which are present in all the situations: Algeria, Iran, Egypt, Northern India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.
I am not aware if the common factors have been identified, if any politico-sociological study has been made to
enquire into the rise of fundamentalism at a time in so many scattered areas with so little in common amongst
them.
In Europe, Renaissance was followed by Reformation. In the areas just named, modernism, mainly in its
political manifestation, appears to have been followed by a reaction that speaks the language of faith, rather than
of politics.
I would suggest that if the rise of fascism can be explained in terms of economics (plus politics), the rise of
fundamentalism, too, should be amenable to similar treatment.
We will now turn our attention nearer home, Bangladesh. That there has been an upsurge of what is commonly
called fundamentalism, few will question. And the reasons?
Some say that the triumph of Khomeiny in Iran has sent a wave, a message of fundamentalist faith throughout
the Muslim world. I would take the suggestion seriously. I have heard quite a few people—highly educated and in
high positions—speak admiringly of Khomeiny, and sounding nostalgic while referring to his leadership.
I would also recall that very recently, in Dhaka, the Iranian leader’s death anniversary was celebrated, perhaps
for the first time. Considering the time, and the social climate, the observance needs to be seen in its deeper
implications. It goes to prove something which I mentioned earlier on: the world- wide character of this wave.
The wave has a religious ring, but I suspect it has a content which is more political than religious.
Let us remember one thing. In this part of the subcontinent, in Bengal, the history of Islam has been
remarkably free from dogmatic dispute. Those who preached Islam, mainly Sufi holy men, preached it as a simple
faith, carefully avoiding the finer points of dogma. The tradition is still strong.
The appeal to orthodoxy, to fundamentalist tenets, is a comparatively recent phenomenon. It is aimed against
modernism, especially secularism in general, against individuals with particular force. It betrays an allergy against
modernist ideas. And perhaps this is because it feels itself threatened by these ideas. The tirade against a Taslima
Nasrin, against a Dr. Ahmad Sharif is explained that way. And it is confirmed when we see the anger of the
fundamentalists turned against the N.G.O’s.\fn{Non-governmental organizations: H}
The N.G.O’s are perceived as upholders of ideas that challenge the very basis of fundamentalism in its
Bangladeshi form.
The Bangladeshi fundamentalists are not content to operate on the plane of ideas. In fact, they are not
qualified, not educated enough, to do so. They are mortally afraid of liberal ideas, of modern science, of political
philosophy. Their adherents, on a certain university campus, would not allow a few components of the syllabus,
Marxist philosophy among them, to be taught in the classroom. One can imagine that the undergraduates who had
the temerity to challenge their teachers, mostly came from the madrassah stream of education. And madrassahs
have proved to be the nursery of obscurantist thoughts.
Incidentally, some of our military rulers, the last (or shall I say latest?) of them in particular, was a great patron
of madrassah education. More new madrassahs were established during his rule than schools of the general type.
Fundamentalism in Bangladesh is mainly politital in its thrust. All I have said before is to establish this point. I
wish to emphasize this point, since this is often missed.
The movement has a veneer of religion, but that is very thin. The main intention, capturing political power,
shows through. Its political linkage with a certain political party is clear enough. One has only to identify the
newspapers, the section of the print media, that is serving the cause of the party in question, and the movement we
are discussing, to see the linkage.
It may well be that the recent set-back of the extreme right politics, in India, Pakistan and Bangladesh has
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provided the impetus for the same forces to open a new front. If the concern had been genuinly religious, as it is
in the case of some other movements, the fundamentalists would have spoken the language of peace, not of war,
the language of enlightenment, not of damnation. The intolerance, the militancy our fundamentalists are
demonstrating, using places of worship as their rallying points, is enough evidence of their extra-religious
motivation.
One wonders whether the government is aware of the danger latent in the recent upsurge of fundamentalism,
the danger it poses to the future of democracy, of a civil society. Government’s apparent indifference to this threat
is hard to explain. It has led some people to believe that not only is the government fully aware of the motivation,
it is indulghent toward the movement. The government, because it is passing through a phase of crisis, would
welcome anything, even a social disturbance, even a threat to social peace, if it will divert public attention from
the crisis. I do not know if the government really feels itself hemmed in by problems, by apparently insoluble
problems. So far it has had a poor record of solving problems. Procrastination has been the hallmark of its
administration. The troubleshooting fundamentalists have come as a blessing in disguise for a harrassed
administraton.
But to believe it would be taking a cynical view of the situation, and of the government’s good sense, and its
capacity to govern with sanity and probity. At the same time, the indulgence towards the forces known for their
historic opposition to the Bangladesh concept, their known commitment to the concept of a theological polity, is
increasingly doing damage to the party in power. Fundamentalsm, as a political force, which it aims to be in
Bangladesh, is very clear about its ultimate objectives. Whatever BNP’s other limitations may be, its political goal
must be, and must be seen to be, different from theirs.
3
The Victory Day has gained, in recent years, on the emotional plane, and has lost some ground on the political
plane. There is a paradox here, and it will need some explaining.\fn{ Written in 1995}
For many years, the Victory Day, 16th December, commemorating the Fall of Dhaka, and the surrender of the
Pakistan army, was observed routinely, without arousing much public enthusiasm. There has been a change in
recent years. It all started in Chittagong, and then the idea was taken up in some of the other cities. By now,
besides Chittagong, the day will be celebrated as Victory Festival/Victory Fair in a number of cities. Elaborate
programmes have been drawn up. Freedom Fighters of the area will assemble, will reminisce; both the glory and
pain of those days will be recalled. It will be a day mainly of the war veterans, for the old, to share in the feelings
of both glory and pain.
But for the young, the day will have a special significance, a peep into the past of which they were generally
ignorant, thanks to the policy pursued by successive governments. It will seem that the present generation is
asserting its right to know, its right to grow as heirs to the great legacy.
Typical of this feeling is the coming into existence of Prajanma Ekattar, an organisation formed by the
children of the martyrs of 1971. They were very young, mere boys and girls, when they lost they fathers. They are
now determined to revive the memories and they are determined to keep a flame alive. Their combined action has
had a nationwide impact. In the process, the Victory Day is something much larger, much deeper than what the
official celebrations tend to suggest.
Curious though it may look, official attitude, for many years, to the War of Liberation, has been cool. The
reason would seem to be purely political. The main actors, and the main allies have been under some form of
obloquy. The more you talked about the War, the more you had to bring them in. Better play it down. Films
offering a truthful picture of the enterprise were pushed aside, in BTV, in favour of others less explicit, more
guarded and altogether less evocative. Naturally enough, the Victory Day suffered in official celebrations.
Governmental timidity is now more than balanced by public enthusiasm.
After this brief account of how the Victory Day has gained emotionally, let us have a look at it in its political
aspect.
Victory Day was the culmination of the War of Liberation. The political expression of the War was the
Government established after liberation. The tenets ideas and ideologies slowly taking root in our minds took a
concrete shape in the constitution of Bangladesh, which the people of Bangladesh gave themselves on the
eighteenth day of Kartick, 1379 B.S. corresponding to the fourth day of November, 1972 A.D.
Now it is well known that subsequent amendments to the constitution has changed its content and nature quite
substantially. Of the four basic principles, socialism has been substituted by socialism meaning economic and
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social justice, and secularism has been dropped altogether. The abandonment of secularism was later bolstered by
the inclusion of pronouncedly Islamic Bismillah-Ar-Rahmanir Ar-rahim by a proclamation of 1977, and further,
through the 8th amendment, by making Islam the state religion of Bangladesh.
Though Islam was never decried, much less suppressed, in Bangladesh, these honorifics brought solace to the
minds of some, desiring to bring the country back on the track they were familiar with.
More importantly, democracy was given a hasty burial. The way this could be done only showed that political
parties, as a democratic institution, were basically weak. This was further proved by the ease with which partymaking and party-breaking could be done by Presidents. One of them had actually vaunted that he would make
politics difficult, and he was as good as his words.
Freedom of the press remained on paper. The Government had several means at its disposal to effectively
curtail the power of the press to serve as a watchdog of civil liberty. A most effective instument was the control of
advertisements. Pro-establishment press was favoured with more than their due share of this major source of
revenue, while the press supposed to be critical of the government was deliberately starved of advertisements.
There were other means, too, of ensuring that the press behaved: late evening telephone calls to the editor,
advising him on some specific news. Control over the quota of news-print could be used as an expression of
favour or frown.
While the print media could sometimes put up some resistance against excessive encroachment on its freedom,
the elctronic media was under the absolute control of the government. Radio and television lost all credibility as
news media, with the result that, for many years now, the only way of putting an end to this slavery has been
perceived to place them under a corporation, enjoying a measure of autonomy.
Separation of the judiciary from the executive, one more unfulfilled pledge, gained strength during the years of
autocracy, as the supreme court was a chosen target of the autocrat who ruled the roost for nine years. A blow was
dealt to the oneness of the supreme court, under the pretext of bringing justice nearer the doors of the poor, but the
ulterior motive of crippling the judiciary could not be covered under the cloud of pious professions.
The decline of the civil society continued unabated till the end of 1990. The fall of the autocrat, the caretaker
government, the election of March 1991, the ushering in of an elected Government, all taken together constituted
the watershed in Bangladesh politics.
The Victory Day, which was under eclipse for the entire period of autocratic rule, now came to its own. Now
that the old inhibititions were gone, not fully but nevertheless considerably, a dispirited and demoralized people
could sit up, and take a long look at the past, the year of glory, the War of Liberation.
The road to democracy has proved to be long and tortuous. Parliament, the heart of democracy, is ailing, and a
bypass appears to be long over due. The judiciary is yet to be disentanged from the executive; the electronic
media to be liberated from its shackles. All this, and more, are on the political agenda of the nation. Available
leadership is lamentably lacking in its ability to find a path out of the maze, and ay, there’s the rub.
If the above picture is generally correct, which I believe it is, then the Victory Day is still under eclipse,
politically speaking. And it will remain so as long as a new political culture does not replace the prevailing one.
The new culture will know and practice the art of dialogue, and the art of mutual accommodation. It has to come,
otheswise the nation is doomed.
4
Mohammad Ali Jinnah,\fn{The founder of Pakistan (1876-1948)} in claiming a separate nationhood for Indian
Muslims, and unable to produce a clear argument in favour of his claim, finally fell back upon the theory of
cultural identity of his imagined nation. And his nation was partly astral and partly nebulous, astral in the two
parts of India that ultimately became Pakistan, and nebulous in the rest of India. where Muslims failed to
coagulate sufficiently to stake a claim to nationhood. The world had to swallow this big hoax in the name of
culture. Culture, as a concept, as an abstraction, is not to blame. It is we who are to blame for what we do with
culture.
Bangladesh, as a state carved out of what was Pakistan, is a nation state. We like to think that our nationhood
has a solid foundation on our ethnic solidarity, our linguistic therefore cultural identity. We tend to forget that it is
history, more than anything else, that led to the creation of Bangladesh. Still, in vindicating our claim to
nationhood, and as if to deny any suggestion of the state being a freak of history, we capitalize on the concept of
culture. And this we do without asking a few relevant questions, viz., what exactly is our distinctive culture, do we
have a culture which is shared by all of us, all the separate segments of our society, is the picture a monochrome
17

or otherwise, is our culture something static or is it something always changing, dropping some of the traditional
features and acquiring new ones?
This delta, this our Bangladesh, happens to be the overcrowded home of a swelling population, almost all of us
close neighbours of each other, virtually all of us speaking the same language. Homogeneity could hardly go any
further.
Still, despite all the sameness, we have differences that divide. We have slums in the closest neighbourhood of
tall, costly buildings. And excuse me, we do not speak the same language. The well-to-do educated speak one
language, the less educated and less affluent speak another language, and the uneducated poor speak yet another
language. This stands in the way of communication.
We have a housemaid, a recent recruit from Comilla, who doesn’t understand our language, and we do not
understand hers.
All our cultural talk suffers from one drawback, which is to ignore or to underestimate the plurality that
characterises it. Our society may not be plural in the sense U. S. society, or British society or Mexican society or
Yugoslav society is or has been. But it is not a monochrome society either. There is always the other Bangladesh,
behind the urban and affluent Bangladesh. This latter is the Bangladesh that controls the economy and therefore
the politics of Bangladesh. This is the Bangladesh that enjoys the fruits of independence. The other Bangladesh
survives on the leftover.
Am I overstating the case, while emphasizing the divide between the two Bangladesh? I wonder. Admittedly in
our cultural life, the folklorists have been able to claim a big slice for folk culture. A quick glance at the radio and
television programmes will prove beyond doubt that rural Bangladesh gets a fair share in music and drama
presentations. The programmes are a mixed fare. As for the viewers and listeners, those in urban Bangladesh are
made aware of the rural Bangladesh and vice-versa. Each passing year, the distance between the two is being
narrowed down. Bangladesh is well on the way of being a geographically compact country, well-connected by.
roads and a communication system hazardous but with all the promise of being adequate. These are trends that
may appear to counter my own argument that socially, economically and therefore culturally we have two
Bangladesh, the other Bangladesh being the rural, and by far the larger part, of the country.
There is a paradox here: geographically compact but culturally heterogeneous, urban wealth and rural poverty
playing its divisive and vicious role.
The soothing propaganda of the state-controlled media would have us believe that poverty-eradication
programmes of the government and the NGO’s, the compulsory and universal primary education initiaves of both
the sectors, the women’s empowerment programmes particularly of .the NGO’s, the loan-taking opportunities
offered by Grameen Bank and others, all this is going to change the social picture of Bangladesh.
But between propaganda and reality, there is a yawning-gap. Both urban and rural Bangladesh are teeming
with out-of-school children of school going age. We prefer to keep our eyes shut to this uncomfortable fact. We
are following a policy of the education for the masses and at the higher level of education, a populist, largely
wasteful general education for the general public and an exclusive, expensive and narrowly job-oriented education
for the rich. I deliberately refrain from calling this last mentioned stream elitist because elitism, to my mind, is
mindful of the cultural content of education. Our. private universities, nurtured and blessed by our successive
governments, are going to produce a generation of cultural hybrids, a generation that may well be a nation within
a nation.
A nation’s culture will comprehend a number of sub-cultures. This is true always and everywhere, and we
cannot be an exception. But there will, there has to be, a vital link between the general culture and the subcultures inhering it. There ought to be a situation where subcultures can aspire toward culture. And the best way
of letting this happen is through the provision of an education system which is clear and unambiguous about the
concept of nation and of a citizen. This means that there has to be a one, a liberal and nondenominational system
of education.
Even the latest prescriptions for the nation’s education is far from clear about this objective. As things are now,
with our persistence with double streams and double standards, we are doomed to be a nation with two ideals, two
visions of history and culture, and with a split psyche. Our subcultures will be stultified, and our culture will
follow diverse courses.
When we talk of culture we usually leave out the very poor and the very rich. One shares the culture of mere
survival, in common with subhuman species, and the other subscribes to a supranational culture of acquisition and
part of it destined to a Swiss bank account.
It is the middle class, urban and educated, that holds the torch and moves on. But our growing middle class has
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lost its integrity, typified by our universities losing their integrity. The point needs elaboration. For those who are
curious to know what I mean, I would recommend a publication. The Dhaka University We Knew brought out in
Calcutta, in 1974, by some old teachers and students of the university, a compilation edited by Ramesh Ch.
Majumdar and Asutosh Bhattacharya, an anthology which will set us thinking, and will provide the answers.
5
Hindu-Muslim relations in the past—and I am speaking of Bengal here—have generally been one of peaceful
co-existence. I am not competent to speak of other parts of the subcontinent. From my knowledge of Bengal I can
say that the topic forbids any attempt at generalisation. By relations is meant something ever-changing, in
response to changing circumstances. Normal, even friendly relations can turn sour. In Bengal, this has happened
mainly on account of politics, especially on the eve of 1937 provincial assembly elections under the Government
of India Act 1935, held on the basis of separate electorate. Separate electorate, while apparently safeguarding the
interest of minority communities and communities here meant segments of a society professing a common
religion, actually cut across the equally, if not more, valid concept of the common interest of all people inhabiting
a constituency seen as a territorial unit. The idea that communal interests were irreconcilably different and really
formed the staple of politics, and that other matters were marginal in the down-to-the earth business of politics,
seems today an absurd notion. This is because we have got rid of the vicious principle from before 1970 elections.
But in the late ’30s it didn’t look that absurd, thanks to the politics of the day.
It has to be admitted that Bengal’s socio-economic structure with virtually all the zamindars (feudal lords)
being Hindu, and the majority of the ryots (tenants/freeholders) being Muslim made politics taking a communal
direction more or less inevitable. Politics, more precisely canvassing for votes for a seat in the Assembly, gave a
slight—slight but significant—twist to the perception of landlord-tenant relations. What used to be understood in
terms of a feudal system—traditional but revalidated through the Permanent Settlement (1793) of Lord Cornwalis
—came to acquire, under the emerging political reality, a new meaning: the Hindu landlord and the Muslim
tenant. This was rich soil indeed for political exploitation. In many ways, here was a Bengali version of the Irish
situation under the British tutelage: the land-owning, English oriented, Protestant vis-a-vis the native Irish, the
poor Catholic cultivator; the master speaking English, the commoner his native Gaelic.
It may be argued that politics only brought to the surface what always lay underneath: an awareness that the
Hindu and the Muslim, everywhere and in all situations, were two separate entities, each keeping to his own way
of life. One can concede to this, but only up to a point. What lies underneath may well be harmless, just a sense of
difference, but what is forced up to the surface is a much stronger feeling, composed of suspicion, hatred, even
hostility.
*
There will be a short digression now, by way of a historical retrospection: the role of the British in the
disorientation of the Bengali society, as it organised itself over centuries. I am again and of necessity, limiting
myself to Bengal.
Historians have different views of Hindu-Muslim relationship in Bengal before the advent of the British.
According to Ramesh Ch. Majumdar, the two communities were always separate like the two streams of Jamuna
and Ganges flowing separately in a common bed, not quite as different pieces are in a mosaic. The truth of the
matter is that not only the two communities, but the different economic groups, sections representing trades and
professions, the castes and sub-castes, all were parts of a mosaic, each adhering to the other.
We do not hear of any bad cracks in the mosaic work before the first serious communal riots of the midtwenties in Calcutta. And these were engineered by invisible hands, as later, in 1946, the Great Calcutta Killing
was. Imperial interests of the British, under the garb of protecting Muslim interests of Eastern Bengal, led to the
partition of Bengal (1905); similar interests of Pakistan’s ruling classes led to the communal riots in East Bengal
in 1950 and 1964. What the British did with considerable finesse the Pakistani ruling junta did with crude hands,
leaving nothing for our guesses.
Quite clearly, when one community is seen to be up in arms against another, the provocation is political, and in
a sense, external. In the history of Bengal, there are two periods, before the advent of the British, of great social
upheaval. One, the period of the retreat of Buddhism before the advancing Brahminism, and two, the period of Sri
Chaitanya’s Vaishnavism. The earlier event is wrapped in obscurity. The latter is marked by an absence of
anything like hostility leading to violence. I do not suggest that the new wave passed off without causing a
commotion, a social strain. What appears to be a remarkable sign of tolerance is that the mosaic remained
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generally the same, without any visible fissure. It may be argued that Vaishnavism was a movement within the
Hindu community, it did not affect the expansion of Islam in any way. But the fact remains that the spread of the
Vaishnava cult gave rise to a social commotion of the highest order, and its impact was felt beyond the borders of
Bengal. Seen as a form of resurgent Hinduism, the Muslim rulers might have looked askance at it, but they chose
not to intervene.
*
So much has been made of the supposed communal harmony in Bengal, that one need not waste one’s time,
either endorsing the theory, or questioning its validity. For myself, I would remember at this point that both the
communities, exhibiting an enduring sense of goodwill to each other, and occasionally, only occasionally,
assuming a hostile posture toward each other and that too under political provocation, and then soon relapsing
into normal good neighbourliness, have none the less, remained separate, non-interfaringly separate. As far as
Bengal is concerned, the two images are not hostile, only different. I think I can explain this by saying that:
One, the process of large-scale conversion of Hindus and Buddhists, perhaps more of the latter than the former,
into Islam was generally peaceful, spread over a long period of time, and under the auspices of Sufi preachers
who hardly ever sought the help of rulers in their missionary work. So the process left no bitter memories in the
mind of the Bengali community. This is quite the reverse of what happened in Spain under the Moors or in the
Balkans under the Turks.
Two, Bengali Hindus, unlike their co-religionists in other parts of India, are generally non-vegetarian. They are
not beef-eating, but neither were the generally the Bengali Muslims, till the other day. Slaughtering of cow, which
usually hurts Hindu sensibility and arouses a feeling of hostility towards a Muslim, was limited to one festive
occasion, the Eidul Azha. So, one factor responsible for arousing communal passion, was generally absent in the
life of the Bengalees. Further, common ethnicity of the Bengali Hindu and the Bengali Muslim ensured that the
food habit of the two was similar, with some variation in the culinary art.
Three, a common language has acted as a cementing force, augmented by a common pride in the literature to
which both have made their contribution. Only a section of the upper crust of the Muslim community adopted an
alien tongue, Urdu, as mother tongue. A kind of urban, North-Indian upper class fraternity was sedulously
cultivated for some time. Political and social leadership enjoyed by this class was short-lived. As franchise was
extended to cover the masses, leadership too changed hands from Urdu-speaking aristocrats to Bangla speaking
leadership thrown up by the middle classes. The new leadership was typified by A. K. Fazlul Haq, among others,
who was socially linked with Urdu-speaking gentry but was politically an amphibian, speaking directly to people,
in their tongue and their idiom. Fazlul Haq has his own relevance in the present context. By the apparel he wore,
he was a complete Muslim. But Sir Prafulla Ch. Roy the great teacher and founder of the Bengal School of
Chemistry, certified him as a complete Bengali. This despite the fact that his vigorous championing of the Muslim
cause made him liable to the charge of communalism. Roy knew better, for Fazlul Haq, a chameleon like figure in
politics, was only fighting for the poor peasantry, the majority of whom were Muslims by accident. What looked
like his communal stances were dictated by social realities. When he formed his coalition government with Dr.
Shyama Prasad Mookerji as his partner in power, the hostile images represented by Muslim League and Hindu
Mahasabha met and merged into one indistinguishable image, however briefly it may be.
While I .am speaking of the Bengal scene where, according to my perception, the Hindu-Muslim images
cannot truly be called mutually hostile, I am aware that the larger scenario of the subcontinent lends some
credence to the idea suggested by the phrase. The Babri Masjid episode of the recent past\fn{ 1992} cannot be
wished away. The episode was Indian in origin, the epicenter being in Ayoddha, Uttar Pradesh, but its tremors
reached Bangladesh and Pakistan. This could, not have happened but for the existence of two realities: Onepolitical opportunism of a low kind, and two-the vulnerability of the minority communities in their own country.
In Bangladesh, a President whose power base was in the barracks and who was too eager to exploit any situation
to stabilize his shaken authority, was quick to seize the opportunity of terrorizing the Hindus, mainly through
organised attacks on temples.
The attacks were centrally planned and orchestrated, the pretence of spontaneity wore thin, public resentment
was instantaneous, and the dark design of the autocrat was fully exposed to the public in no time. In Bangladesh,
communal politics has for long been on low diet as evidenced repeatedly in recent elections. Hindu-Muslim
relations is no longer a political issue of any weight. Still, the Babri Mosque incident has a message for all of us:
we must devise ways and means to ensure that the Hindu-Muslim images cease to be hostile. Surely this suggests
an agenda for action, carefully drawn and implemented in all seriousness. In this task we should seek participation
of many people in many walks of life, and the full support of our governments.
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*
It would appear that the state policy of secularism has failed to produce the expected results. India has a
longer history of pursuing this policy. And no doubt, the Indian example augmented by our own experience in
Pakistan had inspired the framers of Bangladesh constitution (1972) to name secularism as one of the four
fundamental principles of our constitution.
Tragically for Bangladesh, state control passed, late in 1975, into the hands of forces who swung back to the
older, communal principles of statecraft, and who felt no compunction in bringing about amendments in the
constitution, dropping secularism as a fundamental principle of our constitution. Not content with this, more
amendments followed, designed to Islamise the constitution.
This left a problem for secularists, when, recently (June, 1996) they were returned to power, after a lapse of 21
years. The retreat, if not the defeat, of secularism on the political plane has been signalled both in India and
Bangladesh, though not in the same way. Secularism faces challenge from forces that do not always bear the same
name, nor do they operate on the same plane. Still both in India and Bangladesh, fundamentalism can be
identified as one of the potent forces, though it operates differently in the two countries.
In Bangladesh, fundamentalism does not have to wait for overt political support. Like in many other Muslim
majority countries not necessarily Islamic, Bangladeshi fundamentalists have a built in power-base which consists
of a parallel, madrassa-based system of education, involving tens of thousands of teachers and the taught, and
thousands of ulema who lead congregational prayers in our thousands of mosques, themselves being products of
the madrassa system of education. The system produces tens of thousands of mal-educated men, with some
understanding of Islam, but devoid of an understanding of other faiths. It is necessarily a very narrow
understanding, flawed in the extreme. The system has prospered under years of military rule, and has by now
grown so much that it has become potentially the most powerful adversary of secularism and progress.
In our task of dismantling the Hindu-Muslim hostile images, a few measures should be considered for
adoption.
One, school texts of History and Literature should promote an understanding of and respect for both the faiths,
and adherents of the faiths. Supplementary reading materials should be made easily and abundantly available for
young learners, with the same aim in view. The life and work of Akbar the Great, among others, should be a staple
reading for the young, since Akbar, above anybody else, had worked for Hindu-Muslim unity.
Two, there should be strict laws in all our SAARC\fn{ South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation } countries
making propagation of communal hatred in any form a: punishable offence. Another law should cover
discrimination on religious grounds in all spheres of national life, e.g., access to places, jobs, institutions,
business, commerce and other means of livelihood. There can be special courts to deal with these offences.
Three, no religion, neither Hinduism nor Islam, should receive any preferential treatment by the state. In other
words, strict adherence to the principle of secularism, particularly in India and Bangladesh, if successfully
practiced should, to a great extent, remove the irritants that persist in the conduct of state affairs. No religion
should enjoy the status of state religion.
Four, judiciary should be fully independent. Increasingly, in most SAARC countries, the judiciary is playing an
effective role in upholding the fundamental rights of citizens. In Bangladesh, there is a strong and vocal consensus
that favours separation of the judiciary from the executive. A high-powered committee is busy examining the
issue and a positive outcome is expected.
The image issue has its three dimensions, involving the individual, the society and above all the states. I have
discussed mainly the last, because the state is an entity with clearer features than the other two. Also, if it can be
disciplined and motivated properly and made to behave in the way democratic and secular values dictate, then
more than half the work is done.
The ideal democracy intervenes the least in religious matters. But we have examples of intervention both of the
right and the wrong kind. The civil society has a role here: to protest when the state is found to be a defaulter,
either in commission or in omission.
The society and the individual are a more difficult proposition. A fragmented society with invisible walls
keeping groups of people separate from other groups, and providing scope for mutual hatred based on ignorance
and/or lack of communication, is a legacy of the past. This has to be changed. Only the best minds of society,
through precept and example, can initiate the process of change. It is dangerous to leave education in the hands of
people with a doctrine to propagate. And it is dangerous for a state to assume guardianship of a particular faith or
faiths. In Bangladesh, we got it as a legacy from our years of army rule, and unfortunately the legacy lingers.
Finally, both is Pakistan and Bangladesh, due mainly to old fears. India is often equated with Hinduism. There
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are many Muslims in both the countries determined not to be impressed by India’s professed secularism.
Likewise, the image of the beef-eating, sword-rattling Muslim is still there in Hindu psyche. Prejudices, especially
the inherited ones, die hard. Cultural exchanges, wider access to TV channels of neighbouring countries are
already breaking the barrier. Unhindered travel facilities, sponsored visits of school children on the basis of
reciprocity should go a long way in dismantling the walls of prejudice, the walls that separate. Knowing others is
the best remedy for bigotry born of ignorance.
33.150 Excerpts from The Germinating Seed\fn{by Sulekha Sanyal (1928-1962)} Korokdi Village, Faridpur District,
Dhaka Division, Bangladesh (F) 8
… On the veranda beside the pantry, Purnasashi is busy feeding the men-folk—Poltoo and Pradip—just back
from school, and their fathers, Shukhada and Kulada. Shukhada's two younger boys are there too. There's murki
and kheer* today.\fn{A note reads: Murki is sweet puffed rice. Kheer, milk and rice cooked together until the milk is thick, is flavored
with cardamom and laced with almonds. It is a favorite dessert in Bengal .} She doles out handfuls of murki from a big basket
into each one’s bowl, and tops it with a ladle of kheer.
Chobi's eyes glisten. She hadn’t had any lunch that afternoon. In fact, she’d forgotten all about it. Now, at the
sight of kheer and murki, she suddenly feels very hungry. Flinging her books and writing slate to a corner by the
door, she gets a bowl for herself and flops down beside them.
“Me too, Grandma.”
Purnasashi fills Chobi’s bowl too, with murki first and then kheer. Poltoo and Pradip hold their bowls out for
second helpings. Some more murki, a little more kheer. Chobi, too, holds out her bowl.
“You’re giving the others more—give me some more too, Grandma. I’m still hungry.”
“There’s no more. Look.”
Purnasashi holds out the empty bowl for her to inspect.
All of a sudden, Chobi’s head burns with rage, and she screams sharp and shrill:
“You gave everyone two helpings, and me just one, and so little too. When Pholtuda or Monida ask for more,
you never say it’s gone!”
“Well I never!”
Purnasashi is struck dumb for a second, and then she lets off:
“Teach her to read and write, and look what happens next! The girl imagines she’s as good as these darling
boys of mine! Ridiculous! Will you be earning like the boys? All you’ll ever be is a shackle on your father’s neck.
Yes, those days are coming, and pretty soon, when we won’t be able to get food down his throat for worrying over
how to get you married off …”
Purnasashi leaves her words hanging in the air, brings some more kheer from the pantry, and pours it into
Chobi’s bowl.
During her wait, the kheer has dried on her fingers. Just as her grandmother serves that extra bit, the girl goes
berserk.
“I don’t want it!” she yells, and flings the bowl into the courtyard.
How shocking! Purnasashi has never been so shocked in her life. The boys, too, have stopped eating, and are
gaping at Chobi in stunned silence.
“Not a girl, no, she’s poison ivy!” screams Purnasashi. “At work—bone lazy; eats like crazy; fiery speeches
come so easy.”
All this shouting has brought people out from all around, but Chobi hasn’t even noticed who they are. It is only
when her mother comes and pulls her up by the hair and gives her a few hard knocks on her back that Chobi
realizes she has done something awful. Mother says:
“You don’t have to eat, you greedy girl. You couldn’t come for lunch—why the hell did you have to come
now?”
Mother’s voice is heavy, and her words sound shaky. She tells her mother-in-law in a low tone:
“You should have thrown her out by the neck. If you had to feed her, what was the need for so much talk? How
would a little girl know the difference between boys and girls?”
Chobi forgets about her aching back the moment she realizes her mother has seen and heard it all. Her
backache seems to have instantly disappeared. Purnasashi looks even more amazed than before, and speaks as if
she cannot believe her own ears.
“Dear! What did I say to your daughter, that you’ve come armed for battle? If I’ve given any offense, do
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forgive me, Daughter-in-law.”
Grandma actually joins her palms, begging mock forgiveness. Chobi bows her head and grins to herself in
delight.
In the middle of this argument both Father and Uncle have arrived to find out what the commotion is all about.
Now Mamata looks embarrassed, pulls her sari over her head, and moves away.
Sukhada has found out from someone what happened. He draws Chobi to him and says:
“Come, Chobu. We’ll polish off all the kheer Grandma has in the pantry. Won’t give, what does she mean?”
Chobi has no time to decide whether the idea is good or bad. Mamata comes forward suddenly, pulls Chobi
back by the hand and stands guarding the door. Her voice is serious, though soft. She says:
“No, Brother-in-law. Don’t distract her so. Let her understand.”
Sukhada looks once at his sister-in-law’s covered face. His hand loosens, as if on its own, and he lets go. Still
he tries to laugh it off.
“Why carry on so, Sister—she’s just a child, after all! She’s asked for something—give her a little—she’ll be
happy, instead—”
“A child!”
Mamata sounds angry.
“Child she may be, but she’s a girl child! She can’t understand the difference that makes, like other girls do—
that’s my problem!”
Through all this, Kulada has not spoken a word. He’s been sitting on the cement platform sipping tea. Now he
looks around and yells:
“And why is this fellow sitting here whimpering, eh? Did you get a few thumps on the back too?”
Chobi forgets everything and looks his way. Pradip is crying! She goes over to him and sees that his bowl is
still full. The kheer looks dry and sticky. He’s weeping with his head between his knees. Chobi shakes him with
both hands, saying:
“Hey, Dada, hey. It’s me Mother beat, so why are you crying? D’you know, a whole handful of my hair came
out in her hand!”
Pradip says, his voice choking with tears:
“They keep scolding you all the time. Mother beats you at the slightest—you don’t think that hurts me? Why
did you have to go and fling the bowl that way? You wouldn’t have been beaten otherwise.”
Chobi kneels down beside him, and dries his eyes with a corner of her frock. Her expression is serious as she
says:
“Grandma said all that—or I wouldn’t have thrown the bowl, would I? But I didn’t cry, not even when I got
beaten. Why should you cry, then? Look, Pholtuda, Montu, they’re all laughing. Uncle, Father, all of them. Now
come, Dada!”
Mamata is sitting quietly in the kitchen. She notices them from there, brother and sister together. She sees the
girl looking happy again. Who would say to look at her that only a moment ago, on an empty stomach, she had
been scolded and beaten? The last rays of the sun are on her face and hair, bathing her in light. At the sight of the
child, Mamata’s heart aches with an inutterable\fn{ So the text: unutterable is gramatically correct.} pain. She dries a tear
from the corner of her eye and gets back to work in silence.
It is very late at night. How late, Chobi can’t say. Usually at this time of night if she awakes suddenly, all she
hears are the dogs barking in the distance, the lantern in the corner flickering, and the sounds of people breathing.
Then Chobi’s heart goes cold with fear. Her limbs are frightened, stiff. She doesn’t dare open her eyes. Rolling
over closer to her mother, Chobi places the big hand on her own body, and puts her own fingers in her ears to stop
those breathing sounds.
Tonight, too, she wakes up around the same time. She must have moved a little to get closer to her mother, for
suddenly someone beside her whispers out her name:
“Chobu.”
Mother! Mother is calling her! She doesn’t have to feel afraid tonight. She can dare open her eyes. A bit of
lantern light has fallen aslant on Mother’s face. She forces her eyes open and sees her mother’s eyes on her. The
breathing sound no longer floats around the room—it whispers to her:
“Chobu, darling! You’re my one and only daughter, still they won’t let me love you even a little.”
Chobi, half asleep, feels her mother stroking her back, her cheeks, her hair. Chobi never feels any sense of
hurt, never takes offense. If she feels pain, that sensation, too, never stays for long. With Mamata caressing her
this way, she feels sleepy again. The sleep that was broken resettles firmly on her eyes. She clings hard to her
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mother, puts one leg around her with ease, and with a deep sigh drifts back to sleep. Deep within her
consciousness, in that serene posture, one thought floats still—“Mother, my mother!”—those words seem to bring
her complete peace.
But sleep will not come so easily to Mamata’s eyes.
*
In the kitchen, Mamata has received news of Kulada’s arrival, but she doesn’t come out. She continues
cooking, but is distracted from time to time—what will be will be. She won’t think of it any more. She simply
can’t think any more …
Saraswati says:
“What will happen, Didi?”
“Has the girl gone off, just check will you?” She comes back and says:
“No, not yet! Shall I fetch her?” Mamata looks compassionately at the worried face of the pregnant Saraswati
She worries herself sick over Chobi all the time, though she nods in agreement with the rest of them. What a
stubborn girl, really—what will become of her?
But Mamata knows that she doesn’t speak from her heart. Secretly, Chobi is the one Saraswati loves most, the
one she looks at with admiring eyes, the way a proud mother looks at her handsome, healthy son. To Saraswati
this household is like a house of horrors. Every year, year after year, she keeps bearing children, but she hasn’t the
courage to express the disgust she feels.
Seeing Saraswati’s frightened, helpless face, Mamata attempts a smile and says:
“Why should you feel so scared? That girl needs a bit of straightening out—she’s going too far.” But having
said that, Mamata still cannot feel easy in her mind. A shadow descends on her face too, and she gives a deep
sigh, saying:
“I can’t bear this any more, Saraswati! I lost two girls at birth you know. When Pradip was born after that, I
felt no joy; I was still mourning for those lost baby girls. Then God gave me a girl at last! And she’s nothing but
trouble. I’ve thought so many times, let me die and be delivered of this pain!”
Saraswati, shocked and startled, gets up and holds Mamata in her arms.
“For shame! How can you even think such things? Are you really so worried? Our child may be a flibbertigibbet, but she’s sure to settle down when the business of marriage comes up!”
What can Mamata say? How can she explain to anyone why she is so restless, so disturbed? Mother that she is,
she has read on the quiet\fn{ Secretly.} those letters Tarnal wrote to Chobi. She had gone running to Adhir that
afternoon. She was really livid, had flung insults right and left—at their ideology, their ethics, their rules of
conduct. She had wept in the end, held Adhir responsible for everything.
“You are the reason the boy has left home! And now you’ve set the girl, too, on the path to ruin. Not only have
you brought her out of the house, you’re teaching her how to break a home up!”
He listened to her accusations, smiled at her anger, this man who was on his deathbed. He said:
“There’s a lot you have seen, Sister-in-law. All your life you’ve seen just one law prevail. Why not let them
proclaim a new law now? It is not your happiness, nor society’s, but their own that is at stake.”
“Even if I personally were to ignore the business of caste say, for the sake of the girl’s happiness, why would
everyone else accept it? Breaking an age-old tradition like that—and you say it means nothing?”
Adhir had said:
“You’re the limit, Sis! Is that any kind of a problem at all? People have enough real problems as it is! Holding
out against sorrow and pain, for instance, and so many other real questions of life and death? Caste! Is that a
serious issue? Well yes, if you choose to go by it! Don’t worry so much, I tell you.”
“But her father has arranged a match for her—don’t you see? We don’t want to make her unhappy. Her studies
won’t be disturbed—why don’t you put some sense into her, please, Adhir?”
Adhir had refused to do so.
“You cannot force her to do anything, Sister. You’ve managed to throttle your own faculties completely—must
you do that to Chobi too? And besides, if she has any strength of mind, she will choose her own course of action
herself.”
An anxious Mamata had stayed up deep into the night, studying Chobi’s sleeping face, dreading the worst. Do
you have to be so very disobedient, Chobi? Chobi—will you break my heart … and tears had come to her
sleepless eyes. She knows only too well what makes her so fearful, but Saraswati wouldn’t understand. Not a
single member of the family would, for that matter.
Saraswati, in the meanwhile, had gone and fetched Chobi.
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“Did you want me, Mother?” the girl asks.
Mamata draws her close, lovingly pushes back some wisps of hair from her face, looking at her all the while
with pleading eyes.
“Just one request I have—will you fulfill it, darling, please? Don’t cause me any more grief, I beg you. I can’t
bear it any more!”
Chobi’s lips quiver. She too has heard the news. And every now and then she feels a cold shiver in her heart.
She has kept Tarnal’s last letter close to her breast. Mamata says:
“He’s a fine boy, well-educated, generous, has a fine job too. There’s a college over there too, and they’ve said
they’ll have you admitted after you’ve passed … they—”
Chobi laughs suddenly.
“Why all this sales talk? Why don’t you come straight to the point, Mother?”
“You don’t have to do a thing. They’re not so provincial that they’ll ask you a lot of questions. You just have to
put in one appearance before the boy’s father.”
“And then?”
“Your father’s seen the boy—he’s as handsome as a prince. Well-off too. You’ll be living in much ease after
you get married. He’s their only son, after all.”
Chobi touches Tarnal’s letter once, tucked in her breast. He’s no handsome prince—he’s dark. He doesn’t have
an excellent job, merely tutors boys in various private homes. He’s poor, that’s why the rich take advantage of
him. But still he’s Tarnal! Can Chobi forget his pleasant laughter! The promise she had made him—to wait for
him, to bear it all! That was hardly a month ago!
No, Mamata's tears have a way of putting Chobi into total confusion. She stares hard at the ground to steel
herself, and then says:
“See how late it is already? I must rush to the workshop now! The things you people are up to, honestly!”
She laughs it all off lightly and makes her way outside.
“Chobi!” Kulada calls out to her.
“Wait!” says Dakshina. Purnasashi is there too, standing behind the two of them.
Chobi looks inquiringly at her father. Kulada says, very gently:
“All the preliminary discussions are over. They just need to take one look at you.”
“That’s not possible for me, Father.”
“What’s that again?” Dakshina comes forward, raging. He looks towards his son and mutters:
“Did you hear that, Kulada? ‘I cannot do it, Father.’”
He grimaces, mimics Chobi.
“Isn’t that a wonderful thing to hear, from your own daughter! Brought her up like a memsahib, didn’t you! So
now you see! You are a stain on the family name!”
“Father!” Kulada squawks in agonized protest at this last insult. His face is red with anger. He now drags
Chobi forward by the hand. Chobi looks at him once, surprised, and lowers her eyes again. Her hand inside her
father’s grip shakes a little. Is that his hand quivering, or her own?
Dakshina has cooled down somewhat. His tone is stem and steady.
“Put her under lock and key, if you know what’s good for her. What absolute impudence! Won’t go, she says!”
Purnasashi comes close to her now, strokes her lovingly and says:
“Now don’t be disobedient, sweet! Do what they say. They’re doing this for your own good. You might study
and do whatever else—but for a girl, what else is there but marriage, after all?”
Kulada says:
“You’ve brought enough shame on us already. The things they say about you in the village! I have problems
and worries enough as it is—enough to make me go rabid. Don’t you dare defy me on top of it all—I won’t have
it. Will you or will you not go?”
“No.”
One word, and the girl falls silent again. Kulada now sees red. Dakshina stands beside him with a sneering
smile. Kulada drags Chobi along by the hand to the dark comer room beside Sukhada’s. He pushes her in and
slams the door shut. No one in the house has the courage to stop him. Purnasashi alone gives a small plaintive cry,
“What do you think you’re doing, Kulada! That’s going to make her even more stubborn. Speak to her nicely,
explain to her …”
A few of them have crowded in towards the door. Dakshina sternly clears them away. Kulada’s high-pitched
voice sounds more like a scream of distress.
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“Don’t any of you say a thing to me. I’ll show her today. I won’t be called a black sheep of the family and take
it lying down.”
There in the dark room, sitting on a broken rack, Chobi waits and smiles a little to herself. This is the family
storeroom. Damp and dismal, nearly pitch dark. Just one thin stream of light comes from a small, high window.
Chobi brings the letter out, and reads it once again in that strip of light. She murmurs softly once: “Tarnal!” Then
she spreads out the loose end of her sari and lies down quietly on it.
So time passes, who knows how long? Chobi has fallen asleep. All of a sudden something small scurries over
her—possibly a mouse—and she sits up with a jerk. She remembers about the workshop. Not turning up would
upset their schedule, and she doesn’t like that, either. They had schemed against her and stopped her from going
today. So let them! But this is perhaps the very last time that anyone would be locked up in this house—let no one
else suffer such a fate. No one would, certainly—Chobi knows that. At least that is some consolation.
A soft sound comes from the door bolt. Somebody seems to have opened it and come inside, to have lain a
hand on her forehead, to be calling her by name.
Chobi clings to her mother silently. Mamata is crying, her tears falling on Chobi’s head.
“Look what you’ve gone and done, Chobi! Oh I can’t bear it any more! Just one small appearance please. Or
God knows what your father will do next!”
Still not a word from Chobi.
“Chobi!” Mamata calls her again as of old. Chobi looks her mother full in the face and says:
“Maybe I would have gone earlier, Mother. But you should know, I’ve made up my mind now. Now it’s just
too late.”
Mamata starts up almost as if she’s seen a ghost. Her voice, though suppressed, conveys a deep terror.
“Too late? You’ve made up your mind? Dear God, why am I still not dead!” Chobi says:
“When I was a child, you yourself gave me so much encouragement to study, to be brave. Can’t you think of
some really great future for me—other than marriage?”
“You’ll be married one day, live in peace and happiness—what greater future can a mother wish for her
daughter?”
“Can you force that kind of peace and happiness on me? Think of something really great, Mother. Think that
maybe your Chobi will lay down her life one day for a noble cause.”
“Don’t even utter such things, Chobi,” Mamata calls out in anguish. She sighs deeply and says:
“Well, do as you please. I won’t worry anymore.”
And she leaves the room as silently as she had come.
Having sat up, she keeps sitting. Purnasashi had come in at one point, begging her to come and eat. She hadn’t
gone, but continued to sit there, picking up the footsteps of all the different people in her family.
The day passes; it’s almost evening now. Some people had approached the door once or twice earlier, the bolt
had been rattled a couple of times, and they’d go away.
A sudden burst of light in the room makes Chobi sit up straight. The light hurts her eyes after so long. Grandfather has come, and Father, and Grandma. But Uncle is missing. Must have kept away on purpose. Kulada has
found himself a thin, sharp cane somewhere. He says in a grave voice:
“Go eat and get ready. No dressing up—just change your sari.”
Purnasashi looks into her face, a mute appeal in her eyes. Dakshinaranjan says:
“Go, do what you’re told.”
Chobi flares up this time.
“I won’t go. What can you do about it?”
“What did you say?” Dakshina is now shaking with rage. “Of course, why should you go? Mix around some
more with low-class riffraff—those farmers and fishermen and potters of yours! Go, check it out, Kulada, maybe
your daughter wishes to marry one of them! Go and bring him along! We’re ruined, ruined. Scarred and smirched
the family name, that’s what you have done.”
Kulada steps forward and grabs Chobi by the hair.
“So you won’t go, eh?”
“No, no.”
There’s a lashing, swishing sound in the air. Sukhada’s youngest boy starts howling and runs away. Yet another
lash. Kulada yells out an order.
“Go and dress Sefu up instead! I’m not letting go of such a good match. Whatever money they’re demanding,
I’ll spend for Sefu.”
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Then he lets go of Chobi’s hair and gives her a hard push forward.
“Get out, get out of this house. I can’t show my face in the village for shame—all because of you!”
Purnasashi has withdrawn from the scene, wiping tears away with the end of her sari. But Saraswati clings to
Mamata and weeps:
“No sister, I can’t allow this. Chobi will get a thrashing, and they will come and look at Sefu instead. I can’t
bear it!”
So Mamata has the job of consoling her too, making her understand. All through this Chobi sits stubbornly like
a headstrong horse. Shame, insult, nothing, nothing seems to affect her now. Her face is wreathed in silent
laughter, and there’s a smarting sensation where the cane has left its mark on her arm.
One by one, they have all gone their ways. Dakshina had stood waiting to lead Sefu out himself, and Mamata
had dressed Sefu up. But Sefu stands stock still as she hears Chobi, and breaks down, her whole body heaving as
she weeps. You can tell by her face that she has no desire to go, but she cannot refuse. Mamata says:
“Come dry your eyes now, Sefu. You’re not going to start weeping in front of them too, are you? Shame on
you!”
*
That autumn there was no crop to be harvested. The farming folk sat on the workshop porch watching with wet
eyes, stared hard and long at the barren fields ahead of them. Now, eyes dried, they were ready for work again.
The workshop had been served a closure notice. Chobi was sitting there with the letter still in her hand. The
men had heard the news already and had just smiled wanly in despair. They, too, wish to stand up on their own
again. They want an end to the shame of being on charity. They have seen the rice stored in the godowns,
thousands and thousands of maunds of it—and watched it with starving stomachs—but they had not looted the
grain, hadn’t wrested their due.
They know the humiliation of accepting this charity, this food they despise. But at least it has kept body and
soul together. They had dried their eyes and swallowed the millet gruel, hoping for better days to come. Hoping
that they would laugh again one day, would plow the fields, would stand together and fight. Hamid and
Nagarbanshi say as much.
“That is why we didn’t quit the village. Our wives and children have shriveled up in hunger, and we still
haven’t given up trying to make a living. We’ve stretched out our palms and accepted the relief. This is the day we
waited for. We were sure we would find a way.”
Better if this arrangement had been continued longer, but the government had notified them that there would be
no more relief. The Farmers’ Society had put forward demands and got its way, but it was not prepared to make
pleas and appeals.
They are busy with their various duties now. Chobi alone sits with a heavy heart from the morning, the only
one silent amid all the din.
Dhiren walks in very softly and stands before her. His face fills her heart with some unknown dread.
“What’s happened Uncle Dhiren? What other news have you received?”
Dhiren turns his face away and says with a quavering voice.
“We couldn’t keep Adhirda back any longer, Chobi. Go see him for the last time.”
“What?” Chobi shouts like a banshee. “But I went and saw him just a day ago. He chatted with me for so long.
Tarnal was to fix up the sanatorium, write back … Uncle Dhiren …”
“Tarnal’s letter has arrived, Chobi. He says if we arrange to send him to Calcutta somehow, they’ll take care of
all the rest … but this disease … Chobi please don’t cry …”
Chobi says, “Lately I was not even able to give him much time—I knew you people were there to look after
him. Day before yesterday … we talked for so long … my studies … the future, but what happened so suddenly?”
Chobi runs homewards, her eyes welling with tears. When her grandfather died, she had run back sorrowing—
today it is more like terror she feels.
“Uncle, Adhir Uncle!”
All the respect, the wonder, the courage Chobi ever held in her life is dying today! A fire is dying, a precious
life is on its way out!
The room so quiet on other days is now filled with people. Kulada has come, Sukhada too, all her family is
here. Some people are holding on to her great aunt, Adhir’s mother, to stop her from knocking her head on the
floor in grief. Already her forehead is bleeding from earlier incessant knocks. All of them are weeping silently,
except for one person, Maya. Silent and alert, she wipes the blood from Adhir’s mouth, pours some medicine
between his half-parted lips. Somewhere along the way she had come and made a place for herself there. They all
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stare at her amazed, but today there is no need for shame. She has drawn a bit of her sari over her head and is
nursing him silently. From time to time you can see her quiver as she sees Adhir’s half-closed eyes. It seems as if
she would hold on to that last bit of life with all the strength at her command.
Chobi rushes right into the room. She stares fixedly at Adhir’s face and calls out:
“Uncle!”
Adhir coughs up blood again, and then his breathing becomes normal. Chobi holds his hand tightly and cries:
“So soon? Uncle? But Tamal has written for us to take you there. What will happen to me, Uncle?”
Adhir tries to smile with his blood-smeared lips. He says in a whisper:
“Your real struggle is yet to begin, Chobi. It’s a tough world. Where are they?”
Dhiren, Arun, and Prasanna lean their tearful faces forward. Adhir says, pointing to Maya:
“Look after this girl. Dhiren—my parents, the samiti [organization]—consider them yours. So take care. Don’t
be afraid. Courage, Chobi!”
Chobi says to herself, No, I won’t be afraid, I won’t. He’s coughing blood again, he has difficulty breathing,
but he still whispers on:
“Very painful—life itself is painful. But you mustn’t grieve—all of you—“ and he rests his eyes on Maya.
Maya, at the point of giving him some more medicine, stiffens suddenly, and then falls on his breast with a
shrill cry. She sits up and stares fixedly at his face once more, as if she still can’t take in the truth. Her eyes are dry
—her lips are all a-quiver, but Maya cannot cry.
Grandaunt is no longer knocking her head. She is rolling on the floor weeping. When Chobi goes up to her, she
says:
“I couldn’t even feed him properly these last few days. My only son, and he became a wandering sannyasin—
even then I didn’t feel sorry. But why couldn’t he at least stay alive?”
He had dreamed of making all men happy, he had wanted to live an easy life too, but had died working himself
to the bone—with no proper food, no medical care.
Chobi’s heart burns with grief; she stands alone in one corner of the room. She can’t bear to hear the sounds of
weeping—such unbearable sorrow!
Arun comes and stands beside her.
“The news has spread through all the villages around—seen that, Chobi?”
Chobi sees hundreds of people. They’re coming in groups from far and near. Arun says:
“They want to pay their last respects to Adhirda. Do you see them coming with the Farmers’ Society banner?
Adhirda built that society with his own hands.”
Raisaheb has arrived, and a few other village elders. They sit surrounding Harinandan. They stare wide-eyed
when they hear the proposal.
“A brahmin’s son! He must have proper funeral rites first—only then should he be picked up on the shoulders
as stipulated. How can those low-caste fellows take him along, just like that? Why go on procession with a dead
body!”
But these objections are set aside. Harinandan’s heart is breaking with pain, but he has not shed a single tear.
Just once he said in a broken voice:
“Let them take him—he belongs to them—leave him in their hands. He doesn’t belong to us—he never even
thought of us ever—did he?”
And suppressing his tears, he had walked out of the roomful of elders, never to sit with them again.
After that, all the arrangements had been made, some people had taken over. Flowers had been brought, and
garlands, and numerous little pennants. They had adorned him with infinite care all day, and now they were bearing him aloft.
Hundreds of bare human bodies, dark, barefooted men—men who’d come crying to Raisaheb for reprieve of
their tenants’ taxes, men who’d come begging at the zamindar’s feet to be allowed to keep even a small part of the
harvest, these people seemed suddenly to have gained boundless courage.
Raisaheb looks at them with infinite disdain. A son of their own family had died of a dreadful disease. No
proper funeral rites, no priest to preside, a brahmin’s son unpurified by fire, and low-caste riffraff just bear him
away.
*
Purnasashi takes Chobi along to her room one day. With shaky hands she opens up a huge wooden chest and
takes out a pair of clove design earrings. She presses them into Chobi’s palm and says:
“I had kept these for your wedding … but since that is not to be … you can have them anyway. You might
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need them for your studies.”
Chobi’s eyes fill with tears. She is going away to stay with some distant relatives where she will continue her
studies. What kind of welcome would she receive there? What wonders, what struggles await her she does not
know. But she finds herself unable to take those earrings from Purnasashi’s old and withered hands. She puts her
own hands into the old woman’s and says:
“Not for my studies, Grandma—please keep these with you.”
Purnasashi tries a smile.
“What’s the point of putting them away Chobi? I won’t be here to see you married—to see your husband. Use
them as you think fit.”
Chobi strokes those bare, shriveled hands and says:
“Keep them Grandma, your blessings are all I need.”
Once again today Mamata’s eyes are brimming with tears, but she cannot clasp Chobi to her breast and weep
as she did when Chobi was a child. Chobi is grown up now—old enough to defy all family traditions, old enough
to go out into the wide world. So she keeps her tears to herself. She looks at Chobi’s face, wishes she could stroke
her hair, and her lips quiver as she says:
“Mom is a boy, I don’t feel so worried about letting him go—but I’m letting you go too, all on your own,
Chobu.”
Chobi knows what her mother wants to hear, what assurance she would like to have. She wipes Mamata’s tears
away with her own hands and says:
“I will stay on the path of justice, truth, and goodness always. Yes, even at the cost of my life.”
Mamata holds Chobi’s head close to her breast and bursts into tears.
“Don’t keep saying things like that, Chobu!”
They come in a body to see her off, walking with her for a long way. Mother, Grandma, Aunt. She looks back
again and again, and her eyes keep brimming over.
When all the rest have turned back, Mamata keeps standing still.. The wind plays in her hair. The sari slips off
her head—her eyes follow her departing daughter and then go vacant in thought. She seems no longer to be
looking at the path her girl has taken, but peering misty-eyed far back into a past that speaks of failure.
The chatim tree on the west bank of Bosepukur marks the end of the village. From there on, the road leads to
the station. In childhood Chobi used to come and stand at this point sometimes, and stare and stare at the station
road. A world stretching out to a limitless horizon seemed to beckon to her then. Chobi couldn’t tell then where
that road would lead to, or how far.
Today Phulmani, Batashi, and the others are waiting for her by that roadside. They ask her:
“You won’t forget us will you, when you get to the city? You won’t forget the village?”
How can she forget? The smell of the grass, the changing scent of every season has become so much a part of
her being. This village is a part of everything she holds precious. With Tarnal’s pledge, with Adhirkaka’s eager
encouragement. How can Chobi ever forget?
Sukhada’s friend Umapati, who has ajob in Calcutta, has undertaken to escort her there. Pradip has been
released from prison—he would be there to meet her at the station. Sukhada has come to put her on the train.
Kulada was not expected to be there, but he had come along anyway. There was something he had wished to say
to Chobi. He had hovered around her restlessly up to the last minute, and still held his peace. When the guard
blows his whistle, Kulada suddenly draws close, hesitates a little, and then says:
“Tell him … tell Pradip to come home. He left in a huff … said he wouldn’t come back unless I asked him to.
Tell him … I asked.”
Then he takes out a wad of notes and slips them into Chobi’s hands.
“Here take this, divide it between yourselves. Write whenever you need anything.”
Bit by bit all their faces blur. Chobi keeps staring right to the end. At last the station is left behind, and her tears
suddenly spill over. She wipes them at the window and sits down quietly. Now another thought disturbs her
suddenly.
“Unless you go there, you won’t get an idea of the world around”—somebody had told her that one day. Who
was it?
What was this world? Would Chobi find a place there? Would she survive in that selfish, ruthless, competitive
atmosphere? The agitation she feels—is it joy, or sadness, or fear? What can you compare it to?
Gazing out the window, the likeness suddenly hits her. It is with the pace of the train—the rhythm of movement. Moving forward, that is the main thing—one must keep going.
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And now, a new sense of eager expectancy fills her mind, her whole being. …
179.43 Projection\fn{by Helena Khan (1929- )} Mymensingh, Mymensingh District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
(F) 5
They like the gentle breeze of the afternoon and the mild quiver of the rickshaw very much. A lock of Husnas
short hair tumbles down oyer her forehead again and again, sometimes covering her lotus-like eyes. Her dark blue
sari flutters in the gusty breeze. Casting a glance at her, Rakib says,
“Hello, beautiful lady. I am afraid that somebody might be tempted seeing your beauty. Please lower your veil.
Otherwise, how will people understand that you are my wife?” Husna pulls down her veil.
“Rubbish, how can I control my veil in this wind? How irritating you are! What does it matter now what
people think?”
Rakib keeps staring at Husna’s dreamy eyes. Then he says,
“The fact is, I do not want people to see my treasure.”
A dark shadow falls on Husnas eyes. She says,
“That’s strange. Who will cast a glance at your worst asset?”
“Who won’t?”
Husna likes Rakib’s possessiveness. It suggests his love for her. Husna is entirely Rakib’s. Yet Husna does not
understand what pleasure Rakib derives saying this again and again.
The rickshaw passes through the rows of green trees flanking the road. They cross the park. Both of them are
suffused by a feeling of happiness at each other’s closeness. Rakib takes Husnas soft hand in his own. Both are
silent. Maybe they are absorbed in their feelings. It is the rickshaw-puller who speaks.
“Didn’t you say that you would get down here?” he says.
“Oh, yes.”
Consciousness returns. They get down. Rakib pays the rickshaw fare. They walk along one corner of the park.
As they walk side by side, they sometimes bump gently into each other consciously or unconsciously. They look
at each other and smile. There is a bush of flowering jhumkalata in this corner. There are also fewer people here.
Rakib says,
“Let us sit down right here.”
They sit down touching each other. It is a pretty environment to recall the early days of their acquaintance.
Rakib says,
“We used to be very afraid to sit like this just a few days ago. We were so afraid that somebody would see us.
And today?”
“I know. My heart used to beat so fast. Mother knew about you. But she did not like my roaming around with
you, going to the park, going to the cinema.”
Husna seemed lost in the romantic world of the past. After a moment she said,
“Do you know hectic preparations for my marriage with Professor Alamgir were going on?” After a brief
silence, Husna again said,
“It was my determination that won in the end. Mother said, ‘Rakib is better than Alamgir as a bridegroom. But
how can we offer our girl unless the bridegroom's parry proposes?’”
“Well!” Rakib asks suddenly, “what would you have done if you had been married to Alamgir?”
“Ah, what would I have done? I would have tried to forget you.”
Glancing at him, Husna realizes that Rakib does not want to hear this. The muscles of his face grow taut and
grim. The shadow of a crooked frown darkens his forehead. Husna understands that Rakib has taken what she said
to heart. Drawing closer to him, she says,
“Ah! You don’t understand jokes even! Could it ever have happened? The music of my heart had merged with
yours.”
Rakib does not speak for a long while. When he does, his voice sounds like the rumble of distant thunder.
“Did you like Alamgir?”
Now Husna becomes vexed. There was no question of her falling in love with Alamgir. She had been madly in
love with Rakib. Naturally human beings are attracted to beautiful flowers. They look at them. She did not have
an opportunity even once to see the handsome Alamgir properly. She had seen him briefly, from a distance. But
she had not felt any attraction. However, she had not disliked him either, but she could not say that to Rakib today.
Touching Rakib’s shoulder, Husna says softly,
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“What nonsense are you talking? Would I have cried as I did to prevent the marriage if I had been in love with
him? It was you who occupied my mind.”
But the cloud in the sky of Rafiq’s mind does not clear away. They do not talk in the rickshaw while returning.
Husna is surprised at her husband’s jealousy. For whom is this hatred? Is it for Alamgir? Alamgir had been
selected by her parents. Husna had not even talked to him. And was Alamgir still waiting for her after being
rejected by her family? He had married the beautiful Nasrin long ago. They were a happy couple. Does Rakib not
know that? He knows it very well. Why then does he behave like this?
Husna feels very sad. Why has Rakib unnecessarily destroyed the romantic atmosphere today? Husnas eyes
droop in anger.
It is ten o’clock. Rakib and Husna go out together after locking their bedroom. There is a duplicate key. Rakib
will go to the Secretariat. He has a long way to go. He has a fairly good job now. Husnas school is very near—at
Azimpur. From their house they can even hear the bell ringing in the school. The warning bell has rung. Today
Husna has line-duty.
They start walking. When they near the school gate Rakib says,
“Today I will bring two tickets for an evening show.”
Husna realizes that Rakib is ashamed of his behaviour yesterday. He is trying to make up. She pouts and says,
“I am not interested. I’m not going to the cinema. You go alone.”
Rakib likes that offended face very much. He smiles and says,
“Wow, the lady can be in a huff! And she looks very pretty when she is angry.”
Though Husna turns away her face, she cannot help smiling. Rakib too smiles as he resumes walking.
There is a huge crowd in the theatre. As they push their way through the crowd, Rakib is separated from
Husna. There are people milling around Husna. For a moment she doesn’t know what to do. Then two people help
to clear the way for her and she is able to rejoin Rakib.
“My God, what a crowd! How could you walk so quickly leaving me behind in such a crowd? I was lucky that
those two helped me!”
Casting a glance around them, Rakib sees that the two persons who helped his wife have already boarded a
rickshaw. They are handsome. Looking at Husna, he asks,
“Did you know them before?”
“No,” replies Husna casually. But the muscles of Rakib’s mouth grow taut.
In the rickshaw Husna chatters about the movie. Rakib is silent. Tapping him with her left hand she asks,
“Didn’t you like the film? I liked it very much.”
Rakib looks displeased. She holds his face and turns it towards hers.
“Before we went to see the movie, you were so happy. Why are you upset now?”
Rakib does not speak. Hurt, Husna says,
“I won’t ever go to watch a movie again.”
“Why should you? Go alone. You’ll have no lack of companions.” But she cannot continue to be angry and
bursts out laughing,
“You think so? How childish you are!”
Husnas school is closed on Friday. Rakib also does not have to go to office. On this day Husna takes care of
domestic matters. As long as she is inside the house, she likes to do household tasks. She tries to keep the small
house neat and tidy to create a happy atmosphere.
Today Husna will cook bhuna khichuri and spicy meat curry. She had set a pot of yogurt last night. Husna tells
the boy servant,
“Lalu, prepare the spices and put up the chicken. I am coming after I have cleaned the next room.”
Tucking the end of her sari around her waist, Husna starts dusting the house. She will cook after she has
finished cleaning. She hears a knock at the door. Rakib has gone to the house of one of his friends.
“You have returned so quickly!”
But it is not Rakib. It is Shuja—Shujauddoula—at the door. He used to be the best student in their class. He
was not only good at his studies but also at sports. She had known him quite well as she too took part in sports.
Untucking the loose end of her sari from around her waist, she draws it round her shoulder. She says,
“You! Why are you here? Please, come in.” Entering the house, Shuja says smilingly,
“I am going to Karachi. I have got a good job. So I came to see you before leaving. Where is Rakib Bahi?”
“Please sit down. He should return soon.”
Husna sends Lalu to call Rakib. Shuja and Husna used to be cbssmates and often Shuja helped her with
31

Psychology notes before the examination. Once Husna had asked him,
“Both Soheli and Sarwari want to meet you so much. Why do you avoid them?” Shuja spoke shyly but clearly,
“I don’t want to have anything to do with them. I run away from ladies who want to be friendly with me.
Besides, mother has chosen a girl for me.”
“And you also like her very much, don’t you?”
Shuja nodded. Husna felt she was more than a friend to him. Otherwise he would not have told her about his
fiancee. Husna asks him,
“When are you planning to leave?”
“Tomorrow, in the afternoon.”
“My goodness! When will you have a meal with us? Have lunch or dinner with us, whichever suits you.”
“You will have to excuse me. I’m already booked for several meals.” Slightly hurt, Husna says,
“You didn’t remember us before, did you? You really are something!” Shuja tries to defend himself:
“No, no. I was late returning from Comilla.”
Husna is curious when she hears of Comilla. Shuja’s village home is in Comilla. It is there where the bride
chosen by his mother also lives.
“Of course,” Husna laughs. Shuja also laughs.
“I just went to meet my mother. But everyone insisted on the aqd—the marriage vows. The marriage ceremony
will take place after I finish my IA.”
Shuja waits for about half an hour, chatting after snacks and tea. Then he gets up to leave.
“No, I’m just not fated to see Rakib Bhai. I’ve got a lot of things to do, visit a lot of places. Do tell Rakib Bhai
that I am sorry to have missed him.”
Shuja leaves. Rakib returns after a long time. Husna is cooking. Rakib enters the kitchen without making any
noise and stands behind Husna. Husna does not see him. Rakib observes her. He likes this mood of Husna’s very
much. He puts his arms round her waist.
“What are you doing? The food will be ruined!”
“Let the food be ruined. You look very nice.” Husna turns smilingly towards him and asks,
“How do I look?”
“No, I won’t tell you. You’ll become vain.”
Glancing at the flat opposite theirs, Husna gently pries her husband’s hands loose. She pours water into the rice
and pulses. Placing the piece of firewood under the pot she tells him,
“Let’s go into the sitting room. Do you know that Shuja came? He waited for you for a long time before he
left. He said that he is leaving for Karachi tomorrow. He has got that job. Do you know …?”
Husnas chatter suddenly stops as her glance falls on Rakib’s face. There is a raging fire in his eyes. It seems
that he will burn Husna to ashes with that look. Husna doesn’t understand at first. She asks,
“What’s wrong with you? Why are you looking like that?”
“No, why should anything be the matter? Why did Shuja come during my absence? Do you think I don’t
understand anything?”
Husna stands stock-still. She can’t speak. Then she asks painfully,
“What are you saying?”
It seems to Husna that all the light of the world has gone out in shame, hatred and embarrassment at the
meanness of her husband. She seems to be standing in an obscure and limitless space. Her head starts to throb.
Somehow she manages to reach her bed and lie down on it.
Rakib does not bother about her. He must find out the truth today. He must make Husna confess her guilt. He
says,
“Before marriage many people have affairs. But why do you want to continue even after marriage? Forget
what you have done before your marriage.”
“Ah! Please keep quiet.”
“Why? Why did he come to you when I was not in?”
“Did he know that I was alone? And so what if I am alone? You know me very well. There was never anything
between Shuja and—”
“Don’t try to hide it. I know everything. Everyone knows with which of his classmates Shuja had an affair. I
knew it too, didn’t I?”
Finding herself falsely accused, Husna becomes very angry. She goes up to Rakib and rages.
“Did you then? So you knew everything? Why were you mad enough then to marry me if you knew
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everything?”
Rakib is silent. What has Husna said? Did she love Shuja? So his suspicions were true. She really was in love
with Shuja. Is she telling the truth? The real truth? Suddenly Rakib feels very depressed. It’s as if an inflated
balloon has sprung a leak. He grows numb and quiet. Opening the door, he goes downstairs.
Standing under a tree in the front yard, Rakib goes over what has happened. His beautiful day has been ruined.
It is the only day of the week that is a holiday.
Husna devotes herself to her household chores. She cooks the meal herself and serves it to him with so much
love. She makes the dull moments of noon interesting. They go out after taking tea in the afternoon. They
discover themselves anew every day. The black clouds of his suspicious mind have darkened the day.
Rakib asks himself again and again: has Husna really confessed that she was in love with Shuja? But can he be
happy knowing the truth? He insisted on making Husna say it, yet he can’t believe that Husna can roam about
with an innocent, pure smile. Why doesn’t he trust Husna? When his friends say to him, “Rakib, you are lucky,”
instead of being happy why does he start suspecting her?
A piece of dim memory, an almost forgotten memory, begins to prick him. Is it this that is making him
unhappy? Has he poisoned Husnas life too along with his own? Why can’t he forget the sad memory that has been
swept away by the touch of remorse? To everybody Rakib seems a good man. He is good-looking and attractive,
leaves a trace in everybody’s mind. Perhaps for that reason he can’t get rid of his fears.
It happened eight years ago. His father was supposed to be transferred from Rangpur to Faridpur. His
examination was ahead. He had always been very good in his studies, and his headmaster was unwilling to let him
leave. As there was no hostel in the school, his headmaster proposed that Rakib should stay at his house. Rezina
was his elder daughter, a beautiful young woman of eighteen.
Even now, thinking of her, he feels disgusted. How can girls be so wicked? They used to study together. She
was preparing for her SSC examination as she had failed twice before. She would visit Rakib’s room frequently.
No one suspected anything, as he was a good student. She would come on the pretext of learning mathematics. At
first Rakib failed to understand. He would say,
“No, Rezina apa, you can’t learn mathematics. You are very absentminded.” Casting an angry look at him, she
would say,
“What? Why do you call me apa? Can’t you call me Rezi?” Abruptly touching his chin, she said,
“Do you think 1 am your superior? Do 1 look very old? Look at me.”
Rakib looked at her … she was beautiful. He forgot her age. An excitement ran through his youthful veins for
the first time in his life. He became curious to know what was in that secret and beautiful world of a woman? He
kept staring at Rezinas mysterious female body. He did not understand what had happened to him. Rezina felt
overjoyed at her victory. She could distract a saint.
One day Rezina entered his room with a plate full of pudding. Rakib was engrossed in mathematics. Rezina sat
down, touching him. Rakib felt embarrassed. Rezina attempted to feed him.
“Do your sums,” she said. “I shall feed you.” Rakib could say only,
“Don’t be silly!”
“I see he is a little boy!” Pressing his cheeks, the girl left the room but as she did, she cast a wicked look at him
and said,
“I shall come to learn a lot of sums from you this evening. Today there will be no one at home, do you
understand?”
Rakib did not know what to say. He only felt hot and sweaty.
Rezina came later that evening. She was a strange, sensual creature. How beautiful she looked with make-up!
Was she a fairy or a nymph? Her fine sari, her made-up face, her strong perfume and the wreaths in her hair all
created an irresistible Rezina! The youthful Rakib felt aroused. He grew very afraid. Closing his books, he
advanced to the door.
“I have some work outside—I’ll return soon.” Rezina caught hold of his hand.
“Are you a man? Have 1 come to see the four walls of this room?” She came close.
Rakib forgot everything. He only heard the echo of ‘Are you a man?’ The magnet in front pulled him to her.
He could not resist that magnetism. In a fit of passion, he embraced Rezina. But then the heavens fell. The
headmaster returned suddenly. Rezina moved away quickly. The shameless, false woman cried out,
“Father, see what a viper you nourished in your breast! I was going to Janu’s house. The boy called me, ‘Rezi
apa, come and look at this sum.’ He seemed so innocent. How was I to know of his evil intentions. Fie! Fie! I am
so disgusted. I want to die.”
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Furious, the headmaster took offhis shoes and beat Rakib mercilessly. Then he wrote a letter to Rakib’s father
telling him about his wicked son’s activities.
Ashamed, afraid and insulted, Rakib had not gone back home for several days. Then he had finally written a
letter to his mother telling her everything that had happened. His parents believed him.
Rakib could not sit for the final examination that year. After his marriage Rakib recalled that buried bitter
memory. The discomfiture he had felt returned to plague him. Black clouds of suspicion covered the new clear
sky. Was Rakib the first man in Husna’s life? It couldn’t be so. Didn’t Husna charm anybody before she charmed
Rakib with her enchanting smile?
Inwardly doubts burn him up. Sometimes he analyzes himself He becomes upset. But he asks himself;
“What? What happened to me in the past? Nothing happened.”
But his conscience continues to prick him. That is why he cannot be happy, and to counteract his own feelings
of guilt he turns his suspicions on Husna. He tries to compensate his own failure by questioning her morals.
Today’s incident is nothing but the expression of his doubting and deformed mind.
The blazing flame of rage inside him burns no more. The quivering fire of doubt goes out. Only the ashes of
remorse remain. He suffers a sense of repentance. He advances with slow steps.
Today his misbehaviour to Husna has gone beyond the limit. Husna is his beautiful white jasmine. Why should
he, her husband, misjudge the simplicity and sincerity that are admired by all? He has discovered the answer to
this question. He admits that his suspicions regarding his wife are unjustified. He is also tired. He cannot deny
that he has wronged Husna several times over.
Yes, he’ll apologize to Husna. He’ll approach his wife with his confession. Rakib wants to wipe out all the
darkness from his mind. Rakib wants to get rid of all his internal confusion. That’s why he must tell Husna
everything today. He’ll accept his punishment humbly. He can’t tolerate the sadness of his self-deception any
longer.
Rakib knocks at the door softly. Husna opens the door and stands before him. Her eyes are swollen—there are
traces of tears. Rakib feels a mixture of repentance and affection. Seeing him, Husna bursts into tears. She goes
into the bedroom and, covering her face with a pillow, continues to sob.
Rakib can’t say anything. He only caresses her head. Some silent moments pass. Finally Rakib says quietly,
“Please don’t cry, my love. I have been wrong.”
Only two words. But Husnas pain and grief come to an end. Taking Husnas hand, Rakib says,
“Do you know, when 1 was young 1 fell in an evil trap. You’ll be sad to know it. You’ll hate me. But—”
“I know everything,” says Husna gently.
Rakib sits down in surprise.
“What? How do you know? When did you know?”
“I knew it before we got married. Such things can’t be kept secret.”
“In spite of knowing that you married me!”
“Yes, why shouldn’t I?”
Husna looks at her husband with her eyes wide open. Coming close to him, she says,
“You’re really good. That was such a small incident; and it happened long ago. Why do you still remember it?
You’re suffering the pangs of conscience.”
“Not only that, I’ve been trying to impose my fault upon you. I have suffered from the deadly poison of doubt,
and I have not spared you even. Please forgive me.”
Rakib embraces Husna passionately. At that moment a pair of shafik fly across the front window.
226.12 Excerpt from The Departed Melody: Memoirs\fn{by Raja Tridiv Roy (1931- )} Bangamati District,
Chittagong Hill Tracts, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh (M) 12
13
Mother had been fussed over ever since grandfather heard a grandson was in the offing. Everyone made the
wish father to the thought. And mother prayed that it should be a boy. She knew father was being induced to
marry again. Five years had gone by since their marriage and no child appeared, so many people whispered that
the foreign lady (to the hill people a Bengali is very much a foreigner) was barren. Mother used to nurse her
sorrow in secret but she was not one to sit and mope. She had shamans—ojhas, astrologers, baidyas and witch
doctors—dropping in with charms, amulets and herbs.
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On 11 January 1932 my elder sister (Didi) was born in our Chittagong house. There was great rejoicing and the
foreigner was absolved of the stigma of sterility. But until she produced a male child she could not be considered
as having done her duty.
“I know they are looking for another wife for you,” she said to father.
“They better hurry,” father said in reply. “Or I’ll have to do the searching myself.”
In fact a very beautiful Chakrna girl, Bindubashini,
was a hot favourite in court circles. She was the daughter of a Dewan in the Chengi valley, a cousin of Pratul
Dewan who later married aunt Sushamabala. Mother knew he was only teasing her but it did not help assuage the
pain and the feeling of inadequacy. As a child if I was annoyed with mother I used to say, "”ather should have
married Bindubashini and not you.”
At my sister’s tonsure ceremony—she was about a couple of weeks old—the barber touched his scalpel with
black pepper. Mother was nervous because the man’s hands shook with age. But it was unthinkable to have any
other barber than old Lakshminapit, the family one, to do the honours. The ceremony ended with Lakshminapit
touching the baby’s navel with the scalpel. The introduction of the pepper motif was due to the widely held view
that it puts some pep into a baby. And it did. She proclaimed her presence, if not her personality, by loud yells
during a goodly portion of her waking hours.
Her name giving ceremony, some months later, was duly solemnized in traditional style. The Nobel laureate
Rabindranath Tagore, who was a respected family friend, coined a new word in the Bengali language for her:
Amiti. She had for godmother the wife of the Governor of Bengal and Assam, Lady Reid, who gave her name to
my sister. So, Didi had two names, AMITI and AMY. Years later, my second sister Moitri was given the second
name of Marian, after her godmother Marian Casey, wife of the Governor of Bengal. Both Reid and Casey later
became Governors General of Australia.
Charms and amulets—to produce a male child—increased. Mother must have had dozens around her neck and
arms. So did the prayers. Mother prayed to the Buddha and tried to placate—or bribe him. She said if he blessed
her with a son she would present him, the eight-metalled Buddha statue called Gotamuni, with an umbrella of
gold. Lest the Buddha take it as an affront, or a clear-cut case of attempted bribery, she mitigated it with a vow.
She would send the son to Bodhgaya where he would don the yellow robes, and become a novitiate. She did not
specify the duration of novicehood but she was sure the Buddha wouldn’t worry over such minor details. I
redeemed her pledge in 1956 when, after attending the 2500 th Buddha Jayanti celebrations in New Delhi, I went to
Bodhgaya and became a sramanera for a week. It was a week of unmitigated peace and serenity and a most
rewarding experience, under the guidance and tutelage of our Rajanagar Rajguru, the Ven’ble Dharmaratna
Mahasthavir, Vinayavisarad, Tattavaridhi. Another memorable retreat for me was the Tibetan Tara Verde (Green
Tara) course under Lama Sherab beside a lake in San Martin de Los Andes, Argentina, many years later.
*
I was born on 14 May 1933, a Taurean with Gemini as ascendant, under the influence of Venus, which in the
eastern astrological system means Dhanu rashi, Mithuna lagna and Purbasara nakshatra. It was the time of
lychees and mother used to gaze longingly at the ripe, russet pink clusters. They were a little more than an arm’s
length away from her upstairs dressing room window. She was only allowed to eat a very few. The few, however,
so accelerated my advent that the lady doctor supposed to come from Chittagong town had not even started
packing for her trip to Rangamati.
My advent at 7 on that May morning at the Rajbari, Rangamati, therefore, caused a bit of a flurry including, of
course, firing of guns, an even number to denote a male birth. The moment I was bathed, one of my father's
sisters, Rajkumari Sushamabala, rushed me downstairs to the western wing and plonked me down on
grandfather’s lap. The “Old Raja” rejoiced.
“Here, take your husband,” he said to grandma. “He has come at last.” Coupling someone’s name with a
grandparent or grandchild of the opposite sex is common amongst the Chakmas as it is considered a “joking
relationship.”
*
Didi, sixteen months my senior, and I grew up without knowing boredom. There was always a crowd of
cousins and servants’ children and games and festivals. We moved in our respective orbits and maintained a sort
of uneasy truce between wars. At games with “Ghila”—the seed of a creeper that is roughly like a disc—it was
boys versus girls and at these games a natural conclusion was rare. They broke up with allegations and counterallegations of cheating. The rare games of cards with the girls were no different. We played a sort of three handed
whist we called “Bruce” and “Twenty Nine” (some called it 28). I remember a code Didi and her close
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companion, cousin Dulu, had devised. I cracked it without much difficulty—not because it was ingenuous—but
because its applicability was all too frequent and unsubtle. Club was a cauliflower, diamond a hilsa fish, heart a
tomato and a spade was the platter on which paan (betel leaves packed with sliced areca nuts) was served after
meals to the grown-ups. Yet we were close.
Then there was a succession of governesses and tutors and sola topees which we had to wear, and the
abominable but supposedly nutritious horror—milk—which one was forced to drink. Occasional bouts of malaria,
elephant rides (the number had dwindled to two—the Tusker called Ranjit and the sedate Tamalini), picnics,
excursions, three week annual Mayani tours, and the Punyah. Early in the morning father would ask,
“How many days to the Punyah?” And Didi and I would vie to be the first with the answer.
It started when it was a little less than a month away. We slept on two huge four-posters under mosquito nets
and I always slept next to father. I loved to hold his forearms. They were so cool and reassuring, and his skin was
so incredibly smooth. He was reserved by temperament and there was a certain aloofness that was not the result of
indifference but of a different level of life, of thoughts, of mind. This was always a part of him. But he was an
affectionate father and friendly and I’d straddle his tummy and bounce when he was in a playful mood.
We were, as children, never given money. If we wanted something we might ask and we would get it
sometimes, and not get it at others, but always in kind. Maybe it was not a good thing because when I grew up I
had not learnt to give money the value it is supposed to have. Another rule was, if I went across the river to the
District Headquarters, I always had to be accompanied by a bodyguard, a sepoy (a policeman with his
monogrammed belt and CRS—Chakma Raja’s Service—and metal bits on his shoulder straps). And the bazaar at
the peninsular end of lower Rangamati was forbidden territory. On our side of the river we were of course free to
roam where we pleased.
It was great fun to organize raids on the sugarcane fields of the Sowdagar—a Muslim tenant of ours who used
to grow sugarcane, paan and all manner of crops. Raiding was great pleasure. Once, a gang of us raided the
ripening lychees of the Raja’s garden. When the alarm was sounded everyone escaped. Being the youngest I was
down the tree and halfway up the slit bamboo fencing when the Manager arrived on the scene. I was caught red
handed.
The Manager was my father’s first cousin. He asked me for my friends’ names. These I refused to divulge. He
chided me gently and said I should wait for the fruits to ripen and again tried to get me to squeal. Unsuccessfully.
When he left, my comment was,
“Show-off, bragging because he’s the Raja’s manager.” I identified myself wholly with the robbers.
*
The family Brahmin from Rajanagar used to turn up at Rangamati once or twice a year. He would read palms
as well as the horoscopes, Kusti or Janampatri (life charts) that he or his father had cast. He would sometimes say
that an angry Graha (planet) or Rahu (a demon who causes eclipses), or Ketu (comet) was in malevolent
alignment. This was his way to wangle the performance of an occasional puja that translated into monetary gains
for him.
Father treated these pronouncements with mild amusement. Mother was half credulous but would prefer to
play it safe and have the pujas performed. Kakki (my aunt Sudhira) was a great believer and would pore over the
almanac. She used to tell us, if we saw a shooting star we should in one breath recite the names of a set of seven
brahmins, rivers, flowers and something else I cannot recall. Anyhow, if the jogini, a potent malefic force in the
firmament was in the south she would go out through the north or by an eastern door, detour or walk backwards
but not face south directly.
Kakku would chase away soothsayers who crowded around Kakki like predators when the Lord and Master
was not in sight. If he was at home they stayed across the bridge that separated the approach road to Sreeketan
from the main road. This road led to the public river ghat (ferry crossing) and in our childhood people would call
it the Company Path, after the East India Company. It headed east towards the Subalong Hills. A half-mile stretch
of about two feet width from the river was metalled.
One day in the early 1940s in Chittagong, one Surya Sadhu had predicted that father would hurt himself
suddenly, and pretty soon, unless the Sadhu neutralized the baneful influence of the offending planet. He drew up
an impressive list of items he would need for his puja and asked for the money. In polite language father told him
to go to hell. Mother did not like it. After a week, one afternoon, as he was lifting the cash box (an inseparable
item in travels and as indispensable as the bedding roll), father cried out in simulated pain. Mother was at the
other end of the room. She triumphantly announced the classic,
“Didn’t I tell you?” But when she found it was a hoax she was not all that amused. But father was, and the rest
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of us.
Chakmas are rather irreverent people sometimes, and see through many charlatans masquerading as sadhus or
soothsayers. One such, one day went to the house of a Chakma and on his refusal to pay him to perform a puja
called down the wrath of heaven. When he could not cow the man down nor extort any money he grew abusive.
The hillman, quietly and efficiently, and literally kicked him out of his house from off the raised latticed platform.
“There you are,” he said. “If you knew as much about your own future as you do about mine, may be you
wouldn’t have troubled to come at all.” But on the whole they were and still are credulous and just as curious
about the future as anyone else.
*
Of all those who left their imprints on my childhood days two stand out—my ayah and our dhobi
(washerman). There were a number of ayahs coming and going, including one called Parvati from Hyderabad
Deccan, but Negjan Ayah stayed the longest. To me she was “Ayahbu,” short for bubu (elder sister). She was a
devout Bengali Muslim and while she said her prayers I would also often do the same on a prayer mat beside her.
She used to drink tea in an aluminium mug and often enough she would put puffed rice ( muri) in her tea. I love
muri in tea, especially in an aluminium mug.
Once Ayahbu had a fight with another old maidservant, Mayantarrna (mother of Mayanta). Elderly people
were not called by their names especially by children, in deference to their age. I still remember, it was late in the
afternoon and my parents were in the nachkhana playing tennis. I found a tennis racquet between two cupboards
and started lashing out at Mayantarrna. I did hit her on the legs and she relinquished her hold on Ayahbu and fled.
Ayahbu in return drew me to her breast, and that was the only time I remember her crying.
On another occasion I had been rude to my tutor. Didi and I had quite a number. They always seemed to
change, like Didi’s governesses who were English or Anglo-Indian. Ayahbu took me to him.
“Apologize, this instant,” she ordered, “or I’ll burn your mouth.” She got out a matchstick and lit it. Ayahbu
was stern and I am told she used to beat me with a thin stick sometimes.
*
In 1938, my parents were staying in Chandraghona for a few days, having gone there to visit a sick relative at
the hospital there. As I had been having some health problems they requested the doctor to have me examined.
My parents were reluctant at first but the missionary Doctor Taichmann prevailed upon them to let him take out
my infected tonsils. They had opened a children’s section in the Arthington Baptist Mission Hospital on the Hill
Tracts border with Chittagong, and I was the first patient (victim as far as I was concerned) to be operated upon. I
clung to Ayahbu and one nurse not succeeding, two had to drag me away from her to get me into the operation
theatre. She prayed all the time, refusing food or drink. And when I regained consciousness, I am told, the first
person I asked for was “Ayahbu”. When she grew old and frail she retired to her village home in Chittagong and
father, in appreciation, gifted her some land from our Chittagong Estate.
For some time during the war years of 1939-45, Dr. Taichmann was said to have been interned because of his
German parentage but the rumour was not confirmed. Internment was probable, as was the case with Heinrich
Harrier, who had escaped from an internment camp to Tibet. He wrote Seven years in Tibet. I read the book years
ago and recently enjoyed the film based on his book. I owe him a great deal, for I would have had a sickly
existence, if that, had his persuasive counsel not prevailed.
*
Haridas was our dhobi, and we knew him as “Sadhu”. He was a Vaisnava with sandalwood paste on his
forehead and arms, in the shape of a trident. His eyes were always red for he was a ganja (marijuana) addict. He
told us fascinating fairy tales and stories from the Ramayan and Mahabharat. He made us wooden swords of
many shapes and styles, and bows and arrows. One type of bow could be drawn, that is the arrow set to the
bowstring and pulled, but on release it would only move a few inches. The arrow was fixed through a hole in the
bow.
And he taught us a game called Dudha, a variety of tag with its own set of rules. It had to be played amidst the
branches of a tree. One favourite tree for this game was one of several in a row on the edge of the temple
compound to the east. When they flowered these fragrant white nageswars with yellow centres looked like
poached eggs. Some of our elders used to snigger at our calling him Sadhu for they said he was most unlike a
sadhu (hermit or holy man), with his addiction to drugs and general unholiness but they conveniently forgot that
Shiva was himself a connoisseur of drugs.
It made no difference. He was always kind to us and made the most exquisite kites too and knew all about
“manja”—ground glass mixed with certain starches and juices of herbs to strengthen the string. I do not recall
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what happened to him and his old father, but they had left Rangamati when I was still a young boy.
14
The Chengi lost its identity in the Karnafuli about a mile above Rangamati. Seven tortuous miles up the
tributary was Rajbilash. During the monsoons Dipali, our little motor launch, could inch its way up the strong
current. At other times there was not enough depth even for her shallow draught. We used then to wend our way
up in the houseboat—punt, punt, punting all the way.
Grandfather had created Rajbilash (Raja’s Pleasance) at the end of the 19 th century. He carved a farm out of
marshes and laid out an orchard on a cluster of low hills. Later it also served as headquarters of a Khas mauza (a
territorial unit in the Chittagong Hill Tracts administered directly by the Chief rather than through a headman).
Rajbilash was a retreat of sorts, where, when he arrived unannounced, he could hibernate in peace and quiet.
Grandmother, his second Rani, used to tell me with a naughty twinkle in her eye that whenever that happened it
was not for a spiritual breather as he would have her believe but for a spell of uninterrupted fun and frolic.
Possibly the romantic soul combined both.
Ever since I can remember, father visited Rajbilash every November with me eagerly in tow. Sometimes
uncles, aunts and cousins went along on the spree—three or four idyllic days of hunting, fishing, or wandering
around the forested hills. The moment the boat was sighted shotguns and crackers went off to herald our arrival.
The Karbaris and other village elders greeted father at the water’s edge and they were soon engrossed in cheerful
chit-chat.
The house—a bamboo and thatch affair—was perched on a hill overlooking the Chengi on the west. It had half
a dozen or so rooms with a long verandah fronting the half-circle of eastern hills. A good-sized yard, shaded by
mango trees, sported a series of smaller huts to the north. These served as kitchen and staff quarters in normal
times. When the Rangamati contingent arrived, they took in the overflow.
Kern, the leader of the Santhal labourers, was straight backed and strong and perennially eighty years old.
Soon after our arrival these lithe, dusky, aborigines from Bihar performed their tribal dance. Kern’s age-gnarled
hands worked the wooden castanets with easy elegance and the crow’s feet around his expressive eyes crinkled in
nostalgia.
The morning after our arrival officers collected revenue and father tried cases that had been adjourned for local
trial. These were, however, merely adjuncts to a continuous round of festivities, games and wrestling matches.
Father was to all intents and purposes a teetotaller but he was not churlish, and after sunset country liquor flowed
unhindered. Yet, only once did I observe a man not carrying his liquor well. But then he soon tired of his acrobatic
antics and folded up like a swan at sleep.
In the evening a genkhuli presented himself and people gathered around a log fire in the backyard. Whenever
the wandering singer ran out of breath he picked up his crude violin and sawed away frenziedly, or sipped
ambrosiac rice-beer. Young and old joined in the refrain with a lusty reng, the Chakma version of a yodel. These
songs of love and valour continued unabated until the paling skies ushered in a pink new dawn.
Across the Chengi was the Firti, an oxbow lake. While the sedate elders crossed over in boats and relaxed
under a striped awning, we romped about and had delectable mud fights. When overzealous servants intervened
we kept them at bay with mudballs. It was sheer ecstasy to witness the undignified retreat of the routed enemy
forces, their clean white clothes a dirty dripping brown. When a Brobdingnagian gathered up a squealing Gulliver,
however, and dumped him on terra firma, the displeasure was entirely ours. Perpetually gesticulating fishermen in
little dinghies started closing in the drag-net. Impelled by a burst of fear many a nervous carp leaped into the air.
Most capered back to their ineluctable doom but once in a while one dived across the net—and into liberty. As a
sporting gesture and the catch being abundant the net was seldom dragged more than once, or twice.
The darling of the crowd was the square brown wooden “His Master’s Voice” gramophone. Someone cranked
the thing and Kanan Devi started to trill. At the impact of her mushy songs some of the grown-ups shut their eyes
and beat time with their feet. When Saigal opened up in his deep and languorous voice they shook their heads
from side to side in a state of semi-stupor. They were songs of separation or unrequited love and we never could
understand why grown-ups relished sadness.
We hunted squirrel and bird with bamboo catapults and sun-baked clay pellets, or challenged the girls to games
with ghila. Of an evening, I recollect listening enthralled, to exotic fables and fairy tales. Or we had extended
riddle-sessions. The simplest was the one about ponds on treetops: coconuts. Mercifully, no one was devoured by
any Chakma sphinx nor did any of our girl friends throw herself into the Chengi; none to my knowledge, that is.
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I recall father telling me early one morning that it was here at Rajbilash that he had received his first and last
corporal punishment from grandfather. His older sister and he grappled in a mock fight and she knocked him
down unceremoniously. Smarting with affront, he got up and they resumed the wrestling match, this time in
earnest. He won but as his opponent fell, her head thudded into the wooden railing of the four-poster and she
promptly lost consciousness. As a decoration she wore a lump like a gladiolus bulb at the back of her head for the
next few days. Father’s laurel took the form of a sound box on the ears.
“How old were you then?” I asked, looking at the same ornate old bedstead. Father’s deeply compassionate
eyes lit up in fond memory.
“About your age,” he said smiling, “seven or eight.” He turned to one of my companions.
“Does your father beat you?” The boy shook his head in denial.
“But mother does,” he added. With a thoughtful look he enquired shyly if the same had held true with father.
“No,” father said and rumpled the little boy’s hair. “But that’s because she wasn’t there to beat me.”
Thinking back on that exchange, I recollect my aunt telling me that father was not even three when their
mother had died. And when in the middle of the night the child cried out in hunger, grandfather pacified him with
a biscuit. In those days cow’s milk had not come into its own. Yet self-pity is something father had never known
in his lifetime. He was too concerned about the needs of others to bother about his own.
*
On one such annual excursion, when I was a little older, I sat beside father while he held court under the spread
of a mango tree. When the scheduled cases were disposed of, a young man got up from the crowd of spectators
and came forward with a piece of foolscap paper. He kowtowed and submitted his petition, which had the courtfee—a rupee note—attached with a safety-pin. Father glanced through the paper rapidly and laid it on the table.
He then told me, sotto voce, that for a first impression you did not get bogged down in details, you read the gist in
the last paragraph or two.
“So, what’s your problem?”
“My Lord, I want to divorce my wife.”
A sudden hush descended upon the spectators, for it is unusual for a hillman to sue for divorce. The normal
practice is to delegate the privilege to his better half and to ensure that she exercised it, by beating her black and
blue, or generally making her life unsavoury. On father’s enquiring of the respondent’s whereabouts an old man
thrust his daughter forward. She was about eighteen, clear complexioned and plump, with a placid face and gentle
eyes. She was dressed in the customary red-bordered blue pinan (skirt), a nondescript blouse, and wrapped over it
the flamboyant khadi, a striped breastcloth in screaming primary colours. She approached shyly and touched
father’s feet.
“All right, Chebeda,” father said to the strapping young man, “now tell us why you want a divorce.” Chebeda
studiously avoided looking at his wife, who stared at the ground in unallayed fascination.
“My Lord,” he said with a quavering voice, “she is not a woman.” Casting her a fleeting glance he explained
what she was.
“She is an ogress and a vampire.” The woman flushed but held her peace and continued to doodle on the
ground with her big toe.
“One night,” the aggrieved husband continued, "she cut my throat.” There was a murmur of interest in the
swelling crowd. The woman’s father could not contain himself and called out.
“Rangabi,” he said sternly, “tell the Raja.” Father held up an admonitory hand.
“In good time. Let him have his say.” He then addressed Chebeda.
“Come here, let me see your wound.”
Chebeda shuffled forward with a woebegone expression and displayed a brand new scar on the side of his
neck. It was not unimpressive to gaze upon.
“A nick at shave is larger than that,” father said casually. “Be precise. Resume.” In an aside to me, he said,
“The man has the luck of the devil; should have been dead by all accounts.”
“I opened my eyes.” Chebeda paused for dramatic effect. “And there she was sawing away as if I were a dead
log.”
“You would have been,” the woman said sharply, “if I had not changed my mind.” Father ignored the
interruption.
“Is there any reason,” he asked, “why she should mistake you for a log?” He continued equably,
“Was she drunk? Has she failing eyesight?”
“We had a slight difference of opinion during the day,” Chebeda admitted reluctantly. “And I gave her advice
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and instructions.”
“Rangabi, are you practising with a view to becoming a butcher’s apprentice in your next incarnation?”
“My Lord, when he gets drunk,” Rangabi said, transferring her weight to the other foot, “he becomes
obnoxious and takes it out on me.” With a pensive air she embarked upon a recital of her woes.
“Either my cooking is atrocious, or I have neglected a chore, or the child is dirty—any old excuse will do. I am
always wrong and he is always right, so he ‘instructs’ me.”
She removed her Khadi and fumbled with her blouse buttons.
“Here are the marks of his instructions.”
She came closer and turned her back to expose fading welts. Euphemism debunked, Chebeda looked
uncomfortable.
“Lord, there are marks on my thighs and bruises all over me.” She buttoned her blouse and sighed.
“I tried—I tried so hard to make a go of our marriage.” She blinked rapidly to thrust back the fast gathering
tears.
“Give him a divorce.” Wistfully she added,
“I wanted to kill him, to teach a lesson to all wife—beaters.” She swallowed back a choke and cleared her
throat.
“But when the knife touched his throat and he opened his eyes I could not.”
“Why?” Father asked, elaborately nonchalant.
“When I looked into his eyes,” Rangabi said in a hesitant, near whisper, “my hate faded.”
There was silence.
“Where is the child?” Father asked. “And how old is he?”
“He’s with my mother,” Chebeda said, “and he’s two years old,” he ended proudly.
It transpired that a fortnight had elapsed since their estrangement. Her spouse had refused to have her in the
same house after the abortive sawing episode, so Rangabi had been sent away to her father’s home. Father spoke
softly.
“So you want a divorce too, do you?”
“Yes,” Rangabi thrust out her chin. “If he wants it, I want it too. But I want my child.”
“My Lord,” Chebeda interposed quickly, “she can’t have him, if she can’t have me.” He added triumphantly,
“He’s not a suckling babe any more. He’s been weaned.”
“But you haven’t,” Rangabi snapped, “the way you listen to everything your mother says.”
“There, see how obstreperous she is,” Chebeda said querulously. “Even you would beat a wife like that, saving
your presence, my Lord.” Nodding thoughtfully, father pondered the question.
“Perhaps I would,” he conceded, “and perhaps I couldn’t; depending in the first place on how favourably my
wife reacted on gazing into my eyes.”
He looked from one to the other speculatively for a moment before pronouncing judgment:
“The two of you will remain here now. After three days, if you both want a divorce you will get it.”
Court adjourned.
*
During the day Chebeda and Rangabi were made to work together. At night they were billeted in a one-roomed
shack with a well-padded mattress and a thin cotton quilt that was meant for a single person. It was late November
and cold. Being too young to fathom his motive I considered father’s action as not only uncharacteristic, but
harsh. When I hinted as much he only smiled. After breakfast the third morning, father summoned them.
“No work today,” he said. “Do as you please.” They looked at each other and shuffled around hesitantly.
“Incidentally,” father added, “we have to borrow your quilt. Another Karbari has come and he will be staying
the night.” He offered in consolation.
“But I’m sure we can find you an extra bed-sheet.”
“My Lord,” Chebeda said tentatively, “may we go home?”
“Yes, if you have both decided.”
“We have.” He sounded relieved. Father looked at Rangabi.
“Of course you both want a divorce,” he stated flatly. Rangabi fidgeted and avoided father’s eye, as did
Chebeda.
“No, my Lord,” Chebeda said finally. “I’ve decided to drink less—and she to talk less.”
“And we’ll build our own house,” Rangabi put in shyly, “and cultivate our own jum.” Father looked at me with
a sombre expression.
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“What would you say, son? They wanted a divorce—shouldn’t I give it to them?”
“No,” I replied in consternation.
“Three against one,” father said blandly and turned to the pair. “All right,” he said, “go in peace.”
*
An annual feature, as regular as the Punyah Festival, was the Mayani mofussil (tour). Sometimes Didi would
accompany us but invariably I accompanied father. Mayani is the name of a tributary of the Kassalong which in
turn flows into the Kamafuli River. The Mayani valley was in the Chakma territory but it was a reserved forest in
my grandfather’s time. There being a scarcity of jumming land a number of Chakmas had forcibly entered the
reserve and cut many jums. There was some trouble in trying to evict the people and the government sought my
grandfather’s help. He sorted out the law and order problem without mass arrests or violence, by some
compromise formula. After that the reserved forest was redemarcated and in the deforested area mauzas were
created and people from downstream settled there.
When we were children there were plenty of wild elephants roaming around. The area between Merung and
Hazachara in particular was a favourite haunt of these pachyderms that would frolic in the river at night.
Consequently, no boats would ply at night on this stretch. In 1946 or thereabouts, a Sub-Divisional Magistrate
once was rash enough to force his boatmen to continue into this area at night and was nearly trampled to death.
The elephants merely played around and smashed one or two of the bamboo and thatch roofs on the boats called
pong, while the boatmen fled in terror and the magistrate prayed in silence.
On these Mayani tours ,there would be two huge dugout country boats, eight or ten biong in length, a measure
equivalent to one’s outstretched arms (about five and a half feet). The cheerful and talented Rasik Mohan Dewan,
Nilanalini’s husband, father’s cousin and top official, occupied the bow and father and I the stern. The pong or
roof is semi-circular and there is a gap between them, over the centre of the boat. Two men thrust bamboo poles
into the shallow waters. Bent double, with their weight on the poles, they briskly walk the length of the boat,
skipping over the gap in the middle. They give a final push and a flick of the wrist when at the stern, draw out the
poles, walk forward to the fore and in unison thrust the poles into the river again and resume. This punting process
is used only when going upstream. Coming downstream the boatmen use their oars, two of them. The oars, being
tied and fitted with cane always creak. One British Deputy Commissioner found he could not sleep with the noise
and unsuccessfully tried to get rid of it by pouring oil on the row locks. To me, however, the rhythmic sound was
soothing. The second boat was the kitchen boat, with the servants and the family doctor.
At every halt Headmen, Karbaris and members of the public welcomed us. They would fire crackers and
shotgun shells into the air, and there would be bamboo gates and bunting. There would be feasting and the paying
of taxes and revenues and discussions about local problems. At night halts we would be the guest of a Headman or
Karbari and stay in his house. Once in a while we would sleep in the boats.
Unless we went further up river to Babuchara, we camped at the terminal point of the tour, Hutchinsonpur at
Boalkhali. It was a bamboo house on a little hill named after a Deputy Commissioner who had resolved the
reserved forest incursions without severe measures. We halted here for two or three days. Normally an officer
stayed here and when we arrived he went into his subordinate’s house a few yards away. Jatiya (national) cases
were tried here.
In a trial of national cases (Jatiya bichar) the Headman, the Karbaris and village elders as well as any adults
that wished, assembled. It is like a jirga in the Tribal Areas of Pakistan. Among the Chakmas, to convene a trial an
aggrieved party had to pay seven rupees as Raja Nazar, a bottle of country liquor to the presiding Headman or
Karbari and also three rupees as Khua Bhangani; literally “fog dispersal.” However, in the Raja’s court the court
fee was only one rupee but of course the parties had to spend money traveling to and fro at adjournments. The
more serious cases and also appeals against the Headmen’s courts went to the Raja.
The Raja's residence being by tradition open house there was a procession of callers, coming and going. They
were treated hospitably as is customary. By custom only the male of a species is permissible as a present. So
people brought he-goats, roosters, unpland rice of various kinds, yoghurt in bamboo tubes, fruits and vegetables.
On the return journey there was always one or two extra boats to carry these gifts. On return to Rangamati these
would be distributed amongst relatives and staff. The goats were a bit of a bother requiring pandering to their
voracious appetites, but they were a token of affection and esteem and to leave them or give them away at Mayani
would be considered impolite, the implication being the gift was not appreciated by the Raja.
*
On the second day we would visit the temple on the hill, hardly fifty yards away, light candles and hear
mantras from the monks. In the mid-1960s, a mile or so from here in Dighinala Mauza there lived a monk who,
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unlike the other monks that live in monasteries, used to live alone in the forests and was consequently known as
Bana Bhante (the Forest Monk). He was originally from Balukhali Mauza but appeared in the forests of Dhanpata
in the adjacent Magban Mauza on the eastern bank of the Karnafuli, a few miles below Rangamati, around 1948.
There were many stories afloat about his psychic powers. On one Mayani tour my youngest sister Rakhi went
to see him in Dighinala with some of her friends and asked many questions concerning her future. One was
answered. Her desire to go to a far away country would be fulfilled in a short while.
A few months later she was accepted at Mount Holyoke College, in the States. Later on she graduated from
there and continued with further studies in the US. She married Maharaj Kumar Jayasinhji Jhala, son of the
Maharaja of Dhrangadhra, a former native state in today’s Gujarat state. They have two daughters. He teaches
anthropology at Temple University in the States.
The Bana Bhante is held in great reverence. He moved to Anil Chairman’s Langadu Mauza where I went to
pay my respects. Subsequently he moved to Rangamati, on our lands near the Rajbari, where even today a great
number of people come to pay homage to him and receive his blessings.
15
The Japanese invaded Burma on 20 January 1942, then Singapore fell on 15 February 1942. It was the last of
the much flaunted “impregnable” bastion of British might in the East. The Japanese then took Rangoon on 8
March 1942. Rice from Southeast Asia, especially Burma, into India stopped. The Hill Tracts, which was usually
surplus in rice, had a bad harvest. Consequently, in 1943 occurred the devastating Bengal famine, when even in
the hills many had to subsist on wild roots and arum. Particularly in Calcutta there were pathetic scenes of people,
many of whom had come in from the countryside, begging and literally dying by the wayside. The Japanese had
taken Imphal in Manipur and were bombing Chittagong and Diamond Harbour and its surrounds in Calcutta and
there was a fear of an imminent Japanese invasion. The Deputy Commissioner G. L. Hyde wrote a secret letter to
father asking him to carry on with the administration, without him, as he might leave shortly rather than face
“useless capture”. The police and other government departments would serve him with wholehearted loyalty,
Hyde wrote.
In early 1943 our parents, with a whole retinue, left for Calcutta because mother needed to undergo a surgical
operation and she had selected Colonel Gow, an eminent surgeon in Calcutta. Didi and I were sorely disappointed
at being left behind because we wanted to go along. However, we were happy in that we were left in the care of
Kakku and Kakki whom we loved dearly. We shifted to their house, Sreeketan, a beautiful red brick house that
Kakku had built a year or two earlier, about a quarter of a mile from the Rajbari. It was locally called Lalkuthi
because the house was red, the same name as the Tangchangya’s gift to Dharam Bux in the early 1800s that later
became the Chittagong Divisional Commissioner’s House and was painted white.
In a short while I was down with a bout of malaria. The family doctor Jogesh Sircar having accompanied my
parents, the government doctor from across the river was called in. This chappie did not believe in tablets and
mixtures and without preamble got ready his fearful instruments for an injection. I flatly refused. My uncle and
aunt and cousins and relatives had all gathered around and tried to cajole me into taking the shot. After a lot of
bargaining—it started with ten rupees—I agreed, at a hundred. After the shot was administered, I asked for the
money.
“It’s in your treasury and what’s your father’s is yours,” said my uncle suavely. “So what’s the harm in letting
it remain where it is?” If I wanted anything he would get it for me.
Kakku, I think was wordly-wise, in taking recourse to the subterfuge. That was a practical demonstration and a
lesson in “greed never pays,” for had I asked for less I would perhaps have got it. The 1943 hundred rupees were,
when I look back on it, a little too much for a young boy. But I knew, had it been my father I would have got it—
provided he had promised.
The Deputy Commissioner Major (later Lt. Col.) George L. Hyde had persuaded Kakku to join government
service as the District Supply Officer, which later changed to District Controller, Civil Supplies. (When the world
war ended in 1945, the Viceroy Field Marshal Lord Wavell conferred the title "Rai Bahadur" to Kakku for his
distinguished services, on 1 January 1946. The correct way to write his name was Rai Kumar Birupaksha Roy
Bahadur. He was bluff, hale and hearty and like father he was taller and bigger than the average Chakma. Some of
the simple hill folk used to say "Lal Bahadur", the closest they could get to Rai Bahadur. Lal Bahadur was the
name of the government elephant and he was a huge tusker. Kakku was never offended and would laugh at being
called Lal Bahadur.)
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*
In the midst of all the tragic misfortune of war and famine in 1943, my parents went to Calcutta a second time
because the surgical operation having been successful mother was told to stay somewhere near and not in some
obscure unheard of place where obstetricians relied on nature and failing that on the patient’s refusal to die to win
through any complications. After the operation, Colonel Gow, the same Scots doctor who had brought Vivien
Leigh into the world (purely in his medical capacity) had said the unborn baby was all right. This time Didi and I
were taken along.
Father rented a house, 72 Lansdowne Road. Shankara, the Oriya servant who had originally worked for
mother’s parents and had joined us at Rangamati a year or two earlier, used to take mother’s meals to the hospital
everyday.
On the evening of 22 August 1943 my brother Samit was born in the Elgin Nursing Home in Calcutta.
Returning from the hospital, as soon as Shankara entered the gate he shouted out the news and started dancing
with joy. The doctor gave the baby the names John Bull and Peter Bright Eyes, so he was called Johnny. Amongst
friends and relatives that called on us was also Bhaiya, the name by which the Maharaja Jagadipendra Narayan of
Coochbehar was best known. He was quite amiable and jolly and was outstanding in that he was six foot tall,
which was unusual for people of Bengal and its neighbouring regions. The Maharaja had joined the army and I do
not remember if he was in khaki but I do recall he wore a bush shirt, which in any case was worn by most army
officers, when he visited a relative’s, Tuni Mashi’s, house.
*
My first school had been St. Scholastica’s Covent, Chittagong. Didi was a day scholar, in Standard II. My
parents thought it might do me a bit of good to have regular hours, for I was getting a wee bit wild. I think they
saw no difference in either dress or demeanour between my friends, mostly servants’ children, and me and
thought I demonstrated the makings of a yokel of no mean merit. At any rate I was enrolled in the 1 st Standard at
—horror of horrors—a girls’ school in early 1940. I was not yet seven. I wanted to be back in Rangamati with my
chums but stuck it out for the duration, maybe six months.
My next academic bout—save the ever-changing private tutors at home—was in 1943 when I found myself in
St. Xavier’s, Calcutta in Standard II. Studies were taken seriously at this Belgian Jesuit School and there was a
short ball of terror in the form of a priest called Father Tant to enforce it. He was the Father Prefect and had no
qualms about swinging a leather strap. We knew this. My class teacher was Bampton, neatly dressed, stern but not
harsh. Purnabrata Sen, a friend of mother’s older brother Sunit Sen, was engaged as private tutor for me for a
couple of months, in addition to Ratish Majumder from Barisal District, who was the accompanying full time
private tutor for Didi and me.
I wasn’t doing too badly. After the first months of Pink and Mauve cards at weekly tests, I would get a gilt
card, 20 upon 20, about three times out of four. Didi joined Loreto House, Middleton Row, and was doing fine.
In the beginning I felt much as I suppose a wild elephant feels when he is trapped in the kheda (a stockade, an
annual feature in the Tracts when we were children). In the first week or two I had a fight with the class bully,
Mosquito. I was about as well versed in the science of fisticuffs as a monk is in the art of sex but Mosquito tried
to humiliate me in front of my friends. He said something insulting and I retorted with something equally
uncomplimentary. He was waiting for an excuse to pummel me into submission. He said, “come on” and struck
the pose of a boxer. I said nothing and waited.
He sailed in and socked me on the jaw. I lost my temper. Everything happened rather fast. I was on his chest
and banging his head on the floor when I was torn away by two or three of our classmates. Mosquito never
troubled me again. I might sound like the strong, silent type—I was not. I was much like everybody else—an
extrovert—but I never could stand being bullied and never consciously bullied anyone myself.
*
A few weeks after my brother was born my parents returned to Rangamati. So as to provide some continuity in
our studies Didi and I were put in the care of Dadu, my grandfather and my uncle Sunit. The former practiced at
the Calcutta High Court and the latter worked in the Calcutta Corporation. Their ground floor flat was situated at
80A Theatre Road off Park Street. Our tutor Ratish Majumder managed to find himself accommodation in a loft
above a garage close by. Dadu (Saral Sen) and Baramama (Sunit) looked after us with much affection.
Apart from the threat of imminent Japanese invasion, it was the time of the Bengal famine and we saw, with
sadness, long lines of people on the streets begging. I came down with chicken pox. The old wives’ tale that once
someone gets measles and chicken pox one is immune from another bout is not based on fact because I contracted
these ailments twice. For safety’s sake Didi was shifted to Na-Didima’s house. She was one of Dadu’s sisters,
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married to Prof. Mahalanobis, one of whose three sons was also a professor. The three brothers were all tall and
were called Babul, Kabul and Dadul—and were fondly avuncular, and the elderly couple, whenever I met them,
were amusing and kindly. My mother’s father, Dadu, who used to tell us stories about Tantia Tope, a folk hero and
nationalist, died in December 1943, shortly after Didi and I had returned to Rangamati.
*
The following year, in March 1944, I was admitted to Victoria School, Kurseong as a boarder, and Didi in St.
Helen’s Convent, up, up and away in the Himalayan foothills. In these hills the climate is salubrious and along
with other comparatively fair complexioned youngsters I used to have pink cheeks soon after we arrived at school
every March. However, after descending to the plains in late November the pink in the cheeks would slowly begin
to fade. After going up to the Darjeeling hills I never once got an attack of malarial fever, which used to be almost
a regular feature of life.
In those days there was no air service between Chittagong and Calcutta nor to Baghdogra for Darjeeling. One
took the narrow gauge train from Chittagong to Chandpur, a small town beside the Brahmaputra River, called the
Padma in East Bengal. Then one boarded the paddle steamer where they served delicious hilsa fish, curried as
well as fried. The boat went up to Goalanda in Faridpur district, from where one took the train again to Calcutta.
Usually an uncle escorted us on our biannual journeys to and from school. In 1949 and 1950 I was big enough
to travel alone, and Didi had joined college in Calcutta. At the beginning and end of each winter vacation Didi and
I stayed a few days at our maternal grandmother’s house on Gariahat road, Ballygunje. We would go to the
Lighthouse or the Metro cinema to see a movie or two, which we called flic and in the vernacular “bioscope”. We
would also visit the Newmarket and call on relatives. Then, we took the overnight broad gauge train to Siliguri,
from where either by car or by the slow moving Toy Train one wound up the hills from Siliguri to Kurseong, in
four and a half hours. The Darjeeling Himalayan Railway, commonly known as the Toy Train, ran on rails that
were laid at about two feet apart. Sometimes one or two Nepali assistants perched outside the locomotive and
strew sand on the rails to make them less slippery. The size of the locomotive and the bogies were
correspondingly small, and at its fastest the train did about 15 miles an hour.
After reaching Kurseong, which in Nepali means Happy Valley, and is 4864 feet high, one still has eighteen
miles to go and comes across three stations, Tung, Sonada and Ghoom, before descending to Darjeeling. From
Siliguri Darj is at a distance of about 80 km and is situated on an elevation of a little over 6000 feet above sea
level. The Indians call it Durjay Lingam, meaning Shiva’s Phallus. In Tibetan Darjeeling is named after Dorje and
Ling means place, so place of the Thunderbolt.
The highest point is at Ghoom, over 7000 feet high. There is an ancient Tibetan Buddhist monastery, hardly
two hundred metres from the station that everybody who came to Ghoom visited. While at Darjeeling, one is
pervaded by the imposing presence of the snowy mountain range, the majestic Kanchenjunga, with the detached
little Pandu to the right. From personal experience I can vouch that a really majestic view of the whole massif is
obtained from the lower flat of Victoria School by moonlight. One occasionally also caught a glimpse of Mount
Everest but it did not look half as magnificent as Kanchenjunga. Visitors did not leave without a view of the
sunrise over Tiger Hills and without savouring the renowned Darjeeling tea—Lobsang Suchang or Flowery
Orange Pekoe or other blends of heady flavours. On a visit in the mid-1940s with my parents, I recall a trip to the
Botanical Gardens below on my first ride in a Dandy, a large rickshaw pulled by burly Bhutias with braided hair
under broad brimmed felt hats.
*
Darjeeling, known as the city of bells many years ago because of the profusion of monasteries, originally
belonged to Tibet, then to Sikkim. The English East India Company deprived the King of Sikkim of this beautiful
region through an unequal treaty in 1835. Hazel Innes Craig in her book Under the Old School Topee writes,
In 1835, after a period of settling internal strife between Nepal and Sikkim, the British were given a strip of hill
territory by the aged Rajah of Sikkim which included the villages of Darjeeling and Kurseong “as a mark of friendship”
for the Governor General (Lord William Bentinck) for the establishment of a sanitarium for the invalid servants of the
East India Company. In return for this favour the Rajah received an allowance of Rs. 3,000 subsequently revised to Rs.
6,000 per annum.

A slightly variant version says that Darjeeling was developed as a health resort by the East India Company
with the approval of the King of Sikkim and was built as a health resort in 1839. Later the English got Sikkim to
cede the territory on the basis of an unequal treaty. The Sikkimese had already been enervated by conflict with
King Prithvi Narayan Shah of Nepal for some time. The majority in these hills is Nepali, with the Sikkimese
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Lepcha and the Bhutias or Drupkas as the next most populous groups. In 1941, the Nepalese speaking population
was 86.8%. Of course, many Bhutias and Lepchas also speak Nepali.
In Kurseong, a wealthy Marwari family, the Goenkas, owned the biggest general store in town situated at the
railway station named after Goenka’s son Chand. They also owned the only Cinema House, The Plaza, which
stood on the Hill Cart Road. Cinema tickets started with four annas, a quarter of a rupee, and first class was one
rupee. A packet of glass toffee of which we youngsters were inordinately fond also cost four annas. The toffee was
brittle but at times gooey and was then called “Stickjaw.” The confection or concoction consisted of gur
(molasses), water and condensed milk, occasionally adorned with a few scraps of peanut. Most of the railway
restaurants in Bengal belonged to another businessman, a Parsi called Sohrabjee.
Less than a hundred yards from the Kurseong railway station was a set of stables with ponies for anyone who
cared to hire them for a ride on an hourly basis from tough looking local hill women with plaited hair in long
thick dusky robes called chubas. The three mile climb to Victoria and its sister school Dowhill was steep and one
could go up in a groaning taxi or on a pony, while the heavy steel trunks would be carried by sturdy Nepali
women with head straps. Near the station in the middle of the tea bushes a stone Buddha sat on a pedestal on a
prominent peak called Eagle’s Crag. From Siliguri to Darjeeling there is one main road called the Hill Cart Road.
Although Darjeeling District was a part of Bengal, and after partition West Bengal, very few Bengalis lived in
these hills. This was tea country and had some prestigious English medium boarding schools that were modeled
on Eton and Harrow, and Rugby of Tom Brown’s Schooldays.
Here too, in the first few days, I had to fight in order not to be humbled into a sycophant of the class bully,
Ralph Tucker. At tea he deliberately spilt some tea from my cup and refused to say “sorry”. The fact that I asked
for an apology (prompted by Tucker’s enemies) was a casus belli enough. He challenged me to “have it out.”
Honour, and face was involved. I accepted. My friends gave me moral support and advice on the art of warfare.
We ventured forth to the arena reserved for these duels—the triangle of turf outside the “bogs” (lavatory).
Seconds were appointed and towels sneaked out of the dormitory. When he smacked me hard enough on the nose
I saw red. I am rather of an equable temperament and from childhood cheerful, but when I lost my temper I
tended to emulate the Bull under which sign of the Zodiac I was born. I charged. The upshot was as was to be
expected for both, bruises and black eyes. Tucker left me alone after that and there was no hard feelings on either
side. If Richard hadn’t thrown the gauntlet down at the lists at Coventry and had instead permitted Bolingbroke
and Mowbray to settle their score he would perhaps have avoided being deposed. The moral of the story is—if
two people want to slug it out it is often better to let them do so than to drive the antagonism underground to
simmer and later to burst forth unchecked.
My school—Victoria, along with the sister school, Dowhill, located about a quarter mile away, (Didi attended
St. Helen’s) was established in 1897, the year of Queen Victoria’s diamond jubilee. The school stood at an
elevation above 6,000 feet. These two schools were government financed and were run along the English public
school lines. In Darjeeling, St. Paul’s was the pioneer school established in 1863, followed by the Jesuit School
St. Joseph’s in 1888 and the American Methodist Missionary Mount Hermon School shortly thereafter.
In our time Victoria was amongst the best hill schools in India. There were less than ten percent non-Christians
in the school to which category I, as a Buddhist, belonged. And this excused me from attending church services.
At church, the girls from Dowhill came every Sunday and letters to and from girl friends were exchanged through
the courtesy of the collection bag. I sent my letters to my girlfriend through Abdul Ghafur, a bearded tuckman
who carried goodies such as patties, nunkatais, jamrolls et al in a tin box on his head and stood around a bend on
the road to Forest School nearby. I was thereby infringing two rules at the same time, for we were not supposed to
buy eatables from the tuckman from town but from our own tuckshop, which opened on weekends and did not
allow you to buy on tick.\fn{Credit:H} The third broken rule was my going out of the school premises without
permission. As Ghafur was not allowed in I had to go out in order for supply and demand to meet.
I was interested in almost all the extra-curricular activities and was a Cub and then a Scout, and until I broke
my arm in 1947, I even turned out to be a reasonably good boxer. (Many years later I became the Commissioner
of Scouts in the Hill Tracts but the really good scout was the Hill Tracts Troop leader, Rev. F. W. Smith, the
Baptist Mission head at Rangamati.) In the course of my seven years at the school I won a number of prizes,
including one or two for debating. In 1949 and 1950, I represented the school at cricket, football and hockey but
in 1949 lost the Athletic Championship by one point. The following year, however, I won it easily. I was given the
lead roles in the annual school drama twice and was generally liked—even as a Prefect. I won essay prizes too,
but in the academic class prizes I only won Pickwick Papers in 1947 for “application.” This was given to me
purely on the ground that though I was in hospital for two months, at the final examination I stood second or third
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in class. I am not so sure I merited it.
We shared not only the church with our sister school but the hospital as well. My stay in hospital in 1947 was
the result of a compound fracture in my left arm with both the radius and ulna broken. At Physical Training period
the master, the same choleric, red-faced Jock Hill that supervised carpentry (the actual carpentry expert was called
John Chinaman) was late—perhaps playing billiards during an extended coffee break and we were horsing around
in the Gymnasium. From the “horse” I leapt into the air in the direction of the iron bars that supported the roof,
with the intention of swinging there like Tarzan or one of his apes. My fingertips brushed the iron bar but could
not grab hold of it. I twisted and twirled through space backward and landed on my hand. There was a crack as the
radius and ulna both snapped and punctured the forearm.
Jock Hill was informed and he rushed around, much agitated. My classmates enjoyed the tamasha (to do) and
the outing to hospital carrying me on a stretcher. Because the first time workmanship of the bone setter was not all
that good, they knocked me out with chloroform once again, a month or so later, at the same Tuberculosis
Sanitarium, halfway between school and the railway station because they had better facilities than at the school
hospital. Doctor Guha was a tuberculosis expert, not a bonesetter.
The stretch in hospital was not only an unmitigated holiday—I did occasionally read some textbooks—but a
pleasant one at that, for I am not averse to female company. My English master Terence Bennet used to say I was
a Ladies’ Man. The image of one, to me, was rather like that of Philip Sevilla whose part I subsequently played in
the school drama called Ten Minute Alibi. And as such none too flattering. Sevilla was a suave Spaniard who used
his charm to ensnare women and then gain monetary advantages, a sort of sophisticated white slave trader. In real
life I found that indulging in feminine society though pleasurable is far from being a gainful occupation: a few
years earlier, at junior school another English master Charles A. Bloud, better known as Carlos, with a wry sense
of humour would ask us to write an essay. When someone asked in which particular copybook, he would reply,
“Write it on the hairs of your chest, lad, on the hairs of your chest.” One of his comments on an essay of mine
was:
“Too flowery.”
I always scored high marks in English. I wish I could say the same of all the other subjects.
I was hopeless at carpentry. When I used the jackplane on a piece of wood, the farther end always became
much thinner than the nearer end, try as I might. This resulted in the irascible, red-faced drill cum carpentry
master Jock Hill’s calling me a blockhead and tapping me none too gently on the head with my work of art. This
happened a year or so before I broke my arm. For this I disliked him intensely. I had to continue with carpentry
for three years, when I could have studied something else instead, one of the drawbacks of regimentation in many
educational institutions, especially then. He did not hit me again but nevertheless my skill in carpentry never
blossomed forth, neither in the spring nor in the autumn of my life.
I was the captain of Mallory House. The other two houses were also named after the Everest climbers Irvine,
and Kellas, the doctor. On 8 June 1924, George Leigh Mallory and his “inexperienced 22 year old engineering
student companion” Andrew Irvine disappeared just 600 feet from the summit. Recent research is trying to
determine if, in fact, they had actually met with an accident after and not before reaching the summit. It was
Mallory who when asked why he liked to climb a mountain, gave a reply that is quoted even today. He said,
“Because it is there.”
At school we had Mallory’s compass, a treasured memento that was gifted by Mallory’s mother. Mallory
House colour was yellow, Irvine red and Kellas blue. The school colours were red, yellow and blue (all the
primary colours) but at games it was red, as was St. Paul’s, whereas the Catholic Schools like St. Joseph’s, and
Goethal’s colour was blue. Our School motto was Quo lux ducit (Where the light leads).
In my last year, I was permitted to drop Science and Art and I took up instead Higher Bengali because one
could answer questions on the text in English; Hygiene and Physiology, which bored me, and Scripture which was
stimulating. Three altogether new subjects at the Senior Cambridge level for one who is by nature not studious
except in that which interests him, was foolhardy. And as I was a school prefect and in charge of a dormitory of
third standard boys I skipped evening study altogether. Instead, I enjoyed the story-telling sessions of the
youngsters by rote in the dormitory, or either read novels or wrote letters to the current girlfriend.
The result was, honors in English, a simple pass in Scripture, a simple rejected in Hygiene and Physiology, and
credits in all the rest, including Hindi and Higher Bengali. I did well enough to gain admission to the Inns of
Court in London (Lincoln’s Inn), to study for the bar, which was what my father wanted and which I had nothing
against. I was by nature unambitious and didn’t believe in too many Holy Cows and Sacred Bulls but I loved my
father too much to disappoint him. He had told me I had to have a minimum of six credits including Mathematics
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and English.
As I got more than that, he was pleased. If all went well in three years’ time—when I was twenty—I’d be a
barrister-at-law. So far as my, father was concerned, after that I only had to wait to succeed him.
*
Right through childhood father had been training me for my responsibility. He helped me in understanding the
basic problems of the Tracts, in knowing the various political and social leaders, their propensities and
predilections, and in learning to deal with people of all classes. In the process one absorbed the “dones” and “not
dones” according to the unwritten codes, traditions and usages.
There was no formal religious training though we heard lots of sermons and discourses from monks. We had
extended discussions with Buddhist monks on philosophy and were encouraged to be inquisitive and even
argumentative though of course always respectful. Besides these, there were the traditional ceremonies and rituals
and feasts, and of course tours to the interior of the Tracts to meet the people and find out their problems.
Lord Linlithgow, who became Viceroy and Governor General in April 1936, had passed an order with regard to
warrant of precedence. It said the Chakrna and Bohmong will, inter se, in neutral territory, take precedence
according to their date of installation. The three chiefs would rank above personal title holders of Raja (or Nawab)
but below the hereditary Raja, thereby denying the Chakma Raja his hereditary and historical precedence and
position. The others were also hereditary rulers even if of less antiquity. The idea of investing the Chakma Raja
with the title was to deny by implication his hereditary title and at the same time raise the status of the Bohmong
who had always ranked after the Chakma.
The British indulged in similar mischief in regulating inter se precedence vis a vis Tripura, the first recorded
Native state in India and the smaller Coochbehar, and in the case of certain other native princes. These were
merely to ensure a state of internecine rivalry between them so they would not worry too much about forging a
unified front against the British Raj. These were the views of grandfather that father too held and passed on to me.
Clement Attlee appointed the Cabinet Mission under the 80-year-old Lord Pethick Lawrence, Secretary of
State for India, who despite his age came on the visit to India. The other members were Sir Stafford Cripps,
President of the Board of Trade, and A. V. Alexander, First Lord of the Admiralty. They arrived in India on 23
March 1946, and devised the ABC or 3 Group Federation Plan of a United India that envisaged a union of British
India and the Native States with the subjects of Foreign Affairs, Defense and Communications and the power to
raise the necessary finances. There would be three groups of provinces. Group A would comprise the 6 Hindu
majority provinces, Group B the provinces of the Punjab, North West Frontier, Sindh and Balochistan, and Group
C the provinces of Bengal and Assam. The provinces and the states would be vested with all residuary powers
save the union subjects.
Quaid-i-Azam Jinnah\fn{Later to be the first President of Pakistan} accepted. And so did the Congress, only to back
out later. The leaders of the Hill Tracts were happy with this ABC formulation, better known as the Cabinet
Mission Plan. …
227.166 Excerpt from In Pursuit Of Culture\fn{by Sayeed Ahmad (1931- )} Islampur, Jamalpur District, Dhaka
Division, Bangladesh (M) 8
One day in 1988 a Chinese diplomat came to our house and extended the invitation to visit China. He was well
conversant in Bengali language having learnt Bengali in Beijing and Shanti Niketan. I was happy to see his
smiling face, but it was inscrutable, as the Chinese are. He was very polite in manner and helpful in his
demeanour. I and my wife were eagerly awaiting our trip, which would take us to Beijing, Shanghai and
Guangzou or Canton. We were especially thrilled as in our long span of world travel we had not yet visited the
land of China for which the Holy Prophet had said
“Go to China to seek wisdom.”
I had retired from my bureaucrat life that year and soon thereafter wished to enjoy the forthcoming journey. I
felt like a free bird.
I was to travel in September 1988. The Chinese Ambassador and his charming wife, who both spoke English
fluently, hosted a party to us both and we had a glimpse of Chinese hospitality. There was a 12 course dinner and
the Ambassador told me that a formal Chinese dinner would be about 20-course or more. In Dhaka, he explained,
not all the materials were available to turn out their special menus. Li Yuanshan, Cultural Counsellor conversed
with me in Bengali, and this made the conversation pleasant and communicative.
We took a Thai Airlines plane from Bangkok to Beijing. On arrival the look of the airport was rather austere,
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and I felt a bit nervous at what kind of reception we would get. We were received by the smiling First Secretary
Yao Baolai, who escorted us into a large waiting room with sofas arranged all around the walls. It was not an
affluent decor. While he waited for the formalities, we were served flavoured green tea.
We proceeded to the Xiaoxin Zhang hotel, an official guest house where the corridors were labyrinth-like and
the rooms not ostentatious. The food was rather simple, noodle soup with vegetables and rice. Next day we were
able to select better items on the menu.
Then our hosts informed us of the places and institutions we would be visiting. We were taken in a special car
upholstered in velvet with spotless white crochet back covers. Perveen being a handicraft expert, greatly
appreciated the use of crafts in this way.
Our first programme was to the famous Beijing Opera. The magical and colourful atmosphere of the stage
arranged with brilliant drapes and props, the musical instruments and the lighting, transported us into a fantasy
world. When the curtains went up, the clash of cymbals and clattering of drums were interspersed with sharp
notes of the flute and violin.
Suddenly high-pitched human voices rent the air, as actors leapt on to the stage. Chinese opera consists of
singing, dancing, acrobatics and declamation techniques of extraordinary quality. The makeup of the actors is very
elaborate, taking hours to apply the paint, which magnifies the characteristics of the being which is represented.
We saw a show which combined magnificent acrobatic feats, throwing of arrow missiles, leaping over mountains
and fighting demons, in an overwhelming performance.
I had known about the legendary actor Mei Lan-Fan (1894-1961) who had perfected the Beijing Opera in the
early 1940s. Tagore’s one reaction was on seeing Mei Lan Fan’s brilliant stage presence:
“I have never seen such a performance in my life, Mr. Mei is not just a performing artist he is scholar studying
the ancient theatrical, art which combines music, movement and ancient costumes.”\fn{ There is no closed quotation
mark in this text; I have supplied one at the end of this sentence:H }
Mei Lan-Fan had started learning opera techniques at the age of eight years and made his debut on stage as a
female character at the age of eleven. We were extremely delighted to witness Mei Lan-Fan’s daughter and son on
the stage and were stunned at their outstanding performance.
After two days we were invited to visit their house and pay respect to their great father. The son Mei Baoyue
and daughter Mei Baojin entertained us in their simple one storey house with an inner courtyard and verandah
along the inside. The government had made some improvements in the plumbing and water supply and also
internal heating, which was not usually available to middle class people. They had a lovely fluffy white kitten
who responded to my wife’s petting, much to the happiness of Mei Baoyue. They served us some tasty Chinese
rice cakes like our peetha and green tea.
Then they took us to Mei Lan-Fan’s Museum, which was not open to the public as construction was still going
on. It was a privilege to enter the museum especially opened for us. The display cupboards were full of mementos
and trophies of the great actor. I saw photographs of Bertholt Brecht, Stanislavsky, Meyerhold, Eisenstein and
Erwin Piscator, the originator of Epic Drama, whom Mei Lan Fan had met in the 1930s.
The Keeper of the Museum on request of Mei Baoyue took out from a locked closet the valuable silk fan on
which Tagore wrote a poem to Mei Lan-Fan. It was written with a brush in both Bengali and English as follows.
You are veiled my beloved, in a language I don’t know, as a hill that appears like a cloud, behind its mask of mist.

I realised that those two greats had deep admiration and respect for one another.
We were hosted to a fabulous dinner by the Minister of Culture in a luxurious restaurant. What a lavish layout
awaited us! As we settled down at the low tables, the Minister informed me that the entire menu was based on the
famous Peking duck. Every portion of the duck was made into different recipes, like for instance the feet and
nails, the head and neck, the wings and breast all turned into the most delicious items. The duck’s eggs were an
amazing dish. These were processed and preserved since approximately 10 years in earthen vessels and had a
most enjoyable taste. Not at all “eggy”! The Chinese have perfected the method of processing in which they place
the food item under the earth in various containers which make the food mature in time. If one was not told what
part of the duck it was, one could not recognise the item.
The Minister expressed his happiness that I was so deeply involved in the cultural field. He said he had
arranged to show me other historical cities like Shanghai and Canton, where I could see more aspects of the rich
culture of China.
While in Beijing we saw a play called Tea House by Lao She set in a typical Chinese tea house and follow[ing]
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the lives of its owner and customers through three stages in modern Chinese history. It spans fifty years and has a
cast of sixty characters. It is play of social criticism, bidding farewell to the old Beijing and extending welcome to
the new society with its promise of freedom and equality. Actor Yu She Zhi did a marvelous performance as the
owner.
It was a magic evening to enter the palatial Chinese handicrafts Emporium. It was a multi-storeyed building
with vast columned halls connected by grand staircases. The whole atmosphere was glittering with lights and a
riot of colour. There were large sections for famous Chinese silks in rolls and drapes of the actor Yu Shi Zhi
shimmering cloth in all hues. There was a department for Chinese lanterns from tiny mini-sized ones to gigantic
drum like paper and cloth lanterns, used for festivals. The Porcelain sections contained delicate egg-shell-like
cups and saucers and huge grand bowls painted in typical traditional colours of blue, yellow, gold and silver, and
the renowned celedon pottery. The skill of Chinese artisans in jade crafts are proverbially known, but one has to
see it to realise the excellence.
Metalware, brassware—you name it, the Chinese are masters in these craft skills. We went to one section
where the art of paper cutting is demonstrated, along with folded paper crafts. The skill of the fingers was like a
magician’s. The embroidery section was astounding because the needlework was so fine that it appeared like
painting. One had to peer closely to decipher the thread lines, which made up the total design.
Then on to the perfumery where exotic aphrodisiac potions and aromatic herbal bottles of all shapes and sizes
dazzled the eyes. The air was heavy with oriental scents. An interesting aspect came up when my wife enquired of
the staff how long it took to make a particular wooden box. They replied innocently that they had no idea, because
the craft products were produced in government supervised workshops where the artisans were permanently
employed. The artisans were not concerned with the procurement or costing of raw materials or production
capacity. This was probably the reason for such large-scale and magnificent output of handicrafts. We were
greatly impressed with the perfection and beauty of Chinese handicrafts.
To see one of the Wonders of the World is a baffling experience. To know that the Great Wall of China is the
only structure that can be seen in satellite pictures of the earth, is equally astounding. The wall is also a broad road
rambling for miles and miles over the mountains in an unending chain. We were escorted to tread on these historic
bastion walkways, and just after a few yards we were breathless, so steep was the gradient. The wall was a
winding rampart with frequent turns and bends so that the defences could not be breached by the enemy.
From there we proceeded to the Warrior Tomb, where 10,000 terra-cotta soldiers mounted on horseback in
clay and stone stand in a huge pit. Surely this was another wonder of the world, which had not been recorded in
the list. We were bewildered at the spectacle of fine horsemen carved and moulded in life size perfection.
After those fanastic sights we were ready for lunch. Our escort Yao Baolai, the young, tall, handsome Chinese
First Secretary, took us to a nearby restaurant, which catered for 5,000 people at a time. It was a sprawling eatery,
the end-to-end tables stretching beyond our sight. After a refreshing wash, we sat down to lunch, a Chinese meal
of rice, prawns, vegetables and chicken with soup, of course, which in China is eaten at the end of the meal.
We thanked Mr. Baolai, the First Secretary that we had a fruitful morning and were very happy. He informed
us that he would show us another excavation mound of great historical value. I was so excited and we walked out
of the hundred table’s area to reach the site, which was not far away. Suddenly when we almost had reached the
site I realised that my briefcase was not in my hand. I stopped short and said,
“Goodness, I have left my passports, dollars, camera etc.” The First Secretary looked somewhat worried, but
reassured me that he would find the lost bag. In a second he said,
“Wait a minute. I will go back and try to find it.”
He sprinted away like an athlete and I and my wife began retracing our steps to the restaurant. A few yards
before we reached the restaurant he returned and said,
“Everything is all right, the manager had received the briefcase from their staff and now only wishes that you
give identification of your possessions inside.”
What a relief! I could not believe my ears! Once in New York I had lost my briefcase in Grand Central Station
full of dollars, passports, medicines and my drama script, and never got it back!
The restaurant manager smiled and asked us to sit down. He enquired through our interpreter what the contents
of the briefcase were and also scrutinised our faces to see if they matched with the passports. He courteously
handed over the bag and informed that in China theft was a rarity. The law and punishment was strictly in effect.
*
The next lap of our journey was to exotic Shanghai. We were taken to Beijing railway station accompanied by
our interpreter and boarded the evening train. There were crowds on the platform, sitting in groups just as we see
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on our own railway stations. We had to push our way through the milling crowds and entered the corridored
compartment.
The First Class Coupe for four was well appointed with velvet upholstery and brocade curtains on the
windows. As soon as we settled in, a train-attendant brought us a large colourful thermos flask of green tea with
cups. I felt the heating in the compartment was too much, so I went out into the corridor and surveyed the busy
scene. When I came back somewhat cooled, I found two Japanese students setting their berths. One knew a little
English, so we smiled and asked if one of them could give us the lower berth. He readily agreed, and so we were
comfortable for the night on two lower berths.
The intercom system in both Chinese and English kept playing Chinese music and only stopped to announce
the departure. As our interpreter had boarded another compartment, we now proceeded to eat early by 8 PM,
although by Chinese standards this was late. The waiter was somewhat disgruntled as we were the last of his
customers. We ordered Western items like soup, beef steak with vegetable and a sweet dessert. Of course the
cooking was not good, but at least it was safer than risking something Chinese which we could not recognise.
After we returned to our compartment we chatted with the Japanese boys and found it was their first trip so
they could not enlighten us about the journey or China.
As soon as the clock showed 10 p.m., the lights went off and the music stopped. We were quite amazed that
everything was so regulated. The corridors continued to be lit and people kept going up and down. The intercom
had already announced that the famous Yangtse River would be crossed by 2 AM; therefore we decided to sleep a
while and wake up later to witness the mighty yellow river of which we had heard in our school days.
Despite our desire to sleep we would be tempted to peep out of the windows when stations approached and
saw scenes very similar to those in the sub-continent. Finally the great Yangtse River came into view. As the train
passed over the bridge we had a close view of the heavy sluggish yellow tainted waves. Indeed it was vast and
expansive as our Padma Nodi.
Before we even woke up the Cabin Assistant had replenished our green tea flask, which was quite refreshing.
We washed and got ready and went off for breakfast once again, just English toast and egg.
On arrival at Shanghai they took us to the Jin Jiang Hotel which is world renowned for its great guest profile.
Since 1951 it had served up to 15,000 VIPs from 125 countries including Presidents and Prime Ministers. The
hotel, named after the picturesque Jiang River in Sichuan Province, is situated in the centre of Shanghai proper.
There is a specialised Sea Food Restaurant, where we enjoyed poached prawns in Supreme Soup. Later we went
to the hotel’s exotic Butterfly Restaurant where the food items are laid out on the plates in the shape of colourful
butterflies. The Banquet Hall was a treat to see, its grand hall set in beautiful decor. We also savoured the
Friendship Restaurant where we enjoyed Sichuan food. The 24 hour Restaurant and Coffee shop had delightful
snacks. The hospitality was lavishly laid on for us.
According to the Programme, we went to the house of the famous dramatist and intellectual Huang Zuolin. I
gathered that he went to Cambridge and later to Germany and was a victim of the Gang of Four during the
Cultural Revolution. His house in Shanghai was surrounded by wooden fences enclosing a biggish lawn with
orange and plum trees and inside we went up a few wooden steps to the sitting room. His daughter smilingly led
us from the compound gate to the writer’s inner room. His room was set in typical Chinese style with Chinese
lanterns suspended from the ceiling, Chinese painted screen, and porcelain vases, the walls had bookshelves with
rare collection.
Huang Zuolin was a calm personality with the look of a man who had spent his life, but the flame was still
bright. He spoke in English in soft tones recounting the early years in China, his travels to Europe and his
education In Cambridge which stood him in good use. He told us he had taught in various institutions of Europe
and returned to Peking University Dramatics Department. The Cultural Revolution turned everything upside down
and scholars and intellectuals were reduced to nonentity in the process of communisisms equalisation.
His daughter, a most charming person, also spoke in English and she recounted some incidents of those harsh
days, perhaps to help her father not to explain such details. She told us that it was a horrible time. Her father was
sent to work in a Garbage Collection Department, whose food supply was meager, and the duty hours began long
before dawn. The humiliation was the most trying part of this punishment towards the intellectuals.
I changed the subject to avoid farther pain, asking about Huang Zuolin’s scholastic activities. He said he had
attended a landmark seminar of the International Brecht Society in December 1986 in Hong Kong with 120
participants. During the course of dialogues, Huang Zuolin became convinced that Bertolt Brecht was a Marxist,
but he was labeled by the Gang of Four members Yao Wenyuan and Zhang Chunqian, as a petty bourgeois. Huang
Zuolin continued referring to the subject of complete Westernisation as elucidated by writer Hu Shi. He said,
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“At that time in 1927 I wrote a one-act play, East-West, about a rickshaw towing a cycle behind it, the former
representing the East and the latter the West, but also implying cultural intgration between the two. In 1959 I
directed Mother Courage and in 1974 The Life of Galileo, successfully with my own methods and winning
appreciation from a diverse audience.”
HZ’s house in which we were now sitting had been confiscated during the Cultural Revolution by the Gang of
Four. It had only been returned recently and Huang Zuolin told us that his most valuable books had been
destroyed. Still he was grateful that he was able to again live in his own city of Shanghai. I was deeply Iabsorbed
in discussion with this great personality, and partook of Chinese moon cakes (like our peetlha) and green tea.
Without the presence of the interpreter, I was able to communicate in a relaxed manner.
When the time of departure came and we thanked him profusely for his marvellous insight to drama, he rose
slowly but could not stand up. I could see that his past life had taken a toll on the frail body.
More enjoyment lay ahead. One evening we were taken to the Shanghai Theatre to see a play entitled A Well in
the Lane. It was a social play, and the first in this genre I was witnessing. Till now I had seen only operatic
theatre. The story depicted a bad man who usurped and monopolised the well preventing others from its use. The
moral of the story reflected the need for sharing state provided amenities, and raised a voice against selfish
tyrants. I realised we too have in our society intimidation, coercion and violence to oppress people through fear.
I had a stimulating opportunity to visit Shanghai Dance and Music Academy where I saw the rehearsal of a
classical play The Lotus Blossom. The main actress Li Yu Xiu had already achieved fame at the young age of 25.
She had been trained for 14 years in singing, dance, acrobatics and acting before she was allowed to perform in
public. My meeting with the Director of the play, the music director, the other actors and technical hands was an
experience I will never forget. The dedication, seriousness and professionalism is of high calibre. As we sipped
the aromatic Jasmine tea I was amazed at the standards of perfection expected from the troupe members, as the
director explained to me.
One night I had some stomach gripes and upset tummy, and asked my interpreter next morning what I could
do. He promptly took me to a Chinese Herbal Medicine Centre. The large hall had an area for patients to sit and
there was a magnificent display of all kinds of bottles and packaged medicines arrayed inside glass shelves.
Everything was shining and colourful. We approached the doctor without much waiting as we were foreigners. He
was a middle-aged man with bright eyes and smile. He asked about my symptoms and wrote out a chit which the
assistant brought out and handed to me.
He assured me the medicine would work after the second dose. He requested me to let him know the results
and thanked me with a big handshake. I was very impressed with the large clientele awaiting treatment, from
small babies to old and young people. The interpreter told me that there is a large following of persons towards
herbal medicine, and it involves a very big industry of production. The reason for popularity of this is that the
medicines have no side effects and are inexpensive.
Next stop was Canton, another big commercial city and a port. During the colonial times the British authorities
did not allow Chinese citizens to enter the enclave-area. We in the subcontinent too knew what this meant, to be
restricted and unwanted in one’s own country. Now the city was bustling with masses of Chinese, and both
Shanghai and Canton have become the hub of Chinese commerce, industry and development.
We were taken to the Academy of Cantonese Opera where we met the director and teachers who explained to
us the subtle differences between Beijing, Shanghai and Cantonese operas. The play we saw was Snow in midSummer by Guan Hanching. Written in the 13 th century it was a moralistic play, in a moth-eaten society. Mr.
Hanching is a greatly respected name in Chinese drama and I was privileged to see the excellent production.
Several years later in 1998 I presented this play in Bengali in my series of World Theatre ( Biswo Natok). The
production by Faridu Rahman of BTV was commendable.
Cantonese food is distinct from other regions of China. It is a bit oily but very tasty. I savoured food at a
wayside restaurant enjoying a variety of moon cakes. The wayside eateries flourish in the bazaars.
*
I was invited to attend the International Symposium on Traditional Theatre of Asia in 1991. On reaching
Beijing airport I was expecting to be received, but as I looked around I saw no one indicating my reception. After
a while, I went outside the main exit and saw a grim snowy scene, the temperature was below 5°F. A young man
was walking up and down. I accosted him and said I was a delegate for the Theatre Symposium. He greeted me
casually as if nothing was amiss, and pointed to the taxi we were to take. I was quite upset as I had wasted
considerable time, almost an hour and came outside in desperation. He was not perturbed and with an inscrutable
face said,
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“I have been waiting here for almost an hour.”
I was relieved to find him and so proceeded to the taxi. It was a long drive and my annoyance prevented me
from holding a conversation. We reached Merlin Hotel, a posh setup, and checked in. The young man told me he
would be my interpreter for the visit. I was dismayed by the prospect but what could be done! However, after a
day or atwo we grew a friendship and he turned out to be a nice man.
The theme of our meeting was the art value of traditional Asian theatres. In the hotel lobby I met a friend from
New York, the remarkable Miss Ellen Stewart and Greek director Nicos Shiaflcalis, and Samuel Leiter, editor of
the Asian Journal. We had coffee together and exchanged conversation in preparation for next day’s meeting. We
were excited to see each other, and Miss Ellen Steward recounted the story of my play The Thing (Kalbela) for
staging at Café La Mama in New York in 1968. She had wanted some alterations to which I had not agreed, hence
it was not staged.
However, we became good friends since then and we were delighted to meet again in Beijing. Professor
Samuel Leiter was an old friend of our old friends Gautam Das Gupta and Bonnie Marranca, editors of the
respected Performing Arts Journal of New York. I also met an American actress of repute, Susan, whose father
was a diplomat in Burma. She had learnt Chinese opera dance in her childhood and later married a Chinese
painter. She was the only American dancer on the Chinese opera stage. She could converse fluently in Chinese
and was well versed in Chinese opera, which she explained to me.
She was famous in Chinese opera circles and I was greatly benefited by her company. For the next few days
my American friends and Susan met over meals. I was amazed that she had perfected her skills so much that she
was recognised as a brilliant Chinese stage actress.
Next day a huge congregation of delegates, forty from Asia, thirty from Western countries, fifty from mainland
China and five to ten from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macao, assembled in the Chinese Theatre Association where each
country presented its introductory paper for ten minutes. Among the delegates was an actor-director David Ching,
who became my friend and he held out an invitation to stop over in Hong Kong. My stay in Hong Kong was made
eventful due to his guidance. There was simultaneous Chinese-English translations at the seminar. I spoke on Jatra
and my lecture was printed in the Journal of Saemeo Regional Centre for Fine Arts, Bangkok. The Indian
delegates Prashanna and Iyengar spoke on South Indian traditional plays and the Iranian delegate Jamshed
Malekpour, who presented me his marvelous book, spoke on Karbala plays.
I met my friend from Thailand, Professor Dr. Chua Soo Pong, who presented Thai traditional drama. Chinese
scholars gave lengthy deliberations on development of various types of ancient art forms in theatre, and of
Chinese operas. They also explained the actor-training methods which are highly evolved in China. During the
three days seminar, I was approached by the National TV network to give an interview, which is normally not
given to foreigners. I gave a half-hour interview in a side room of the seminar hall, where all studio facilities for
recording were set up. I spoke on Jatra and its techniques, stage and music. I explained that a big difference
between Beijing opera and Jatra was that there are no acrobatics in our Jatra, but other elements are similar. I told
the interviewer that I was extremely impressed by the fact that Beijing Opera is attended by all ages of people,
from small children to young and aged persons. Thus their theatre culture is transmitted from a very early age to
the next generation. To take children to the theatre in the West is disapproved and not done. Even in Bangladesh
this is not commonly seen.
Delegates were taken to see the Tianjian Theatre Museum, the Ming Tombs and the Great Wall. The museum is
a three-storey building with typical Chinese architecture built approximately 1,500 years ago. Each floor has a
stage, the structure in three tiers where performance used to be held. The actors in those times used to address the
audiences from all directions of the building and all levels of the building. They would perform at the ground
level, while others would perform at the second level, and ultimately at the third level. We saw this spectacular
presentation and were thrilled at this unique form of stage performance.
I was invited to lecture at the Chinese Theatre auditorium. I was astonished to see that very aged actors,
performers attended. I felt deeply honoured. I spoke on Jatra and the valuable contribution of Amalendu Biswas
whose brilliance on the Jatra stage has not been surpassed.
I met three Bengali students studying in Beijing. They took me to the Art Institute to meet their department
head. The Director told me that he appreciated the Bengali students who had to stay five or six years to complete
their language course and studies. I thanked the teachers for their cooperation and support.
After the meeting we went to the hostel where I was served with a Bengali meal. Painter Saiful Islam Nizami
who later settled in Hong Kong, was there to show us around. We came across a Bengali girl smoking a bidi,
which is very much part of Chinese culture also. In Bengal old women smoke bidis, but it was interesting to see a
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young girl smoke one. Her name was Beli Sultana. She was doing a course in sculpture.
One of my most memorable experiences which came about just by chance was an encounter with Mr. Arthur
Miller, American playwright, of Death of a Salesman fame. He had been attending the staging of his play in
Chinese, and I was able to attend and see the famous personality, his wife and daughter along with Director Ying
Ruscheng, who was also Vice Minister of the Chinese Government. Ruscheng had acted in Bertolucci’s film The
Last Emperor.
On February 10, Arthur Miller became famous overnight in a manner that would make most American success
stories seem comparatively modest. Ironically the occasion was the premiere of Death of A Salesman, which tells
the story of a failure caused by its hero’s worship of a wrong kind of a success. The merits of a Death of A
Salesman were conceded even by stern critics and was officially signalised by five awards including Drama
Critics Circle award and the Pulitzer Prize. Miller’s victory was quick and decisive on Broadway, and in time it
spread to England and the Continent. Unlike the heroes of success stories he viewed this with scepticism.
Miller amply deserved the good fortune that came to him. He had been working steadily toward excellence and
had already distinguished himself with much thoughtful writing. I feel he has expanded the horizon by the
Chinese experience. The cast was handled admirably. The Chinese translation was superb. Later on, Mr. Miller
wrote another play based on the Chinese experience of the Cast. He was an amiable man. Pity that he was not
honoured with the Nobel Prize.
*
Mei Lanfang started learning about Peking Opera when he was eight years of age and made his debut on stage
as a female role player at 11. When he died at the age of 67, he was a legend. For half a century he was a
household word.
For more than 2,000 years of feudalism, women had to confine themselves to their living quarters. In Chinese
theatre men all along played female roles of “dan” right up to the close of the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911). Mei
Lanfang was widely acclaimed to have been the best of all. There are other names ,e.g., Cheng Yangqui (19041958), Shang Xiaoyum (1899-1976), and Xun Huisheng (1899-1968).
Mei was born in Peking into an “opera family” 1894. His grandather Qiaoling was a famous “dan” player and
the leader of the “Four Happiness Troupe”. His father Mei Zhufen (1874-1896) was another outstanding actor.
Mei Baojin, Mei Lanfang’s youngest son, is an accomplished “dan” player. So Meis have for generations
performed female roles in Peking Opera. Mei Qiaoling was a breakaway from the age-old convention to be
equally accomplished in both the type-roles.
Mei Lanfang rose to greater heights first performing a singing role; later he became skilled in playing other
types of roles, (unmarried young girl, later on a vivacious woman and later still a woman warrior).
Mei Lanfang was made a national hero before he turned twenty. In over 50 years of stage life he played no less
than 100 characters in the repertoire. He created new plays and improvements in both make-up and costumes.
They are dramatisations of either historical episodes or classical literary works.
Mei’s childhood was a miserable one. He was orphaned young, losing his father at four and his mother when
he was 15. His uncle Mei Yutian took charge of the child. But this uncle was not a rich person. So Mei Lanfang
had to start earning early in life. His uncle told him that there were no shortcuts and never should he expect to
learn without effort.
He had lacklustre eyes when he was a child. He exercised his eyes relentlessly. He would practice gazing at the
movements of a flame in a dark room; he kept pigeons in order to look at them soaring higher and higher until
they disappeared into the clouds. In later days he thanked himself for a pair of bright, keen, highly expressive
eyes.
He took time and trouble to learn Chinese traditional painting and calligraphy from Oi Baishi (1863-1957) and
other eminent painters. An extensive collection of ancient manuscripts and old treaties on classical music and
dance was his proud possession. He owed his achievements to his life-long habit of hard work.
“I am now 60, but I am still fit to play role of woman on the stage, and others like [the] character in Drunken
Beauty and Rainbow Pass. This I attribute to the rigid basic training programme my teacher drew up for me and to
which [I] faithfully adhered.”
He was a gentle-hearted, modest and quiet man who respected both himself and others.
Another sterling quality of Mei Lanfang that commanded respect was his patriotism and moral integrity. But
during the eight years of the Japanese War (1937-1945) against his country he defied the enemy by growing a
moustache when he had to live in enemy occupied Shanghai. He pawned and sold his belongings to support his
family and impoverished friends.
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According to Mei Lanfang, Chinese Theatre, mainstay has the following pillars:
Fluidities: There is no lowering or raising of curtain. It is an art that has always appropriate tempo, rhythm and
montage.
Plasticity: Chinese stage is highly flexible, with no limitation either of time or space.
Sculpturality: Western stage is two-dimensional rather enclosed in a frame, but those on the traditional Chinese
stage stand out three-dimensionally.
Conventionality: Commonly recognised convention is a basic characteristic of the Chinese theatre. A play is a
play; it is frankly theatrical and creates a set of conventions to break through the limitations of time and space so
that life may appear more free and sublime on the stage. Stanislavsky believed in the “Fourth Wall”, Brecht
wanted to demolish it, while Mei Lanfang felt that such a wall did not exist and so there was no need to pull it
down. Since the Chinese theatre has always been so highly conventional it did not try to create the illusion of real
life for the audience. Brecht proposed to pull down the Fourth Wall and expel the illusion of real life. In its place
he employed the effect of alienation to shatter the illusion of real life and prevent the audience from identifying
themselves either with the actors or the characters.
When Swedish Crown Prince and his consort visited China in 1920 he wished to see a Peking opera. Mei gave
a tea party in his house and performed Peking opera. The same year Somerset Maugham and dancers Ruth S. A.
Denis and Ted Shawn visited his house.
It was in 1930 in New York [that] a gala premier of Peking opera was staged. Within two weeks tickets were
sold out. Mei was 36 years old. The 24-member troupe played in several cities. There he staged The Fisherman’s
Revenge, By the Fen River Bend, The Drunken Beauty, Parting with His Favourite, The Maiden in Heaven and
Rainbow Pass. He also performed the sleeve dance in Lady Shanguam and feather dance in Beauty Xi Shi.
A reception committee was formed headed by the Mayor of San Francisco. He met famous Cecil B. de Mille,
Charles Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks; later when Fairbanks and Chaplin came to China it is said he reciprocated
their generous hospitality with gusto.
At the invitation of the All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (VOKS), Mei gave
performances in Moscow and Leningrad in March and April 1935. A VOKS reception committee comprised K. S.
Stanislavsky, V. I. Nemirovich Danchcheko, W. E. Meyerhold, S. M. Eisenstein, Maxim Gorky and Leo Tolstoy
came to see the show and later meet him.
While in Moscow he called on Stanislavsky, Eisenstein and Edin Piscator, the originator of Epic Drama, later
developed by Brecht. Sir Gordon Craig, Director and Stage Designer, was then visiting the Soviet Union. The
famous Soviet ballerina Ulanova personally invited him to watch her performance.
He was asked to speak on Chinese theatrical art at the Masters of Art Club in Moscow and Leningrad. At these
talks he demonstrated on the spot the various hand gestures, stage steps and songs of Peking opera. Brecht who
was present later wrote,
“Is there any actor in the West (with the exception of one or two comedians) who can, like Mei Lanfang, in an
evening dress, perform the essentials of stagecraft before a group of professionals in a room without any special
lighting device?”
Brecht called him the “Master of Masters”.
To introduce the art of Peking opera to the Soviet public, Sergei Eisenstein filmed a few scences from
Rainbow Pass in a Moscow studio. Before the two parted, Eisenstein gave him a copy signed by the film Director
“To Mr. Mei Lanfang, the greatest master of forms.”
Tagore visited China in May 1924. His friends’ circle in Peking staged his play Chitra in English to celebrate
his 64th birthday. The auditorium of Peking (Beijing) Union Medical College in the eastern part of the city was
crowded with the well-wishers of the day.
On May 8, Tagore took his seat in the middle of the third row next to Mei Lanfang. After the performance he
told Mei he was pleased to see his own play staged in China but he was more interested to seeing a Peking Opera
performance by Mei.
On the evening of 19 May, he staged The Goddess of the River Luo and Tagore was invited to attend. In a
scarlet gown, the formal dress of Viswa-Bharati University, the Indian poet watched attentively throughout the
performance and afterwards thanked the performer at the back stage.
The next noon Mei Lanfang gave a farewell lunch in honour of the poet. While commencing of the maestro’s
performance with words of encouragement, Tagore explained, the decor for such a mythological drama was too
plain, suggesting that hues or red, green, yellow, black and purple should be used on the stage and should be
decorated with rocks, flowers and other plants like a fairyland. Mei readily accepted the idea and the decor for this
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particular scene in Goddess of the River Luo was finally designed anew. Poet Rabindranath was a poet and painter
indeed!

Bengali 9 Chowdhury Excerpt from Najarudera Agnibih: “The Preface”\fn{by Abdul Kashem Chowdhury (1933- )}
Chakatitha, Naogaon District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh (M) 12
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66.37 The Fugitive And The Followers\fn{by Sunil Ganguli (1934- )} Faridpur, Faridpur District, Dhaka Division,
Bangladesh (M) 3
“It’s you!”
Rabi put his fingers to his lips and said, “Shsh.” For an instant he glanced behind him. Then he took a step
forward and said, “Is Uncle at home? What about Ashokda?”
Jayanti nodded her head twice in the negative, “Neither’s here.”
“What about Aunty?”
“She is.” Jayanti ran her gaze over Rabi’s body.
“So much mud on your feet,” she said. “Better go and wash them under the tap in the yard.” She herself turned
the tap for him and asked him in a low voice, “Where’ve you been all this time?”
“I’m extremely hungry, Boudi. Is there any food around? Some puffed rice will do.”
“Come up.”
He went up the stairs. At the top stood his aunt. She could not see very well. She asked Jayanti:
“Who's come, Bouma?”
“It’s our Rabi.” A pair of hazy eyes turned towards Rabi. He was now a young man, but her eyes saw only the
child.
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“Come, don’t stand there.”
“Aunty, I’m extremely hungry.” The old lady’s feet stood waiting for the young man’s pranam, but he did not
bend to touch them: can a famished man remember to do such things? Glancing at Jayanti he said:
“I’m in a bit of a hurry.”
“You’re leaving so soon?” his aunt asked. “Won’t you stay tonight?”
“Till Ashokda comes. I need to talk to Ashokda.”
“Your elder brother—how is he?”
“Same as ever.”
“And your mother? I’ve not received any letter from her lately.” Rabi became annoyed and said sharply:
“Haven’t I told you, I’m really hungry? Can’t you give me something to eat, instead of grilling me?”
What a temper the boy had! For how long had he gone without food? Jayanti brought a bowlful of puffed rice
which she had mixed with onion, chili and fried snacks to make it tolerably edible. She passed it to Rabi, saying:
“Now eat. Afterwards I’ll fry some luchis—”
“This is enough. Don’t bother with luchis.”
“I’ll put some water on to make tea then?”
“Fine.”
“In one month you’ve become awfully thin. Don’t you take any care of yourself?”
“Meanwhile Ashokda gets fatter and fatter. Don’t you take any care of your husband?”
“You’ve become hollow-eyed. How many nights do you sleep?”
“Off you go, make some tea, please.”
While chewing the puffed rice Rabi stood beside the window. It was getting dark. He narrowed his eyes and
looked out. Soon he could make out three people walking along side by side, engrossed in talk. When they
reached his street they looked up as one. For a moment they stood and stared. Then, they seemed to give a joint
sigh and come closer. Towards the house.
Gently Rabi set down the half-eaten bowl of rice. His exit was swift: without a word to anyone he was down
the stairs; as soon as he was outside, he began to run.
The three men standing near the house saw the fugitive, recognized the fleeing figure. They did not stir,
betrayed no sign of concern.
Follower Number One said, “We’ve lost him again.”
Follower Number Two said, “Yes, too bad.”
Follower Number Three took a piece of paper from his pocket, held it up and said, “Where to now—Dum Dum
or Shrirampur?”
Number One said, “Dum Dum.”
Number Two said, “Let’s give this one up.”
Number Three stuck his hand in his coat pocket and said, “It’s turned pretty cold. That shop we passed at the
crossing—it was selling fried snacks.”
One dipped his hand into the bag hanging from his shoulder, pulled out a bomb and chucked it at the door of
the house.
Two said contentedly, “Wah! Great sound!”
Three said, “We don’t need to scramble. Let’s have some snacks.”
Rabi stood in front of another house. He called out softly,
“Chandan, Chandan.”
There was no response. It was half past nine at night. The locality was a quiet one in a distant suburb. The ting
ting of cycle rickshaws could be heard occasionally, and the barking of the odd stray dog. Rabi called more
loudly:
“Chandan!” Above him from a verandah a young girl leaned over and said, “Who is it?”
“Is Chandan in?”
“My brother’s got fever.”
“He can’t get up?”
“He’s asleep.”
“Can’t you open the door?”
“What’s your name?”
“Please open the door.”
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Rabi turned round abruptly. On the main road, not far away, two cycle rickshaws had come to a halt. Without
waiting for the door to open he vanished into the darkness.
The three men approached the house. Number One said, “He’s not here. I’ve been keeping an eye on the
place.” He said no more and went up to the door. Before he could knock, it opened. A fourteen-or-fifteen-year-old
girl stood there in a sari she had not quite learned how to wear.
Number Two enquired in an even tone, “Has Chandan got a real fever?”
“His temperature is a hundred and four today,” the girl said. “Where are you all from?”
“We’re from Rabi Babu, can we see your brother for a moment?”
“He’s sleeping just now.”
“Achchha, leave it then.”
“Any message?'”
“Tell him three men came looking for Rabi Babu. He’ll understand.”
When Number Two came away, Number Three asked him, “There’s no need to do it here, is there?”
Number One said, “I don’t think it’s—”
“My younger brother’s got fever,” said Number Three. “Now I think I’m catching it.”
Number Two felt Three’s forehead and said, “You don’t feel hot.”
“I feel it inside though. I wish I could lie down under a quilt for a while.”
One said, “We’ll sign off here. No point in continuing.”
“I haven’t slept a wink for nights in a row. And now it’s cold. God doesn’t seem to be taking care of us,” said
Three.
“This particular son-of-a-bitch is really giving us a hard time,” said Two.
From his bag Number One fished out a second bomb and threw it at the door of the house. The deep silence
was shattered by the explosion. A dog barked raucously.
Rabi spent the whole night beside the Ganges in the burning ghat. Whenever he felt himself about to doze off
he got up and paced back and forth, stopping sometimes beside the funeral pyres. There were four of them, burning non-stop, and a ceaseless flow of people, none of whom were interested in him. His eyes watered constantly
in the smoke and he was easily mistaken for a mourner. In fact, it was a long time since he had shed tears over
death; especially here, in a burning ghat, where death seemed to him a matter of sheer indifference, unrelated to
good or evil. Rabi folded his hands on his bare chest. Suddenly he felt like stroking it. Thinking of it as part of
someone else’s body, he began to caress it.
*
When the sky became light he mixed with the crowd of dawn bathers heading for a holy dip, and found his
way to Howrah station. From there he went by train to Shrirampur.
Shushanta was about to leave the bazaar with his bag in his hand when Rabi appeared and said, “I must stay
here tonight.”
Shushanta hesitated: “My father’s due back from Delhi today.”
“One night—that’s all I need,” said Rabi.
“You know Khokan’s living nearby at Goshai. Shall I tell him you’re here?”
“No, not necessary,” said Rabi.
He slept the entire day. He could have slept for several days. Once, he got up to bathe and eat. He took a long
while over the bath, much less time over the food.
His shirt and trousers were so filthy that he could not bear to wear them again. Instead he put on a dhoti and
panjabi borrowed from Shushanta. They made him look entirely different. If only, he told himself, I could change
myself as easily as my clothes. With this thought, he fell asleep again. He dreamed about a ship.
When he awoke, he saw it was dark. Evening had fallen. He was offered a small room on the roof as a refuge.
Peeping out immediately in every direction he saw no one at all.
Shushanta’s wife Rupa arrived with tea. As he sipped it Rabi questioned her:
“You don’t have anything like an aspirin, do you?”
“No, I can send someone if you like?”
“Don’t bother. I get these headaches after dark, but often they go of their own accord. Is Shushanta back yet
from his job?”
“He’ll be here shortly.”
“That’s all for now. Please ask Shushanta to come up.'
“Will you take some food?”
69

“No one need fuss over me. If I’m hungry I’ll ask. Have you any moong dal? Could you cook it later? It’s so
long since I ate any.”
“In your house—”
“You can leave me now. I need to spend some time alone.”
Leaving the light off Rabi sat quite still, facing the wall. He did not turn round even once. After a long interval
he shifted position slightly and placed both hands against his temples.
Shushanta appeared.
“What’s this, no light?”
“I’ve been listening to a dog barking for quite a while. I kept a pet dog as a child—its bark sounded like this
one, exactly the same.”
“Where’s your dog now?”
“At that time we lived at Shibsagar. The dog was my constant companion, very obedient. Then all of a sudden
one day it stopped obeying me and became angry. Everyone was scared. My mother and father said it had gone
crazy. I didn’t accept that—but they didn’t have the nerve to keep it at home any more. After a lot of cajoling they
got into a boat and left it on a sand bank in the river. That place often used to flood. Ever since then, in quiet
places, when I hear a dog bark, I—”
“From here where will you go?”
“I don’t know.”
“You can stay here a few days. This room isn’t used much.”
Rabi stared hard at Shushanta. Then, with pride in his voice, he said:
“Whether I have a roof over my head or not doesn’t much matter to me. If it did I wouldn’t have taken this
path—”
“But now there should be a change of direction,” Shushanta interrupted firmly. “This path you’ve chosen, it’s
not a road, it’s a blind alley.”
“I suppose in your home there is certainly a gramophone?”
“What?”
“Remember the jingle? ‘Some corner of the happy home, must be graced by a gramophone.’”
“That’s just your silly pride speaking.”
Rupa entered and said to her husband, “There are three men asking for you.”
Rabi sprang up and went to the boundary wall of the roof. After cautiously peering over he returned and said
calmly, “Does your house have a rear exit?”
Shushanta grabbed his hand and said, “Why go?”
“I’ve no time to lose.”
“Don’t go. I’ll go and talk to them. Why be afraid?”
“It’s not fear, it’s contempt. I’ve no time to lose.”
Rupa said, “Why must you do this? The neighbors have a telephone, I can call the police.”
Rabi did not even glance at Rupa. He leapt over the wall and shinned down the drainpipe. Not far off a train
rumbled by.
Follower Number One said, “The house numbers round here are in total disorder. 52 comes after 37—what a
mess.”
Number Two said, “And none of the houses has a number plate.”
Number Three added, “My feet are aching like hell with all this walking.”
One said, “I was on the run last year. That was a thrill.”
Two began to say, “The day Bardhan got killed—”
Three butted in, “You know, in my mother’s uncle’s house there’s a guava tree—the wood’s red inside, you
know. When I was a boy I fell out of it and ever since then, one of my feet is not as strong as it should be.”
“The inside of a guava tree’s red?” asked Two.
“Yes, you get that kind of guava in Deoghar,” said One. “I’ve seen them many times when I went there with
my elder brother and his wife.”
“So now we pack this job in,” said Two.
“Then we can go home and have a real sleep,” said Three. “And some hot rice, mushuri dal and potatoes.”
Number One stepped forward towards the door, ready to speak to Shushanta. The other two spread out on
either side of the house.
*
70

Rabi, running for his life, stopped before a stranger and asked, “Which way to the station?”
“Why try to get there through the field when it’s dark? There you are, there’s the road,” the man said, pointing.
“Can’t I reach it through the field?”
“You could, but you won’t find the path.”
Rabi shouted in exasperation, “I’ll find it. Just point me in the right direction.”
The man remained placid and said, “If you want to get there through a dark field, you’d better find the path
yourself.”
Throwing a dirty look at the man, without another word Rabi ran on. He measured out each breath, conscious
that he must not tire too quickly. Now he was really alone—but his breath still mingled with the breath of the
world, even that of the departed ones, the breath that hangs in the air forever, never extinguished.
With repeated backward glances Rabi raced on. Though the night was wintry he was covered in sweat. He ran
slap into a wall.
Not a real wall—a human wall, made of three men. With skilful hands they grabbed Rabi and pinned him to
the ground. He did not struggle much, only covering his face with both hands.
Number One prised them away and said, “All right, Rabi, do you recognize me?”
Number Two said, “Three of you killed Bardhan—”
“You’ve put us to a lot of bother, swine,” said Three.
Rabi said nothing. The thought struck him, “I haven’t sent that box of colored pencils to my little sister—she’s
always reminding me about it.”
Three knives accomplished their work without noise. The three men gagged Rabi and sliced up his chest and
stomach until they were certain he had drawn his last gasp, had well and truly stopped breathing earthly air.
There was a hubbub in the distance. A group of people were coming. The three men were perplexed. They
could not make out: were the voices coming to congratulate them or capture them? Either way the shout would
sound the same. The three were taking no chances. They stood up at once, chose three different directions, and
split up.
Not long after, the group reached the spot. They stood there gazing upon the fugitive body recently known as
Rabi, and then they solemnly vowed revenge.
There were nine of them. Dividing themselves into three groups of three, they went in three different
directions. The man who was once Follower Number One was now Fugitive Number One. Pursuing him, follower
Number One said to Follower Number Three:
“Where do we go?”
“Get that paper out of your pocket,” said the new Number Two, “and have a look.”
67.87 Another Sheb-e-Barat\fn{by Rabeya Khatoon (1935- )} Vikrampur, Munshiganj District, Dhaka Division,
Bangladesh (F) 2
Someone came running and announced that Jalil had returned. Standing in the new water of the canal bank,
Zarina was picking the kalmi leaves when she heard the news. Her hand stopped and her heart missed a beat. Had
her prayer been granted last night?
Last night the yard had overflowed with moonlight, and the whole place had echoed with the sounds of the
Darud Sharif being recited. The air had been heavy with the fragrance of agar, and the black tamarind stones had
reflected the blue and red flickers of the candles. After each rakat she had moved aside one stone to keep count of
how many times she had prayed.
She had got really hungry after forty rakats, but dared not express it lest it be a sin. She turned her head to find
Halima Bhabi getting up from her jainamaz to drink water. In an exhausted voice she said:
“I’d like some too, Bhabi.”
“Go ahead. And why only water? If you’re hungry, go and have halua and bread. There’s plenty tonight.”
Zarina turned down a corner of her jainamaaz and slowly got up. Indeed, there was no shortage of food. Both
the jute shikas were filled with bread, pithas and halua—quite a lot had collected, actually. Most of it had been
sent by different neighbors. It was only they who could not distribute much. As at other times, this time too
Munshi Sahib had said that twenty pieces of bread were sufficient for people like them. But that didn’t stop her
mother from sighing deeply—they would need an extra seer of rice and at least a good amount of molasses even
if they cut out coconuts. :
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Anyway, Halima Bhabi had given them coconuts from her tree and molasses from her pitcher, saying that on a
day like this people were expected to be generous.
Each year her mother prepared twenty thin chapatis along with blackish halua made with sugar cane molasses.
But this time Zarina had sold her chicken to buy a seer of rice, with which she prepared thick rounds of bread.
She imagined that with these thick round pieces of bread her luck would return. She thought Jalil would return
and she would be called back by her in-laws.
The memory of those few days two years ago seemed a blur. She sighed, thinking of them. Almost as in a
dream, the past seemed to shimmer before her eyes That day Halima Bhabi had dressed her up in her own jamdani sari. She had painted her nails and drawn a tip on her forehead. She had winked at her and smiled.
“I bet both the uncle and the nephew are going to go crazy when they see you.”
Zarina had not laughed, though she was the best looking girl of the village—and educated in the bargain. She
was skilled in performing household tasks as well. However, their circumstances had reduced after her father died.
People like the merchant Gedu and the compounder Ramzan were ready to entice Jalil with the prospect of a good
job. The only hope for Zarina was that the prospective bridegroom would find her attractive.
Jalil’s uncle had come from Dhaka. If anything happened it would be within two days. Zarina said, while being
beautified by Halima Bhabi:
“I won’t be able to compete with the rich men’s daughters. You’re just wasting your time.”
“Oh yes, you will,” Halima assured her while fixing a flower in her braid. “I know Jaila very well. He is a fan
of Shabana and thinks that he is as handsome as Razzak.”
Zarina didn’t know any of them. Still, she didn’t say a word. Halima’s husband, who worked as a night guard
in the town, would take her to town during short holidays. Those trips taught Halima a lot of things.
When Halima was done, she praised the transformation of Zarina.
“You can compete any time with the cinema heroines. How could they not choose you?”
*
Jalil’s house was a mile away, in the neighboring village. His city-dweller uncle sat in the verandah along with
a few important villagers. The air was heavy with the smoke of strong tobacco. It made Zarina cough as she
climbed the stairs. Halima stood in the corner and said:
“Uncle, I’ve brought the girl I mentioned.”
Jalil’s uncle looked straight at Zarina. Scratching his ears with the pointed end of a pigeon feather, he asked
gravely:
“Umm, what’s your name?” Zarina’s heart beat fast.
“Zarina Begum.”
“And your father’s name, address, post office?”
“Zamiruddin Bepari, Sadhur Bhita, Madhukhali.”
“How old are you?”
“Fifteen years and five months.”
“All right, you can go.”
Halima took her inside where Jalil’s mother was sitting in front of a pandan, preparing pan. Halima sat on a
piece of hessian near her and sliced areca nuts, occasionally uttering honeyed words of flattery.
As the sister of.a nouveau riche brother, Jalil’s mother was quite a snob. In a supercilious manner she said:
“One cannot help liking the girl. Still, how can I suggest anything to Bhaijaan? He is the head of all the merchants of Dhaka, he’ll understand himself what’s better.”
When they were returning, Halima asked:
“Why did you increase your age?”
Zarina looked at Halima with eyes as innocent as a bird’s.
“Should I have lied then and said that I was twelve?”
“Yes, that’s the custom. Didn’t I make you memorize that like a parrot?”
It was quite clear that Halima was irritated. When Zarina’s mother came to know all that had happened, she too
came running to break the jute stick on her back. She slapped her own forehead and lit a big candle in the dargah
of zinda peer, praying that things would be all right.
Two days later, when the news came that the uncle had chosen Zarina, she again ran to light another candle
there.
*
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Playing loud music was the latest fashion in village marriages. Jalil’s uncle made arrangements to show a
movie. Although it was a documentary film on family planning, the news created great excitement in the nearby
villages.
On their first night together, Jalil asked:
“I heard from Mamujan that when he first saw you, you were coughing quite a lot. Now, you are not infected
with TB or something—are you?”
Zarina didn’t remember coughing. The word TB reminded her of Uncle Abu. One could count his ribs. Somewhat irritated, she said:
“You have seen my whole body. That disease consumes one’s flesh.”
Jalil nodded his head like a wise man. Although he hadn’t got a matriculation certificate, it didn’t stop him
from thinking no end of himself. He had read at least a hundred novels sitting on the cushion of his father’s shop
in the marketplace, watched about seventy films, made several friends in the town—all these gave him a huge
ego. He didn’t say anything, but doubt started gnawing at his heart. He had heard that TB could infect the lungs of
even a very healthy person. Then the fear of cancer came to his mind. He remembered one of his friends saying
that a beautiful person is destined to become food for cancer. However, since he didn’t notice any of its
symptoms, he shifted his attention to his wife’s fresh beauty. He asked:
“Was there anyone else before me? Did you ever exchange letters with anyone?”
Zarina didn’t know what to respond. In a poverty-stricken family, with a very short-tempered mother and
hundreds of things to do, how could one even think of things like that? But her silence made Jalil more curious,
and he repeated the same questions again and again. Finally she said:
“Between your village and mine there is just a canal. If anything like that ever happened you would be sure to
have heard.”
But her bold answer didn’t make him happy—things like this mostly remain secret. He turned his back to her
and tried to sleep. Then another doubt assailed him. He remembered the book with pink covers that he had bought
recently. The husband of the beautiful heroine was murdered even before the wedding night was over. He also
remembered a movie where something similar had happened. It embittered the joy of his wedding night. Several
more nights followed, with the same interrogations.
When Halima came to meet her, Zarina’s subdued anger erupted. It’s true she had come to a trader’s house
from a very poor family. Still, she was not a slave. Did Jalil have any right to ask questions like these? Didn’t she
deserve some respect?
“Often newly wed husbands of beautiful wives act a little crazy,” Halima consoled her, “but everything
becomes all right after some time. You have to learn how to survive.”
Zarina stopped complaining and started to talk less. She sometimes thought of running away. But the thought
of her ill-tempered mother stopped her. One night she couldn’t stand Jalil’s accusations any more.
“I can’t stand these questions any more. Tell me, what can I say to make you happy?”
Jalil was agonized by the old suspicions, by his imaginary nightmares. He said:
“I want everything to be straight and clear. Tell me if anything did happen. I’ll forgive you.” Zarina burst out:
“I told you nothing happened. Still, if you insist, you are right. Forgive me.”
The words relieved her from the suffocating pains she had been suffering. She thought she would be free.
Jalil had thought he would be relieved at learning the truth. He had once read about a forgiving husband, and
he had imagined that if he tried he could be as forgiving towards his sinful wife. But Zarina’s words did not
relieve him. They burnt his soul. He didn’t want to look at her, let alone forgive her.
The next day he returned to the city after exchanging some angry words with his parents.
“I won’t live in the village any more. I will start a business with my uncle,” he vowed.
“I thought you would grow up after getting married. What have you done? Don’t you know that these words
can kill?” Halima hurled at her, after hearing what Zarina had said.
Zarina couldn’t fathom what had happened. Her mother started to beat her for returning home—this time not
with a jute stick, but with the thorny branch of a berry tree.
Zarina dragged her blood-stained body to the feet of Jalit’s mqther. But his mother was unmoved. She didn’t
even want to see the shadow of someone who had caused her son to leave his home.
Halima consoled her:
“Don’t give up. You’re innocent. You haven’t done anything to be afraid of.”
It was not fear Zarina felt. In fact, she had a sense of freedom. What she was afraid of was her mother and
poverty. She had lived with those two things since birth. Hunger pained her, her mother’s cruelty hurt her. She had
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offered a lot of rakats to disentangle herself from this circle of troubles. She could even have prayed all night
long. However, her eyelids drooped, and she was soon fast asleep.
The sounds of the Darud Sharif lulled the silent darkness. The air was heavy with the fragrance of dhup.
Carried away by the sweet sensation of falling asleep, Zarina started to dream of Jalit’s return.
But when she heard that he had indeed returned, her feet were ftozen in the water. In this monsoon not only
water arrived, filling the canal, but people as well. From Halima Bhabi’s place, Zarina could see the launch
moored at the ghat. She sent a boy with the bunch of kalmi leaves to her mother and prepared to get up from the
water.
Halima’s voice interrupted Zarina.
“Keep on doing whatever you are doing.”
Zarina didn’t have to look round at the passengers disembarking from the launch. Halima’s somber voice
announced the news.
Jalil had indeed returned—with another wife.
233.23 1. A Tear-drop 2. The Dead End 3. The Hidden Stream: Three Short Stories\fn{by Khaleda Salahuddin (1935)} Bhola, Barisal District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh (F) 10
1
“Where are you off to?” Myrna said with anxiety in her voice.
Jasim was fixing his tie in front of the mirror. He turned to her. She was sitting on the edgs of the bed—a living
image of misery and wretchedness. A face with pale lips, hollow cheeks and large ringed eyes, a face ugly in its
thinness. He made a grimace and turned to the mirror again. He began to give final touches to the knot.
“Will you be late?” she asked again.
There was no anger in her voice—only sadness and dispair. This time it was impossible for him to evade the
question.
“Well, I’ll try to come back early,” he said—a little unhappily being certain that he would not keep his
promise.
“Will you try and come back early? You see, I don’t feel very well—” Myrna’s voice broke.
“Why, what’s happened?” he asked anxiously. “Is anything the matter?” He took a few steps towards her.
“Oh bother,” he thought. He was already late for the appointment. Appointment? No, it wasn’t exactly an
appointment. But Ruby would surely wait for him as she always did. He must not keep her waiting much longer.
He had tried his best to get away from this hell of a home as quickly as possible. And now this …
He felt very much, annoyed. But he tried hard not to show it. He hated unpleasantness—he hated scenes.
Myrna knew that he did not love her any more. All his feelings for her were dead. But her love did not die—it
was still there in her heart as strong as ever—perhaps stronger than ever, to torture her—to remInd her of every
moment of the days that were no more.
Suddenly there were tears on her lashes. She averted her face to hide it.
“What is it Myrna?” he asked again.
He sounded a little cross. Tears always made him angry and besides time was runnIng out. Every moment was
precious.
“Oh, it’s nothing Jasim, I was just being silly. You’d better go. I’ll be all right in a minute,” said Myrna in a
broken voice as a sharp pain shot through her. Her face got contorted in agony.
Jasim did not see her face. He gave a sigh of relief and went pussy footing out of the room.
*
“Oh, what a relief!” he thought, as he began to walk along the road. The cool breeze of the evening calmed his
nerves a bit. Now he was free, free! His house was no longer a home for him—it was just hell—where the air was
heavy with lies, deceits and pretentions. Oh, why didn’t she understand that he had ceased to love her? Why
didn’t she leave him alone? Sometimes he felt like shouting it out loud.
But he could never do it. Every time his courage failed at the last minute. Why was he so weak? An impotent
anger exploded within him. Somehow, some day he must tell her that he didn’t love her—that he wanted to be left
alone. But but she was so polite so soft—she never made any demand on him. She was ever so silent, ever so
patient.
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No, no he must not give way to weakness anymore. He must tell her that he had no love left for her. And he
didn’t want her any more!
What did he want anyway? Well, what he wanted was Ruby. Ruby; a gem she was! Gay, sparkling, vivacious!
Her smiling face rose before his mind’s eye—a face framed with clouds of long wavy tresses, a face carved out of
marble, a face worth a king’s treasure.
“But Myrna was pretty too,” he thought guiltily. It was he who pursued her everywhere till she consented to
marry him. There was thrill in it, an intense feeling of excitement, a feeling of ecstatic joy. Where had it all
vanished and why? Had the pleasure consisted only in the chase and vanished with the capture?
Oh, that same nagging thought kept coming back killing his sense of relief. Why couldn’t he shake it off? Was
it because of his own sense of guilt? He didn’t know.
He was so much absorbed in his thoughts that he did not quite realise that he had already reached Ruby’s
house. He woke up to the realities with a start as he was dazzled by the headlights of a car.
Suddenly he found himself standing at the gate of that red, two-storied house. He drew a deep breath. He
would see Ruby in a minute. Could she make him forget the bitter thoughts that troubled him and robbed him of
his peace of mind? He hurried along the pathway and ran up the short flight of steps.
Peals of laughter greeted him as he hurried towards the drawing room along the dark corridor. He stopped
short in front of the billowing curtain. There were murmur[s] of voices in there. Ruby had company. Someone
said something in a heavy male voice. Ruby laughed again.
His heart gave a thud. Who could he be? Should he stand outside eavesdropping or should he get inside and
see for himself who that other fellow was?
He wanted to step in—but his courage failed him. He strained his ears and eyes to listen to and see everything
that was going on. He didn’t want to miss anything at all.
“Ruby, my precious, you’d never know how miserable I was in London all these years, away from you” that
heavy male voice went on.
“Why, weren’t there other girls to strike friendship with?” Ruby said laughingly.
“Enough and to spare. But no one half so beautiful as my Ruby. Oh, my sweet, don’t you know you are the
only woman in the world for me?”
“Really?” said Ruby, and gave him her sweetest smile.
“And I was afraid, on my return, I wouldn’t find you waiting for me; some gallant knight would come
galloping along on a white charger and carry you off before I could swim across the mighty seas—” he broke off.
“My gallant knight doesn’t gallop on a white charger these days but comes speeding along in a white chev,”
Ruby laughed again. It was a cheerful laugh—musical, rhythmic, lilting, like the tinkling of silver bells. The
owner of the male voice swept Ruby into his arms in a crushing embrace. He was crazy with desire.
“Ruby, my darling my sweet my pet, tell me, tell me for once did you ever think of me when I was away?” The
voice was heavy with emotion.
“Every minute of the hour every hour of the day,” she whispered back as she closed her eyes. It had become
absolutely impossible for Jasim to stand there another moment.
“Every minute of the hour” indeed. The two-faced woman. The double crossing, decietful, liar of a woman!
And the way she fooled him into believing that he was the only person she ever loved the way she whispered
sweet nothings into his ears as he made love to her! To think it was all play-acting. Oh! How could he ever forget
the amount of money he spent on her—gifts of expensive pieces of jewellery, beautiful knickknacks—all thrown
into water, all gone down the drain.
With an effort Jasim stifled an impulse to rush in and slap across her beautiful face. A gem wasn’t she? He
laughed soundlessly. It was a bitter laugh. To him, Ruby’s face no longer looked like a full-blown rose balanced
on a delicate stalk. It suddenly reminded him of a hooded cobra poised for the lethal strike!
Beautiful was she? Well, behind that charming mask lay hidden an ugly face distorted—horrifying. That artful
woman cast a magic spell over him and now the spell was falling from his eyes.
My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lip's red.
I have seen roses damask’d red and white.
But no such roses see I in her cheeks …

Who wrote those lines? Was it Shakespeare?
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Well, who cared? Ruby wasn’t what he thought she was. She wasn’t a gem. She wasn’t a paragon of beauty
which his imagination had made him believe. A devil of a woman she was—rotten to the core.
In a blinding rage he turned round and reached the gate at a run. He sighed as he began to stride along the road.
Well, Ruby was artful. What was he? Ruby slipped a fast one on him. He too played a dirty trick on Myrna!
She had always been a good wife loving, faithful, sweet. He broke her heart over and over again by his
indifference his lies and pretensions. But [s]he never complained He didn’t hesitate to make her suffer even
though he knew very well that their first child was coming. Was he any better than Ruby?
Suddenly he remembered those enchanting days when Myrna was the only thought of his waking hours. Those
glorious afternoons and joyous evenings. It seemed so remote now. Memories of the forgotten past came flooding
in upon him.
Oh, how could he forget Myrna that girl with the sweet face and quiet beauty who once filled his whole life?
On one of those enchanting evenings she told him that pearl reminded her of a tiny drop of frozen tear.
“A frozen tear?” he asked in surprise?
“Yes,” she said softly, and wrapped herself up in silence again.
“Why do you think of tears now, darling … look, the full moon’s smiling ever so sweetly.” He pointed at the
bright disc of the moon that was rising above the hills.
“The moon seems to be happy in our happiness. Have you ever seen her more beautiful,” he whispered as he
pressed her to his heart.
It had all come back to him now vivid and clear. The sweet memories of the days they had spent together in the
hills on the beach—just after their wedding. How could he ever forget it?, Oh how could he? On an impulse, he
walked into the brightly illuminated jewellery shop at the turning and bought a pearl ring for Myrna and hurried
back home.
*
Myrna lay on the bed limp with exhaustion having had to struggle ceaselessly with the shooting pain that came
at regular intervals now.
Jasim stood near the bed looking at her pale face and dry lips. Tears welled up in his eyes.
How she had changed! That sweet wide-eyed girl with that Alice-in-the-wonderland look, had vanished. It was
all his doing. He had been killing Myrna by inches slowly and gradually, over the years.
He sat down on the edge of the bed beside her and slipped the ring on her finger. Myrna opened her eyes to
find Jasim playing with her hand. For a brief moment she thought she was dreaming. But it was no dream! There
he was sitting beside her holding her hand. The eyes that had nothing but a vacant look for her, were brimming
with love. How was that possible? It was like a dream come true!
Suddenly her eyes fell on the ring on her finger. A pearl ring! A frozen tear! Yes, in the soft light of the room,
the pearl looked like a tiny drop of frozen tear.
She smiled through her tears. Clouds and sunshine. That was life, wasn’t it?
Suddenly, she clutched at the bed sheet as the pain was coming on again.
“What is it, dear?” Jasim asked anxiously.
“Oh, it’s the pain,” she whispered through her clenched teeth.
“Don’t worry, I’ll call the doctor” he said, as he rushed out of the room to telephone the doctor.
The pain was overpowering and she felt wretched. But the smile lingered at the corner of her thin bloodless
lips.
2
The room at Jasim’s office was a plain one, devoid of any decoration and cheer. It had a clean but battered
table, some half a dozen chairs and a rack stacked with files.
Today Jasim's mood matched his room. He was a little off-colour and hardly in a mood to go through his files.
He propped his feet up on the table and stared out of the window blankly. His manner suggested that he had
detached himself from the scene of which he was a part. His eyes had a far-away look, but his mind was racing.
His thoughts touched upon the events of the past few years and at last came round the violent fight that he had
with his wife that morning. He started recounting in his mind the argument they had had and thought ruefully of
his wife’s natural aptitude for delivering an extemporaneous tongue-lashing. She was gifted that way. He, too, was
not lagging far behind. He thougnt bitterly.
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Man! What a happy life! No, damn it. Meena must have inherited it from his mother-in-law. There was a time
when Meena had been all worked up over the way that old lady used to have tantrums. But that was ten years ago
—that was before she had got fat.
Come to think of it, he himself had put on some weight. Yes, he was a bit on the heavy side now; got pretty
much out of shape these days. But Meena still had a good figure in spite of those extra pounds round her middle.
She was very slim, twelve years ago, and very pretty and had a very sweet nature. With the passing of years her
features had thickened and with that the subtelity of her mind …
The telephone on his desk rang sharply. Jasim frowned at having his thoughts interrupted. He looked at his
watch. It was 5:30 in the afternoon. It was rather late. But he would not go home yet. He stared at the telephone
for a moment and reached for it.
*
It was late afternoon when Meena went to the roof and stood on the ledge. From that height she looked down
below. Her heart gave a lurch.
She was standing atop a three-storied building. The house commanded a view of the place all around. The
frontal view was lovely beyond words. The river with all those country boats gliding down with their sails up—
the changing colour of the sky before sundown made a beautiful picture. The afternoon sha\dows were
lengthening.
But this inexpressible loveliness all around could not attract Meena’s attention today. Her mind was in a
turmoil. The slight distrubance in her blood stream over the years had become a raging storm.
Her face was pale and drawn. The long drawn-out crying spell left her eyes swollen and red. There were traces
of fatigue on her face. But the mouth was set in grim determination.
Memories of the past flashed across her mind. She tried to relive the moments that brought her so much joy
one day.
She was doing her I.A. when Jasim came into her life. He was the new Sub-Divisional Officer of their
subdivision and a bachelor, too. They met for the first time at a college function over which he was presiding.
Meena, who had a prominent part to play in arranging that function made a profound impression on him. But it
did not end there. It was only a beginning. Slowly and gradually they felt inevitably drawn towards each other.
When Jasim on the eve of his transfer, said to her one day. “Darling, will you be my partner for life?” her joy
knew no bounds.
“Yes,” she said softly, “yes, dear I will,” with a beauty blush all over her face.
The first few years of their marriage brought her unmixed happiness. She was delirious with joy. Jasim, too,
proved a model husband. She thought he understood her thoroughly. Yes, that was when they were madly in love
with each other. That was when she strained her ears to listen for her husband’s footsteps on the stairs That was
when he could follow the slightest change in her mood.
Was she not then, the happiest woman in the world? Where had it all gone to? Those fleeting days of ecstasy
and bliss? Where to … Oh! Where to?
The brilliant light of love illumined her whole being for a while and vanished with the suddenness of a flash of
lightning leaving her in engulfing darkness. Oh God! Why should it be so, why, why?
Her lips were framing those words without her realising that. She felt a wrench in her heart. It was almost like
a physical pain. A sudden convulsion shook her whole body distorting her features. She burst into tears of self pity
She tried to remember when the trouble first began. Oh, yes, now she remembered it.
*
It was the day of their third wedding anniversary. She was very busy that day. They had asked a few friends to
dine with them. She was on her feet the whole day attending to every little thing. It was past four in the afternoon
when Jasim came back home. Meena was arranging flowers in a vase and humming a popular tune to herself.
Suddenly he got very much annoyed. He went straight to the dressing room without a word. Much to his
annoyance he could not find his slippers there. An uncontrollable wave of fury swept over him. He took leave of
his senses momentarily. In a sudden burst of anger he shouted at his wife,
“What on earth are you doing in there thrilling like a thrush. When I am hunting for my slippers in every
corner of this blessed house? Can’t you come here and help me find my slippers? Silly, how these people forget
it’s for us that they have a roof over their heads.”
This unexpected outburst left her non-plussed. A moment later when the full import of this sank in on her, a
feeling of indignation filled her heart. Blood rushed to her head and she heard herself shouting back,
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“Who do you think you are, a prince? Shouting at me in this fashion, you slow- witted fool! Am I your maid or
what? Can’t you find your own slippers?”
Jasim was taken aback at this violent retort. With a start he came to himself and mumbled something
unintelligible. Meena got so furious that she tore apart all the decorations in the dressing room and tossed the
flowers out of the window. The lovely flowers lay in a crumpled heap on the ground down below. All of a sudden
her whole life seemed empty.
Oh God! This had to happen on this day of all days? A happy anniversary indeed! Slowly, quiveringly she gave
a long sigh.
That was the beginning. Of course Jasim came to her later very much repentant for his rudeness. He asked her
forgiveness in all sincerity and promised it would never, never happen again.
But that was the turning point. Their life together had undergone a change though imperceptible at first. A
misty veil separated them which, with the passing of years, became a stone wall.
*
A bus rumbled past, honking its horn, interrupting her thoughts. She looked around her.
The daylight had turned gray. The sun was going down in a display of brilliant colours. But nothing could
distract her mind from those disturbing thoughts. Her mind raced on.
A stone waJl, yes, a stone wall came up between them. Nothing could shake it, nothing could break it. For the
past two years, she could not. remember a: single occasion when they sat together alone just to chat. It seemed,
they didn’t have much to say to each other. She started going over that morning’s incident.
How it had all started? The shouting, the screaming: God, it was madness, madness.
Oh yes, it was about the radio licence. Her husband usually kept it, because, of late, Meena had become
forgetful about things like that. That morning he wanted the radio licence for renewal. But unfortunately it
couldn’t be found anywhere. They fruitlessly searched for it at every conceivable place ransacking drawers and
boxes for about an hour.
That did it. As usual Jasim lost his temper. He started hurling abuses and insults at Meena.
“Say, what are you here for if you can’t look after my things properly? Get this into your dumb skull that I
keep you here to run my house efficiently! Do you hear? Now where the devil has it gone to?”
“Don’t swear, I say! Don’t swear!" Meena shouted back. “How on earth do I know where you’ve kept it?”
“Am I supposed to look after things both at home and office you wretch? If you can’t do it, you’d better quit,"
said Jasim to wound her feelings.
“What do you think you are doing, shouting at the top of your voice like this? Am I your office-peon?” Meena
was choking with rage.
“Don’t roll your eyes like that, you fat old hag! Office peon? You are worse than that!” He put venom into his
words.
“Are you showing me who is master? You beef-witted dud? You crazy old fool! Don’t you know you look like
the Devil himself when you bare your teeth that way?” she screamed shrilly.
“Don’t open your bloody mouth again, you witch, or I’ll knock the guts out of you!”
Jasim came rushing at his wife and on the way knocked a big Chinese vase off the rack. It was a gift from her
father.
The suddenness of the thing stunned them both momentarily. They stood motionless, staring at the smashed
heap. Then an uncontrollable flood of anger shook her whole frame. She rushed madly at Jasim with clawing
fingers screaming hysterically.
“Now you have done it! Have you?” Jasim without realising what he was doing picked up an ashtray and
hurled at her with all his strength shouting,
“Now that we are destined to be unhappy, you take what you deserve and get out, get out, get out!” Dealing
this final blow he stamped out of the room.
It was like a drunken brawl. God!
“What a life! It was a living death a veritable hell. Wasn’t it? What was the fun in clinging to it and killing
herself by inches, when she could end it any moment?”
She was standing on the edge of the roof of a three-storied building. She longed to take a last Jook at the
familiar objects. She looked about her. Ah! Everything was lovely … lovely. All of a sudden her husband’s voice
rang out loud and clear:
“We are destined to be unhappy, destined to be unhappy, unhappy, unhappy …”
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The voice got louder and louder till it became a deafening roar. She swallowed hard and shut her eyes tight.
Then she stepped into nothingness. She had a sinking feeling inside her. A few moments later, she felt her body
hitting something very hard. Pain like electric shocks stabbed through her head. Then a blissful darkness
enveloped her blotting out all awareness of the world.
*
The children playing on the lawn saw her come crashing down and they let out a loud scream. The fall
attracted the attention of other people also. In no time a crowd gathered near the scene and Mr. Mubarak, Jasim’s
next-door neighbour, went at a run to the nearest telephone. He didn’t know how to break this terrible news to the
husband. After a little hesitation he picked up the phone and dialled his number.
“Hello. Is that Jasim?' You see, you’ve got to rush home at once well, something unusual has happened … No,
your work can wait … Don’t make a moment’s delay … You’ve got to hurry, man!” He placed the receiver back
in its cradle and lifted it again to call the doctor.
Jasim couldn’t guess what had happened. A disturbing thought came to his mind. He felt sick in the pit of his
stomach.
“What, if Meena …?”
But he tried to shake it off. When he reached home, the sight of the big crowd made him panicky. He edged his
way through the crowds only to find Meena’s body lying on the ground. It was a heap of shapeless mass! He
covered his eyes with his hands to shut off the ghastly sight.
Oh God! Why Meena had to choose this violent way to end her unhappiness? Why did he take everything so
lightly? With the passing of years he became callous to human misery. Why didn’t he try to understand her
feelings and reshape their lives together? Why everything had to end the way it did? Why … Why …
Suddenly it came crashing home. He knew the answer. He took everything for granted. His job, his way of life,
even Meena, his wife. Of late, he looked upon Meena as someone who was to stay in the background attending to
his needs. He did not treat her as a human being with a soul! That was a mistake, a grave mistake. He realised it
now.
But it was too late. The light had gone out of his life forever, forever.
But he needed this shock, he thought sadly. Now he would lumber along the life’s zig-zag course all alone and
at the end of that painful journey he would breathe his last unsung and unwept without the soft touch of a loving
hand on his dimming eyes. That would, oh God, be a befitting end for him.
The ambulance car drew up in fornt of the house. He came to himself with a start. He looked up to see two
men getting out of the car.
Suddenly he remembered something. What date was it? He felt a little dizzy. The crowd, the car, the road
swam before his eyes.
It was the day of ther wedding anniversary. The sun had gone down, plunging him in abysmal darkness. Would
it ever rise again to shine on him?
3
The alarm went off exactly at 4:30 in the morning.
The terrific din startled Neena out of her deep slumber. She flung off the warm blankets and sat bolt upright in
the bed. The bitter cold of the December morning assailed her from all sides.
She pulled a wrap from a nearby cloth-stand and hurried to the bathroom to prepare her husband’s bath, who
had a plane to catch at 6 o’clock that morning. She squeezed the toothpaste tube to place paste upon her husband’s
toothbrush and laid out his shaving kit. Then she made a cup of tea for him and carried it to his bedside.
Kamal lay all curled up in the shelter of his warm bed snug and cosy. Neena gazed at his serene face for a long
moment and smiled happily. It was almost a child’s face. Wasn’t it? Her heart was brimming over with love for
the man who was sleeping so peacefully. At that moment she felt like a mother-bird who would want to keep her
young one under protecting wings all the time. Neena set the cup on a bedside table and put a cold palm on his
cheek and whispered softly.
“Hello there, wake up … here’s some hot tea for you.”
The cold touch made Kamal stirred uneasily in his cosy bed. But he didn’t open his eyes.
“Here, won’t you get up? You have a plane to catch, remember.”
She raised her voice a little. He opened his eyes slowly and mumbled in a voice heavy with drowsiness
“Oh, please Neena, give me another five minutes.”
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“It’s already five, well, if you don’t want to catch the plane …” Neena adopted a tone of light banter.
“Oh, hell, got to get up I guess,” Kamal grumbled. Swearing under his breath he got out of bed. In another 40
minutes’ time he was all set to leave for the airport.
In the doorway Kamal stopped and whirled round. He flung an arm round Neena’s shoulders and drew her to
him.
“Keep well, won’t you darling? And don’t worry,” he whispered into her ears. Then he brushed his lips against
hers quickly and went at a run to the waiting car and slid behind the steering wheel.
“Oh God, let him come back to me safe and sound,” she prayed wordlessly. Two drops of tears like two
glittering beads of pearls trickled down her cheeks.
*
Kamal literally ran into her. He was strolling aimlessly on the beach. Suddenly he found himself; standing face
to face with Marina. The meeting was so unexpected that it overwhelmed them. Neither of them could speak for a
while. Their gaze remained locked for a long, long moment. It seemed an eternity.
Suddenly the spell was broken by the murmur of some voices. A group of sight-seers was passing by. Marina
dropped her eyes and then looked up again to ask of him,
“What brings you here, Kamal? Could you recognize me? I’ve changed a lot in the last five years.”
“I knew you the moment I saw you. But Marina, what are you doing here anyway? I never expected to see you
here,” Kamal told her.
“Where did you expect to see me, Kamal?” Marina adopted a light bantering tone.
Or was she being sarcastic, eh? Kamal could not be sure. Memories of the past came crowding in on his mind.
*
It had been ages since they saw each other. That was some five years ago … yes, long five years when the
parting of the ways came. Back in the early fifties he met this lovely girl, this charming girl with a 100k of
wonder in her large luminous eyes when they were together in the university, the girl who attracted him
irresistibly. He fell for her like a ton of bricks, the very first time he saw her. And he got a quick response from
her.
Then followed the days of ecstasy and bliss. Their days in the university were drawing to a close. He decided
to propose to her after the final exams.
But something unfortunate happened meanwhile. And a mist of misunderstanding clouded their minds. Marina
was a popular girl in the university and had a group of admirers. She liked them to flock around her. She didn’t
mind mixing freely with boys. But Kamal was a bit conservative that way and looked upon it with suspicion. He
decided to give her a good talking to.
“Frankly Marina, I don’t like the way you mix with the boys,” he told her one day:
“What are you driving at? Have you no faith in me?” she flared up.
“No, not that. I only said it doesn’t look nice. People’ll talk,” he said.
“Oh, the eternal jealousy of man,” she exclaimed. :
Kamal lost his temper at this. In a sudden burst of anger he shouted,
“Yes jealousy, call it jealousy if you like. But [you] must mend your ways and stop this foolery. It’s my wish!”
In a frenzy he jumped to his feet and stalked out.
The suddenness of the whole thing stunned her momentarily. Suddenly an uncontrollable flood of anger swept
over her. He was trying to boss over her was he? All right, she would show why should he be jealous when he
knew she loved him and him alone. She continued to mix with boys with renewed zeal right under his nose.
Meanwhile their final exams were over. Kamal sent a letter to Marina asking her what her intentions were and
whether or not she was willing to marry him. Unfortunately that letter never got into her hands and it remained
unanswered. Complete silence on her part provided a scope for misunderstanding. In a blinding rage he went back
home and married Neena.
Marina broke the strained silence.
“What are you thinking of? Kamal? Has the lovely sight overwhelmed you?”
“Well, er, nothing. Oh yes, its really lovely, the sea, the beach, everything,” he mumbled. “Do you like it
here?” He wanted to change the subject.
“Sure, I do,” she replied. “It’s like a fairyland, you see, with all its wooded hills, the vast sea and wide beach,
lovely wild flowers, many bright colours. But it’s the beach. I love to lie down on the white sand and walk up to
the water’s edge to pick up sea-shells.”
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Her eyes had a far-away look in them. Those large black eyes looked too bright. Where tears of self-pity
lurking behind them? She fixed her gaze on the horizon where the setting sun looked like an enormous red ball.
Only a few moments and the sun would take its final leap into the sea.
Kamal turned his eyes towards Marina. She had grown lovelier. What did she do after they parted company?
Did she marry? Did she? Kamal’s heart gave a lurch. He wanted to know but how could he do that anyway? He
summoned all his courage and asked the question with his heart in his mouth.
“Well Marina, you didn’t tell me anything about your husband. Who’s that fortunate one?” He tried to keep his
voice steady.
Marina turned pale. She was visibly shaken. She remained silent for a long while to regain her composure and
then said slowly,
“Well, I have no husband. I teach in the local college for women.”
All blood seemed to have drained from his face. He had never expected this.
The pale winter moon with a veil of mists around her face rose in the sky. Kamal didn’t know what to say. He
was a blundering fool wasn’t he? He fumbled for something suitable to say and said the first thing that came to his
mind,
“Well you see, the moon here is a different colour from it is in our part of the world, it’s so—”
“Don’t forget, the winter is here. It’s not the moon that is different. It’s the mist the mist changes everything,”
her voice broke. But she cheked herself with an effort and rose to her feet.
“It’s very cold here. We’d better make a move,” she said.
Kamal rose to his full height of 6 feet 3 inches and stood towering above her. Then he said suddenly,
“All right, let’s get going.”
They walked silently side by side towards the waiting car. He felt her warm arm brush his. A desire to crush
her against him slowly awakened in him. They stopped near the waiting car. He put both his hands on her
shoulders and said,
“Listen Marina. I am here for a couple of days more. I have nothing important to do tomorrow afternoon. I’d
like to go for a walk in the woods. Like to come with me?”
“If you want me to come,” she said hesitatingly.
“That’s a good girl,” Kamal said jubilantly. “Now get into the car and tell me where to drop you.”
He pushed her into the car and slid behind the wheel and started the motor. She gave him her address. He
piloted the car deftly along the busy street and stopped it at her doorstep and jumped out of the car to hold the
door open for her. Marina climbed out of the car and said in a low voice.
“Thanks a lot for the lift, Kamal. Good night.”
“Don’t forget, tomorrow at three in the afternoon,” he reminded her and put the car into gear.
*
The walk through the woods was indeed delightful. They wandered aimlessly on and talked very little. Kamal
helped Marina over enormous tree-trunks and through thick bushes until they came to a clearing. The warm touch
of Marina’s hand brought the desire to crush her to him back again. The wanting was intense … passionate. But
no, he mustn’t lose his firm grip over himself. The strong hand of fate cast her on his way once … and a stronger
hand had taken her away from him. He was powerless against that power
He found a huge tree-trunk and sat on it facing each other. Kamal got out a cigarette case and carefully
selected one and lighted it with slow deliberation. Marina broke the long silence.
“Have you taken to smoking again? Didn’t you give up puffiing at your cigarettes back in the fifties? Mustn’t
do that Kamal. Your poor lungs wouldn’t take it.”
Her tone was almost appealing. Kamal was not a little surprised. Could the flickering flame of love be still
burning in her heart? Could it? Did she feel for him a little even today after all those dayless months and joyless
years? He didn’t know.
Suddenly he felt an impulse to tell her everything. Aloud he said,
“I couldn’t help it. You see; habits die hard—”
He broke off.
“But you broke that obnoxious habit of yours once,” she replied.
“Yes I did. But I took to it again to forget things,” he told her.
“Forget things? What things?” She insisted on an answer.
“Well to forget you, if you want to know, to forget that I loved you once, and that you betrayed me. Now you
know it. Are you satisfied?” Kamal shouted in a sudden burst of anger.
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“Betrayed you? Who walked out on me? Who left me without even telling me so—to be ridiculed by the whole
world—without even leaving me a note. You accuse me of betrayal, you of all persons?”
She went red in the face. Her bosom was rising and falling rapidly, her nostrils quivered and she felt that her
inside was twisting and turning and some vital cord had snapped somewhere. Kamal winced under this violent
attack. But it was rather confusing.
“Without a note? What do you mean? It is you who didn’t answer my letter.”
Kamal was genuinely surprised. It was really bewildering.
“Don’t bother to cook up something new. It’s all over now. What's the use?” she said bitterly.
“Oh no, Marina I did no such thing. I did write you a letter. Oh, do believe me, please darling. I waited a week
or so for your answer which never came; that made me angry—very angry indeed. Oh God, why didn’t I think for
once you might not have got the letter? Why didn’t it enter my thick head, my dumb skull?” He threw the half
smoked cigarette and lighted a new one.
For a moment Marina felt a strange satisfaction. He still loved her; he was still hers; couldn’t she make him her
own? She felt she could; and why not? He loved her and she loved him. Why shouldn’t they come closer?
Moments were unbearable without him. The thought of a lonely walk through life’s path scared her. Life
without him would be empty and devoid of all its meaning …
“Nuts,” she muttered, “stop it, oh, stop it,” she commanded herself and shivered at the force other own words.
No she couldn’t do that, wasn’t she a woman herself? How could she wreck another woman’s life and break a
home for her own happiness? Impossible … he was a husband and above all, a father … he must go back to them,
yes, he must. She wouldn’t keep him tied to her for the world One single life could be sacrificed if that would
save a home. She was destined to be unhappy and let her be.
“Oh God, give me me strength,” she prayed silently. Then with a supreme effort of will she made herself turn
her sweetest smile on him, and said,
“Well, Kamal forgive me for being silly. Guess it’s the nerves. Been too busy lately. Oh well, I forgot to ask
you; how is your wife? Is she beautiful?”
Startled Kamal looked up. A hint of a smile was hovering over her lips. He held her eyes with his. Their gaze
remained locked for a long,, long moment. Then he tore his eyes away from hers and said slowly,
“Oh yes, my wife … well she is beautiful and a good wife too.”
Marina felt a sharp stab of pain in her heart. Two drops of tears trickled down her pale cheeks. But Kamal
didn’t see it in the gathering dusk. With an effort she pulled herself together again and said,
“It is getting dark; see, let’s get out of here.”
“No, look through the opening overhead. It’s still daylight, but it’ll be dark soon. We must get going or we’ll
lose our way,” Kamal replied.
Thank God, it was all over, he thought; they were treading dangerous ground. Weren’t they?
Suddenly the faces of his wife and children came floating before his mind’s eye. Withg a sudden movement, he
jumped down on to the soft soil below and offered Marina his hand to help her over the tree trunks, through the
bushes and “out of the woods” to the safety of the busy work-a-day world.
226.1 Excerpt from Keep It Up, Kilroy\fn{by Syed Shamsul Haq (1935- )} Kurigram, Rangpur District, Rangpur
Division, Bangladesh)} (M) 4
… Yesterday 1946 Burdwan, India
Ominous dusk sinking down over the fields. Not a sound to be heard. And darkness gluing to his feet, as he
walked. Yet on he went. Holding tight to Hasnu’s hand. Determined to reach home. Before night finally fell.
“Isn’t there someone following us?” he asked, once more looking back.
“Why no,” she said, “I don’t see anyone.”
True.
Again, there was no one there. Yet still he could not dispel the feeling of being followed. As if an arm were
reaching out from the gathering darkness to grab at them.Suddenly he hauled Hasnu into a thicket by a bridge
“What the …” she gasped.
“Sh!” he hissed, pushing her face-down into the bushes.
Instantly the mosquitoes were at them. Stingingly. They grit their teeth and bore it. Not making a sound.Below
water lapped at the bridge columns. Sounding like ripples of applause in a half-empty theatre.
Then the voices came. Well, not voices really. Just breathing. Two of them. From the far side. One sounding, as
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if he were freezing. His teeth chattering. And occasionally an eerie, whimpery laugh issuing from his frightened
throat.
What on earth were they doing? Babar’s ears pricked. Hasnu’s eyes were on him. Her face pale with fright in
the dim glow of the stars.
“Brother?”
“Sh!”
His hand clapped over her mouth. His ears pricked towards the sounds on the far bank. Down his spine
suddenly and swiftly tiptoed an icy wateriness, and at once gooey warmth bathed his crotch.
“Out with it, bastard!” a rattling hiss from the far bank.
“Which are you? Hindu or Muslim?”
The only reply that whimpery laugh.
“Out with it now!”
Hissing Rattle roared ominously.
“No, no!” gasped Whimpery Laugh
“Quiet!” Hissing Rattle roared again. “You little bastard!”
“No, Baba, no!” Whimpery Laugh pleaded. “Please, don’t. I’ve a wife at home.”
Screams tore through the darkness. Quickly stifled though. Then a grunt. Like coolies make. Putting down a
heavy sack. Then another grunt. And another. Then total silence.
Already Babar had hauled Hasnu to her feet. And was about to dash for it. When suddenly there was the man.
In front of him. Gore glistening on his long knife. And an amulet glittering at his at his throat.
No time to notice more. All he remembered was the pounding of his heart. In that helter-skelter dash. For dear
life. Across the fields. And Hasnu’s wail. Pursuing him. Piercingly:
“Bro-the-e-e-er!”
*
Babar didn’t have much difficulty in finding the bungalow.
“Why it’s you!” Kazi Saheb exclaimed, finding him standing there on the doorstep and welcoming him in.
“When did you get here? How did you come?”
“By road. I drove up from Dhaka. Mymensingh isn’t all that far, you know.” Then, thinking some explanation
called for, Babar added,
“I had some business up this way.”
“Oh, that can wait,” Kazi Saheb insisted. “You must rest a bit first. It’s ages since I last saw you.
We’ve a lot to catch up on.”
“I’ve already seen to it. I was thinking of getting back to Dhaka tonight though.”
“If I let you. Can’t you go back tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow?”
“Yes. There’s nothing to stop you staying the night, is there?”
“Well, no. Not if you’re sure it’s all right.”
“Of course, it is. We’ve got a spare bed. All it needs is making up. Would you excuse me a minute? I’ll just let
them know you’ve come. Would you like a cigarette? Though I don’t suppose this brand is up to your mark, is it?
I could send out for others, though.”
“Goodness, no. I wouldn’t hear of it.”
“You will excuse me a moment though, won’t you? What can I offer you to drink? Tea? Coffee? We have
both.”
“Tea, please.”
Kazi Saheb passed into the interior of the bungalow. Babar lolled back and stretched his legs. The driving for
hours at a stretch had made them go almost numb. The roots of his hair were aching, too. Presumably a few more
had gone gray. He wasn’t getting any younger. Thirty-eight last March. And his hair was beginning to fall out.
Falling back from his forehead like a defeated army.
“You be careful, sir,” Kalam, the TV makeup man had told him only last week. “We won’ be able to hide it
much longer, you know, penciling round the roots like this.”
The TV show had gone well though. Everyone had praised it. He’d even got some write-ups in the press.
Had Latifa seen it? He wondered. Goodness, how stupid of him! He’d only just noticed the set. It was there in
the cool, dark corner of the room. Its two front legs splayed out before it. Latifa was bound to have watched it,
then.
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Latifa was now standing at the door. Watching him. Dressed in black slacks and a white chemise with a black
and green border. Her beautiful, young breasts, almost imperceptible, rising and falling.
He gave her a silent smile. She didn’t return it. Which was a bit disconcerting. She just stood there, staring at
him, her large eyes fully opened.
“Go and fetch the tea things,” Kazi Saheb told her, coming back in. She went away.
“Well, you won’t be going back today,” Kazi Saheb told Babar, pulling up a chair and flopping into it. “And
it’s doubtful whether we’ll let you go tomorrow, either.”
“Now that could be very awkward.”
“Oh, come. You’re not tied to office hours like the rest of us.”
“Well, no. That’s true.”
“You’re well away. I sometimes watch your show on TV. I enjoy it very much. It’s wonderful.”
“Thank you.”
“Do you depend entirely on TV? Or, do you have a side-line?”
“I’m in business.”
“What kind?”
“Indenting.”
“I’m thinking of going into business myself, when I retire. My eldest’s still a lieutenant in the Army. Then
there’s Latifa. And once she’s married off, there’s another son to be seen to.”
“Then, your worries are virtually over. You’ve managed well.”
“Not really. How many children have you got?”
Babar was surprised he didn’t know he was still single. Latifa had once come to do a college student program.
That’s how they’d met. Kazi Saheb had been in Dhaka then. Not having been transferred to Mymensingh till later.
Babar had become a frequent visitor to their home in Dhaka. He’d even dined with them a couple of times.
No, now he came to think of it, nothing had been said of his private life. Kazi Saheb had simply assumed he
was married, seeing he was now pushing forty.
“I’ve two children,” he lied.
“Yet Latifa was saying you had three.”
Naughty girl! Babar thought. See, how she’s lied to him!
“She was mistaken,” he said. “I’ve a boy and a boy and a girl.”
“She’s a great admirer of yours. Says they don’t come any better than Uncle Babar.”
“She exaggerates.”
“Come. People like you excite respect. I’ve always taught her to give credit where it’s due. She may be only
seventeen, but in brains and discernment she can bear comparison with anyone.”
“Quite. She took her Intermediate this year, didn’t she?”
“Yes. I had thought of letting her stay on for her B. A.”
“Have you had a change of plans?”
“We’ve received a proposal of marriage for her.”
“You’re marrying her off!”
Babar’s surprise showed in his voice. Was that why she’d left Dhaka without letting him know? And there he’d
come all this way, just to find out why she’d suddenly disappeared like that! And at considerable risk, too. What if
Kazi Saheb hadn’t been friendly? Or, had smelt a rat? And what if Latifa herself had been difficult?
She now came in with the tea. And a few hot snacks.
“How are you, Uncle Babar?” she asked, her face shimmering with loveliness.
She busied herself with the tea things. And her head tilted to one side. The way it always did. Once she gave
her mind to something. It was a very familiar mannerism.
“Oh, I’m fine. And you?”
“Okay. How much sugar do you take?”
This little deception pleased him. She knew how much he took.
“One spoon. Yes, that’ll do.”
“And how much for you, Father?”
“You don’t live here, I suppose. You, know very well, I don’t take any.”
“Oh, I forgot.”
“You know, Babar Saheb,” Kazi Saheb remarked, contentedly sipping at his tea, “I’m very fond of this
daughter of mine.”
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“You talk as if you had another half dozen,” Latifa teased him.
“Aren’t you having any, Latifa?” Babar asked.
“No, I’ve just had lunch.
“At four in the afternoon!”
“It’s useless talking to her,” her father sighed. “She doesn’t take a blind bit of notice. She’s just spent the better
part of the afternoon sloshing water over herself in the bathroom.”
“Oh, come on, Father!”
“Well, didn’t you?”
“Oh, you tell him, Uncle Babar. It takes time to shampoo one’s hair, now doesn’t it? Father doesn’t
understand.”
“But you could catch cold. And that could lead to a fever,” Babar said.
“I never have fever.”
“Oh, come on!”
“But I don’t. You ask, Father.”
“Why, you had it once eating that basket of unripe mangoes. That doesn’t count, I suppose?”
“I’m not used to the heat in the wild. It gave me a slight temperature.”
Kazi Saheb exploded with laughter.
“None of us can ever get the better of her in an argument,” he said.
“Cause I tell the plain truth. That’s why.”
Babar detected a slight edge to her tone. A slight vehemence. He wondered, why? And who it was intended
for?
His mind had drifted. The clink of tea-cups revived him. Latifa was clearing away.
“Coming home has done you good,” he complimented her.
“You must be joking.”
“What would you know about it?” Kazi Saheb laughingly reproved her. “She wasn’t eating properly at that
hostel, you know, Babar Saheb. Even now, it’s the devil’s own job to get any meat down her.”
“You want to feed me up like an elephant.”
“That’s all she says morning and night. Turning her nose up at good food. I ask you, is she overweight?”
“Not in the least.”
“You must have glass eyes, the pair of you,” Latifa laughed.
She took the tray and left. Her bottom swung like a soft, white animal’s. Yes, coming home to Mymensingh
had done her the world of good. It had put colour in her cheeks. And given her figure a new lithesomeness.
“She’s a delightful girl,” Babar commented, when she’d gone. “Unusually intelligent. And extremely levelheaded. She should have read science. She’d have made a good doctor.”
“Her maths let her down badly though.”
“Really?”
“She only got forty in her school final. Besides, you know, I saw early on she’d never make much of her
studies.”
“No,” Kazi Saheb continued, “I’m just giving her enough education to make her a good housewife. Able to
cope in any situation.”
“That’s point of view, of course. But I don’t subscribe to it.”
Kazi Saheb had been doing a lot of laughing. His laughter now grew more pronounced. Babar sensed he
wanted to tell him something. He gazed at him expectantly.
“Why, you’re not smoking!” Kazi Saheb proffered his own brand. “I sent out for yours.”
“You shouldn’t have troubled.”
“But it’s a pleasure. I’m so delighted you’ve come. I’d been thinking of you lately. Your visit couldn’t have
been more timely.” Babar was just about to learn why, when Kazi Saheb’s wife came in.
“Good afternoon,” Babar greeted her, rising respectfully. “How are you?”
“Very well, thanks. Do sit down. Are your children all right?”
“As well as ever.”
Babar was a bit uneasy about his lie. But there was no longer any way of telling them he was unmarried.
“I sometimes watch you on T. V.,” she said, smiling.
“That’s one of the blessings of science. One somehow manages to put in an appearance, even when unable to
visit in person.”
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They both thoroughly enjoyed his little jest.
“You are going to stay, aren’t you?”
“I’ve already told Kazi Bahi so.”
Kazi Saheb was pleased and honoured at being referred to as Babar’s “bother.”
“I’d be truly delighted if you stayed a few days,” he said.
“Then, I might next time.”
“The house’ll be empty then.”
Kazi Saheb sounded quite sad. Babar didn’t follow.
“How d’you mean?” he asked.
“We’re marrying Latifa off, you see.”
Babar couldn’t believe his ears.
“When’s it to be?” he asked, woodenly.
“The date isn’t fixed. But very soon. She’s betrothed.”
“What does her fiancé do?”
“He’s leaving for England this year to study chartered accountancy. He’s taking Latifa with him.”
Then her long-cherished dream of going to England would come true, Babar thought. But he made no
comment.
“Her fiancé’s a nephew of mine,” Mrs. Kazi added. “He was very taken with Latifa. I wanted her to go on
studying. He said, getting married wouldn’t stand in her way. There’d be even better facilities in England for it.”
“Quite.”
Part of his mind had become quite depressed. Yet why? Wasn’t she ever to marry? The time he’d teased her
about it. About how he’d visit her, afterwards. What would she give him to eat? Would she insist on his staying
with them? What would she introduce him to her husband as? And so forth.
And now here she was betrothed. And he’d not been told. Was that why she’d left Dhaka without a word?
She’d not even breathed a word about it at their last date in Dhaka. And there she’d always said, she never kept
secrets from him.
“It’s getting dark,” Mrs. Kazi said. “I’d better see to supper.”
“Mind, you make something special, darling.”
“I don’t need reminding, dear. I realize how lucky we are in having him visit us.”
“Oh, come now!” Babar made a show of modesty.
“Good gracious me! You’re such a celebrated T. V. personality. Your Puzzlers’ Corner is so enjoyable! People
just don’t believe it when we say you’re a friend of ours.”
“They think we’re having them on,” Kazi Saheb added.
“By the way,” Mrs. Kazi said, turning to her husband. “He’s an artist. Why don’t you show him the designs for
Latifa’s jewellery?” She turned to Babar.
“You wouldn’t mind picking out a few for us, would you? I’ll send you the catalogue.”
Babar didn’t write poetry, or prose. He didn’t paint, or sing. He just presented Puzzlers' Corner on T. V. Yet
they called him an artist. He smiled to himself. He’d never had any unreasonably high opinion of himself. Yet
somehow he did feel pleased at being called an artist.
“Yes. You send it No. On second thoughts. I’ll come and fetch it myself.”
Kazi Saheb accompanied his wife into the interior of the bungalow. Babar frowned. What was Latifa up to,
alone in there? Why didn’t she come to him? Was she avoiding him? Had his coming annoyed her? Could that
explain the vehemence in her tone? She had certainly been irritated with her father for being so friendly with him.
He wished he could have seen her alone. He could have asked her, what had made her suddenly high-tail it out of
Dhaka like that?
And why she’d broken that last date? He’d sat waiting for her all day. With the curtains drawn. And the tape
recorder playing.
Wating for her like this was intolerable. Where'd she got to, after just popping in here for a short while like
that? Somehow he hadn’t been able to ask Kazi Saheb, or to get him to send for her. He felt guilty enough, as it
was. Fearing one of them might realize he’d come to Mymensingh only to inquire about Latifa …
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Bengali 14 Jahangir Excerpt from Abicchinna\fn{by Borhanuddin Khan Jhangir (1936- )} Gulbahar, Chandpur
District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh (M) 32
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179.19 The Immersion\fn{by Dilara Hashem (1936- )} Bangladesh (F) 7
Badal was walking: alone.
He was wearing a new lungi; over it was the new polyester shirt his father had bought him before they had left
the city.
Badal was walking; tripping and running—lungi, shirt, trousers—these meant nothing to him. To be unfettered
—without clothes—felt most natural to him. This was especially true when his mother tried to pull him away
from the windowsill at dusk, when she lit the low-powered bulb in the westernmost room of his grandfather’s old,
decaying, three-storeyed house in the narrow alley in Narinda. It felt as if the mellow light was pouring a burning
liquid over his skin. He would snatch his shirt and lungi—wildly tear his shirt, open his lungi. His naked shadow
on the wall would make him burst into rollicking laughter. His mother, agitated and sorrowful, would cover her
eyes with both hands and plead with him,
“Oh my lovely son, my golden boy, my precious! You cannot take off your clothes now, dearest. You are a big
boy now.”
Badal hadn’t the faintest notion what growing up meant. He only knew and recognized the sudden fire that
blazed between his thighs. Pressing with both fists that fierce flame, he would stare at the reflection on the wall
and burst out in excited and uncontrollable laughter. Exultantly, Badal answered his mother,
“See, Ma—how big I have become.”
As the animated shadow of his penis spread from his fists on to the wall and became bigger and bigger, Badal,
in his new untasted ecstasy, stood and trembled with mirth. His mother covered her welling tears with her sari and
rushed out, closing the door behind her, mumbling,
“Allah, Allah! Give my child some peace, O Lord.”
Badal could never understand why everyone was so concerned about his peace. He knew where peace was.
Peace reigned only in himself
Through the window of the house he would gaze at the sky all day long. He would see birds flying, clouds, the
sunshine; a convoy of ants on the window hinges, squabbling doves, sparrows coming and going. Bubbles of
colours would play within him. He would drown within a melancholy tune that would carry him over the vast
open wilderness. It was then that Badal would take the charcoal, or bits of broken red brick, and scribble and draw
—higgledy-piggledy—many weird strange shapes and forms on the floor.
As a child, Badal had lived by a river. The memory of the golden stretch of the river would sparkle in his
breast, and whenever he strained his ears to hear the splashing laughter of the river, Badal too, without any reason,
would burst out in merriment. At such moments, if his mother, father or sister Rebecca saw him, their faces would
cloud over with sorrow and they would look at one another, exchanging sad and sombre glances. The younger
brother and sister playing nearby would stop midway in their games, and stare with startled gaze.
And at that moment—suddenly—Badal would become aware of their presence, a solemn presence that
overwhelmed him with grief. Agitated, he would stare vacantly, and the laughter would come to an abrupt halt, as
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Badal became absolutely silent.
They did not understand that it was the colours of happiness that sparkled in Badal’s soul. It was those colours
that he tried to resurrect on the walls of his room with bits of charred wood or pieces of brick. It was only when
friends and relatives of his parents stood at his door and stared inquisitively, stifling their sighs, that Badal became
enraged. He would stop his laughter and begin to break and smash objects around him. His mother, anticipating
such outbursts, kept the room almost bare. But if Badal could not get anything to smash, he would dash his head
against the wall, in an attempt to break and smash it. His mother would come rushing in and, holding him tightly,
would offer him an old butter can full of pebbles and marbles. Badal would fling the can on the floor. The metallic
clang amused him enormously, and Badal would burst into rapturous laughter, his demon of anger vanishing in an
instant.
In that house his “Ma” alone knew what would make Badal happy or keep him content. The discovery that a
can of pebbles could produce such joy was his mother’s insight, and she kept this can handy for such violent
moments. Stopping his head-banging, Badal would pick the marbles and stones with both his hands and, placing
them on his mother's palms, would say,
“Ma, see, what gems and pearls I have collected! Wait and see what a beautiful necklace I will make for you.
Shall I keep these with me, Ma?”
But Ma would never keep the can in Badal’s room. She would collect all the stones and take the can with her
as she left.
Badal’s sorrow was that his joy could not bring a smile to his mother’s face. Ma would bite her lower lip and
with a wan face try to curb her emotion, but tears would spill out and drench both her cheeks. Mother would
dampen the anchal of her sari and, pressing it on Badal’s swollen forehead, intone,
“Allah, transfer my child’s suffering to me, give some peace to my little one!”
Badal would press his face against his mother’s soft supple breasts, searching for that peace. The mother’s
body would stop trembling and become rigid and motionless, as she whispered,
“Badal, my love, my dearest boy, you are a big boy now—you don’t do that now. Listen Badal—Badal, good
boy …”
Badal wondered where his peace lay and how he would get it. Where would he get respite from the flames that
covered his whole being? Would the waters of the golden-etched river provide him with the desired peace?
Twice a day the fierce-faced servant Abdul would march him to the bathroom and pour buckets of water over
him. One tub of water was never enough to cool his steaming head and body. Returning to his room, he would
once again sprawl naked on the floor and start drawing.
There was so much sky, so many birds, trees and yet more trees that he could draw, as well as the golden
gliding river.
The river he had drawn had no water. It only twisted and turned in dark lines. Staring at the barren river—that
charcoal-etched river with no water—he would dribble urine over it and be overcome with joy. He watched his
pee winding its way, like waves of the river, rolling across the floor. Truly it seemed that the golden river had
found its flow. Badal clapped his hands and danced with joy.
But this happiness too made his mother cry. Badal could not understand why his joy made her weep.
On days when his rage went beyond all control and he had broken lots of things, his mother would make the
maidservant grind bunches of henna leaves. Carrying this finely ground paste of mehendi in a bowl, his mother
would come and say,
“Baba Badal, come—let me colour your hair. You love colours, don’t you, darling?”
Badal truly loved colours. But if his mother said, “Come let me put some oil in your hair,” Badal would shake
his head obstinately. He hated oil. Once a herbalist had concocted a special oil for him: the oil had a horrible
smell. Moreover, the barber, according to the herbalist’s instructions, had shaved off a patch of hair from the top
of his head. Abdul had slapped on and massaged in the oil on that clean-shaven spot. The stink of the oil had made
him throw up all over the floor. The odour of the oil and vomit filled Badal with immense fury. He had lunged at
the long mirror on the wall. The splinters of glass cut his hand, and blood spilt all over the place. Ma and Baba,
hearing the sound of smashed glass, had run into the room, looking at each other in dismay at the sight. Baba’s
face was ashen as he asked,
“Shireen, why didn’t you remove the mirror from the room?” Ma, tearing off a corner of her sari with which
she tried to stave off the gushing blood, answered drily,
“Badal loves sitting before the mirror. He has never attempted anything like this before.” Baba’s orders were
clear.
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“Don’t keep anything in the room that he can break.”
But Ma knew that Badal needed to smash things occasionally or else his frustrations would ferment. The can of
pebbles was her remedy for his distress—no doctor had prescribed it. Every time Badal was enraged, the can of
pebbles did not fail to soothe and calm him down.
When Ma was mopping the vomit off the floor, Baba suddenly came close to Badal and gazed directly into his
eyes. Badal wanted to hide from his father’s gaze. Something turned off inside him, and, as Baba’s piercing look
penetrated him, Badal wanted to escape. Badal did not want anyone to trespass into his joyous, many-hued,
colourful world that he alone inhabited. They would not understand his joy. They only wondered and looked at
one another—perplexed, saddened and disturbed by his presence. Badal had seen this happen time and again and
had wanted to escape from these searching eyes. When Badal finally turned his face away, Baba called him in a
husky voice,
“Badal!” Badal turned towards his father with anxious eyes.
“Are you in pain, Badal?” Badal did not speak, but shaking his head said,
“No.”
“What will make you happy, Badal?”
Badal stared out of the window and pointed outside with his fingers. The jamrul tree stood against the barred
window. Next to the tree was the high wall, and on the other side of the wall was the road. The narrow Narinda
lane snaked between the old houses, travelling into the far distance.
Badal gestured with his fingers towards that road.
“You want to go out? I’ll take you—you want to go?”
And suddenly as the sharp, putrid smell of oil filled Badal’s nose, he started to tear his hair with both hands.
He tried to bash his head against the window bars. Baba reacted swiftly and caught and restrained him. Baba
seemed extremely distraught and helpless, not knowing how to cope with Badal. With his thin hands, he tried to
pull Badal away from the window, and, calling to his mother, said,
“Shireen, come and take over—I can’t seem to …”
Immediately his mother leaped to her feet and came to Badal. Tearfully, but with great tenderness and love, Ma
asked,
“Badal, shall I wash your hair? I know and understand how much you hate the smell of the oil.”
Ma was the only person who understood Badal—his likes and dislikes. Baba interrupted,
“But the doctor has recommended the oil for him.”
Ma never raised her voice in protest. She merely replied in a sad, subdued tone,
“Ask Abdul to bring a pail of cool water. You can see for yourself what sort of help the oil is. Hurry up—go
and fetch the water!” Baba rushed off to get hold of Abdul. From then on, the sight or mention of the oil would
make Badal want to run out of the room.
But he loved having his mother smear henna paste on his hair. The henna cooled his fevered brain, and as his
brain cooled, the heat of his body also seemed to subside. Sometimes the mehendi would make him fall asleep,
and in this sleep he would dream the strangest dreams. He particularly dreamed about the river. He could never
see the banks of the river—the river was too wide, an extraordinarily large expanse of water. Badal would see
hjmself drifting on the crest of its waves as the beams of the sun transformed the water into molten gold. Badal
felt like a king astride the throne of golden waves as he sailed into the far horizon.
Perhaps it was because he was not usually allowed to go near the water that rivers attracted him so much. He
did not like ponds or lakes or enclosed bodies of water—natural, gushing, flowing water had a magical hypnotic
effect on him.
But there were no rivers in Narinda. Only the narrow lane outside the window stretched out like a river. Badal
spent his days gazing at the road, which seemed to beckon him relentlessly with open hands.
Badal had, on several occasions, managed to slip out of his room, especjally when somebody had left the door
ajar. He had crossed the lane and walked along it, and once he had become so tired on this clandestine journey
that he had fallen asleep in front of a printing press. On another occasion, his frantic father and Abdul had
discovered him dozing in front of a sweet shop.
No one approved of these outings. Bringing him back, Baba told Ma,
“Shireen, you don’t want him locked up because you love him. But do you want to lose him totally because of
your love? The streets are full of traffic—what does Badal understand of safety? Imagine if he had fallen under
the wheels of a car—” Before Baba could even finish his sentence, Ma excitedly held Badal’s hands and
implored,
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“Badal, my Badal, why did you go out without telling anyone, dearest? Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to
go out? Abdul would have taken you out.” Baba interrupted her pleas in a voice that echoed with helplessness and
dismay,
“No, Shireen, no—do something now! We can’t keep a constant watch over him. Don’t ever make such
suggestions—” Ma silenced Baba.
“Of course he understands—Badal never disobeys me. You are the one who doesn’t understand him. Please
leave the child in peace! I’ll look after him—no one has to worry about Badal.”
Peace! Peace! Peace! Everyone in the house was so concerned with keeping Badal in peace that they lost their
own peace completely!
Lots of friends and neighbours had gathered in the house a few days before. The house overflowed with girls,
who flocked together, grinding henna and turmeric into a paste. Badal wondered why they were making the paste.
Were they going to smear him with that? He’d like that—he loved being smeared with henna paste.
But no one called him. Outside his closed doors hordes of girls were wandering to and fro, going all over the
house. He had not seen so many girls ever before. He wanted to join them—to fix his eyes on their faces, on their
breasts, to stare at their bodies.
But for the first time Badal’s door was locked—firmly shut. This was the result of an incident in which he had
been the central player.
One afternoon, on finding his door open, Badal had wandered into the bride’s chamber where a bunch of girls
were present. He had crept in and stood right in the middle of the room. The girls had been talking and giggling—
the sounds of their laughter reminded him of the gurgling, flowing water sprouting from a fountain. But the
minute they spotted him in their midst, the conversation and the laughter stopped abruptly. Stricken faces
exchanged glances, and their faces took on an inhuman look, like the faces of lifeless mannequins that Badal had
seen in the windows of big shops. Badal felt like smashing these lifeless forms into smithereens. Badal suddenly
became excited as he stood amidst these silent wooden puppets. As long as the girls had been laughing and
talking, they hadn’t noticed Badal. Badal had also watched them silently—content—as if in a darkened
auditorium or a cinema hall, or as if watching a play being performed.
But now Badal gaped at a young girl who was standing just next to him. Her sari had fallen, revealing the
warm quivering twin orbs of her breasts. Seeing this, something started to tremble between his thighs—he was
entranced, enraptured. And it was just at this moment that the laughter and conversation stopped, and the girls
gaped at him. Badal felt as if the dark, congenial, shaded, consoling room had suddenly been flooded with glaring
lights. All eyes were on him—how awkward he felt! The girls’ looks seemed to fell him to the floor.
He pounced on the girls next to him and started to pull them towards him. At once there was pandemonium!
Girls ran out through the open door, a cacophony of sounds accompanying them. Abdul, looking like a thug,
appeared from nowhere and planted himself in front of him. He was pushed into his room and, for the first time in
his life, the door was locked from outside.
Badal could see cotoured tents in the courtyard from his window. There was an endless procession of people
entering and leaving. A special gate was being prepared. He could see his father with his forlorn face roving from
place to place. Ma was so busy in the kitchen that she could not come to see Badal even once. And in the bridal
chamber flocks of butterfly-like girls were dressing his sister Rebecca, hennaing her hands.
Badal gazed at his image in the mirror in his room all day long. The mirror showed him a figure with a dark,
wavy mane of hair, limpid eyes, aquiline nose, chiselled cheekbones. He kissed this reflection—Ma was right, he
really loved the mirror. He had no other companion in the room besides his image in the mirror, who rose with
him, laughed and talked with him. The mirror was his friend, his comrade.
And if he could love what he saw in the mirror, why could they not love what they saw in him? Why did their
faces lose all expression—turn to stone—when they beheld him? Their fear of him, their pale bloodless faces
made Badal want to crumple the window bars, break down the door and rush outside and destroy the whole world.
In the evening, Badal saw the girls going for their baths, having spent the day smearing and massaging his
older sister—Rebecca Bu—with the henna and turmeric paste. Rebecca Bu was being led from the open courtyard
back to her room. Clad in a freshly starched yellow Dhaka sari with a red border, Rebecca Bu seemed to be
floating on air. Her hair had been treated with spices, and the smells from her open tresses wafted in the breeze.
The aroma intoxicated Badal. Rebecca Bu was the centre of attention—Ma, the maids, the servants, the relatives
—everyone was attending to her as though she had suddenly become a queen. No one seemed to remember that
there was someone called Badal in this house—even his mother had forgotten him.
What was keeping Ma so busy the whole day? She had not come to see Badal even once. Usually she brought
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him his lunch, feeding him herself, mixing the rice and curry with her own hands and putting them into his mouth.
The delicious smells from the kitchen wafted into his room—but there was no Ma bringing him his lunch. Abdul
too was late in bringing his food. His stomach pinched and churned with pangs of hunger, but he was locked
inside his room and unable to get out.
There was a bathroom next to his room but in his fury he pissed on the floor. Not finding anything to break in
the room, he tore the mattress into shreds, covering the room with flying cotton.
Badal snatched the plate from Abdul when he finally brought his lunch, and flung it on the ground. He hurled
the brass glass of water in Abdul’s face, which cut his forehead and made it bleed. Abdul ran out of the room,
again locking it from the outside.
A small crowd had gathered outside the door. Those bright-faced butterfly-like girls stared at him as if he was a
chimpanzee or a baboon. Tearing at his hair, Badal started screaming in a hideous voice.
Finally Ma appeared. She ran in, her hands still smelling of garlic and onion. Badal could see his thin and
helpless father go up to his mother and say in a low voice,
“Shireen, the house is full of relatives and neighbours. Tomorrow the bridegroom and his party will be here.
Badal is in a terrible condition. We shall lose dignity and face. What will they think? They do not know about
Badal. Our daughter’s position will be totally degraded in her in-laws’ house.”
Baba stopped, and Ma didn’t say anything. An elderly man came up and said to Baba,
“Send Badal to the village home for a few days. He will be quite comfortable there. When you have finished
with the wedding he can then—” Ma interrupted,
“No, never! That’s not necessary—I’ll control Badal. Ah! I did not feed him this afternoon. He did not see me
the whole day, that’s why—” Baba cut her short, saying,
“You could not look after him today, and tomorrow and the day after will be even more difficult for you,
Shireen. Will you look after your son or attend to your guests? Do as the gentleman says.” The old man went on,
“Don’t worry, Badal won’t disturb anyone. I will take him to the village myself. It is only a two-hour journey
anyway. He will be quite happy there.”
Badal was quite happy to be released from his locked room. Baba first took him to New Market and bought
him a polyester lungi. He asked Badal anxiously,
“Do you like these, Badal Baba?” Baba was afraid that Badal might not like the clothes, but Badal nodded
firmly in assent.
“You won’t take these off and throw them away, will you?”
What did they think of him? Badal felt like throwing his clothes off only when he was locked inside a room,
when he was part of his surroundings. Otherwise, would he want to tear off his clothes? He didn’t feel that hot
then.
On the train, Badal was overcome with joy, even though he had cried when his father hugged him goodbye.
Badal was amazed as he had never seen his father cry. Baba’s face usually had a sad, pained look, but a halfsmile hovered around his eyes. The smile wasn’t exactly a smile—it was more like an effort to smile through his
grief. Badal was astonished to see, for the first time in his life, this thin, worried, tearful yet smiling man break
into tears. His father’s face seemed to break into pieces as the tears came into his eyes, just as a reflection on the
river broke into a myriad pieces with the stirring of a breeze or the ripple of a wave.
Something stirred in Badal as he hugged his father and started howling himself. His changing adolescent voice
came out as a discordant, cracked howl. Wiping away his tears tenderly, Baba spoke as if to himself,
“Baba, I have to send you far away on this joyous day. Be well—you will come home next week, Baba.”
Badal, however, wasn’t that eager to return. His room had become a prison, and, now that he was away from it,
he felt that he was holding heaven in his hands. Badal wouldn’t have cried at all if his father had not collapsed in
tears. As the train puffed out of the station, Badal saw his father’s figure grow smaller and smaller until it
vanished. Badal turned his mind to the scenes around him and forgot all about his father.
This was the first time he was seeing a village. Everyone craved peace in his home in Dhaka. But peace
reigned over the village—why hadn’t they sent him here earlier? The cool earthen walls of the mud huts were
ventilated with a constant flow of breeze, touched by the surrounding vegetation. Badal fell asleep within these
cool and pleasant rooms. He slept deeply for a whole day.
When he awoke, he saw a woman, someone who reminded him of his mother. She had a plate with mangoes,
puffed rice and sugar cookies. Peeping from behind her was a girl, rounded like a ripe mango. She didn’t pucker
her face when she saw him, unlike the colourful Narinda girls. She had a little golden ring dangling from her nose
over her lips. A black string with an amulet was strung around her neck. She was clad only in a striped sari. Her
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black, curly, untamed tresses meandered down her back. Her hair looked as if it had never been oiled. The woman
began saying,
“Moina, leave us! Go and tend to the rice on the stove.”
Moina went away but returned immediately, being immensely curious about what was happening in that room.
Badal stared at her, mouth open. His eyes scanned her from top to bottom—staring at her healthy, glowing face,
her rounded buttocks draped lightly in a neatly tied sari and her heels peeping through the hem of her sari.
Moina’s mother continued,
“Badal Baba, come—have a wash and come to eat. Come, let me wash your face.”
Before he could get up, the girl was at the door with a container of water. Without saying a word, she beckoned
with her eyes, pulling Badal to the door like a magnet. Badal obediently went up to her and washed his hands.
Moina’s mother repeated,
“Moina, give me the pitcher, I’ll help him. You go and see to the paddy in the yard. Go and shoo off the birds.”
Moina looked sharply at her mother, and, refusing to hand over the pitcher, she retorted crossly,
“Why should the birds peck at the paddy, Ma? I have kept the stick there.”
Her mother’s face clouded at the girl’s disobedience. As Badal washed his face with the water that Moina
poured from the pitcher, a tremor of joy ran through him, and he grasped her wrist, which was encircled by a
silver bangle. Moina giggled, seductively pushing him off with her elbows. Instantly the heat in his body again
concentrated between his thighs. Unlike the other girls, Moina did not freeze at the sight of Badal, and the
monster that resided within him did not break its fetters and awaken with its terrible fury. The blazing heat
remained imprisoned within him, and he felt agitated. For the first time, Badal tried to control himsel£ biting his
lips in the process. He heard the woman say,
“I am your chachi—your father’s brother’s wife. If you need anything, Badal, just ask, won’t you?”
When Badal returned to his room and sat down on the leaf mat, he could see Moina standing at the door. His
eyes appealed to her to relieve him from the agony of his pent-up desires. His aunt, understanding the look, glared
at Moina, who promptly disappeared from the doorway. Badal was at that moment just about to taste some puffed
rice. He hurled the muri away and turned his face. His aunt watched these actions and called out to Moina in an
anxious and distressed voice,
“Moina, oh Moina, where are you? Come here for a moment. I am in such a mess. Badal Baba, eat up. How
will you live if you don’t eat? Moina, where are you?”
Badal quietened down and resumed his meal the minute Moina returned. Triumphantly and mischievously,
Moina stared back at him. Her mother sighed heavily.
Four days later, the old man, Dada, came to take Badal home. But Badal was determined not to go back and
wouldn’t budge from the doorway.
“You won’t go?” Badal shook his head vigorously while his aunt stared imploringly at Dada.
“It’s not safe to keep him here much longer,” she said. “I can’t control him and look after the house as well,
can I?”
There really wasn’t much work in the house, and Moina was an efficient helping hand for her mother. But
Dada understood the tenor of her objection. Calling out to Badal he said,
“Hey, Badal, if you don’t go, won’t your mother cry? Come, let’s go to your mother.”
Badal stared at the schemers. Before Dada could complete his sentence, he cried out,
“No!”
“OK. Then I have to leave. I’ll go and send your father. He will have to fetch you himself I have taken the
responsibility of taking you back.”
“I won’t go! I won’t—I won’t!” screamed Badal. Gnashing his teeth, he broke Dada’s walking cane into two.
Both Chachi and Dada went pale, scared at this new bout of temper.
“All right, don’t go,” said Dada, trying to appease the boy. “Stay here if you like it here—that’s no problem.”
But his aunt’s face wore a very worried look.
As the sun reached the meridian, the village lay in a stupor. Sparrows played among the paddy sheaves in the
courtyard. Moina guarded the paddy with a stick, waving it and swinging her legs at the birds. Badal tossed and
turned restlessly on the mat in the room. No, the fire was not burning through his body—the heat of his flesh did
not make him tear his clothes off: But there was another fire, just as fierce, like the fire in the brick-kiln. He
wanted to cover the flames of this fire with a coverlet. He wanted to cool the flames, with a nice cool coverlet. His
desire for a cool coverlet was beginning to overwhelm him.
Moina peeped into the room just at that moment. Badal felt her like a cool breeze flowing over his body. But
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he lay still, not even opening his eyes. Moina muttered as she entered the room, glancing at Badal to see what was
the matter with him. Her eyes glinted like diamonds in the stillness of the room.
All was quiet—silence everywhere. Badal lay on his mat, tingling with desire, prickly with heat. He could
sense Moina as she entered the. room on tiptoe, closing the door carefully behind her, coming to stand beside him.
His aunt seemed to be out on an errand. Unguarded as he was for the time being, Badal became as still as a
corpse. A violent, joyous, dream-like feeling seized him. He felt that the slightest breath—a touch—would make
him invisible. And Badal held his breath in the stillness of the room.
Moina slowly tickled his back, with the stick to begin with, and then bending lower, she gently caressed his
back with her hands. Her warm breath, her soft touch, drew languorous patterns on his skin and inflamed him
with desire.
The fire inside him was rekindled and increased in intensity. His body could not contaih or restrain the rising
flames, which burst and spewed out of him. He could no longer bear the agony. He crushed Moina against him,
tearing open her sari and exposing her breasts. He stopped Moina’s mouth with his own burning lips. Moina’s
body felt soft like a pillow, and as lifeless. It was only her mouth that was struggling, trying to cry out—her voice
came out strangled but somehow clear.
Badal thought that he had finally found the cool shade that would quench his fire. This feeling lasted only a
few seconds—and suddenly there was an explosion!
Moina shook herself out of his grasp. Her face was aflame—like a burning stove. She was panting and,
without warning, she slapped Badal repeatedly. She hissed out at him,
“Lunatic! Deranged madman! You horrible man! Dwarf—how dare you reach out for the moon?”
With these disdainful words she ran out of the room.
Badal too sprang out of the room like a meteor. His whole body was on fire—his head, his face, his whole
being. He remembered his mother—if only she had been here to douse his heat with the henna, if only Abdul had
been here to drench the fire with buckets of water. He would have been soothed, the leaping flames of his fire
would have been quenched.
The narrow village lanes were beckoning him with both hands, as Badal flew like the wind. He left the
neighbourhood behind, passed the bamboo groves, ran through the paddy fields, over the canals, across the holy
man’s tomb and past the banyan tree.
Badal raced on. But the wind only fanned the flames in his body—intensifying them, making them rise higher.
He finally reached the banks of the river. Agony—agony—agony!
Badal flung himself into the waters of the river. And finally, as he had always dreamed, Badal was floating and
drifting on the waves. His lungi ballooned like the sails of a boat. He tried to grasp the wind with his excited
hands. And a voice came out from his innards screaming,
“Moina!”
Calling Moina—and not Ma—Badal surrendered the desires and yearnings of his youth to the depths of his
beloved river.
Baba and Dada arrived the following day from the city. Badal was no longer wearing his new lungi or his
Terylene shirt.. He was attired in peace, in quietness—finally at rest. He was adorned in the beautiful robes of
peace.
67.92 The Final Resting Place\fn{by Shawkat Ali (1936- )} Rajganj, Dinajpur District, Rangpur Division,
Bangladesh (M) 4
It was an oasis of peace after the traffic jams, the crowded narrow lanes and by-lanes of old Dhaka, the earshattering horns of cars and trucks, the tinkling of rickshaw bells, the shouts and curses of carters and pedestrians.
The place was spacious, quiet, peaceful. It gave one a feeling of serenity and purity.
There was a profusion of foliage, along the boundary wall and among the graves, a profusion of large trees and
small bushes. On one side, the green lawn was planted with creepers, evergreen shrubs and flowering bushes. In
some spots the greenery was sparse, at others it ran rampant. He felt that he could sit forever under the shade of
the trees. At the beginning he passed his time thinking about the bygone days. Steeped in sorrow, he was quite
unconscious of what was happening around him. All his thoughts were of the woman he had buried in the newly
dug grave. It wasn’t a question of just one day or two, but of years, of three decades. Almost a whole lifetime. She
had been the only woman he had loved; she had become a part of his very being.
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All his memories were of her. He remembered how, at the beginning, they would meet in secret, in all sorts of
places. They couldn’t stop talking when they met face-to-face. At other times they conveyed their feelings through
their letters. There were so many things to talk about—love and desire, the pangs of separation and the sweetness
of reconciliation. And their marriage—how could he forget all that had transpired? Eloping and going together to
the Kazi’s office, and then, after work was over, going to a friend’s house to spend the night? In the eyes of law, a
marriage was not legalized until it had been consummated, unless body touched body. No, marriage was not easy.
No matter how many prayers had been recited, how many contracts signed, unless a marriage had been
consummated, it was not marriage in the eyes of law.
They had got married. And then they had started their little household. He had to scurry around looking for
accommodation, looking for a place to stay. He was lucky. He had just managed to get a job in a newspaper office.
Otherwise he couldn’t imagine what would have happened. Those early memories were strong, and it seemed they
would last for days and months on end. Early memories take a long time to become old, to fade. But it is fortunate
that they too at last do grow old. Otherwise, one would lie down next to the grave of a loved one and remain there
forever.
And his memories were not only of those early days of romance and marriage. They were followed by the
memories of the births of their sons and daughters. Their studies, their examinations, their homes. Which incident
could he leave out? And then there were her tastes, the things she liked, the way she would hum to herself when
alone or the way she would play the sitar, her love of gardening and pet birds. One memory led to another. And
they had had so many days together.
But then, everything grows old and loses its charm, everything. Perhaps for two years they were ecstatically
happy. Yes, ecstatically happy. They couldn’t have enough of each other. And then she seemed become a part of
his life, seemed to lose her individual identity.
Slowly Abid’s memory too settled back into its own proper place, became memory, like the memory of some
favorite flowering plant, which exists by itself: spreading fragrance all around. There is no need to stare at it for
hours on end. As Abid’s memory settled back into its own proper place, he started to enjoy the world around him,
to enjoy, for example, the sight of the bunches of white kamini flowers hidden in the dark green foliage.
On one side of the path, Abid noticed there were twenty-five kamini plants of various sizes; on the other side
there were eighteen. That meant that forty-three kamini plants had been planted next to forty-three graves. That
meant that there were forty-three families of kamini-lovers. But there were also sweet-smelling hasnahena. Why
should he leave hasnahena out? So Abid several more days counting hasnahena. Of course, it took only two days
to count bakul trees because there were only nine bakul trees of various sizes in this graveyard. In the graveyard
across the street there were seven.
He didn’t want to include one of the trees in the count. Half of the tree was dead, perhaps because it had been
struck by lightning or by some virus, tinder-dry and denuded of branches and leaves. But the remaining portion
was green, alive—with a profusion of blossoms. It surprised him to see the half-dead tree covered with blossoms.
The numbers of the neatly lined mahogany trees were not negligible either. The tall, large-leafed teak trees,
hugging the boundary walls, also drew one’s attention—the shirish as well. Recently he had also started to see
kadam and jarul trees, as well as mango, blackberries, and jackfruit.
Surprisingly, there were no lichi trees. Why, he had no idea. On this side, however, there were uncountable
flowering bushes, trees and creepers. Next to the boundary were rows of shrubs bearing tiny red blossoms. There
were flowering aparajita creepers, some of them planted by himself. He also found a blossoming jhumkalata.
And there were sandhymalati, petunias, a riot of white, purple, red, almost a jungle of them. In the midst of this
profusion, he was surprised to find a tree without any leaves, its bare branches intertwined in green bunches. He
recalled seeing a similar tree at Park Circus, in Kolkata, as well as on the lawn of Lady Wellingdon Hospital in
Madras. He also remembered seeing it at Shakespeare’s birthplace, Stratford-Upon-Avon, as well as some time
ago in the city of Wheeling in West Virginia. He felt strange looking at the tree; it almost sent shivers through
him.
This is how Abid spent at least one evening in the graveyard. Of course, he also spent some time beside his
wife's grave. He had even, early one morning, caressed the dewy grass above the grave. But the old memories no
longer had the power to haunt and grieve him. In fact, other thoughts poured into him, preoccupied his mind. It
wasn’t only the trees and plants that he noticed. He also noticed the beggars sitting outside the graveyard gates.
For example, for the past few days, he realized that he longer saw an old beggar woman who had squatted in front
of the gates. The old woman had six toes and fingers, making up a total of twenty-four in all. Upon asking, he
learned that she had gone to her village home in Faridpur. In fact, she came from a fairly well-to-do family. Her
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husband was a landed farmer, but, believing that his twenty-four-fingered-and-toed wife was inauspicious, he had
brought her to Dhaka and left her behind. She had taken to begging, but now that her husband was dead, she had
returned to the village. She would not be returning to Dhaka. He also learned that lame Kadar Ali had married
Mazrin Bibi and had given up begging. He was busy now looking after a pan-biri shop.
Abid got to learn many stories like these. Four years back he had bought a grave for his wife at the end of the
eighth row. Now the number of graves had spilled to the twenty-fifth row. Next year there would be no more room
in this graveyard.
Abid had other preoccupations besides beggars and graves. For example, the recent intrusion of Samina Hasan.
Early that year he had noticed the woman sitting beside her husband’s grave, counting her tasbih. Like his wife’s
grave, it was well kept, covered with soft green grass, with a retaining wall. Next to the fence were sweet smelling
jui and beli. Then one day, who knows why, she stood beside Bithi’s grave and kept looking at it. Abid was
standing beside his wife’s grave at the time. She read the epitaph on the tin plate and glanced several times at
Abid. Then, without saying a word, she left.
A couple of days later, when they happened to meet, she looked at him straight in the face and asked:
“Is your wife’s grave here?” When Abid said yes, she asked again:
“Her pet name was Bithi, wasn’t it? Was her father a district judge, from West Bengal?”
Abid continued to stare at her blankly. The woman asked again:
“And you are a journalist, aren’t you?” Abid was even more astonished.
“Did you know Bithi,” he asked after some time.
“Why didn’t you put her name on the signboard?\fn{“ Gravestone” seems to be meant.} Finally, I had to go to the
graveyard office to find out who she was. This wasn’t right. Along with her husband’s name, a woman’s name
should be given, otherwise how is one to recognize her?”
Samina had almost scolded him that day. Then she had said:
“I was Bithi’s roommate. In Eden College Hostel. The two of you eloped. Her father was against the marriage.
You had just got a job at the newspaper office. Do you remember?”
By this time Abid had recovered from his surprise. He remembered a certain group photo of Bithi’s. He
guessed this woman must have been the Samina in the photograph.
“You are Samina, he finally said. “You used to be Samina Hasan. Your father had got a house in Gandaria in
exchange for the one he had left behind in West Bengal.”
Samina had laughed. She had waved her hands towards a four-storeyed building in the distance and said:
“That is our house. The house next to it is mine. My husband was a laywer.”
Abid recalled that it had been Samina who had informed Bithi’s elder brother of their friendship. That is why
Bithi had been stopped from staying in the hostel. Still, Abid said nothing. As she was speaking, Samina’s voice
choked:
“Bithi died too early.”
Abid did not respond. What was he to say? Of course, when she had passed away, she hadn’t even been fifty.
Then he realized that Samina’s husband, Nafis Ahmed, had also passed away quite young.\fn{ The average life
expectancy in Bangladesh is said to be about 56.}
*
That first meeting had been somewhat dramatic. There was an element of surprise in it, an element of making
new friends—that was all. Afterwards they did not discuss that meeting again, either on Samina’s part or on his.
Subsequently, whenever they met, it was like meeting old acquaintances. They would greet each other,
exchange a few pleasantries. Occasionally, they talked for a while about various things. Once she also asked him
where she could find a jhumkalata sapling. Then, when the fence round Nafis’ grave needed mending, it was Abid
who arranged with someone he knew to repair it.
They started exchanging news about their respective families. They didn’t meet just occasionally, but, for
about a year, they met almost once every week, sometimes, twice a week. They came to know each other quite
well. For example, he learned that her daughter had had a child in Sweden; she was now a nani, a grandmother.
Abid told her that his son had become a doctor and migrated to Australia. Both their older sons would be getting
married soon. Abid also learned that Samina—who did some writing—would soon have a book published.
Abid usually visited the graveyard on Saturday evenings, also, occasionally, on Monday mornings. Samina’s
routine had also become similar—at least that is what Abid thought. Then, one Thursday afternoon, Abid found
Samina sitting pensively on the path next to her husband’s grave, under the trees.
“What’s the matter? How are you here today,” he couldn’t help asking. Samina laughed sadly in reply:
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“I think that from now on I’ll come every day. I don’t like being locked up at home.”
“What do you mean?” Abid asked in surprise. “Your son has just got married. You have a new daughter-in-law
at home.”
“Yes, despite all that. They have their separate lives. They’re not going to keep me company. But you? Why
are you here today?”
Abid laughed. “I came just like that.”
“You didn’t go to office?”
“Yes, I went in the morning. I had lunch there, then started to feel restless, wondering where to go. Then I
thought of coming here. These days I just don’t feel like staying at home. Where else is there to go? All my
friends are busy with their own affairs. That’s why—”
“That’s why you have come here to exchange sweet nothings with your wife?”
Samina’s eyes sparkled mischievously.
“You can say that,” Abid bent his head and smiled. “You too have come here for the same reason, haven’t
you?”
“No, we weren’t madly in love like you two. We didn’t even get married secretly. From the beginning we were
sensible and practical. I come to see that his grave is clean and tidy.”
Samina tried to be grave but did not succeed. There was a hint of laughter in her voice. She said:
“Actually I don’t myself know why I come here. Perhaps it’s because I have nothing to do at home that I come.
After all, you have your work at the newspaper office—”
Abid retorted, “But you too write, don’t you?”
“Does one feel like writing all the time? Tell me, do you like to write all the time?”
Abid did not reply. He glanced at Nafis Ahmed’s grave. He saw the beli bush with its half-opened blossoms; he
saw the fence with its twining tendrils of jhumkalata; he saw the purple blossoms of the jarul tree. Then his eyes
fell on the vacant plot next to the grave. Gesturing towards the plot, he asked:
“Have you bought this plot?”
Samina laughed.
“No, it is very expensive. And then, when no Taj Mahal is going to be built, what is the point of having our
graves side by side?” After a pause, she asked, “Have you reserved the plot next to Bithi’s?
Abid shook his head.
“Oh no. It’s too expensive. And on top of that, who knows where I will die. Perhaps I might be killed in an
accident at sea or in some jungle. And then there are many thugs who have turned politicians. Suppose someone is
annoyed at what I have written and decides to bump me off and throw my body into the Buriganga? I won’t need
a grave then, will I?”
“But don’t you want to be buried next to Bithi? Don’t you want your final resting place to be beside her?”
“Yes, I do. Don’t you feel the same way,” Abid asked.
“Yes, I do feel the same way,” Samina replied in a low voice, almost too low to be understood. Then she said,
“But why is it taking so long to die? It would have been good to die quickly, wouldn’t it? Living is very difficult.”
Abid said nothing. After what she had said, any words would be insufficient. Only old parents can understand
what it is like to be a burden in the homes of their children. Fathers have the opportunity of going outside the
home, mothers do not.
Samina slowly walked down the narrow path between the rows of graves. Abid followed slowly. He realized
that she was sad. How was he to leave her in these circumstances? All he could do was walk slowly beside her.
“What’s the matter? Are you going to stay for a long time here?”
“No, of course not.” Abid was unprepared for Samina’s sharp question. I won’t stay too long, but I will stay for
a little while. Are you going to leave immediately?”
“No, I will stay a while longer.” She turned round on finishing her sentence and started walking slowly
towards her husband’s grave.
It was late afternoon. The trees cast long shadows on the ground. Walking behind Samina, Abid’s eyes fell
upon two doves perched on a low branch of the wood-apple tree. Gesturing towards the doves, Abid started
talking about them:
“Doves of this species, phutki doves are most common in Bangladesh—though there are also larger doves than
these to be found.”
“Yes, I know,” Samina said. “Those doves are called bele ghughu, sand doves.”
“Then there is also a type of green doves.”
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“They are known as hariyali.” Samina said. “I have also seen them in Hariyal.”
“No, the birds in Hariyal live in droves, but hariyalis live in pairs. In some places they are also known as bon
paira, jungle pigeons.”
Their conversation went on to include other types of birds. Walking along the path they saw doyel, shyama,
fingay. On the kalka tree beside the road, a tawny bird hopped from blossom to blossom drawing nectar.
Suddenly, out of nowhere, came the cries of a black male bird, which soon made its appearance next to the female
one. Seeing this, Samina laughed uncontrollably. She said laughingly:
“See how aggressive the lover bird is.”
Abid also laughed.
Wouldn’t it be good if human beings were like birds?”
They parted that day with light hearts. As she was leaving, Samina looked deep into Abid’s eyes and asked:
“We will be seeing each other tomorrow, won’t we?”
But the next evening, Abid did not find Samina. He lingered in the graveyard till almost dusk, but Samina did
not appear. That day, after a long time, he felt lonely once more. From inside the graveyard, he glanced at the
four-storeyed building a number of times. Why he did so he had no idea. For a moment he thought, “Let me go
and find out what’s the matter.” The next moment, another part of him rebuked him. “Shame Abid, shame. How
can you be so shameless?”
That day he walked back home slowly. All the way he kept thinking about Bithi, kept thinking about what a
wonderful woman she had been. She had filled his life with joy. He saw no point in living on. What was the point
of living in this way? With every step he said to himself: I want to die, I don’t want to live any more.
The next day was Monday. He went in the morning to the graveyard as usual and waited. After eleven he could
not continue to wait and had to rush to his office. Towards evening he called the graveyard office several times to
find out if anyone had come to visit grave number eight in the twenty-fifth row. Every time he got the same reply:
No, no one had come to visit the grave. On other days a woman used to come, but she hadn’t come that day.
Finally, Abid managed to get Samina’s phone number from the graveyard office and tried to call her. The
phone rang but no one picked it up.
At first Abid thought that Samina’s phone was out of order. Then he thought that perhaps the entire household
had gone out. On some occasions, entire households did get invited. Nevertheless, none of these reasons seemed
very valid to Abid.
He was surprised at himself. Why was he so disturbed at not seeing Samina? Even if he wanted to stop
thinking about her, he could not. The thoughts of Samina just could not be dislodged ftom his mind.
The next day he called Samina before going out. This time a woman responded. Irritably, she asked him his
name, who he was, the purpose of his call. After learning his name, the woman said:
“You cannot talk to Mrs. Samina. She is ill.”
“How ill? Who are you?” Abid asked, but he received no response. The woman had cut him off
The following evening Abid again visited the graveyard. He stood in front of his wife’s grave for some time.
He prayed perfunctorily for his wife’s soul. He kept on praying a number of times, more for his own sake than his
wife’s. Then he glanced in the direction of Nafis Ahmed’s grave. He was startled to see a newly dug grave in the
empty plot beside the grave. A bamboo fence was being placed round the newly dug grave. Abid recognized the
men who were fixing the fence—they all worked in the graveyard. Looking at them, Abid slowly advanced in
their direction. He saw a pensive young man near the grave. Abid did not recognize him, but thought it must be
someone close to Nafis Ahmed and Samina—perhaps their son.
Abid stood next to the young man for some time but did not speak. He didn’t feel like speaking. Why he
should feel like this, he did not understand, and that perplexed him no end. There was nothing he could find to
start a conversation.
By this time the fencing was complete. One of the older workers came towards Abid, wiping his face with a
gamchha.
“Sir, in just two days. Just two days ago, she was strolling and chatting with you. And today she is no more. No
one knows God’s plan.”
His suspicions were right then. So Samina was really dead. He kept staring at the newly heaped earth on the
grave. Samina had been laid to rest beneath that earth—Samina, with whom he had been chatting so lightheartedly a couple of days ago. He recalled how upset she had been at not dying. And then she had cheered up,
and they had laughed together. He had even managed to extricate a promise from her that she would come the
next day. Yes, that day they had become intimate. She had even held Abid’s hand absentmindly, and then. a
131

moment later, had quickly released it. Abid hadn’t realized it then. but he remembered that touch now and how it
had felt.
The graveyard laborers departed. The young man also left. Abid continued to stand there. He looked around
him and wondered how many graves could be constructed. He estimated that if there were five more rows, there
would be a total of thirty rows. If there were twenty graves in each row, the number of graves would be six
hundred. In other words, six hundred corpses would be laid to rest in the graveyard.
As Abid did his computation, he glanced at the empty spot next to his wife’s grave. He wondered whether he
would be buried in that spot. He thought perhaps he would. Then he thought that it was equally possible that he
wouldn’t be burled next to her. He glanced once more at Samina’s grave.
Then the thought arose in his mind that, if he died, there would be no one to look after the graves. Someone
had to plant flowers on the new grave. Who would do so? Samina’s son? Would he visit the graves regularly?
Would he be able to come?
Abid glanced once more at the empty spot next to Bithi’s grave. He wondered whether, if he were buried in
that grave, someone would plant a flowering bush for him. Would someone come to look after the grave? Would
anyone have the time? Or the desire?
Abid found no answer. He kept looking vacantly at the rows upon rows of graves reaching to the horizon, red
in the light of the setting sun. Even as he looked at the graves, the sun set behind the trees at the edge of the
graveyard.
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Bengali 18 Khan Excerpt from Praticitra\fn{by Razia Khan (1936- )} Faridpur, Faridpur District, Dhaka Division,
Bangladesh (F) 26
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86.67 Half-And-Half\fn{by Tarapada Ray (1936- )} Tangail, Tangail District, Bangladesh (M) 4
But for the once-in-a-while drizzle, these last few days have been pleasant. It rained late last night and the
skies are still clouded even as the afternoon rolls on. Must be about one-thirty, thinks Kartik.
It has been a while since he had noted the time in Harekrishna Poddar’s wall clock, in the market at Madanpur.
It was then almost twelve noon. If he had a wrist watch, he would not have to worry so much. And Kartik should
have had his own by now. While negotiating the wedding, his shoshur moshai had promised Kartik’s father that
he would give the bridegroom gold buttons, a cycle and a wrist watch. Along with the ritual gifts for the
womenfolk, utensils, bedding, cash, jewelry and the rest, the new jakai had the right to a watch. But it had been
impossible to procure one in the small mofussil market.
It was the year 1352 by the Bangla calendar: the month of Ashwin. The World War was finally over, as was the
Famine, and rural Bengal was painfully tottering back to its feet. Patches of the old lifestyle were being stitched
into place on the plains of East Bengal.
Watches used to once come from bilait. During the War, all foreign goods disappeared from markets, the sea
route not being too safe for trade. Now they were being seen again. But in far-flung villages and mofussil bazars,
watches and umbrellas, hurricane lamps and such other fancy items were still hard to get.
Maybe they never would be easily available. People said the country would soon have swaraj. These things
would then be manufactured here, they said. The days of the Union Jack are over. Already, here and there,
sometimes secretively, sometimes quite blatantly, people were waving the tricolor at meetings and councils, in
clubs and middle class homes. Some places sported a green flag with a crescent moon and stars.
Kartik, of course, is not bothered about all this. At this moment, his only concern is to catch the steamer.
Luggage in both hands, he is walking briskly towards the steamer ghat.\fn{Landing.} If he could run, it would be
better, but the mud track through the field is narrow and meandering. The path along the river bank repeatedly
breaks. And the main road does not reach the steamer ghat. Kartik decides to cut across the paddy fields.
Last night’s rains have made the track dangerously slippery. A little carelessness or speed would end in a fall.
Also, the rains were heavy this year and the snails have surfaced to the top as they always do at such times. He
can easily cut his foot on a shell. Canvas shoes would have helped, but he had taken his off, right at Madanpur
market—lest the near-new wedding gift got ruined in the slush—and now they are carefully packed into his
bundle. He cannot risk a fall or a cut, he cautions himself. It wouldn’t do at all to reach his in-laws’ place limping
or smeared with mud. It would be most inauspicious. Besides, this is the first time he’s visiting them after the
wedding.
Kartik walks then, the blue tin suitcase in his left hand, its painted red and green creepers, the lotus and leaf
motif, swinging with each stride. The wedding suitcase is locked with an awkwardly large brass lock—six levers!
In the box are his own clothes, a mirror and a comb. Also a new dhoti for his father-in-law and a loom-fresh sari
for his mother-in-law. All puja gifts. Exchanging presents was not a custom in this part of the country, but when
and if affordable, elders were given new clothes during puja as a mark of respect.
His other hand clutches a not-too-large bundle. Right on top, wrapped in a hand-woven towel, a gamchha, are
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the canvas shoes. The gamchha would get a little dirty but never mind, he reassures himself, it can be washed at
his in-laws’ place. The bundle also holds sundry little trinkets, which he had bought a short while ago, while
roaming the Madanpur market. His bride’s name is Savitri—these things are for her. He could have bought them
earlier from the local Bhuapur market but almost everyone knows him there. Wouldn’t they have laughed, seeing
him make purchases for his bride? His sisters-in-law would have teased him to death. No, it would have been too
embarrassing.
Not that he has bought much. Two cakes of sandalwood soap, a bottle of alta, a box of powder, a bottle of
scented hair oil. And some red ribbon. The shopkeeper had said three hands\fn{ Hand: from the elbow to the tip of the
outstretched ring finger. A measurement that is in common usage even today. to measure out ribbon, stringed flowers, etc .} would be
enough, but he had insisted on four. Only he knows how long Savitri’s hair is!
Kartik got married last Ashadh. They had hardly been together before the new bride had been sent to her father’s house, as was the custom. Now Kartik is going to get her. The pujas are in the offing, the month of Ashwin
is half over.
Through slush, mud and snail-shells Kartik hurries, a little thrill running through him every time he thinks of
Savitri. He will meet her this evening—if he can catch the steamer that is. He has just heard something in the
market: from mid-Ashwin, the steamer has been leaving one whole hour early. Being the connecting ferry for the
train to Calcutta, its timings were tied to that of the train, and train timings were advanced in October and again
rescheduled at the beginning of summer, he was told. Information such as this rarely reached interior villages.
Had he known, he would have left home a little earlier, maybe spent less time in the Madanpur market.
The steamer jetty was known as Potole. Why should a jetty be called after a vegetable? It’s not as if potole is
grown in abundance here. Or—and a sudden thought comes to him as he remembers that in Barigla picking
potoles is slang for dying—is it possible that too many people die here? This Potole is the last steamer station on
this bank. People on their way to Calcutta, take the steamer from here and then catch a train at Shirajgunj on the
other bank. Kartik’s in-laws lived at Palpara, just across the river. If you caught the train at Shirajgunj, you merely
traveled one stop to get down at Shirajgunj market and then you walked to Palpara. Only, no one ever takes this
train. Walking along the river-bank, it is just a few miles—a kosh by rural measurements, at the most a kosh and a
half. You can easily walk all the way, stepping nimbly on the wooden sleepers between the rail tracks. This track
is rarely frequented, except for the one passenger train and the goods trains which ferried jute and fish to Calcutta,
and pulses and spices, stationery, grocery and clothing from there—slow trains that amble along, for the tracks are
old and shaky, the terrain watery.
If only he manages to catch the steamer! Once he is across the river, he can walk the rest of the way. The ghat
is not visible from the paddy fields. Ahead, on the right, is Miyanbagan, replete with coconut, betel-nut, mango
and jack-fruit trees. Here and there, a small or large tin roof, a thatched house, an old mosque that juts out of the
abundant greenery. Miyanbagan completely conceals the bend in the river, and the ghat beyond. The river is
deceptively narrow at that point—though it becomes broad and impressively deep just a little ahead. During and
after the rains you cannot see the other bank. Only waves of unruly water.
Kartik is almost there. A sudden flock of birds soars, fluttering out of the paddy fields to sit on the mud track.
They cannot land on the waterlogged fields. Mostly wild swallows, they chirp incessantly. Pedestrians hold no
fears for them. Seeing Kartik approach, they shuffle their bodies slightly to let him pass. A heavy breeze blows
from the river, carrying the smell of the water. The paddy fields play with the breeze, the new shoots lending a
golden sheen to the greenery. It is a beautiful day, with a slight nip in the air. Frivolous white clouds cover the sun.
They spar with the fat, rain-bearing clouds, like kites. Kartik sees them and the smoke from the steamer’s
chimney that twirls over the Miyanbagan mosque. The steamer must now be very close to the jetty. But is it
leaving the ghat or just coming in?
His doubts are soon cleared. By the time Kartik reaches the river. the vessel has disappeared beyond the bend
in the river, leaving behind not a wisp of smoke, not a sign of froth.
So now he must go back. Only, after having come so far, Kartik is in no mood to return home. There are his
brothers’ wives back at home and how they would laugh.
“Our brother-in-law has not got it in him to go to his in-laws’ and bring back his bride. Otherwise does a new
groom miss the steamer?” they will titter.
Yes, their teasing will be too much to take. But the real reason why he does not want to go back is Savitri. Six
weeks he has been without her, but he’s never felt his heart-strings pull so. There had been household chores,
friends to gossip with, contributions to collect for the community Durga Puja. He hadn’t thought of Savitri. But in
this cool, languid new-winter afternoon, standing on the uneven river bank, under the traversing black and white
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clouds, Kartik of the missed steamer feels an acute sense of disappointment. He had almost made it!
Missing something invariably creates a vacuum in one’s heart, a kind of emptiness. This is what’s happening
right now to Kartik. He, of course, attributes it all to the absence of Savitri.
But maybe, emptiness is not the right word in this context for though the steamer departs, the ghat does not
become empty, just as after a train leaves the station is never empty. But Kartik stands alone on the ghat, staring at
the muddy water. A flock of sparkling white herons flies across the river. Ah, how easily these birds cross the
river, flying low, casting shadows atop the quivering waves, quickly reaching the other bank.
He is unaware that this steamer station too, like other stations, has its incessant noise, vendors, shops, coolies
and passengers. Not that this place ever has too many passengers, since it is mostly cargo that moves from here
and now that the day’s boat has left, even the coolies have spread their gamchhas and stretched themselves out.
On the right hand side, along the ghat floats a jetty. On this is the office of the steamer company. Here also are
the ticket counter and the cargo-clerk’s table, the crew’s resting-rooms and the Ladies and Upper Class Passengers
Waiting Room. Besides these are a tea shop and a paan shop. At the tea shop a newly-wedded couple, who have
just got off the steamer, sit nibbling at S-shaped biscuits which they dip into glasses of tea.
There’s a little temporary market facing the jetty. As the river swells and shrivels with the seasons, the platform
moves accordingly. So does the little market with its three hotels—the two Hindu hotels, one of which is a purely
Brahmin hotel, and the Muslim hotel, with the moon and stars crest on its billboard. There are some sweet shops
alongside that sell curds, sandesh, rasagollas, and chamchams. And nice big handmade rotis. At an anna for two
rotis, it is a steal. Four annas worth of rasagollas will get two large rasagollas and plenty of thick golden syrup
which, eaten with two rotis, make a sumptuous meal for the day—and all for just five annas.
Yet it is not rasagollas that this place was famous for, but for mishti doi and for chamchams. As soon as the
steamer arrived, the chhokra boys of the sweet shop would wade into the waist-deep water calling, “Thick curds
and sweet chamcham! Thick curds and sweet chamcham!”, tempting the passengers, lulling them into opening
their purses.
Kartik walks across the jetty, beyond the restaurants, and goes to sit on a bench in Surajlal Tewari’s sweet
shop.
Surajlal enjoys a good reputation. Originally from the Chhapra district of distant Bihar, these Tewaris have
been in the quality sweet business all over East Bengal for more than a hundred years. Surajlal has known Kartik
since the latter was a little boy. Kartik’s father, Deshrath Sircar, too has a shop at Bhuapur. He sells sugar, jaggery,
bataasha and the like. The Sircars’ business is almost seven-generation-old. About two-and-a-half maunds of
sugar are used every month in Surajlal’s shop, and almost all of this was once bought at the Sircars’ shop.
Nowadays it is cheaper to buy it from Shirajgunj across the river, despite the added cost of the ferry. But Surajlal
still has social interaction with the Sircars. Just the other day, for Kartik’s wedding, Surajlal had given curds and
rasagollas at cost, making not a single paisa as profit. In addition, he had gifted an ornate North Indian silver belt
to the bride.
Surajlal, however, is not at his shop today. He has gone to his native village for his nephew’s wedding.
Gadadhar Gadai, the sweet-maker, is handling the business. Everyone called Gadadhar the Cut Lip, because of an
ugly cut in his upper lip. An extremely soft-spoken chap this Gadadhar.
“A marriage? How come? Whoever heard of a wedding in the month of Ashwin!” Kartik exclaims in an allknowing voice. And it is Gadai who explains how “Westerners”\fn{ Westerners: In interior parts of Bengal, those who speak
Hindi, including Biharis, are referred to as paschimara, those who come from the west.} do not bother about things like
auspicious seasons for weddings, as Kartik mulls over what to buy for his in-laws—a pot of curds and another of
chamcham maybe?—till a thought strikes him:
First, he must find out whether there is some way, any way of crossing the river today. This immediately
acquires an urgency in Kartik’s mind. If there is no way he would have to wait till tomorrow for the next steamer.
Traveling by steamboat is not the same as traveling by train. It has a different psychology, all of its own, but for
the simple folk of the river bank dwellings, what difference does a day this way or that make? Even so, by now,
the number of people who have missed the steamer has, grown to about ten or eleven.
Then a piece of good news reaches them. There’s a boat at the Mofij Hazir Ghat that is due to leave for
Shirajgunj in an hour or two if enough passengers are available. The Mofij Hazir Ghat was named after its owner
who leased it out to a ferry company. Ferries could not go near the potole ghat when the steamer was in harbor. It
could prove hazardous, besides it was a question of monopoly. So all ferry boats operated from Mofiz Hazir Ghat.
It is clearly visible from Surajlal’s shop. Kartik can see quite a few boats there.
Just as he’s getting up, he sees one of the boats move towards them and stop a safe distance from the ghat. It is
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the boat to Shirajgunj. But it will be a while before it leaves, which in turn means that it would not reach
Shirajgunj before nightfall. Acceptable enough, since the boat would go all the way up to the market and leave
him at the school ghat—he would not then have to walk the rail tracks in the dark. What with the rains there
might be all kinds of snakes and reptiles about. Also, it would only mean a mile’s walk to Palpara. He would still
be at Savitri’s around eight-thirty—not too late to reach one’s in-laws’ place.
It is a big sturdy vessel with a bamboo canopy, seating space and even a sail that can be hoisted if required. It
is equipped for all kinds of emergencies. In the hands of an experienced crew it can sail through long stretches
with ease. The boat is bursting with passengers, some thirty, forty of them. People know that the boatmen are
delaying now, in the hope of picking up a few more passengers. No harm in hoping thus. Everyone after all tries
to make a profit. And these boats are dependable. None have sunk so far.
For a moment Kartik wonders if he should get on to the boat immediately. But he is no mood to sit all by
himself in a crowded boat. Besides, the clouds have moved on and it is rather warm. Much rather sit under an old
tree or under the shade of the canopy of Surajlal’s sweet shop, on that wooden bench and feel the cool whiff of the
river breeze. Just the right place for an hour of rest. Putting his bundle under the bench, Kartik lies down, his head
on the suitcase.
Business is not brisk at this time, so nobody objects. But before falling asleep, Karlik remembers the task at
hand that should also please Gadai. He buys a pot of curds and one-and-a-half kilos of chamchams which he
keeps with Gadai. Then he orders two chamchams for himself, made of pure cottage cheese, square and golden,
filled with syrup as thick as honey, sprinkled with little snowflakes of thickened milk, on a green lotus leaf. He
wipes out every last vestige of the chamchams with his finger, drinks a glass of water, and lies down, the tin
suitcase once again under his head.
Kartik had a nice place to visit here, till even six months ago. He could go there now if he so pleased. He wants
to, in fact. but now that he is married, it would not be right.
From the bank of the river a narrow track takes off, past the sweet shops, between the elephant grass and the
wild bushes, eventually meeting Union Board Lane. Right where the road begins is the abode of Shamshan Kali.
No temple, just a shack with a clay image of the goddess. This community shrine is for people from different
villages who come there to cremate their dead. Within the shack, on either side of the deity, are laid out some hay
beds for the mourners, who must wait till the fires simmer no more.
The shrine stood at a spot believed to have once been a panchvati. Sometime in the dim past, so they said,
there were five trees here, all of the banyan variety, that had protected the village from the river’s impetuous
onslaughts. A lone gooseberry tree was there now, next to a wood-apple tree that had toppled over and grew
askew. Wild tulsi covered the place under the trees. Adjoining the shrine of Kali was a little shack. The notice
board on it said:
Charas, Marijuana, and Opium
Proprieter: Hareram Saha
Licence No 174/33
(Maiman Singh)
Hareram Babu claimed his license to be over two-and-a-half centuries old, handed down from generation to
generation. Hareram Babu; in addition to the intoxicants listed above, also keeps a few bottles of local liquor and
a bottle or two of Scotch whisky—Johnny Walker, Black and White and such sorts. The saheb-log journey by
river, and one has to be prepared for exigencies. If at all anyone questioned him about his license, he replied,
“I have a license for opium. Opium includes liquor.”
He also owned a few other shacks. These had served as tent-houses during the days of the Nawabs. One of
Hareram’s forefathers had been a messenger with the cashier of Raibaghan Rajballabh Khan. He’s always happy
to tell the story about one dark day, years ago, when beauties from the harems were put on to a boat and sent to
the banks of the Ganga from distant Yamuna banks. Otherwise the marauding Marathas would have carried them
away.
And they had stayed on here. From royalty to traders, Englishmen to locals, all kinds of passengers had passed
this way. Decades, why, centuries had gone by. Everyone knew where these water-maidens dwelled. Across the
waters of the Ganga, deep into the night, the jingling of anklets and the beats of the tabla could be heard.
Once this place used to be festive and alive. Those beauties were famous indeed. Not so any more. Few journeyed these days by river. Nearly half of the shacks were vacant, with only about seven of them still in business.
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In one of these rooms lives Bulbul. Before getting married, Kartik had often spent a night or two at Bulbul’s,
after finishing with all his business deals in the area. Over repeated visits, their relationship had grown beyond the
merely physical. Bulbul was not very fair, her eyes were somewhat beady, yet there was something alluring about
her. Specially her traditional red bangles, the kumkum on her forehead, the crimson alta on her feet, and her lips
colored with paan. She was almost ambrosial. Scarlet woman that she was, Bulbul had a decorum of her own,
never stirring out of doors with her head uncovered. The other women called it affectation. So it may be, but it
suited her.
*
Kartik had stopped his visits when he knew his marriage had been fixed and now. on his way to fetch Savitri, it
was hardly the right thing to do. The soft river breeze soothes Kartik into a comfortable slumber. He is dreaming
of a smiling luscious nymph, a little like Savitri and a little like Bulbul, standing in an open doorway, when he
wakes up with a start. He realizes he has slept well and deep for about an hour and that while the tin suitcase is
safe, his bundle is missing. He looks around, but Gadai too, is not to be seen. Then he appears, explaining that he
had been to the fields—he was answering the call of nature.
“Where has my bundle gone?” Kartik’s voice is brusque. Gadai looks crestfallen.
“You had a bundle? I don’t remember seeing it! Did you bring it to this shop at all?”
Without waiting for more Kartik rises from Surajlal’s shop, telling Gadai, “Keep the curds and sweets with
you. I’ll pick them up before I get on the boat,” and suitcase in hand, Kartik walks briskly to reach the Union
Board Road. He cuts across the panchvati and heads for Bulbul's door. He should have come straight. here. It was
a mistake going to Gadai’s shop. Things picked up with so much care and all of them stolen!
Bulbul’s door is shut. Is there someone with her? Coming after so long, he feels a little uneasy. But he musters
courage, knocks.
It takes a couple of knocks to have Bulbul appear, still tidying her clothes. She doesn’t recognize him at first,
but soon she rubs her sleepy eyes, and with her usual radiant smile draws him in and closes the door.
Karlik puts the suitcase down.
“Sleeping?” he asks. “At this odd hour?”
“Odd hour?” Bulbul giggles. “What hour could be odd for us, pray!”
The room seems dark to Kartik even though sunlight filters in through the bamboo trellis. Bulbul lies down
again. She looks a little thinner, Kartik thinks. He prepares to sit down next to her when she asks,
“How is your wife?”
Kartik is quiet. She must have heard about his marriage from others.
Bulbul turns on her side and asks, “Where are you headed today?”
No use hiding anything, for all you know she might bump into them on the ghat, when he returns with Savitri.
So he replies,
“I am going to Shirajgunj to fetch my bride.”
What Bulbul makes of it he knows not. She merely says,
“You had better get off the bed and sit on that cane stool. I’ll just spread out and get some sleep. My eyes can
barely stay open.”
Kartik goes and sits on the stool feeling a little stupid. Bulbul turns towards the wall and falls instantly asleep.
By now Kartik’s eyes have grown used to the dark. He looks around at the familiar room, to see if there have
been any changes over the past few months. Bulbul too comes in for scrutiny. And then, his eyes fall upon some
articles placed on the shelf above—a bamboo-edged wooden shelf with a medium-sized mirror on one side. There
on the wooden shelf are two cakes of sandalwood soap, red alta, hair oil and a roll of ribbon. Everything that he
had bought for Savitri has reached here! Even the old gamchha with which the bundle had been made is neatly
tucked between the bamboos. Only the new shoes are missing. Whoever has brought these things in, must have
kept the pair for his own use.
Karlik walks to the shelf. He picks up the things and puts them into his pocket. He tugs at the gamchha and
takes it too. About to leave, suitcase in hand, he turns to look at Bulbul.
She is fast asleep. Her fulsome body rises and falls with an intoxicating rhythm. Droplets of moisture shimmer
on her lips and on her cheeks, in the dappled light.
Karlik stands still. Very still.
Then he tiptoes back to the shelf. He takes out one cake of sandalwood soap and the bottle of alta from his
pocket and puts them back on the shelf. The hair oil and the other cake of soap would do for Savitri. With his
teeth he tears the ribbon into two equal parts—thank God, he had bought extra lengths of it!—and leaves one half
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for Bulbul. Then he goes out, shutting the door softly behind him.
And now he must hurry. The sweets and the curds must be collected from Gadai’s shop.
He has not been long. The boat should still be there.
227.69 1. The Vultures Are Everywhere 2. We Shall Overcome 3. The Unwavering Flame: Three Short
Stories\fn{by Makbula Manzoor (1938- )} Mugbelai, Sirajganji District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh (F) 11
1
The news spread quickly. At first the faces of the villagers lit up with hope but later darkened in suspicion and
disbelief. Will they really keep their word? Will we really receive the promised gifts? And will they really treat us
to a whole day in Dhaka City? .
“Why shouldn’t you go? Aren’t you the people of this country? Don’t you have the right as well as anyone
else? Your leader’s [are] giving you the opportunity to obtain that right.”
The young man who spoke wore expensive trousers and a mustard-coloured khaddar punjabi. He had removed
his sunglasses and was squinting at the villagers gathered before him. Standing beside him were two more young
men, one in a Hawaiian shirt, the other in a blue tailored shirt.
To Aminuddin, the young man, before he had taken off his sunglasses, had seemed unfriendly—cool and
distant. He had seemed like one of the city boys visiting the village for a picnic, the kind of person who, had he
had a gun, would have used it just for fun.
Old Abul Molla was distrustful of these men. Nowadays he was not easily taken in. He wiped the sweat from
his face with his handkerchief and said,
“What are our rights? From birth we’ve known the pangs of hunger, and we know them still—”
“That’s right, uncle,” the young man in the blue shirt interrupted. “You’ve spoken correctly. Your whole life
you’ve suffered hardships. And not only you. The entire country burns with hunger. But no longer. The time has
come for you to claim your rights, and it’s towards this goal our leader is striving day and night. Food and sleep
have become strangers to him.” Aminuddin asked,
“When do we go?”
Aminuddin was very young. Unlike Abul Molla, he had not yet died in his heart. He dreamed of good days
when he could cover the roof of his thatched hut with corrugated tin and give his wife a silver waist chain. He had
not thought far enough ahead to know when or from where those good days would come. The blue-shifted man
answered,
“This very Friday trucks will come for you at dawn. You must all be ready.” Abul Molla asked,
“I understand we’ll go in trucks, but how will we return? Some time ago, some people like you took us to the
city, giving us all these hopes, like you. But they did nothing for our return. They gave us no money, nor even any
help for our safety in the city. In the end—”
“What are you saying?” Again Abul Molla was interrupted, this time by the man in the Hawaiian shirt, whose
long hair blew in the wind. “Don’t be bluffed by people of those traitors’ party! We’ll bring you back, just as we’ll
take you there. As for money, each person will receive twenty taka—cash.”
A cloud covered the sun, and the field everyone stood in was enveloped by a shadow. It was the rainy season,
sunshine one minute and rain the next. A man named Karim demanded,
“What about our lunch?”
“That’s been arranged. We’ll give you all a box lunch of mutton biryani.”
A box of biryani, for each person! To eat or bring home. And twenty taka each. A journey at dawn by truck,
and back to Amdanga village in the afternoon. We will be at the meeting. We will hear the leader. And even a
chance to look at Dhaka City. All this for free! The other villagers looked at Karim and Abul Molla with reproach.
Why must they ask so many of those kinds of questions?
But Abul Molla wanted these young men to make clear what would happen before the trip, especially
concerning money.
“Yes, yes,” he said. “So many leaders have come and gone. At election time they befriend us. Afterwards they
kick us in the face. Why should these men here be any different?”
“No, no don’t listen to him,” someone said. “We can believe these young men. They’re the sons of gentlemen,
not crooks. They don’t look like crooks to me.”
Aminuddin thought he too could trust these men. His wife, Shokhina, felt the same. She watched the two
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young women sitting on a bamboo mat in the shade of a tree near her. They had come with the men from the city.
Shokhina marveled at the glittering chiffon saris they wore. What beautiful saris! These women had impressed
Shokhina very much by calling her “Sister.” They spoke of their leader and told her what a wonderful person he
was. Shokhina could not contain her question.
“What does your leader look like?” The fairer-skinned of the two laughed.
“Why should he be our leader only? He’s everyone’s leader. Yours and ours. Haven’t you seen him on TV?
There’s a TV in your village.” Shokhina scowled.
“There’s a TV in the chairman’s house. Do you think we’re welcome there? The boys and men go there, but
the chairman’s family sends them away.”
“Oh, so then—“ The woman stopped, then said,
“If you had watched TV, you’d have seen the leader, and his wife, too.”
“Is she very pretty?”
“Of course. And she has so much sympathy for all of you. She won’t wear silk saris because of this. She wears
only cotton ones. She’s very concerned by the way husbands mistreat wives in the villages, and by dowry laws,
and divorce laws. Very soon she’ll call on you, then you can tell her the truth of all your troubles.”
Shokhina did not understand these words. Could someone put an end to those miseries she spoke of? Shokhina
thought of her sister, Halima, whose husband had divorced her and left her with three children. She thought of
Nabitun, who had killed herself by drinking insect poison because she could no longer stand being beaten by her
husband. And she thought of Ranu, whose husband had taken a second wife because her father could not give a
radio as part of her dowry. But, no, her own husband was not like that. To this day, he had caused her no misery.
Her only complaint in life had been the pangs of hunger. For nine months out of each year her family had to fast
sometime during each week to make their food last. Would the leader’s wife listen to this trouble? Could she
arrange for Shokhina and Amin and their young son to eat their fill? Shokhina thought this, but she could not say
it to these women. All she could say was
“No, sisters, I won’t go to the meeting in Dhaka City. My son will cry if I leave him.”
“What do you mean? Of course you must go. Can you afford not to? It’s only for a few hours. Your husband’s
mother will look after your son.”
“I don’t know,” Shokhina said. “My son’s so naughty. I don’t think he’ll behave with his grandmother.”
“Of course he will. Your husband’s going, too. You’ll both go and visit the city. Think what an experience that
will be. Think what fun it will be.”
Shokhina thought: Yes, it would be fun. But she did not have a sari that was not damaged. The one she was
wearing had two patches, and the other was torn.
The two women left her and walked south toward Ayesha’s house, their chiffon saris glittering in the sunlight.
Shokhina had an idea. Ayesha was Shokhina’s husband's cousin. If she asked her, Shokhina was sure Ayesha
would loan her a sari for a few hours. If only she would loan her the sari with the purple flowers. Shokhina had
wanted a sari of those colours for so long. Purple flowers with a golden border.
Aminuddin almost choked on the rice he was eating.
“What are you saying? You want to go to the city? To Dhaka City? How daring you’ve become!” Shokhina’s
usual timidity was replaced by obstinance.
“Why not? Why shouldn’t I go? A lot of other women are going. And so will I.”
“Why not?” her husband began. Shokhina interrupted him.
“Amina, Auntie Soburan, Moina, Halima, and their grandmothers are going. Ayesha wanted to, but her mother
said if her in-laws heard of it, they wouldn’t approve because she’s so newly married.”
“That’s right. Newly married and beautiful wives shouldn’t go.” He winked at her. Shokhina said irritably,
“Am I as beautiful as I once was?”
“Of course you are. You look the same. People say you look as if you were still unmarried.”
He drank his water and went outside. Shokhina began to prepare some rice and green vegetables for herself
and her mother-in-law. Her son was sleeping. She had to finish the meal and the washing before he woke. Why
shouldn’t she go? Her mother-in-law supported .her. Twenty taka and a box of biryani were no small things. The
older woman came into the room.
“How does biryani taste? Have you ever tasted it?”
“No, Amma,” Shokhina said, “but I've heard it tastes like pilau. I don’t know how they cook it, but I’ve
decided when they give us two boxes, I’ll keep one for you and Badsha.” The old woman’s face lit up.
“Pilau? It tastes like pilau! I’ve tasted pilau a long time ago. You must go to Dhaka City. I can keep Badsha.”
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That night in bed Shokhina said to her husband,
“How do they cook biryani? I’ve heard it tastes like pilau.”
“It’s like pilau,” Aminuddin said. “With meat and many spices. Famous cooks in the city prepare it. But why
are you dreaming about biryani?” This offended Shokhina.
“I’m not as greedy as you! I’ll give my share to Badsha and Amma. You can have your own. But you’ll have to
put your twenty taka with mine, and with that, you must buy me a purple flowered sari. I’ve wanted one for a long
time.”
“That’s an expensive wish. Will forty taka be enough?”
A few moments later, Shokhina looked af her husband’s face and saw that he was asleep. She blew out the
lamp, wondering what sort of man could fall asleep when there were so many exciting things to discuss. She had
wanted to lie awake and talk about the trip to Dhaka City.
At last Friday came. A large truck arrived at dawn. The entire village came out to the main road—some to go,
some to watch the others go. The very old, the very young, and the sick had to stay in the village.
Shokhina sat in a corner of the truck, holding her husband’s hand. She had covered her face with her sari. A
few other wives and girls were also sitting near her. The truck was packed with Amdanga villagers. It reminded
Shokhina of a boat overloaded with jackfruit. As the truck left the village, the monsoon sun was rising, quickly
warming the air. The truck started up, and the wind blew into the people’s faces. It seemed to Shokhina that they
were flying. She pulled her sari away from her face to have a look around, but the villagers were crowded so
tightly around her that all she could see were their heads.. She had become separated from her husband and now
could not see him.
Finally the truck stopped. Dhaka City! They were in a large field full of brightly coloured awnings. A
loudspeaker somewhere screeched shrilly. And so many people! Shokhina stood in the truck and searched for her
husband through veiled eyes. She found him beckoning to her.
“Everyone climb down,” someone said. “The leader will arrive soon. No, no. Women on this side.”
A few women, trying to reach the largest awning, pushed Shokhina out of their way. Many other women were
already sitting on a large mat under the awning. A few were sitting in chairs. But these women were not like
Shokhina. They were dressed in beautiful saris and wore happy colour on their faces. There were so many people.
But where was Aminuddin? Shokhina became uneasy. Would she be able to find him when it was time to go
home? The women from her own village were scattered throughout the crowd. From a distance, Shokhina saw her
sister, Halima, sitting with Halima’s mother:'in-law. She called out to them.
“Shh!” someone said. All around her, women glared at her. A lady wearing glasses and a green sari snapped,
“Quiet! The leader has arrived. Why are you shouting? Is this your backyard? Sit down and be quiet.”
The leader had come! Shokhina craned her neck to see the stage. There was a row of people there. Which one
was the leader? The one with the garland?
Some people sang into the microphone. Then there was a long speech—words, words, words. Shokhina’s
throat was dry. She wanted something to drink. She had left home at dawn after eating only a little muri. What
time was it now? Why was it so hot?
The wave of human bodies was closing in on her. The heat was suffocating her. Frantically, she scanned the
crowd again for her husband. She saw everyone clapping, heard excited whispers; the leader was about to speak.
A booming voice came over the loudspeaker, then was immediately cut off by an incredible noise. The whole
field shook. Bomb. Someone had thrown a bomb. The air was full of people’s screams. Bricks and stones flew
like rain. The stage was on fire. People tumbled over each other, running as fast and as far as they could, pushing
others along with them;
With both hands, Aminuddin shoved his way through the crowd, trying to find Shokhina. Police were clubbing
everyone. Fumes from tear gas blinded him. He stumbled in agony. A club crashed against his skull. Reeling, he
fell to the ground.
The rain started slowly, but increased rapidly. In a few minutes, it was pouring. A strange city, with so many
strange streets. Where was the truck? Where were the people who had brought them? The crowd had pushed
Shokhina far from the field. Where were the people who would drive them home, give them their money and their
biryani? Where was Anuddin? Had he gone home and left her? Had he been hurt in the chaos?
Shokhina looked around wildly. Her sari, her hair—everything was soaked. She stopped searching the streets
for her husband. She wanted only to go home, where Badsha was, where Arnma was, where her house was. It was
not much of a house but it was her house. How long could she stand in this open street? Where was the field? Was
her husband still there?
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Darkness came early. Frightened, Shokhina crouched like an animal by the side of the road. The rain had
stopped. A strong wind blew black clouds across the sky.
Shokina saw a truck stop near her. Had it come to take her home? Was Aminuddin inside? She covered her
head with her wet sari and stood up. Except for the truck, the street was deserted. Large trees swayed in the wind.
The light of a street lamp lit her anxious face. A man’s voice called from the truck,
“Hey, woman, what are you doing there?” Shokhina called back,
“I want to go home.”
She began to cry, and, as she cried, she tried to describe all that had happened. Two men descended from the
truck.
“Oh, so you came to a meeting?” the driver said. “But those people are all liars. They’ll give you money? No,
they’ll only bring you here. They don’t consider it their duty to take you home again.”
“Then how will I get home?” The driver looked at Shokhina’s trembling body and said softly,
“Don’t worry. Which village are you from?”
“Amdanga.”
“We’re going that way. Get into the. truck. We’ll take you to your house.”
“But the man with me—” The driver frowned.
“Who was the man with you?”
“My husband. He also came to the meeting.”
“Leave him. He’s a man. He can get home alone. Get in the truck. It’s getting late, and there are many dangers
in the streets of the city.”
The driver pushed Shokhina along, into the back of the truck. She lay down in the middle of a large pile of
packages. The long day, the fear, the chaos, and the rain overcame her. She felt numb. She closed her eyes and
was asleep. As the truck left the outskirts of the city, the second man said,
“We aren’t going to Amdanga. What do we do with that woman? Where do we drop her?”
“What do we do?” The driver laughed. “The goods are very attractive.”
A man who was severeJy beaten at the meeting died. The doctor pulled a white cloth over the unidentified
body.
“Poor fellow. Coming to a meeting to die.” The other doctor on duty said,
“It’s people like this one who are always killed at the meetings and processions. Never the party leaders. Why
should they die? They’re always protected. They get word of any trouble, and they always have a car ready.”
2
When Shama received the appointment letter from the Director of Mother Care, she was so pleased that she
felt as if she had got hold of a golden deer. After completing her M.A. in Social Science, she had been desperately
looking for a job. Because of ill health, her father had had to retire from the private school where he had been
working. Her younger brother was yet to graduate in Commerce and her two little sisters were still in school. Her
father was not getting proper medical treatment, and her brother and sisters would have to stop their education
very soon. What else could Shama do? It was just the right time for her to get the job in this N.G.O. The
institution was already quite well known as a women and children’s welfare association.
Nowadays women want to work, but most of the time they are unwilling to leave their own area, especially
those who live in Dhaka. They always think life outside Dhaka city is not secure. But institutions like Mother
Care mostly work for rural women and children.
Shama’s bright eyes and courageous attitude impressed the Director so much that he gave her the appointment
letter immediately after the interview. She was told to join on the first day of the month. But before joining she
would have to know the rules of service from the office at Dhaka.
Shama felt that she was floating on a wave of joy when she reached home. But no! Her parents were shocked
to hear about Shama’s job! Mother started crying. Father skimmed through the letter and threw it on the ground in
rage. What an awkward situation it was! Father rejected the whole idea, saying,
“Impossible! How could you think of going to work in a remote village in North Bengal? Even if I die of
starvation, I won’t let you do that.”
The remark made Shama really angry. But keeping her spirit high she said,
“Why are you thinking that way, Abba? There are lots of girls and boys working in various departments of the
institution. And I will be working in the school. Had I been your eldest son, I am sure you would not have
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objected.” Mr. Amir Khan, a retired school teacher, just said,
“I don’t know anything else. And so don’t ask me.”
Enthusiasm came only from Pintu, her brother. He said he would accompany Shama to her new workplace at
Dhantali. But Shama decided to be independent right from the beginning. She told Pintu to take care of his studies
and then to look for a job so that he could share the family responsibility with her.
*
When Shama went to see the Director, he spent all his time pointing out the negative sides of the job. He even
told her that a lot of other staff had quit the job after a short stint. But Shama did not worry about any kind of
inconvenience, and she decided to take the job as a challenge.
The bus stopped for a few minutes only near a place which looked like a small bazaar. It was almost dusk.
Some vegetable vendors were sitting unqer the bare shimul tree in the hope of getting customers. A few young
men were sitting on a bench in the tea stall. They winked at one another when they saw Shama. They started
passing rude comments about her. Shama approached the waiting rickshaw-pullers. One rickshaw-puller said he
was not going in her direction, the other demanded fifteen taka.
Shama was quite surprised to hear about the rickshaw fare. She knew Dhantali was only three miles from the
bus stop and the fare couldn’t be more than six taka. Still, as it was getting dark, she did not want to waste any
more time and boarded the rickshaw. The rickshawpuller told her to sit tight as it would be a bumpy ride. The
young men sitting on the bench commented,
“Madhu should have asked for thirty taka!”
When Shama reached the village it was quite dark. She made out a long barrack-type building, with rows of
rooms, each lit by dim lights. After having a wash she felt a little refreshed but still very tired. A girl about her age
came to her and said that her name was Rekha Das and she was a worker at the Health Centre. She called Shama
to have supper.
When they reached the dining room, Shama saw some girls having their supper around a long table on which
were set a bowl of hot rice, dal and a mixed vegetable curry. Rekha said,
“The vegetables are from our garden. They are very tasty.”
Rekha also introduced Jaba, Sakina, Bulu, Zaheda, Mina and Sufia to Shama. She said,
“She is a new Mother Care officer. She has an M.A. and will join as Headmistress of the Education Centre.”
Shama, who was dead tired, paused while eating,
“My name is Shama Khan.”
After supper all the girls washed their own plates. Rekha prevented Shama from washing hers. She said,
“You will have to do your own work yourself here. But, start from tomorrow. We have only one.maid to cook
and sweep the rooms, and one guard. The male employees live in a house nearby.”
Shama woke up quite early and noticed that the girls were getting ready to go out. The day started much earlier
at Dhantali than at Dhaka. When she emerged from her room, she saw a huge garden with lots of seasonal
flowers, with marigolds and chrysanthemums, but also vegetables wet with dew. A light fog hung over the whole
area.
After a quick breakfast of rooti and bhaji, the girls started for the field, some on bikes, some on foot. Rekha
asked Shama whether she could ride a bike or motorbike. Shama said enthusiastically,
“I will learn.”
Rekha offered to give her a lift to school on her motorbike. Shama was a little frightened, but tried not to show
it. On the street two passersby commented that they would have a bad day ahead as they had seen these bad girls
early in the morning. Rekha started up her bike and just said,
“Apa, do not pay any attention to their remarks.”
When Shama reached the school, she saw about twenty to twenty-five children singing the national anthem.
Rekha joined the children, as did Shama. The whole atmosphere brought back her spirits. Shama was introduced
to the other two teachers, Shamsner and Khaleq. She noticed that all the workers were young men and women.
Shamsher had been in charge since the former headmistress had left. Now Shama would take over the
responsibility.
Shamsher handed over charge to Shama. She noticed that though 122 students were on the rolls, only about
twenty or twenty-five were present. When she asked the reason, Sharnsher said,
“We are passing through a very bad time. The village heads and the fundamentalists are against institutions like
ours. They have their own maktab, but very few students study there. Moreover these people are also harming the
Health Centre. They are spreading rumours that we are distributing haram medicine and that those who take the
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medicine will become blind, women will become infertile, and pregnant women will give birth to dead children.”
Shama was shocked. She couldn’t imagine how the villagers could believe these things. Shamsher said,
“Most of the people in the village are illiterate and superstitious. Influential people in the village are spreading
these rumours, so ordinary villagers are frightened.”
Shama had been angered by the rude comments the men had passed while she was coming to the school. But
now she felt really disheartened. She said in a sorrowful tone,
“I was told by the head office that we are supposed to educate not only children, but adults as well.” Shamsher
was silent for a while. Then he said,
“We will do what we have to, but it will be a hard job to organise the women in the village. First you should
introduce yourself to them by going to their houses with a few female workers, then try to arouse awareness.”
Shama felt really close to this handsome, dark man with thick curly hair. She realised he was not very smart.
Perhaps he was even slightly rustic. But he was attractive with a rural innocence in his features, his intelligent
eyes and his soft and gentle manners.
Most of the schoolchildren came from very poor backgrounds. Shamsher and Khaleque were taking good care
of their studies, but very few parents were enthusiastic about their children’s education. Most of the girls were not
allowed to come out of their houses as soon as they reached the age of puberty. Child marriage was common.
Khaleque said,
“It’s hard to believe that Begum Rokeya was born just a few miles from this village. Even in her village the
condition remains the same. It is painful to even think about it.” With a faint smile Shama said,
“In Birsingha, the village of Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar,\fn{ 1820-1891, a Bengali polymath, famous for his compassion for
the poor, and for his immense learning } there continue to be illiterate women. Lots of girls are widowed while they are
still children, and they spend the rest of their life as widows.”
A week after Shama came to Dhantali, she went to visit the village women with two of her colleagues, Sufia
and Mina. She tried to explain to them the importance of female education. She did not get much response from
their side. Only one girl named Laily seemed eager to study, but not in the school with little children. Shama said,
“No, you don’t have to go school. After finishing your household chores, come to our quarters in the afternoon
with the other women. Perhaps you can come thrice a week.”
After two weeks Laily came to see Shama with three other women. They were all interested to study. Shama
decided to raise their interest just by chatting with them for some time at the beginning. Laily, a bright-eyed,
beautiful young girl, was very interested in studies. Her father had married her off at the age of sixteen to a rich
seventy-year-old man, who died only a year after the marriage. Laily did not get anything from the old man’s
sons. Rather she was beaten and driven away by them soon after the man died.
Laily was a spirited young girl and she didn’t want to get married again. Instead she wanted to be independent.
But recently she was receiving unwanted attentions from a young man of the village named Khoka Chowdhury.
He wanted to take her to the city. He tried to coax her by saying that she would live there with him and in return
she would get money, jewelry and saris and all the luxuries of life she could wish for. Laily’s contemptuous reply
was,
“I hate that kind of life. I spit on your sari, jewelry and money!”
Laily was a fearless girl. She said,
“What harm can that rogue Khoka Chowdhury do to me except murder me?”
But, in fact, Laily was fully aware that Khoka, the spoiled son of Hashem Chowdhury, the Chairman of the
Union Board, could do a lot of harm to her. There were very few people in the area who were not scared of him.
Even the police feared him and gave him wide berth.
Laily’s misfortunes and frustrations had made her daring. When she laughed, she laughed aloud; when she got
angry, she became really furious. Somehow Shama grew very fond of this rebellious girl.
One day Shama was coming back to her quarters from school. It was a lovely spring noon. The fragrance of
mango blossoms was in the air. The sunshine was bright and pleasantly warm. Everything was so peaceful. But
when she came near the hostel, she could see a young man wearing sunglasses leaning against his motorbike
along with a number of his companions. He said,
“Madam, wait a bit. I want to have a word with you.”
Sharna was irritated by his tone, but remained calm. She asked him what it was about.
The young man gave a wicked smile. The other boys laughed. Annoyed, Shama [said],
“I don’t have time to listen to you.”
“Madam, don’t teach Khoka Chowdhury the value of time. Do you understand? Don’t spoil the innocent
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village girls. Go back to Dhaka.” Shama was furious.
“Why should I go back to Dhaka? Just because you want me to go?” Khoka Chowdhury said,
“Take it as my order. You are young and quite good-looking. Why don’t you try your luck in Dhaka!” Shama
looked at him angrily, but she restrained herself and said,
“I came to work here.”
“Work!” he taunted her. “This is only a licence for girls of your kind to mix with boys.” Khoka’s companions
laughed loudly at the comment.
“There is still time; you must be careful. Moreover, I don’t want you to mix with Laily and spoil her,” said
Khoka, hissing like a snake. Shama said,
“That’s none of your business.” She quickly went inside and closed the gate.
Shama was so upset by the whole incident that she could not concentrate on anything. The house was quiet;
most of the field workers were still out. It was time for her to eat and then get ready for the girls who would come
for their lessons. But she was fuming with anger.
When Laily and two other girls came to take their lessons, Shama told them about the incident. Laily laughed
and commented,
“Khoka Chowdhury is very audacious!”
But the two other girls got scared and did not want to come to study any more. Laily got angry and said,
“Then go away. I will come alone. I will bring some new girls.”
The two girls really went away. Laily, however, stayed even longer that day, working in the garden with the
other girls till dark. She plaited Shama’s hair. Shama told her to take an escort home. Laily pooh-poohed the idea
and said that she was not a celebrity who needed an escort. She started for home alone.
Around 8 p.m., when Shama and the others were having dinner, someone came and said that Laily’s father had
come looking for his daughter. They were startled. Shama met Laily’s father and asked whether Laily could have
gone to any relation’s house. He said that Laily had never gone anywhere at night.
Shama immediately sent for Shamsher, who came immediately. Carrying lanterns, he and his colleagues went
out to search for Laily. But Shama somehow sensed that it would all be in vain. The girls asked Shama to finish
her supper. But she had lost all her appetite. Shama tried to suppress her weeping. She felt as if an ice-cold wave
had passed through her heart! She was deeply upset. She stood speechless, leaning against a pillar of the
verandah. It was a moonless light, and the garden in front of her was in complete darkness.
“Darkness everywhere! How unfortunate the country is! How ill-fated the people of this country are!” Shama
said to herself. She wished she could cry.
At midnight Shamsher and his companions came back. They had no news of Laily. They only said that Laily’s
father was crying a lot, the father who had married her off at the age of sixteen to an old man just for the sake of
some land.
Shama asked Shamsher whether they had informed the police. He said,
“It will be no use.”
Next morning Shama decided to go to the police station. She reported the case to the officer-in-charge. He was
quite surprised to see a young lady at the police station early in the morning. After hearing the story of the missing
girl, he nodded his head grimly, but said that it was not possible for him to take up the case against Khoka
Chowdhury. Especially when there were no eyewitnesses. Moreover, he told Shama, Khoka was a very influential
man in the area and had got the support of the local political leaders. Going against him would only bring disaster
upon Shama as well.
“But he threatened me,” said Shama.
“Well, that does not prove that he has kidnapped the girl,” said the officer.
When Shamsher came to know that Shama had gone to the police station, he told Shama that it had not been
very wise of her to go there. Shama realised the truth of what Shamsher had said.
At school, the classrooms were almost empty. Only a few children were present. Shamsher and Khaleque
looked very depressed. Shama asked,
“What’s the matter? Is the school closed today?” Shamsher was sombre.
“No. Laily’s dead body was found near Banshtali Lake.”
“Dead body!” exclaimed Shama.
“Yes, badly mutilated. The whole village has gone to the spot. The police have already been informed, I think.
Someone brought her to our health centre. She had been gang-raped and killed.”
“What!” Shama exclaimed. “Raped! Murdered!”
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“Yes, and what have you decided?” asked Shamsher.
“What do you mean?”
“Your going to the police station to file a case against Khoka will be reported to him. Actually, the a.c. himself
will tell him this.”
“I will carry on with my work. I will continue to work as I am doing now.”
“You will be in great danger. Please go back to Dhaka.”
Shamsher looked concerned. There was fear in his eyes. Shama kept quiet for a while. She had come to this
centre as a challenge. How could she go back without achieving anything?
“But if there is danger who is going to protect you?” asked Shamsher. There was fire in Shama’s eyes as she
looked at Shamsher and Khaleque.
“We will look after ourselves, Shamsher Bhai. There are so many of us. If we are together we can overcome
anything. Why should we run away in fear?”
Shamsher looked at Shama in surprise and respect. What a courageous young woman! Khaleque looked at
Shama.
“That’s the spirit! We will all be with Shama Apa. We will all be here.”
Shamsher wished he could share their spirit as strongly.
3
White flowers fell all day from the sajna tree in the courtyard. A tiny tailor-bird hopped from leaf to leaf. A
slice of morning sunlight streaked across the courtyard, lighting it up. Jamila Begum called Rokeya, carefully
placing the tray of pumpin-balls in the sun.
“Did you call me, Ma?” asked Rokeya as she came and stood nearby; her hands were stained yellow by the
turmeric she had been grinding.
“Yes 1 did. When will you remember to put the lime-pickles in the sun? Or won’t you be satisfied until they
are mouldy and spoilt?” Jamila Begum continued stirring the pumpkin-balls with her fingers, while she spoke
sternly to her daughter-in-law, without looking at her.
“I will do it right now, Ma.”
Rokeya went to put the pickles in the sun. Although she sunned the pickle every day—and she would have
done so today as well—she didn’t protest, it wasn’t her nature to protest. Besides she knew why her mother-inlaw cared so much for those pickles. Kashem never ate rice without lime-pickles. He also loved pumpkin-balls.
He wouldn’t touch the bowl of fish curry unless he could see the pumpkin-balls floating in the gravy. So Jamila
Begum lovingly made pickles every year and she carefully sun-dried the pumpkin-pellets and stored them. She
dreamt that her son would return one day and sit down with her to eat rice with lemon-pickles and pumpkin-ball
gravy.
Rokeya didn’t have time to dream. She finished her household chores, gulped her meal and rushed to school by
ten o’clock. School began at ten-thirty but the rule was that all the teachers had to be in school ten minutes earlier.
Jamila Begum usually had lunch alone but sometimes Imon came home early, from college, and on those days
grandmother and grandson would eat together. Imon, an art college student, was Rokeya and Kashem’s only child
and Jarnila Begum’s only grandchild. Jamila Begum had wanted him to be an engineer or barrister but he wanted
to be an artist and his mother had agreed. She said he should be allowed to study whatever he wanted to.
Nothing had ever happened the way Jamila Begum wanted it to, and things were no different now. If she had
been able to have her own way, her son would have been leading a peaceful life just like everyone else. Her elder
sister’s son Mamun had just returned from England with a medical degree; her middle sister’s elder son was an
engineer, the other one was a bank manager. They all had cars and houses in Gulshan and Dhanmondi. Kashem
was no less intelligent than they were but he didn’t even try to get a good job after he graduated. Instead he
became a college teacher. His writing was brilliant, and he wrote day and night. People said fire sparked from
Kashem Chowdhury’s writing. But of what use was that to Jamila Begum?
Kashem's father had been a famous lawyer who had built two houses in the city. He died the same year that
Kashem graduated. Jarnila Begum had never imagined that this healthy, fit person would leave and set her adrift
like this. The doctor said that it was a heart attack but for Jamila Begum it meant that she had lost everything.
Helplessly she tried to rebuild her life, clutching at her only hope, her son Kashem. But it isn’t possible to bind
everyone. Kashem could not be bound in any way. He was totally indifferent about his family and his
responsibilities. It was as if he wasn’t there even when he was at home.
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Jarnila Begum had unwittingly tried to bind him by getting him married.
“If you want a daughter-in-law, Ma, I will get you one but don’t bother me about my household duties.”
“What do you mean that you will get a bride, you rascal? I will look for a bride for you,” Jamila Begum said,
lovingly stroking her son’s rough hair.
“I don’t need one of your wax doll-like brides, Ma.”
“You don’t want a wax doll! Then what do you want?”
“A burning flame which will keep burning like an eternal unwavering flame in spite of storms, rain and
earthquakes.”
She didn’t understand what her son meant then but she did a week later, when Kashem brought home a slim
girl, clad in a champa-coloured cotton sari. The girl touched her feet in reverence. Jamila Begum was stunned.
She saw that she was a burning flame indeed. She was dazzlingly beautiful.
“Who are you, dear?”
“She is Rokeya, my friend’s younger sister. She has just graduated,” Kashem replied for Rokeya.
“Where do you live? What does your father do? How many brothers and sisters do you have?” questioned
Jamila Begum. The answers did not please her at all.
She didn't have a mother, her father was a schoolteacher, her older brother was a political prisoner, and she had
three younger brothers and sisters. In short, she came from a poor family although her beauty was more befitting
of a royal family. Jamila Begum knew her son had never listened to her and he wouldn’t do so now. It was
pointless to oppose him. Her dream of rich in-laws and half a kingdom in riches remained just a dream forever.
Rokeya became a bride in a very simple ceremony. In spite of being a new bride, she shouldered all the
household responsibilities very easily. Jamila Begum didn’t have to lift a finger. In winter a sun-warmed bed was
prepared for her and in summer a finely woven mat was spread on a freshly wiped, white floor, ready for her,
without being asked for. Her box of jardah was always refilled before it finished. A neatly wrapped paan leaf was
ready for her as soon as she finished eating. In fact, there was nothing left for her to do. Kashem found that no
matter how late at night he returned, he didn’t have to eat cold rice and curry.
But Jamila Begum still felt uneasy. In spite of having a wonderful daughter-in-law, her son was still careless
about his family. He didn’t even try to get a good job. Finally she told her daughter-in-law,
“My son has always been careless but you can at least press him a little to increase his earnings.” Rokeya
laughed at her words and asked with twinkling eyes,
“Why do we need more money, Ma? We don’t lack anything.”
“What do you mean you don’t need money? You have a two-month-old baby now. Don’t you have to bring
him up? And are we living very lavishly? Tell me?” Jamila Begum said angrily. Rokeya totally ignored her anger
and sweetly laughed and replied,
“Ma, most of the people in this country are living in more difficult conditions than us.”
My God! She was a degree above her son, the guru’s apt disciple! Jamila Begum wasn’t shameless enough to
raise the topic again.
*
Then came the storm. The gentle spring breeze of 1952 suddenly turned into a raging northwesterly storm.
Schools and colleges were shut down. The students were determined not to change their mother tongue. Lots of
teachers and students were jailed for joining the movement. Lots of young lives were lost to bullets. The police
came late one night to Jamila Begum’s house. They wanted Kashem. Janlila Begum embraced her son and cried,
“You couldn’t rest without going to jail, could you?”
“Ma, do you want me to tolerate the fact that they won’t let me call you ‘Ma,’ any more?” He lovingly
embraced her, as is if she were a little child, and then left. .
Jamila Begum glanced fleetingly at Rokeya with tear-blurred eyes. She stood there like a long, thin flame, still,
unwavering, luminous in its own glow.
One stormy movement after another followed, and Kashem was jailed every time. Rokeya took over all the
household responsibilities. What an amazing girl! She had no complaints, no reproaches and she seemed tireless.
It seemed as if she had vowed when she came to this house that no matter what happened, she would always be
happy. In the 21 years of their marriage they had hardly spent any time together as husband and wife. But she still
had no regrets. She bore her burden cheerfully.
Rokeya went to school and came back. The schools and colleges were on strike. Crowds of young boys and
girls demonstrated; the air rang with their slogans. The winds of 1971 blew very recklessly. This spring seemed to
be extremely crimson; the palash blooms seemed redder than usual.
168

A long procession trailed along the road. Rokeya eagerly searched for Imon in this youthful surge. But Imon
wasn’t there. He never got involved in these things. The boy seemed too tied to the home. He was busy with his
paints, brushes and easel all day. Although this made Jamila Begum happy somewhere in the depths of her heart,
Rokeya felt an unnamed sadness. If Imon had been like an uncontrollable lively flood, she would have been
happier.
Rokeya returned home and found Jamila Begum and Imon at lunch. The grandmother and grandson were
having a lively heart-to-heart discussion. Imon stopped when he saw his mother. Rokeya felt that he was a bit
scared of her but he was carefree and talkative with his grandmother.
The small household of just three souls was quiet by ten. Jamila Begum went to sleep; Imon studied or painted
in his own room. Rokeya checked her students’ homework and lay down in the bed next to her mother-in-law’s
and counted the passing hours. The jars of pickles were neatly arranged on the shelf. Rokeya smiled at her
peacefully sleeping mother-in-law.
Jamila Begum didn’t know that even when Kashem did return from jail he wouldn’t be able to eat rice with
lemon pickles and pumpkin-ball gravy. The last time she had visited Kashem, she had learnt that he had terrible
gastric ulcers.
The clock chimed twelve. The light was still switched on in Imon’s room. Had the boy gone to sleep without
switching off the light?
Rokeya stood still after pulling aside the curtains and entering Imon’s room. Sheaves of thick paper were
strewn all around. Imon was painting posters, dipping his thick brush in red and black paint. The white sheets of
paper were transformed into strong protests in large letters. Imon looked up on seeing his mother. He raised his
fingers to his lips and silenced her. If his grandmother found out about this, they would be finished. His rough hair
lay across his forehead. His.large eyes were bloodshot.
“There is just a little bit left. I’ll go to sleep as soon as I finish,” he said.
In reply Rokeya embraced her son. She felt as if they had both overcome a big barrier and become one.
“You are also working, my son!”
“Yes, Ma, not only me but all of us. This is just the beginning. I don’t know what is in store for us. Maybe this
brush won’t be strong enough. Some stronger weapon will be needed.”
Rokeya felt that Imon had suddenly grown up and that she wouldn’t be able to bind him even if she tried to.
She could hear that familiar flow of blood that was boundless in her son’s breast.
*
The fire spread all over the country. Jamila Begum was constantly terrified and scared about Imon. He didn’t
stay at home like he did before, nor did he go to his grandmother. He didn’t even answer her questions properly.
Rough hair; bloodshed eyes, restless but tense, Imon seemed to be a mirror image of Jamila Begum’s ever
disobedient Kashem.
Then came the night of 25 th March. Dhaka became a city of fugitives, death and terror. Hordes of people left
the city. Rokeya saw that Jamila Begum had become a shell-shocked, half-dead shadow of her former self. Jamila
Begum saw that her daughter-in-law’s black, rimmed, sunken eyes burned more fiercely than before.
“Bouma, are we going to remain here?” the old woman asked Rokeya with eyes that seemed to beg to stay
alive. Imon answered for his mother.
“Grandmother, I’m taking you to our village home temporarily. Stay there for a few days, then come back if
you wish.”
“And you?”
“A few of us are crossing the border tomorrow. We will get trained there.”
“Trained! Trained for the war!” Jamila Begum shrieked.
“Yes, trained to join the Liberation War.”
“Grandson!”
“What, Dadi?”
“Oh my mad grandchild, you are our only hope. If you leave us, how will we survive?”
Imon looked at his mother once. The look on his mother's face was stern, and quiet but very clear. He
embraced his grandmother.
“Dadi, you didn’t count the vast number of people who died in the last few days. They too were their families’
only hope. You are still thinking only about yourself. Aren’t you Kashem Chowdhury’s mother?”
*
There wasn’t peace in the village either. People started returning to the city in a month’s time. Firstly it was a
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question of their livelihood. Secondly the oppression of the Pakistani soldiers had begun in the villages too. Plus
Jamila Begum had never been attached to the village home. It was very difficult for her to return to that brokendown ancestral home and start living there. Since they didn’t have a man with them, it was impossible to call the
doctor and buy medicines for Jamila Begum, who was frequently ill. The relatives who were there were too busy
trying to save their own lives. Jamila Begum was anxious to return to her well-ordered home of the past fifty
years in the city.
Finally considering everything, Rokeya decided that returning .to the city was the best option. Both mother-inlaw and daughter-in-law were shocked when they reached home. The lock on the main door was broken. The
whole house was in disorder. The place had been ransacked. Jamila Begum saw that the home that she had built
brick by brick had been reduced to a heap of rubble. She had cried endlessly when leaving the home. She now
stared at it with blank, unseeing eyes. Looking at the broken bottle of pickles, she asked her daughter-in-law in a
dry tone:
“Bouma, they won’t kill the state prisoners will they?”
“I don’t know,” Rokeya replied, unable to look her mother-in-law in the eye. Secretly she felt very weak.
*
Rokeya somehow fixed up the broken home. It wasn't possible to buy new furniture. They didn’t even feel the
need to do so. Jamila Begum had become very quiet and inactive. It seemed as if old age had devoured her in the
last few months.
Dhaka was a dead city. Fear lurked in the faces of all the people on the streets. The fear of death blazed in their
eyes. The people were alive but they were lifeless. People talked but they didn’t chatter. People got scared for the
slightest reason. The nights came with the cruel coldness of the grave. Sometimes the roar of automatic gunfire
riddled the silence of night.
The blood-curdling nights passed and were followed by an ash-smeared dawn, half-dead in shame. The people
asked themselves,
“Are we alive?”
Being alive seemed surprising. No one knew who would be taken away next, who would be killed next. People
shivered in fear at the sound of the wind, which they mistook for the sound of jeeps. Wives clung to their
husbands for protection; young daughters sought refuge at their fathers’ breasts. But whom could the helpless
fathers and husbands turn to for safety and reassurance? There was no safety anywhere.
The life-blood of young men didn’t quench their thirst nor did the rapes of young girls satisfy their ugly
hunger. In between all this, news came.
“Our boys are fighting. They are fighting bravely and they are taking more lives than they are losing.”
Imon sent a few letters through unknown messengers. He was fine but he was busy. Imon was a restless
soldier.
“Mother, your eyes are like lamps. Like the evening star they show me the path day and night: Please pray that
I can free our motherland and return to your lap.”
Rokeya read Imon’s letter aloud to her mother-in-law. Jamila Begum stared at her with dumbfounded eyes. She
had been hurt at being unable to bind her son but Imon had broken her heart. The tension and fear of every
passing moment had made her speechless. For most of the day and night she dozed on the prayer mat.
Rokeya was busy in the daytime taking care of her mother-in-law and the household. But her time didn’t pass
at night. It was as if she could see the distant soldiers in front of her sleeping eyes. They had ignored the rain and
storms, had ignored summer and winter and had spread out into the jungles and on to the roads and the lanes.
They had the fire of freedom in their eyes, the rhythm of wild horses in their feet and automatic-weapons in their
hands. They weren’t one, they were many in number. They all had the same light in their eyes, the same firmness
in their chins.
They were all Imon, they were all Rokeya’s little boys. Become fiercer, Rokeya prayed, run with the speed of
comets not towards your home but towards the road. May your journey be successful! As a mother I strew my
blessings on the dust where you will tread. Rokeya’ entire consciousness was with the young men.
*
Nine months passed. December came. The sun rose, stained with the life blood of young men, ripping apart the
shroud-like mists. The skies of Bengal shook with the clamour of the returning groups of freedom fighters.
Rokeya sat near the window all night with yearning, eager eyes. The cool night of 16 th December passed by. It
was morning. The elated masses surged onto the streets. Jamila Begum came and stood near her daughter-in-law.
They were afraid to even look at one another. Trembling, gripped by the same fear, the two bereaved mothers,
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both of whom had been separated from their sons, embraced each other.
They were both surprised at the sound of footsteps. A haggard old man came and stood near them, very, very
near. The recently released state prisoner Kashem Chowdhury had returned home after five years.
But no joy or emotional tears of happiness welcomed him. Why? Every time that he had returned from jail, his
mother hade shouted and cried with joy and embraced him. Rokeya had welcomed him with a contented laugh.
Imon had come and learlt against him.
“Where’s Imon?” Kashem asked, glancing at his wife and his mother.
Both the speechless women had the same question in their eyes.
The day passed by slowly. The orange morning became the yellow afternoon. The tiny scrap of a winter
evening whizzed by. Then came the heartbreaking, tear-jerking ashen dusk. In the dim light of two people entered
their courtyard.
“Who are you?” Rokeya asked in a trembling voice. The two young men had rough hair, unkempt beards,
bodies of steel, shiny sten guns on their shoulders. By then Kashem Chowdhury had emerged from his room.
“Who are you? Do have any news of our Imon?”
They lowered their heads in reply to Rokeya’s questions. It seemed to Kashem as if they were all present at a
funeral in absentia.
They wanted to call Rokeya “Ma.” They wanted to tell her,
“Ma, your Imon is gone but we are still here. We have laid your martyred son to rest beneath the calm shade of
[an] ajaam tree with our own hands.”
But they didn’t say anything. They silently placed a small black diary in Rokeya’s hands. On its last page,
written in pearl-like letters, were the words,
“Ma, I really wish I could see you.”

Somewhere in Bangladesh is this beautiful mosque.
Bengali 15 Huq Excerpt from Naraka o Phudera Kahini\fn{by Anwara Syed Huq (1940- )} Jessore, Jessore
District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh (F) 21
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91.71 On A Cold Day\fn{by Himani Bannerji (1942- )} Gangatia, Mymensingh District, Dhaka Division,
Bangladesh (F) 4
The morning Asima jumped from her seventh-story balcony it was especially cold. The city lay in the grip of a
cold wave which made this December an unusually cold one. But the day was not gray or overcast. Instead, a hard
white light encased the city in a crystal jar, under which the black bare branches of trees clawed upwards for air,
the outlines of houses looked sharply defined and silent, and the smoke from their chimneys, wispy and thin,
struggled under a pale blue sky.
The white cold light fell on Asima, as indifferently as on the phone booth, the pizza store and the sequined
models in the shop windows. There she lay, sprawled on the sidewalk, quite close to the curb, with red liquid
oozing out of the back of her head, and from under her face, which was in profile. This blackish-red liquid must
have been warm because as it came in contact with cold air, it smoked. The light caught this smoke as well, and
Asima’s face was visible through its shimmering haze. She had convulsed a few times immediately after falling,
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now she was perfectly still, as were all other objects on the sidewalk, for instance the battered coke can that lay
very near her outstretched hand, as though she had been sipping it as she fell. The brown hand, with the fingers
slightly curled, looked small, helpless and somehow irrelevant, as did her little gold earring in which a strand of
hair had got caught.
*
All morning Asima had been restless. She had wandered from room to room aimlessly. She walked through the
small two-bedroom apartment as though it contained miles of road within it, and the road went in circles, and
nowhere in particular. It could be said that she was trying to tidy the apartment, or pack up things, or both. For
objects such as pieces of clothing, bags, and sandals lay here and there, but unfolded and scattered about. She had
also pulled out some letters. The contents of a drawer, including some color photographs, lay spilled on the floor
as well. She had emptied out her bathroom cabinet, and also partially the closet next to it, and the pillows on the
beds had cases pulled away from them. It seemed that she had been searching for something, as surely as she had
been trying to sort or pack. Her face had a particularly intent look to it, her movements were both precise and
aimless. As she walked from room to room, from corner to corner, object to object, she felt, smelled and eyed
them searchingly. She was looking for something that she did not find.
In her linear, rectangular living room she sat from time to time on her striped foam couch, or at her kitchen
table, with its recipe pad, salt and pepper shakers, bright Woolworth coasters and a half-filled teapot. Certainly
Asima could not find what she had been looking for. As she lifted up each object for a close inspection, something seemed to be always missing—a part, a function, a meaning perhaps. Because she could not seem to
understand either what they were doing there or meant her to do to them. Their meaning, or even command for
action to her, remained implacably sealed under their form and exterior. She broke a fingernail trying to go
beneath the hard skin of the coffee cup and did not seem to realize that the cold dregs of tea that lay at its bottom
signified a sip, a drink.
Her detachment from the objects in the room, the walls and the space enclosed between them, felt oppressive
to her, as if the emptiness of the space was actually a heavy, solid object which kept expanding, pushing her
against the wall and choking her.
She looked out through the window onto the sunlit city outside. There was still room out there, she felt, and
those things outside were houses where people lived, and down below there were roads where there were people,
cars, lights, noises, voices, movements. Whatever it was that she was looking for was out there, in the sunlight, on
the road, under the sky and in the outline of houses under the sky. It was as though there was a message there for
her, a letter from home speaking a familiar language, it called out to her, to get away from this silent, enclosed,
solidly empty space that expanded, squeezing tight against her rib cage.
Asima stood near the window looking out for a while. She put down the photograph she had been scrutinizing,
holding up to her ear to hear a voice, and a pair of child’s bracelets that she had been clutching with the
photograph—gently—on the windowsill.
Even before her body found the door to the balcony, her eyes had gone out into the world, they had jumped
into the road, milled about with people and cars, and jostled past two dogs on a leash and in red coats, past toy
stores and the secondhand clothing store. Now she was sure-footed, aimed towards a destination. As she went to
the edge of the balcony, the world rose up to her, the road was both horizontal and vertical, on the ground and
touching her balcony door. She climbed over the low railing that separated her from it and she stepped on the air.
For her it was the firmest of grounds. It moved with the speed of waterfalls, of light, of souls leaving the body on
their marvelous flights.
*
Mr. Abdul Jalal was taking a sip of the coffee that he had freshly brewed for customer take-out, when he
noticed Asima rapidly moving down past his window. The smoking hot coffee missed the aim of his lips and
drowned his neatly trimmed butterfly mustache instead, calling forward an exclamation.
“Ya Allah!” said Mr. Jalal, checking out with himself. “We have a woman suiciding here? Or maybe she just
fell or even got pushed out?”
At this last, his eyes turned inward, as it were, and he could see a pair of hands, and yes, they were male hands,
a husband most likely, pushing a woman towards an open balcony door, pushing and shoving her until he got her
over the edge. This thought and vision happened instantaneously, and simultaneously gave Mr. Jalal a purposive
rather than a speculative thought. Putting aside his coffee cup, which had suddenly lost all meaning and become a
pointless appendage, he reached for his phone, which lay black and solid next to the tray where baklavas from last
week’s delivery lay encrusted with drying honey. To the voice of the operator he explained.
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“I am calling a cop,” he said, “a woman jump down from above. I see her from my window.” To whatever it
was that the operator said on the other side, he pronounced his gratitude. Putting the receiver down in its cradle,
Mr. Jalal stepped out from behind the counter. Absentmindedly he wiped his fingers on his corduroy pants, and
picked up his coat, scarf, and gloves. He dressed himself methodically, as though going out on a visit. He ran his
hand across his mustache as he always did on such occasions, opened the glass door of his shop and stepped out
onto the sidewalk.
There the woman lay on the sidewalk. He could see her, even though the shocked and curious passersby had
partially surrounded her. To no one in particular he shouted out:
“I call the cops already.”
No one responded to him. He walked a step further. It was bitterly cold. The woman, he noticed, had nothing
warm on. A flower-patterned acrylic housecoat, open at the chest, showing part of a gold chain and the top of her
left breast; her feet were bare and stiff; and her face was brown-skinned and young. His countrywoman? Mr. Jalal
wanted to cover her with a blanket, something to keep her warm and cover her shame.
“But she is dead,” he thought, his hands up in a gesture of prayer.
The name of Allah bounced off the cold face of Asima for a few brief seconds, until the howling of the police
sirens drowned out Mr. Jalal’s prayer.
*
Debbie Barton, or Devika Bardhan, as she was once called in her native Calcutta, was on her way to the office.
It was about nine o’clock in the morning, very bitterly cold, and she was a little late. As she stepped out of the
warmth of the subway station, Debbie felt the cold hit her in the face like a fist. She was a little breathless from its
impact at first, but picked up speed soon enough, drawing the collar of her coat tightly against her throat. Her eyes
went instinctively to the huge glass panes of the clothing stores she passed, and there, in one shop window,
sprawled between two mannequins, white and blond, their breasts and crotches thrust out, she saw herself in a
flowered nightdress sprawled on the sidewalk! This pulled her up short, and she wheeled around, to view the body
of Asima on the sidewalk.
Horrified and fascinated at the same time, she slowly walked towards the body. And as she looked at Asima
more closely, this uncanny feeling of resemblance gave way to relief as the feeling of seeing herself reflected in a
mirror made room for the recognition of difference. A woman from either India or Pakistan, or Bangladesh or Sri
Lanka, or for that matter from Trinidad or Guyana, or Africa or Fiji—from just about anywhere in the world, of
South Asian origin, as the newspapers said, lay in front of her, dead and cold. Yet in that face neither young nor
old, she saw something of herself, and even some of her friends. Standing a few feet away from the body, among
a gradually increasing circle of passersby, she searched the fragile face in front of her for clues. What, she
wondered, could drive her to do this? To die like this, she thought, in this cold country. Coming all the way here to
die! The brown face in front of her, the wisps of hair on the face, the gold earrings glistening in the sun—she
looked searchingly at each item. Suddenly she felt the impulse to touch the woman lying on the ground, to sit next
to her and cradle her head on her lap, to take a coat from the shop window to cover her from the cold. She felt
herself go colder when she noticed the purple tinge setting into Asima’s lips and cheeks, the brown of the
extended arm taking on a gray and the stiffness of hard wood.
A woman from my own country, she thought. Doesn’t she have anyone? Why is no one looking for her? A
husband, a child, a relative? What is her name? Who is she? The woman lying before her could give no answer.
But even though she gave no direct answers as to her personal identity, the dead woman sent forth a wave of
images to Debbie. Her sheer presence on the sidewalk, her black hair and brown Indian face, her feet lightly
calloused at the heels, all riveting and obstructing the traffic as though a mango tree in bloom or a palm tree had
suddenly sprung up in the middle of this cold concrete. Busy streets of her own city, its warmth, smells, dust and
colors overwhelmed Debbie Barton, who now saw herself as she had been only a few years ago, in a starched sari,
a braid down her back, carrying her sister’s automatic umbrella, waiting at the end of the road near her parents’
house for a cycle rickshaw to show up. It was uncanny how she could see herself, as though in a mirror, someone
else, from a long time ago. Devika Bardhan of Jadavpur had no idea about the permed, made-up, perfumed
Debbie, who changed her name because a counselor had advised her to, as one of the stocks-in-trade for finding a
job.
“Debbie Barton,” said the counselor, whose surface was as shiny as new nail polish. “It’s a neat, easy, nice
name. Every employer wants to be able to pronounce their employees’ names without going to heritage language
classes.”
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Debbie thought that was a good idea too. It certainly saved having to coach people or wince every time they
mispronounced her name. She had learned the phrase “Can’t complain.” She said, “Can’t complain.” She had
been working at the cash in a nearby clothing store. She was young, attractive and adaptable. There was a future
for her here.
Her mind again drifted to the woman in front of her; she lay like a question mark before her. Debbie had a
frantic desire to know her history, at least her name, and of course who pushed her out into the street from such a
high place, from the safety of her home. A husband, she thought, maybe he pushed her, or maybe he just left her,
alone, in this big city, without a penny, without a future or a past. So she was fed up and just jumped. And yet
there was this silence, and of course Debbie would never really know, except maybe tomorrow a little news item
would appear in the paper.
But in the middle of the silent space that lay in the cold air between Debbie Barton and the dead woman on the
stark gray pavement, the police arrived, their lights flashing, their sirens hooting, their neat blue and black outfits
matching the cold air in precision and trimness. Backing off many steps to their curtly ejected order, Debbie saw
how healthy and pink these officers of law looked, and how like deaf and blind men, neither seeing nor hearing,
with pairs of black gloved hands, they moved various props around onto which with the help of the ambulance
men, they placed the cold, stiff remains of the brown woman. As they lifted the stretcher, Debbie’s hands went up
to her forehead, palms joined in a gesture of both homage and prayer.
Mr. Abdul Jalal, whose hands were also uplifted, noticed this gesture. Quietly he moved over to her, they were
almost at the door of his grocery and take-out coffee and snack store. Fixing Debbie with his grave eyes, he asked,
“You know her? Your countrywoman maybe?”
“No, I don’t know her,” said Debbie, “but yes, she’s from my country”
Though the crowd was dispersing now, Debbie stood there, unable to move in any direction. The cold was
biting into her bones again, something she had not noticed in the last while. She felt dazed, the idea of right away
walking into her workplace quite unnerved her. Where could she go? So, without thinking she turned around and
followed Mr. Abdul Jalal into his store.
As she sat in a chair at one of two small tables stuck away between two shelves of canned goods, she was still
cold and huddled into her coat, her hands and feet tingled as .if stimulated by little electric shocks. The big toe of
her left foot also hurt somewhat, a symptom she had developed by forcing her feet into closed high-heeled shoes,
without which they would not hire her, it seemed.
“A coffee please,” she said to Mr. Jalal, who had retreated behind his counter now, and was carefully putting
away his outer garments under it. The store was small, it sold dry goods of Middle Eastern variety, odds and ends
such as brass bowls and scarves, and coffee and sweets for take-out.
Mr. Abdul Jalal brought her a coffee, pulled up a chair near her table, and sat down. It seemed as if they had
attended a funeral together, and had now achieved a state of courteous intimacy.
“Why do you think she did it?” he asked her, as if she had been a sister of the deceased.
“I don’t know,” said Debbie. “Perhaps she wasn’t happy, perhaps someone pushed her.”
“Who?” asked Mr. Jalal.
“Her husband maybe?”
“Maybe,” said Debbie rather absentmindedly. She neither felt obliged to talk, nor felt it necessary to avoid his
probing. She was just comfortable, with this talkativeness and curiosity about others’ affairs. It made her feel she
existed, and that the two of them were real persons together.
How different, she thought, and she recalled the morning as it had passed before she saw the dead woman …
It was past seven when she had got up, made herself tea, ate some cereal with a bowl of milk, stared at a set of
clothes which felt not like her own but a set of costumes or disguises. She sat in her kitchen for a while, working
herself up to get dressed, to put on her makeup, which made her dark brown skin look rather ashen, and to go to
work. She had to develop the right motivation and the right attitudes, she thought as she applied a little Cover Girl
rouge to her cheeks. She should probably get a diploma in one of the community colleges. While leaving her
apartment, one more time she noticed the peeling wall at the top of the radiator, heard the hiss and sputter, and
dreaded the cold she would encounter as she bent down to zip up her boots. On her way down she looked in vain
for a letter from home. Once on the street she again had this peculiar feeling of unreality, as though she was
somewhere where she had no business being, nor knew exactly how she got there.
At the subway station she waited humbly, deferentially at the end of the line. She was going to ask a question
today which she had rehearsed in her mind. She shunned any such exercise normally, since the answers came
grudgingly and curtly, without her having the courage to get any detail. She got a feeling that she was not quite
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there, a feeling of invisibility compounded by the fact that a white woman jumped the queue, banging her with her
huge shoulder bag, but did not look back once or say “Sorry.” The same woman, however, bumped into a white
young woman and hastily said, “Sorry, real sorry” in a penitent voice, while the young woman said, “You just
butted into the line.”
A small agitation followed in the line, white people spoke to each other across her head, face, body, as though
she were invisible. Slowly, as she stood there struggling to keep herself from completely disappearing, she,
looked at the white people, they were losing their faces, sex, and details of clothing and becoming one mass of a
cold ice color. This feeling continued with her as she sat in the train, making herself as small as possible, knees
straight and together, hands over them, her handbag not exceeding the boundaries of her lap. Two white people sat
on either side of her, and they kept expanding, squeezing her out of the very little space that she took. She looked
at the passengers across from her seat—a white young male whose legs were aggressively thrust forward with
knees jutting out, and a white woman sitting comfortably with a magazine, taking just as much room as she
needed. Her purple coat, matching scarf and beautifully groomed hair and shiny skin with a discreet touch of
makeup exuded a confidence that Debbie could never have. At the time of leaving the train Debbie inadvertently
banged into a white man, and even though she said “Sorry” instantly, she heard him mutter something about
“fucking Pakis” under his breath. Then she had come onto the street and seen herself lying on the pavement,
reflected in the shop window. It was a nasty shock, but now in Mrl Abdul Jalal’s store, faced with his questioning,
she felt that she was gaining a body and a voice, that someone actually heard and saw her. He even had questions
for her.
“What country do you come from? Are you alone here? How long do you live here? Are you married? Why are
you alone, a girl should have a husband if she is alone in this country.”
Back in her own country if a shopkeeper asked her these kinds of questions she would not answer him—she
would leave the store with some rude or curt reply. But here it was a different matter. Very soon she had told Mr.
Abdul Jalal about her worries regarding her old parents, her brothers’ unemployment and her own ambitions. He
in his turn, arranging tins of stuffed grape leaves, tahini and ready-made humus, packets of cardamom and other
wares, confided to her his extensive business plans, worries about his relatives in Palestine, his son’s misdemeanors. They talked as do refugees who find themselves in the same camp.
Finally she asked him for the time. She was indeed very late for work, but decided to go anyway. She didn’t
want any pay docked for Christmas, when the girls at the office gave each other presents. Though she was not a
Christian, she could not stay away because it brought an air of liveliness to their workplace.
As she made her way to the door she turned around to thank Mr. Abdul Jalal. He was still preoccupied with the
dead woman.
“I wish I knew what her name was so I could offer a prayer,” he said.
Debbie could never understand what made her lie at this last moment.
“Actually,” she said, “actually I knew her. Not well, just met her at a party. I just didn’t want to talk about it.
Her husband had just left her and taken away their kid. She didn’t have a job, her English wasn’t great and she
was really down—depressed.”
Mr. Abdul Jalal turned his heavy gaze at her.
“So what was her name?” he asked.
“Oh, Devika. Devika Bardhan,” said Debbie.
“What kind of name is that?”
“From India,” she replied, “from a city called Calcutta.”
“I heard of Calcutta,” said Mr. Abdul Jalal. “A big Muslim community there too. OK,” he said, “I’ll offer up a
prayer for her when I go to the mosque this evening.”
“Thank you,” said Debbie, and stepped out into the street and the cold whiteness of the city.
227.60 1. The Evil Eye 2. Like A Fish You Are 3. On A Long Drive: Three Short Stories\fn{by Hazera Nazrul (1942)} Ramchandrapur, Rajbari District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh (F) 8
1
After their mother’s death the three sisters came still closer together. The eldest sister had been married off a
few years before. She used to stay in her father-in-law’s house in the village. After death of their mother she came
and stayed with them for a few days. She wept profusely while she comforted her father and sisters, then went
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back to her home. Before leaving she told Dola:
“Never mind. I stay away from you. In case anything troubles you, do let me know.”
Hearing their sister the two other sisters hugged her and broke into sobs. At their uncontrolled weeping the
father also cried loudly. The eldest sister then pronounced these words with an air of wisdom:
“Dola. mother has left us. I am not of much help as I belong to another household. I may not be able to do for
your family what I want to. It now falls on you to look after father and Mitu. Father is lonely Dola, more lonely
than us. Mitu is too small. If you don’t show understanding everything will be in a terrible mess. You will have to
keep a watch over everything.”
Instantaneously Dola seemed to draw strength from some invisible source. Wiping off her tears with the end of
her frock she asserted,
“I promise, sister. I shall cry no more. I will take care of the household.”
*
Truly, it seemed, Dola matured overnight. Managing the affairs of her father, fulfilling the demands of Mitu—
slowly Dola took the position of her mother. Without Dola everything for father and Mitu would come to a halt.
Dola abandoned her frock and began to dress herself in sari. The old maid “Jobeda’s Mother”\fn{ A customary
address for elder sister} said in surprise.
“Bubu is looking like me.”\fn{A household maid may address the women of the house as Bubu even if they are younger in age }
Picking flowers to knit garland for Mitu, gathering Shapla flower from the middle of the pond, undoing the
braids of Mitu’s hair only to weave them again in new patterns of palm leaf or coconut leaf—Dola was always
putting up a tolerant, smiling countenance.
The father remained busy with activities of religious propagation. The old housemaid, Jobeda’s Mother,
seemed to be in charge of the household. The tweilve-year-old Dola grew to eighteen. Mitu grew to twelve. When
Dola passed I.A. and wanted to join B.A courses in a college, Jobeda’s Mother shouted back in her familiar way:
“No further studies. What good will it do for a woman to receive higher education when the outcome is just
management of kitchen? Instead, master arrange a match for Bubu.” The eldest sister also dashed off a note:
“Father. Dola must now be married off or else you will have a hard time caring for the two of them.”
The father, on the other hand, resolved that she should go for higher studies. The words of Jobeda’s Mother or
the letter from the eldest sister had no effect. Dola entered her B.A. classes without difficulty. But two years later
when the neighbour Mr. Samad alerted him—“Jamaluddin, your daughter’s age of marriage is passing away”—he
realised the truth of it.
Twenty-year-old Dola was carrying on her studies alongside her household chores. Is there any compulsion
that she should be married off? There is none, yet she must be settled in marriage. One must heed the opinion of
others. It is painful to part from a daughter and besides. it is not a relisWng thought to create obstacle in her
education. Yet the search for a bridegroom was on.
Some offers came indeed. The parties from the prospective bridegroom’s side visited. Elaborate arrangements
were made to welcome them. Dola was gaudily attired and done up and shown to them. Women from the
neighbouring houses came and helped. But the bridgroom’s sides didn’t select Dola. Some of them made
proposals for Mitu—who was then aged fourteen and studying in school.
Dola crossed twenty-two. After failing the B.A. exam twice and failing mure than once in “interviews” for
marriage, Dola went to her father and spoke clearly.
“Father. I won’t marry. Instead, make arrangements for Mitu’s wedding. I am saying this in the best of spirit,
father.”
Father’s eyes were tearful. His heart ached. But Mitu too was now grown up. Accordingly, he began to look for
a match for Mitu. Although for beautiful Mitu many offers came from people willing to accept her without dowry,
Dola’s marriage could not be negotiated even with the accompaniment of dowry.
Then one day Mitu, the daughter of a retired government official, was married in an unostentatious ceremony.
The bridegroom is a doctor in the Middle-east. When bridal reception was held neighbours were dazed at Mitu’s
good fortune. The whole Officers Mess was turned into a fountain of light. Mitu, who was got spruced up for the
occasion at the beautician’s parlour, looked like some legendary princess. Everyone was talking about Mitu’s
good luck with gusto. Some one said:
“Dola has shown magnanimity.” Some one else refuted, saying:
“What’s magnanimous about it; she couldn’t help it and had to yield place.” And there were yet others who
said it was disgraceful that the younger sister should be married off in suppression\fn{ Of the rights; the text has:
supersession} of the elder sister.
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The eldest sister couldn’t attend the wedding—her mother-in-law was ill and it was not possible for her to
leave the household uncared. Her husband came. He took an opportunity to crack a joke:
“I hope no one takes away my sister-in-law. Consider my eligibility in favourable light.” Dola replied,
laughing:
“Let the time come.”
*
Mitu went away to Arabia. Dola had in the meantime taken up a job at a school. Mitu had filled all her
emptiness. With Mitu gone, loneliness oppressed her. But the days passed by smoothly. Caring for father,
examining her students’ copies, cooking, tending the garden and writing letters to Mitu.
At first Mitu felt sad. Her letters from Arabia revealed kind feeliings for the sister and anxieties concerning the
father mingled with a sense of solitude.
“Sister, how long it seems since I saw you.”
Dola was restless in agony. She repeatedly read out the letters to her father and wrote back soothingly to Mitu
giving her best counsel.
In the meantime Mitu came once. Looking at Mitu, now grown healthier and more beautiful, Dola prayed to
Allah:
“May Mitu be happier still.” She took Mitu round to parade her among women of the neighbouring houses and
her colleagues.
“See how beautiful and happy my sister is?”
Mitu too has brought gifts for her sister—sari, maxie, a bag tinselled with glass beads, and ornament case
made of ivory, a tape-recorder. Mitu knows that Dola loves tidiness and would greatly value these acquisitions.
Dola loves to decorate her house and therefore Mitu has brought more of the decorative pieces. Seeing the maxie
Dola blushed.
“You will look nice in maxie, Bubu. It also makes for ease in working.” Dola said laughing:
“What has happened to you? Am I not your elder sister? Why have you broght such stuff? What will your
hubby think?”
“He is least bothered by such matters.” Mitu hugged her.
“Are you happy, Bubu?” Dola replied laughing,
“I am, dear.”
After a month Mitu went back. Dola again felt a sense vast emptiness. Slowly she got used to the feeling of
separation. To escape from tedium she found refuge in her work.
*
A year later word came that Mitu has given birth to Khokon. Hearing that they would soon come to Dhaka her
father was overjoyed. Dola cut up her old saris to make nice diapers and sent them on to Arabia through the help
of someone. She also sent a gold chain made out of her savings. A letter from Mitu came:
“Babu, which world do you inhabit? Why did you trouble yourself so much to make these diapers? Does
anyone use them now-a-days? Khokon has two suitcases full of nappies and towels. All those may not come of
use. Anyway, I liked your dried fish very much.
One day Mitu arrrived with her husband and child. They looked even more beautiful. At the ariport they would
hardly be recognised at first. In pigment and dress the three—Mitu, her husband and child—almost resembled
foreigners.
Dola was tremendously busy. She took a month’s leave from school. They will stay for a month and buy land
They were both busy, going on outings, selecting land. Dola then; she snatched away that doll in her arms,
Khokon. Khokon fell eagerly into his aunt’s arms. Dola felt immensely delighted. The elder sister’s children also
visit her from time to time and show great fondness for their aunt. But this cuddlesome child of Mitu is like a
dainty little doll.
At night the child sometimes wakes up. Mitu’s irritation becomes audible. The child’s crying at daybreak
rouses Dola from sleep. She goes and stands by the side of the door of their bedroom and tells Mitu in low voice.
“Give the child to me.” Mitu with somnolent eyes gives the child to Dola and says he has caught cold.
“Give me, I will rub oil and garlic.”
“There is also another medicine. Vicks.”
“Oil and garlic is more beneficial.You don’t know.”
Truly the oil and garlic worked and soon the child was put to sleep. Then she slept herself. This suited Mitu.
The two could now go on outings.
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“We couldn’t go on outings at all leaving the child behind. Fortunate that you are here. Otherwise …” Dola felt
great happiness and made a variety of delicacies and pickles for Mitu and her husband.
“Oh Bubu, we are so surfeited with your food,” her brother-in-law pleads with his palms joined together.
Flattered, Dola dealt out another helping on his plate.
“No brother, eat your fill. Where will you find this kind of food abroad?”
The slightest praise could make her delighted. The other day also she was frying shrimp rolls, a favourite dish
of Mitu’s. When it was ready she came and stood by the door of Mitu’s room. Since her brother-in-law is here she
doesn’t enter without knocking.
From within a female voice was heard.
“No no, daughter, don’t give the child to her .It is not for nothing that he has got fever. An evil eye has been
cast upon him As she has not been blessed with motherhood her look is accursed. You are too young to understand
these things. We know from experience and we observe the rules.”
When did Mitu’s aunt-in-law arrive and whom was she denoting? When was Khokon attacked by fever?
Momentarily thousands of questions flashed like lightning in Dola’s brain. Dola could hardly move.
‘No, auntie, my sister has brought me up from my young days with maternal love and care. From a very young
age she has been selflessly shouldering the burden of this household. I am her most beloved.”
“That’s fine, You are her sister. But here it’s the child and she is an unmarried woman. Her look is evil. All the
time her eyes bewail her fruitlessness.”
“No! No!” An injured protest seemed to gush out of Dola’s being. The next moment she ran towards the
kitchen, dish of shrimp rolls in hand. She dipped both her hands into the oil burning in the pan. She screamed,
unknown to herself. As she was lifting the burning oil in her hands to press it upon her eyes, Jobeda’s Mohter,
sitting by the side of the fire, quickly seized her hands. She screamed:
“Why are you doing so, Bubu? What happened?”
“Dola, where are my glasses, dear?”
The father had arrived at the scene. Hearing Jobeda’s Mother’s screams and seeing Dola’s contorted face and
the burning oil dripping from her hands the father yelled,
“What’s this Dola? Why burning oil in your hands? Why are you silent Mitu, where is Bumol—Burnol?”
Mitu rushed to the scene, followed by her aunt-in-law.
“What happened Bubu? What’s this, Bubu? How it got burned?”
The father ran to fetch Burnol. He rubbed the Burnol tenderly on her hands.
“So many times I told you not to overwork yourself. But you didn’t listen. You want to do everything yourself.
As far me, I can’t see well.”
The father’s voice was choked with weeping but Dola was not weeping under pain. The father was applying
Bumol on her burnt hands.
No. Dola will not blot out her eyes. She cannot. Father needs Dola. She recalled her elder sister’s instructions
—keep an eye on everything. If she blinds herself who will look after father? Father will gradually become like a
child. Mitu now has somebody to look after her. But there is none save Dola to look after father.
Father was applying Burnol. He was uttering words of remorse. Dola hugged father and, for the first time since
the death of her mother, broke into sobs.
2
“Your body is like a fish. It has a piscine smoothness—and is soft and pulpy. As tender as it is delicious. You
are just like a fish.” Nodi now broke into laughter.
Then you must swallow it. Don’t enjoy, consume it straight away.”
Abir’s voice was, as if, animated by a divine inspiration. His full voice grew more emotive:
“I don’t understsnd this enjoying and consuming business. All I wish is to have you close to me for all time,
even in exchange for the whole world. Nodi, you become a true river.\fn{ A pun; nodi is also a common noun in Bengali,
meaning “river”} Let me become a fish. I will swim through your cells. I wish, Nodi, to hold the whole of you within
my heart as something solely mine, at all times.”
The two are inhabitants of two different planets. Abir is a married man, comfortably settled in life. He is father
of three. And Nodi is the only daughter of a rich man. She had given a lift to her friend on to the guitar teachr’s
place. The guitar had once been Abir’s hobby: in these hard days he made it into his capital. He teaches once a
week, after office hours.
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Upon introduction they liked each other. Nodi is not fond of the guitar but she comes and sits on pretence of
learning just to catch a look of Abir.
Abir had never applied hair dye. In the love of a young maiden he felt a desire to look young. He began to dye
his hair and to take a walk in the morning and evening. He undertakes physical exercise on the sly. As he takes a
new look at himself, he wonders. Love of a young maiden has given him a vividness and youthful vigour. The
years in the interim had only spent him up. The man, vibrating with life, was being lost unnoticed. The family
burden appeared like a cargo ship to this man of artistic disposition. There was to be no expectation from life and
each day began with its deadening load of domestic cares and duties.
Occasionally he would make his escape. He sought forbidden pleasures in out of the way places. He tried to
buy the peace of mind which his wife had denied him. He came to grow a love for the women of pleasure. Jorina,
Kobori, and many other names. They were ready to give love and tenderness in exchange for money.
Sometimes he would feel a revulsion. The company of the harlot appeared abominable and he tried to
withdraw himself within his family life. But his cross-grained wife, by wielding some invisible whip, seemed to
drive him away. Why this happens he doesn’t know.
Momena is a married woman. In the early days of marriage she was likable. Later, like all foolish women she
began to think herself clever and to negleet Abir. Abir had no need for her except meeting demands. He is, as if, a
machine for siring children and carrying the domestic load. His dull and stupid wife is completely preoccupid
with the children and household affairs.
Abir feels a need for love and warmth, womanly tendernss and care. He misses these.
Momena has the air of a succssful woman about her. She is the mistrses of a house and mother of three
children. When he tries to embrace her in bed she turms away hugging her child. When he comes home tired from
office he finds his meal kept on the dining table covered while Momena is fast asleep.
He also feels a pity. After all she is managing the household unaided, the grocery and the children. But the
compassion does not last. Momena’s behaviour is wild and uncouth. Shouting at the servants in filthy language,
coming in front of guests in dirty clothes. She won’t change her ways. When asked to do so she shoots a hateful
look saying this sort of affectations makes me sick.
For a houswife it is sinful to appear foppish and make herself tempting for other men. Momena considers the
questions of sin and piety and weighs them in her mind but fails to adjudicate upon the question of her own sins.
She never regarded it as her duty to make herself pleasing to her husband. She thinks she performs too many
tasks.
Abir perforce has to remain withdrawn unto himself. He has no stomach for noisy scenes. He therefore steals
away in search of the company of woman.
*
Nodi caused a ripple in Abir’s life.
“You are not yet spent up. You are handsome. You must not let yourself be exhausted in this state of suspended
animation. You do not have the right. Self-annihilation is a sin. That which brings happiness and well-being is an
act of piety. Your well-being lies with me. I will give you a new life. Come with me to the beautiful Banani and
behold the splendours of the morning, noontide and sundown. Venture out with me on long wanderings. See how
beautiful it feels to travel unto the unknown. Come let us bathe in moonlight on some far-off horizon or the
desolate wilderness.”
Nodi has shaken up Abir’s whole being. The mornings now beckon him with a new enchantment. His energies
have shot up and his looks have taken on a glow of youth. His ambling has asquired a new rhythm. Love
transmutes a person. Abir reflected how he passed so many years without love. If life is so beautiful why does
man constrict it with the trammels of superstitions? Love is lyrical and blissful. It purges the mind of all animosily
and baseness and renders one benign and noble.
“Abir, I love you. I want you as solely my own. But your Momena and your Tulip, I feel pity for them.”
The virgin Nodi is remarkeably progressive, and also possessed of feminine susceptibilities. Owing to this
unique nature of hers Abir felt irresistibly drawn towards her. Nodi, the only daughter of a rich man who has had
her schooling abroad. What did she find in Abir, a man struggling on a small income with a family to provide for?
Abir ponders. Is it bewitchment or passion or emotion of a new kind.
Not so. Nodi grew rather languid.
“Abir, you have possessed my heart. Everything of yours seems beautiful to me. Your speech, your gait, your
frame. Even your ideosyncrasies and aberrations are beautiful. Listen Abir, you are the greatest man on earth?”
“I know, Nodi, you too are the greatest woman on earth.”
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But as he says this his conscience stings him. When he was in Rukini’s boudoir he had felt no woman on earth
could compare with Rukini. When he was in Padma’s boudoir and Padma overwhelmed him with her loving care
and tenderness he said the same thing to Padma, a number of times. When Sokina got close to him with her lissom
body and lascivous fondlings, he told her the same thing.
At those moments he never recalled Momena. For him Momena has slowly turned into an inert object, a piece
of furniture. Neither Abir nor Momena perhaps noticed this.
There are reasons for it. Momena never tried to win his heart with her love and caresses. Never did she try to
tempt him with lustful gesture. Never did she, after weaving a string of flowers into her coiffure, proclaim:
“I am yours only.”
Momena's speech is nvt delightful. Momena does not know that menfaolk are promiscuous by nature and that
for fully possessing a man she must present herself in numerous tempting garbs.
In Momena’s company Abir felt dispirited. He could not tell why it was so. The physician could not provide
the answer either. His body and mind are never exhilarated thinking about Momena. On his way home he never
experiences the joy of returing to the tender care of an eager and waiting wife. At home the children are his only
attraction. Many dilightful occasions, planned long ahead, turned sour due to Momena’s cold and unfeeling
companionship. Moments of rare joy were wasted due to Momena’s frgidity.
He lives on because he has a mind. He survives because he has a family. He conforms to social proprieties
because he has children. That is also the reason they observed the tenth anniversary of their marriage. Everybody
greeted them for their happy conjugal life and expressed good wishes.
Abir langhed to himself. This secret laugh gives a tart sensation.
Nodi likes lotus. That is why Abir looks for lotus—white lotus wherever he goes. A friend of his lived in
Munshiganj. A few friends were invited. Besides delicious food there was arrangement for fun and song and
music.
No amusement cheers Abir without Nodi. Nodi has filled up his whole being and also all his time outside his
work and family duties. Abir played the guitar at the function. There was much ovation. But Abir told his friend:
“It is not ovation that I want. You said you had lotus. Bring me lotus.”
After some time his friend brought him a bunch of lotus-blooms. The soft fragrance filled Abir’s mind, which
was joyous anticipating Nodi’s great delight at receiving the lotus.
*
Nodi wants to enter into conjugal union with him. There has been enough of self-delusion. He too wants to live
a full life as long as he remains alive. Momena will reamain undisturbed. She needs provision for household the
supply of which shall be kept intact. She has no need for Abir’s body and mind and heart. These are the things that
Nodi values. She is to have them.
As they were returning by launch the flowers in his hands seemed to caress his being strangely. His firends
quipped all kinds of jokes over the flowers. But he was unmoved and lost in the thought of Nodi. If Nodi were
here the journey would be imensely more delightful. Everything around seems to dissolve into Nodi.
“Nodi, how beautiful you are. Nodi, what charm have you applied on me? Nodi, who has given this beautiful
name to you. My mother. Let me flow on like a swift river.”
Suddenly there were screams and excitement. The rocking of the launch had put him to sleep. Placing the
flowers near his chest he had leant his head back against the window and was stealing a nap.
The violent jerk awoke him. Before he could sense what had happened he found himself in water. It was black
water all around. The full moon shone overhead.
Abir stretched out his hands but none could be reached. Cries of distress rent the air. For some time Abir tried
to keep afloat. He didn’t know how to swim. He tried to breathe but went under water every time. He gasped.
After many days he remembered God. He was suffocating. Very painful.
Rukini you will wait for me today. It is your day. But today I would have taken leave of you, because Nodi is
here. I will not slight Nodi. Today is Sunday. Yesterday, Saturday, was Chandni’s day.
Abir has taken leave of her. Chandni also weeps. Even the whores know how to weep. It seemed to Abir that a
woman is at her best and most tender when she is pining for love. All supplications, all sorrows and love become
great when dissolved into the waters of the river.
The River. This timeless fountain. In the tide of love it can wash a traveler down the magic island.
Abir threw his hands about. There was water all around. Nodi means river, but this was another river. It held
Abir to its breast.
*
201

Abir’s body, not Abir any more. It is like fish. It drowns, then floats. Drifting with the current it moves farther
and farther away.
The relatives rushed to the spot. The news has apread instantaneously. But they could not recover Abir’s body.
They went back disappointed.
Nodi too tried to find him among the corpses but failed. Nodi gazed at the river with a blank stare. She
searched for Abir. She found lotus-blooms floating. It was swaying in the current. As if laughing or talking.
Momena never gets excited, nor did she today. She was placid as ever. This time perhaps contemplating the
uncertainties ahead. Traces of many. dead and alive. were found. There was no trace of Abir.
After two days the relatives received a clue. Two miles away from the place of the mishap a corpse is washed
up on the shoal close to the outflow. They went by boat. Carefully they brought him home—a home which he had
left walking and to which he came back in a supine state.
This time Momena wailed hysterically. Tulip looked on sadly. The youngest one said:
“Father is sleeping.” The second eldest one corrected her:
“Not father but father’s dead body.” The eldest one said:
“Father won’t speak any more.” Someone among the nighbours shouted:
“See, his eyes and lips are missing.”
Why? The fishes have consumed them. But why the eyes and the lips only? They consume every limb, but the
soft parts like eyes and lips first.
Not everyone could stand the sight of him and covered him up. Nodi as one among the crowd looked on. It
was another river that has snatched away her hopes and dreams.
*
Nodi will eat fish no more. The fishes have expropriated the eyes and lips of her beloved. Nodi will never
again go to the river. The river has snatcthed away the first man in her life.
“Nodi, your body is like a fish.”
Hush. Soft fish means rotting fish. Fish is a dead thing.
“Nodi, I want to drown myself unto you.”
By all means.
3
On being acquainted with a happy and contented woman of the neighbourhood, Mona herself felt happy too. It
was like a cheerful breeze lifting up Mona’s lonesome, drooping spirits with its refreshing puffs. True it is that the
companionship of certain individuals livens up one’s mind and informs one’s flagging consciousness with a new
lust for life.
Two days after Mona had moved into this house came Mrs. Ejaz, the neighbour living two houses removed.
Much friendliness exists among the residents of these decent goverment quarters. Yet, ever since she came here,
Mona had been feeling listless. Something was wanting in their demeanour, faultless though it apparently was.
Mona didn’t get any warmth of feeling despite her laborious quest for it. Everything was sham civility, a mere
affectation.
But Mrs. Ejaz is like a pitcher brimming in monsoon shower—too full and spilling over in the tide of her
happiness. The real name of Mrs. Ejaz has been masked under the name of her husbnad. Seeing her Mona herself
too got the feeling of fullness. She felt like having got hold of a raft out at sea. All that the two needed was an
introduction after which their relationship crystallised like fermenting candy.
Then followed a period of going to the movies together, looking round the shops in Mouchak to buy Indian
voile, getting blouses tailored at the Ajanta’s. And Mona felt that within two days she had learnt all there was to
leam about Mrs. Ejaz’s past life.
All of it is centred chiefly on her husband. Talking effusively of her husband she at times tends to rise to an
emotional pitch. Looking at widowed Mona her eyes moisten. She says,
“Allah, all this happiness is due to my husband. Pray give him a long life.” An inaudible prayer is also offered
with hands upraised.
Mrs Ejaz also confided an anxiety of hers. Her husband is naïve and uninitiated into the ways of the world
apart from his office and his home. So innocent indeed that he doesn’t get close enough to neighbours for fear of
inviting unforeseen trouble. As though it is not a husband but a treasure chest acquired as an heirloom. The only
anxiety troubling Mrs. Ejaz is that of losing her husband.
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“Just in case …”
She goes no further but points to her cheek. A dimple appears on her cheek when she laughs. In childhood
Mona was told that dimpled cheek is an omen for widowhood. Looking at Mrs. Ejaz, Mona too gets trepidation
but it soon dissipates like a patch of floating cloud. Mona’s cheek never bore any dimple. Mona never keeps her
hands bare of omaments. Mona loathes wearing white sari.\fn{In many cultures, white is a color associated with
mourning:H} Yet Mona is a widow.
And Mona seems to provide a comfort for Mrs. Ejaz.
“So that’s a mere superstition. How tender your age is. No dimple on your cheek. And yet this premature
widowhood.”
Of Mr. Ejaz Mona had stolen a few glimpses in his house a number of times but no words were exchanged.
Either Mr. Ejaz moved aside from the open doorway or retreated into the inner section of the drawing room.
And Mona didn’t open any conversation uncalled for. She thought it wise not to, for two reasons. Firstly, Mrs.
Ejaz is conservative. To make acquaintance of her husband over her head will amount to transgression. Of course,
in her life Mona did as a matter of course get introduced to the husbands of quite a few women she happened to
know. But the time has changed. Moreover, when Mrs. Ejaz made no gesture to introduce her husband even after
they were face-to-face, why should Mona feel the urge?
The second reason was that Mona had no husband. Therefore she was barred to things that became others. Yet.
somehow the introduction came about one day.
In great urgency Mona had come to look for Mrs. Ejaz. Mr. Ejaz opened the door. Having done so he retired
into the drawing room. Mona was standing alone in the passage. She thought the man must have gone to inform
his wife. But a long time passed and none appeared. Mona was thinking if she should come back. But just then
Mrs. Ejaz parted the screen of the bedroom and peered out.
“Here I am, Bhabi.\fn{Literally, brother’s wife. A female acquaintance may address a married woman as Bhabi } I was having a
bath. Please sit a while in the drawing room. I am just coming.”
Mona entered the drawing room. Mr. Ejaz stood up. Forced to speak. Mona said:
“Please sit down. Let me wait in the passage.”
Mona was secretly amused. Is the man a coward or a weakling or a woman-baiter? Or is perhaps overcome by
fear of his wife.
“No,” he said, “you be seated, please. I would rather go inside.”
Entered Mrs. Ejaz. Shooting a glance at her husband she said,
“Bhabi, I hope no introduction will be needed. This is my husband. This is Mrs. Mona.” The taciturn Mr. Ejaz
laughed.
“I have read your writings. You write very touching short stories. You two have a chat.” He retired inside the
house.
A rude feeling of severance shook Mona. It seems the man has taken flight. But why? She was in the midst of
enjoying the adulation he was lavishing on her and was not yet sated.
Mrs. Ejaz sat down with her bulky frame.
“He is very shy, sister. Now tell me the reason for coming. I have kept you sitting too long.”
Back home, Mona’s thoughts rather went to Mr. Ejaz—his diffident looking face set beside the contented wife
feeling proud of her husband. Mr. Ejaz is taciturn, yet his controlled expressions sometimes seem to give off
radiance. The little that he utters carries an igniting power.
Mona had authored a book of short stories which Mrs. Ejaz borrowed for reading. The sequence of that book
provided for him the stimulus to suddenly break into speech.
*
Days slipped past. Ties with Mrs. Ejaz thickened. One day Mrs. Ejaz had her hairs bobbed. To preserve
modesty she would sometimes wear a veil, too. Seeing her bobbed hair Mona would laugh in secret. The silly
posturings around the world occasionally tickle her sense of humour in solitude. So much posturings! This game
of putting on airs, the dissonance between appearance and content.
Never for once did Mrs. Ejaz bring her husband along to this house. Not even in consideration of propriety.
And she herself gave the reason. He is too family-minded. He has no world apart from his wife.
Mona was standing in the bus stop. It had just started drizzling. The sky of the month of Baisakh\fn{ The first
month in the Bengali calendar; it corresponds to the period from mid-April to mid-May } grew treacherous.. Mona had pressure of
work in her office today and she was delayed. It was past three o’clock. Rain was uncommon at this hour. But the
sky seemed to have donned an attire of clouds for the fun of disconcerting her. And the disorderly wind was
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playing all sorts of tricks with her sari. A few raindrops settled on the base of her nose, in the hollow of her eyes,
on her forehead.
*
The scene all around was familliar, with nothing off-beat. The passengers in the bus stand were in great bustle.
It was time for the rickshaw to change shift. On other days Mona rides back home on rickshaw. Today, after a
long wait for a rickshaw, Mona made for the bus stop. .
“Come along.”
The boy in the betel shop was surveying Mona with eyes as savouring as a licking tongue. The unashmed lad
appeared to her like a contemptible dog. Mona turned her eyes. A middle-aged man seemed to be drinking her in
sips.
Inscrutable is the will of the Creator. Had there been a male no one would have ogled at him like this. But a
women, however she may be, will rivet everybody’s attention.
“Come along.”
For the second time she heard the summon. Close by stood Ejaz. As he had his sunglasses on, it was difficult
making him out. He was wearing well-tailored trousers and hawaiian shirt and looked so different from the
familiar Mr. Ejaz in his indoor dress.
“Get into my car, if you please. Why keep waiting for the bus.” The Datsun stood at a distance.
“No, no.”
Mona was nonplussed. It was not Ejaz or his smart bearing or his invitation to ride in his car but an undefined
astonishment that robbed Mona of speech.
“Let’s move.Look, the clouds are gathering thicker. The sky may tum more menacing.”
That was right. A sudden onset of cyclone is nothing suprising in Bangladesh. Hence, offering a smile to the
assembled curiosity of the on-lookers, Mona triumphantly made for the rear seat of the car.
“Take the front seat, or else I shall be thought of as a chauffeur.” Ejaz has a fine rumbling voice too.
Love of novelty won. It all seemed somehow out of tune. She was trying to determine where the actual
discordance lay. As she sat in the car beside Ejaz she tried to fit him into the prototype she had seen in his house.
The car was cruising smoothly. A drizzle was falling outside. Ejaz drew up the sash. Inside only two of them
were nestling. As though they were too closely known to each other, were too intimate. Past thoughts crowded
Mona’s mind. Old remembrance of sitting in a car beside someone came alive.
The two things she loved were rain and songs. Today also the rain had turned her head. Or else how could she
sit in a car beside the husband of that woman. Her conscience was waging an inner battle. Past remembrance was
sprouting to life like fungi nourshed with water. Her mind went back to the old days when sitting beside a person
on such rainy days she would lose herself unto the unknown. Music played in low volume. Raga Mia Ki Tori. The
silent moments seemed to buzz with a spate of talkings. Mona asked herself what Ejaz might be thinking.
“Will you return home straight?”
“Yeah.”
“Is there any hurry?”
“It’s not that, of course. But if you have any business around you can drop me here.”
“No no. That’s not my point. What I mean is, can’t we make a jaunt. The fuel reading of course …” Ejaz
looked at the fuel meter. “On a long drive we could take in a little oxygen.”
Questions boiled within. The gratitude. of getting a lift was now turned into a big question mark. And a mark
of exclamation besides. This was a new profile of the hen-pecked Ejaz. He made no unseemly or indecent gesture
that could give offence to Mona. But this smartness doesn’t seem to blend with the Ejaz that was seen in the role
of a fond husband. That is where Mona feels intrigued.
As soon as Mona had got into the car a heavy rain started splashing and the sky was overcast. The sash was
hazy and the two would not be recognised from outside. The car drove past Tejgaon and entered Cantt. The man
went on contriving her puzzlement. But she could ask no question.
“Don’t tell Amena, please. She will be hurt.” So, Mrs. Ejaz's name is Amena. At long last it was disclosed.
“I won't.” Mona’s reply was brief so that it carried no lustful overtone.
But why did Mona agree to Ejaz’s offer? Is she led by any inward craving? Has she not committed an
indiscretion? Amena is very much a friend of hers. No, the aritist’s mind in Mona had become inquistive. Nothing
more than that.
“You must be feeling surprised. As a matter of fact, I see you every day. But Arnena suffers from a mania. If I
talk to a woman she will start crying. Family quarrel is something I hate. Morever, my mother died at a young
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age. So I don’t do anything that Amena would not like.”
Ejaz paused. He lit a cigarette.
“I like your writings very much. It appears to me that I have discovered you in your short stories. I
have also heard the story relating to your life.”
“Now let’s go back.”
Mona felt a frightened. Deep within her some men were pounding at the mountain prison with crowbars. A
hammering sound was being produced.
“Can’t we be friends just for recreation?”
Mona gave no reply. Before her eyes was an intricate weft entangling a contented visage—of Mrs. Ejaz.
The car took a turn towards the house. The day was stealing by. Ejaz was talking on diverse subjects and
sometimes jumping from one to another and sometimes pausing in between. Ejaz zestfully listened to Mona’s
whole antecedents. No one before had shown such interest in listening to Mona’s story, the story of a luckless
woman. But Ejaz kept listening with deep feeling.
“Now let’s go back,” Mona repeated.
Ejaz looked at her. Was he making any entreaty? He was slightly put off by the thought of going back. Then he
headed towards home.
Mona got down ahead of her house, at the crossing of a lonely road. Ejaz looked at her.
“Can’t we meet again on one such solitary afternoon and go on a long drive? Come to my place for a chat. No
give me a ring if you can.”
Ejaz handed his card. Mona put it in her bag.
Mona kept standing, Ejaz drove away. Ejaz will now go home. And again become a fond husband of Amena’s.
*
The next day Mrs. Ejaz came again. The same contented looks. The same praise for her husband at every turn,
the tales of his devotion.
Mona surveyed Mrs. Ejaz with new perceptivity. Formerly she would feel a jealousy. She would not do so
wilfully but in the deprived state of her life the incessant purring of someone else’s happiness didn’t always give
cheer.
And today! She felt no jealusy, no sadness, no despair over her fate. All she felt was that Amena is very
unfortunate.
But Mona didn’t shake her out of her delusion. If the image of Ejaz as a devoted husband is durably planted in
Amen’s mind, let that be so.
In fact a primordial instinct lies dormant in everybody’s mind. If it is not gratified at home a ceaseless quest
forces one to move out to draw in a bit of oxygen.

A Mosque in Munsigon, Bangladesh
205

Bengali 16 Ara Excerpt from Galpa Samgraha\fn{by Zubaida Gulshan Ara (1942- )} Khulna, Khulna District,
Khulna Division, Bangladesh (F) 24
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67.22 Hangover\fn{by Akhtaruzzaman Elias (1943-1997)} Gotia, Gaibandha District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh
(M) 13
After they had knocked for quite some time, some one responded from upstairs:
“Coming.”
Then silence fell again. The scurrying of insects in the arching madhobi creepers over the gate was the only
sound that could be heard from the house. The high gate covered with madhobi was not very wide. A low door
had been cut into one side of the gate. The main gate had been closed by a wooden rod nailed shut about 22 or 23
years ago. Anyone entering the house had to stoop to enter through the low door.
Inside, about four or five yards of the lawn was concrete. Anaemic blades of grass pushed up through the
cracks. Beyond this there was a high verandah with thick columns. On certain days when Amritlal returned home
unsteady, late at night, and embraced the columns, his hands would not go round and meet on the other side. The
upper storey and its balustraded roof with one tiny room on one side were supported by these columns. The columns had been there in that delapidated condition for about a hundred years.
Inside the house, the walls exuded the bitter-moist smell of fungus. The air was stale and musty. But a pleasant
smell wafted from the direction of the madhobi creepers and merged with the heady smell of kathali champa. One
could see madhobi creepers on the gate, but where was the bush of kathali champa?
“So you’ve come?” Samarjit asked, opening the gate which sounded like an old plank groaning in sleep while
changing sides. “I thought you must be gossiping somewhere and wouldn’t be coming today.”
Samarjit was about 40. The first thing that drew one’s attention in his copper-colored face was his sharp nose,
rising above the hills and valleys of pimple marks like the potholes on Shukhlal Das Lane. His big eyes looked
out of deep hollows. His curving lips were overshadowed by the nose. The black and gray moustache on his upper
lip was like a hedge under a banyan tree, always yielding and supple. There was no light in the verandah except
for a trail of pallid light falling on the threshold. Samarjit looked pale and sickly in that light.
“What took you so long, yar? We’ve been knocking so hard, we’ve got calluses on our hands. Where were
you, yar?”
“Iftekhar!”
Iftekhar laughed when Samarjit exclaimed at his voice.
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“Yes, I’m here, yar! I met Farook, and he said let’s go to Samarjit’s, and I’m here.”
Iftekhar’s Urdu accent was very prominent. He spoke Bangla with this intonation and had by now won over at
least five Bengali girls—two of them married.
“Let’s move. Hurry up,” Farook exclaimed. “At eleven we’ve got an appointment with Manik Bhai at the
Conti. Hurry up.”
“Let’s go.” Samarjit yawned and moved to one side of the gate. He would close the door after everyone
entered. He yawned once more after they entered. He passed his right fingers over his eyes and heard indistinct
sounds. While opening the door, he yawned again, for the third time—a silent welcome to all.
There were two bedsteads in the room—both quite high and durable. One could tell that they were made of
solid teak even without touching them. One of them had a shital pari stretched on it, the other a carpet, on one
side of which was a folded bedroll. Amritlal sat neatly on the bedstead, reclining against the bedroll. His hands
and feet were moist; he might have just come out of the latrine. With a pack of cards in hand he was preparing to
play patience. Just above his head was a portrait of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman garlanded and almost engulfed in
paper flowers. Facing him was a portrait of Muralidhar on the shelf on the opposite wall. Hanging from the wall
was a calendar of some jewelry company with the portrait of a bejewelled Bengali wife. Above the door were
corkflowers, hanging there since Laksmi puja.
Amritlal did not look at anybody. He distributed the cards most attentively. The muscles of his longish white
face had not slackened in the least. The fine, deep wrinkles on his forehead were all old ones. There was another
room beyond this one, its walls patched and flaked where the plaster had fallen. Beyond the room was a narrow
passage that led to a staircase going up. Farook and Iftekhar moved in that direction, but Samarjit said:
“Not that way.” Farook asked:
“Aren’t we going upstairs?”
“The wall next to the stairs has recently developed a crack. We don’t go upstairs that way.”
Iftekhar and Farook had visited Samarjit before, but no, they had never heard of any other stairs!
Beyond the narrow passage was a door. Through the door one stepped into another room. The faded color of
the chun-surki, lime and brick-dust, walls could be seen in the light falling from the next room.
But this narrow passage, the next room, these had actually no character of their own, just a moist darkness and
a weak, inanimate odour. The door was closed. No sooner had they touched it than the panels tilted to both sides
like two blind beggars. But the hinges made no sound. Crossing through the slightly shaking panels, they reached
a broad and pucca courtyard. In the pale moonlight the courtyard could easily be mistaken for a dirty yellow bedsheet spread on a bed. Samarjit cautioned them:
“Step carefully. Water has covered everything.”
“Walk slowly, Iftekhar, walk slowly. If you fall, Mirpur and Muhammadpur will riot.”
At this note of caution from Farook, Iftekhar Mumbled:
“I won’t fall, yar: I’m stepping very carefully.” Samarjit spoke again:
“That bugger of a father of mine fell the other day on this very spot and cracked the toe of his right foot.”
“Your father fell?” asked Iftekhar.
“How?”
“Samarda, can I piss here?” Jafar talked for the first time. His voice was husky and cracked. It did not become
his bell-bottomed smartness nor his large-collared, newspaper-imprinted shirt and gold chain.
“It was about five or six days back that the old haggard stood here and started singing. He had not even
completed a line, when—”
Breaking offhis reply to Iftekhar, Samarjit turned to Jafar: “You wish to piss? Do it there.”
In the direction Samarjit pointed were three small rooms in a row. Only the room on the extreme left had a
makeshift roof made of corrugated-iron sheets and weighted in place with bricks. Yellow fungus, the hue of
moonlight, covered the exposed brick walls.
“Here?” Jafar was hesitant.
Samarjit lit a Star-brand cigarette and offered one to Iftekhar. Farook held a filter-tipped one between his
fingers.
“What’re these?”
“Kitchens,” Samarjit replied to Farook.
“Why so many kitchens? Yours was a joint family, wasn’t it?”
“Where’s the bathroom?” Jafar was getting impatient.
“Will you be able to go there?” asked Samarjit. Turning to Farook, he said:
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“Yes, we’re still a joint family. So many kitchens, because in some of them meat or fish were cooked, and in
some vegetables and sacred rice for the gods were cooked. For each there was a separate kitchen.” Then he spoke
to Jafar:
“It’s dark, you can’t go to the latrine. It’s at the farthest end, there near the boundary wall. Why don’t you do it
here?”
“Oh, no, yar, how can he piss in the kitchen? Your mother will fix up everything when she is back from
Calcutta, won’t she?”
“Who’s going to fix it up again? After what those sons of swines have made of the house! Who’ll come back
here?”
Farook spoke these words emphatically while Iftekhar cast an embarrassed glance here and there. Opposite the
kitchens there was an abandoned room. Iftekhar asked:
“What was there, yar?”
Samarjit pointed towards the abandoned room and said to Jafar, “Go, do your pissing there.”
Jafar moved towards the abandoned room carefully. Samarjit said:
“Long ago they used to cook food for the gods in that room. We were very small then. The house was full of
relations and din and bustle. They cooked only the sacred food for the gods there.”
The three of them waited for Jafar. On seeing the water that had spilt on one side of the courtyard, Samarjit
recollected his father:
“On Thursday … no, no, it was on Saturday, my bloody father, do you get it, was dead drunk. Somewhere he
was offered drinks and couldn’t check himself. He came home, stood here and started singing.”
Jafar’s urine fell like a shower of rain on a piece of corrugated Iron.
“I said, ‘Who shouts at this hour of night? “O, queen, come and be my darling.”’ I came out of the room and
stood on the verandah to see who this flick of a king might be.”
Jafar came back, pulling up his fly zip.
When all of them were crossing the courtyard, Jafar asked, “Have you kept tin sheets in the room?”
“Tin sheets?” Samarjit’s voice revealed his tired annoyance. “Where did you get tin sheets?” he said and
laughed a little.
“His urine was falling on tin sheets, yar. Didn’t it sound like tin sheets?”
Iftekhar's words brought Samarjit back to the present and he said, “Tin sheets? Oh, yes, they’ve covered the
well with tin sheets.”
“Well?”
“Well? Is there a well there?”
“When we were kids, the well was blocked up with pieces of tin sheets. Old logs, broken parts of doors,
broken chairs apd tables and the like were heaped up on the sheets. During the nine months the sons of whores
burnt everything to cook rice. Now the sheets are exposed.”
“Why would they cook rice? Say bread. They made bread.” As soon as Jafar finished this corrigendum,
Iftekhar asked:
“Why a well inside the room?”
“They used to prepare sacred food for the deities in the room. Water from the well was used for that purpose.”
They used to cook sacred food for their deities with the water from this well. Jafar had once seen the cold
tongue of the goddess Kali peeping through the door of the Kalibari in Jessore. Now he felt as if that tongue was
softly licking his backbone.
They got down from one verandah, crossed the courtyard and stepped up onto a second verandah to enter
another room. It was a high-ceilinged room with faded wooden beams from which dangled an electric bulb. On
the left there was a staircase leading upstairs. There were many steps in the staircase. They climbed two levels and
reached the verandah of the upper storey. The steps looked higher and blackish yellow in the diffused light that
came from downstairs. As they went up and looked at the stairs below there appeared to be a layer of cold water
on it.
Samarjit cautioned them while climbing up the stairs, “Go up slowly.” But he quickened his own steps and entered the room adjacent to the verandah to switch on the light. The moment the light fell on the verandah, the first
five steps woke up and then started dozing again, hoping that the light would go off. There were walls on both the
sides of the staircase. Yes, walls, not railings. There were a number of pentagonal niches in the walls. Once these
niches had held lamps. After the introduction of electricity in the house, the lamps were no longer lit—but neither
was there any electric light for the staircase.
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Samarjit crossed the verandah and entered the room. Farook, Jafar, and Iftekhar followed. In the room were a
single cot, two armless wooden chairs, and one easy chair made of canvas. A process of decay had already started
in the plaster on the thick walls of the room. Three small almirahs were built into the wall. Beside the cot was a
medium-sized table with clothes heaped on it. Everything in the room was cold and still.
Farook unfolded the easy chair and sat on it. He reclined his head on the wooden headrest, placed one hand on
his chest and the other on the handle of the chair, and heaved a sigh: “Ah!” Then he said:
“Quick, Samarjit, we’re in a hurry.”
Jafar sat on the wooden chair and Iftekhar on one corner of the cot. There was another chair in the shadow of a
shirt hanging from a rope. Samarjit could sit on that one.
Samarjit took the key from the second shelf to open a wooden drawer of the first. All sorts of things lay strewn
on the shelves. Iftekhar silently praised Samarjit when he quickly and easily picked up the key from this untidy
pile of things. Samarjit inserted the key in the kyehole of the first drawer. Farook asked:
“Do you keep it under lock and key?”
“Wouldn’t remain as it is otherwise.”
“Do you mean some alcoholic thief frequents your room?”
“Oh, do you think he doesn’t?”
“Who is it, yar?” From Iftekhar’s tone it was clear that he knew the answer.
“Oh, yes, my bloody father. Whenever he gets a chance, he comes here for a few quick sips.”
All of them laughed, but Samarjit’s grave face and wrinkled forehead remained unchanged. He took out a long
squarish bottle wrapped in thin paper and placed it on the table. He made room by shoving aside the clothes on
the bed. Farook, half-reclining on the chair, saw the bottle:
“Johnnie Walker? Good!”
Samarjit poured water from the brass pitcher in one corner of the room into the new plastic jug. The room
seemed to shrink at the sound of the water though only for a few moments. Soon the gurgle of the water dwindled
to a murmur. While Samarjit was putting four glasses of different sizes and the plastic jug on the table, he saw
that the space on the table was not enough. So he placed the jug on the floor. Then he sat comfortably in the empty chair, the shadow of the hanging shirt falling on him. He slowly started unwrapping the thin paper round the
bottle. The paper rustled. He stopped. Then he held the bottle by the neck and twisted the cap open.
Samarjit’s throat itched with lust. The feeling seemed to start from his throat and spread over his tongue and
palate. He kept one hand on the neck of the bottle and the other on its waist and lifted it up before everybody’s
eyes. The voltage was low, and the weak light cast deep shadows through the red label onto the transparent,
timber-tinged Johnnie Walker whisky. While opening the bottle, Samarjit’s forehead wrinkled and his eyes lit up
in the dim light. In a gesture of adoration, he nodded and placed the bottle in the center of the table. Then he
looked at Farook’s handsome face and smiled:
“Please pour.”
“Why don’t you pour?” Farook continued to lie in the same position.
As Samarjit poured the whisky into the assorted drinking glasses, green and blue and one hazy with over-use,
the whisky assumed the color of the glasses. The pungent smell of whisky mixed with the old, damp and moist
smell of the room and tickled their brains. Samarjit lifted the jug of water. Farook said:
“Don’t you have any ice?”
“Come on, friend, where’ll I get ice?”
Farook held up the greenish glass and spoke in English, “The first sip should be a straight one.”
Samarjit poured water into his own and Iftekhar’s glasses. Then he looked at Jafar:
“What about you?”
“Give me a little.”
Farook said "Cheers."
As they touched their glasses in a toast, the glasses made a tinkling sound. The sound make the room expand.
Under the skin of his forehead, Samarjit heard the regular monotone of a march-past: left, right, left, right, left!
He took a long gulp of about one and a half ounces of whisky. As he swallowed it, it seemed to rise up to the walls
of his skull and cleanse all the filth.
Farook grimaced at the heat of the liquid fire pouring down his throat. From his reclining position, he fumbled
for his cigarettes. Iftekhar bent a little and picked up the red packet of Dunhill from the floor and held it out to
him. But Farook did not show any interest in lighting the cigarette. The packet lay on the handle of the easy chair.
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The corners of Iftekhar’s eyes and the sides of his nose were now a little contracted. He clicked in satisfaction like
a girl who has eaten tamarind. Then he pressed his hazy glass against his rugged cheek and said:
“Ah, yar! After seventy-one I haven’t seen whisky.”
“You had a lot in seventy-one, didn’t you?”
Iftekhar paid no any heed to Jafar’s remark. He hummed, “My Iskatch, my darling!”
“Where did you get whisky?” Jafar’s white face contracted in a bitter and sarcastic smile. “Did you frequent
the cantonment?” Farook interrupted:
“Ah, forget it!” Iftekhar reared up.
“Oh, brother, I had it here and you had it across the border. There area lot of big bars, big hotels in Calcutta!”
“I wasn’t in Calcutta,” Jafar retorted. “I was at the front. I’ve killed three Punjabi soldiers with these hands,
annihilated at least half a dozen collaborators. I didn’t leave the country to drink and speak at meetings.”
Farook lit his cigarette with more attention than was necessary. In the long bluish rays of the gas-lighter, the
uneven wrinkles on his face seemed to become restless. He would have liked to slap Jafar on the face with his
right hand while holding the lighter with his left. Bloody son of a pig! Showing off that you had gone to the front!
Had your father Manik Bhai ever gone to the front? If leaders have to go to the front, who’ll organize? Mastans,
like you, showing off with newly sprouted pubic hair? Go and utter, if you can, these big words before Manik
Bhai!
He held the gaslighter alternately in one hand and then the other. Thus sometimes his right hand became free,
sometimes the left. But he could not slap Jafar. Could anyone say anything to these newly awakened youngsters?
You could never tell whom Manik Bhai had set against someone else. Farook checked himself by taking some
long puffs. The mild and almost imperceptible rose fragrance wafted in from time to time from the outside
verandah. Who tended the flower tubs on the verandah? Amritlal or Samarjit? The smell of the rose was lost in
the heady cigarette fumes. Farook said:
“Whatever brand it is—Johnnie Walker or Vat or Dimple—nothing is a match for Chivas Regal.”
“Chivas Regal? I’ve heard a lot about it but I have never tasted it. It’s deluxe whisky, isn’t it?”
“Let me see if some day I can manage a bottle from Manik Bhai’s cellar.”
Farook looked straight at Jafar. But through the blue glass and in the hazy light he could see Jafar’s wrinkles
only faintly. He held the glass to his lips. He was eager to take a long sip.
To cleanse his fungus-covered, blunt tongue, Samarjit kept a thin layer of whisky on it. He tried to wet his
tongue well with drink each time before swallowing. Raw country-made Bangla wine had caused fungus to grow
on his tongue. The liquid sunshine of Scotland passed over his tongue and dried it totally. The bitter pungent taste
reached straight down to the curve of his throat. Before it reached the stomach it gave a jerk. Then he felt as if the
water in the whisky had been distilled in his stomach and its pure essence vapourized to spread over the upper
part of his body. At such moments he ought to forget all about his body, bur Samarjit could not. He turned to
Farook:
“Man, you are really scasoned!”
At this curt flattery, Farook placed his right foot on the left and started shaking it softly. Iftekhar sipped the
second peg and started humming, “I could not be the light of someone’s eyes, I could not be.” The sad notes of
Bahadur Shah Zafar’s ghazal soared upwards as if they would pluck out tunes from the long-torn strings of the
sitar hidden for a century above the ceiling and implant them in each one’s chest and back.
Samarjit became restless. He tried to stand up but could not and sat down again. Perhaps the broken notes of
Iftekhar had caused his feet to start itching. Now Iftekhar’s voice became more distinct, more intense. Now from
the ceiling the trickling pebbles of the tune of the long-forgotten sitar showered down into the whisky-glass of
Samarjit. He had no way out but to stand erect. As he stepped towards the door, he could see the railing on the
porch. The next step brought the rose bushes into view. At the third step he could see the sick marijuana plants
growing beside the rose bushes. He made a gesture, suggesting that he had suddenly remembered something. He
turned back and stood before the left-hand shelf. He picked up two paper packets from the shelf and put them on
the table. One of the packets fell open to reveal half a round of yellowish-white cheese. As for the other paper
packet, one could see even without opening it that it contained some fried snacks or chestnuts.
Meanwhile Iftekhar’s song of the exiled emperor mingled with the unseen sitar’s alap to send a thrill through
their blood and brains. Jafar, either to cover up his half-intoxicated condition or being inspired by the emotions of
patriotism, started whistling the melody of a Bengali song, “The soil of Bangla, the water of Bangla …” Recently
the song had become very popular. Jafar was not adept at whistling and the song could easily be mistaken for
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some song from Arman or Daman. He was not good at whistling. His lips ached, and the inside of his mouth dried
up while he whistled. But how could he have peace of mind till he had silenced Iftekhar?
Farook Bhai seemed to know everybody. Sometimes Jafar thought that in the nasty old city Farook Bhai knew
everyone. If you walked three steps with him, you had to stop twice. Manik Bhai had given him a very suitable
name, “Town Service.” Now this bloody Bihari was clinging to him, but it was not just from now. He had met him
at 12 noon, no, it was before 12. The stupid fellow had been talking in Urdu with one of his own community.
Farook Bhai had pressed on the brake noisily. Did it make any sense? This stopping the jeep everywhere, jumping
out of it, entering lanes and by-lanes? Everywhere there were enemies. Was the country free from enemies? Was it
so easy to free the country from enemies? At the terminal, on the sidewalks, in the stadium, at the railway station
—everywhere there was a shameless, naked crowd. Their skins were made of synthetic fibres—so transparent that
even their bones could be seen. Were all these people gentle and patriotic Bengalis?
“Hey, Iftekhar! You’re alive?”
In reply to this, Iftekhar had embraced Farook and had started laughing loudly. He had had a mouthful of betel
juice which he prevented from spilling by raising his lower lip. He could neither spit out the juice nor stop his
laughter which was evoked by the slightly humorous and commonplace remark of Farook. Then they had started
talking incessantly. It was clear that they were old friends. Both of them uttered names of many new streets, new
people or restaurants. And these had actually caused Jafar’s headache. Meanwhile the other Bihari had stealthily
crept away.
The next moment Iftekhar had been in Farook Bhai’s jeep. The bugger worked in a bank. After independence
he had been absent for some days and had lost his job. A few years ago he had built a house in Mirpur. His elder
brother used to stay there. The house was now in someone else’s possession. If Farook would say a word to Manik
Bhai and recover the house for him he could let it out and support himself. Everything he had—fans, chairs,
tables, cots, beds—had been sold. That day he had sold his refrigerator. Learning this, Farook had said in Urdu:
“Where did you get the fridge, friend? Did you pocket it yourself or did some Colonel send it straight to you?”
But Iftekhar would never speak in his mother tongue.
“Why do you joke, yar? My elder brother bought it in sixty-eight.”
Farook Bhai was also no less tricky. Iftekhar had sold the fridge. He could not be let off so easily. So half of
the sale proceeds had been spent on Farook Bhai. They had beer at Hotel Purbani. Farook had said, “Where would
you like to go?” Iftekhar had asked,
“Where would you like to? Let’s go to Delhi Muslim. Their old cook has come back. We shall have delicious
biriani. Let’s go.”
But Farook Bhai had not agreed. His jeep had stopped in front of Hotel Inter-Continental. They had a fullcourse lunch at the Conti, preceded by gin and lime. From there they had gone to fill up the jeep. That had also
been by Iftekhar’s courtesy. But what of that? If only Farook could recover his house at Mirpur with the help of
Manik Bhai he would be compensated. His elder brother had a hardware shop at Nawabpur. That had been sealed.
If that too could be restored to him and repaired, or if Iftekhar could be reinstated in his job in the bank, they
would be all right. Farook could do all this even without asking Manik Bhai. His name appeared very frequently
on the pages of the dailies. He was no less powerful than anyone else. But Farook Bhai had not paid heed to these
words of Iftekhar. He was not so immature to make promises. All of them had Coca Cola at Baitul Mukarram.
That was all the money Farook spent. Iftekhar bought him a costly tie. Farook purchased a foreign book full of
pornographic illustrations for sixty-five taka from a shady character.
That had also been by courtesy of Iftekhar. Jafar did not like these things. How many more days would this fun
continue? Everywhere there were enemies. There was danger all around. They would not have bothered about
these problems. But each one was eager to be in the working committee. Was their conscience aroused after such
a grave incident? Once they started gossiping, they forgot all about the party.
Jafar had reminded him of the appointment with Samarjit.
“You rang up your friend Samar Das. Won’t you go there?”
“It’s not Samar Das. It’s Samarjit, Samarjit Roy Choudhury,” Farook had corrected him and said to Iftekhar,
“Let’s go, friend, let’s go to Samarjit’s place.” So this bugger too was a friend of Samarjit. There was no
possibility of shaking him off now.
How long could one endure if a man clung for so long? So Jafar had nothing to do now but whistle more
noisily. His sour whistle slapped the ghazal roughly. So it abandoned its search for the lost tune of the sitar in the
beams and the lime dust of the walls and, like a scolded child, returned staggering through the narrow passage of
Iftekhar’s throat and sought refuge in a lonely, filthy corner of his stomach. Now the child had to be lulled to
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sleep. So Iftekhar bent a little and cut the cheese into a number of rough slices with a rusty knife. He put two
slices in his mouth and gulped them down with whisky. Samarjit also took a slice of the cheese. Jafar searched for
chestnuts in the packet with two fingers of his right hand.
Farook did not touch the cheese or the nuts. Suddenly he said:
“Well, Samarjit, what did you do about that?” When Samarjit looked at him inquiringly, Farook laughed:
“I mean, about the boys of your locality asking for something.”
Now the question mark vanished from Samarjit’s face. A vein strained a little on one side of his forehead as he
tried to avoid Farook’s glance. Farook broke off a bit of cheese.
“Our boys came to talk to your father. Perhaps he, I mean, he didn’t understand what we wanted.” He sipped
his drink. The thin slice of the cheese moved in his fingers. Who knew when it would enter his mouth?
“Oh, no, Father does not want to let it out now. He has told me he won’t,” Samarjit said.
Farook put the cheese in his mouth.
“Your house is pretty big. Now only you and your father are here. The house is lying almost empty. You also
need some money.”
“My uncle, aunt, their two sons, Grandma—”
“I know that,” Farook stopped him. So the list could not be larger. “Your uncle went in sixty-four, didn’t he?
Did he come back again?”
“No, why should go he in sixty-four? He went with us. In sixty-four no one left this house. Some fled in fifty.
The others remained here.”
“I know that. Do you think that I am not aware of what happens in Kagjitola?” Farook was a little annoyed.
“Now in this area practically the only spokesman is our Farook Bhai. He always speaks for the old city at party
meetings.” After he had stopped Iftekhar’s ghazal by whistling, Jafar opened his mouth for the first time.
Farook allowed him to complete his statement. Then he said:
“Your uncles live in that part, don’t they?”
“How can they live there any longer? A crack has developed in that part. Did the bloody buggers leave
anything undamaged? They even stole the bricks from that side of the buildings. Who knows when the building
will collapse?”
Now Farook made a grave face. There was a strained look about his mouth. His veins stood out tautly. He
poured whisky from the bottle into his glass.
“Coming back home we couldn’t get into the house. They hadn’t spared anything during the nine months. I
couldn’t bring Ma or Grandma with me. How could I, without first seeing what the condition of the house was
like? Not only that, we had to reside with the Probirs a full month at Gandaria. Residing there—”
“Why didn’t you invite Probir? The bugger knows how to party.”
“Probir is in Calcutta.”
“Probir went to India during the disturbances.” Iftekhar seemed to be very happy at Probir’s going to Calcutta.
He sat up slightly straighter. Each of his words, though a little distorted, was distinct. “Did he come back after
that?” He replied to this himself, “No, he didn’t.”
Farook had an ironical smile on the right corner of his thick blackish lips. He tapped Samarjit on the head.
“When’s he coming back?”
“He got a job in a corporation during the occupation period,” Samarjit replied. “Then after liberation he didn’t
come back.”
“I know about his job. Everyone has come back after liberation. Even those who went much earlier have come
back. And Probir went in seventy-one.”
Farook was talking and in Samarjit’s head there seemed a traffic jam. The smell and the size of the room were
making him claustrophobic. There was no room for any air. He thought that if he added more water to his drink
the jammed condition might disperse.
“Not everybody’s feeling for Bangladesh is genuine.” Jafar did not try to hide his anger. “He went to India to
save his life, got a job and then kicked his country on the buttocks and settled in that foreign land. On the other
hand, these people are sending off money and gold and valuables to Pakistan and are now waiting to be cleared by
the Red Cross.” His anger released, he spoke in a quieter tone. “Never mind, Samarda, enemies are all around.
What shall we do? Manik Bhai always says, we need a purging. Do you get it? A thorough purging.”
Iftekhar kept both his eyes fixed with difficulty on the golden-bordered red label of the bottle. The bottle was
now gradually growing hazy. Farook laughed a little:
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“Iftekhar doesn’t have this problem. What do you say, friend? You, bugger, have almost become half a
Bengali.”
But Jafar’s requirements were for a full-fledged Bengali. “We need cent per cent Bengalis.”
Iftekhar wondered how one could become a full Bengali. Would it suffice to learn Bangla or would he have to
forget his mother tongue? He kept on thinking about this when Farook sat up, showing the need to hurry.
“No, friend, we have to be quick. The deal is with a foreign party. This was a morsel for a very top person.
Manik Bhai snatched it from there and arranged it for us. He’ll not tolerate any hanky-panky.”
Samarjit felt he had to go out and stand on the verandah for some time.
“What have you decided? We need your house.”
Samarjit felt uneasy. He badly wanted to go and stand outside on the verandah.
Below the southern porch there was a scattered heap of brickbats. That had once been his grandfather’s hallroom. In his childhood Samarjit had seen a puja-mela spread out from one end to the other of the lane. Jamuna
Bala would come up from that two-storied house at the corner of Chamartuli. Only once a year was she allowed to
enter this house. Uncle Santosh was Jamuna Bala’s man. Sometimes, when he was a boy, Samarjit used to go
there to steal wood-apples or hog-plums. Jamuna Bala would ask him to sit in the room if she noticed him.
Samarjit heard many stories from Jamuna Bala, sittingn the carpet, eating sweatmeats and drinking milk in the
strangeness of that unfamiliar room. The stories were all about his uncle Santosh and his ancestors. His mother
always got upset when she learned where he had been. But his grandmother never said anything. His grandmother
belonged to a very aristocratic family. They were very respected people of Bhaggyakol. His great grandfather had
amazed the whole of Dhaka city during the marriage of his grandfather. Even the Nawab Sahib himself had come
for a while and taken a glass of sherbet prepared with hemp leaves.
“Your father didn’t understand what the boys wanted. They I might have been a little rude, but he also rebuked
them, didn’t he? Of course, I admit that they shouldn’t have behaved rudely. Why should they be rude to their
elders?”
“Who has been rude?” Jafar protested in a loud voice. “It’s he who showed us his temper. What’s the use of
showing a hot temper all for nothing? ‘My house, my residence, why should I rent it out? Why should I allow any
Tom, Dick and Harry to enter my house?’” Jafar tried to mimic Amritlal’s mode of speech.
“Oh, shut up!” Farook rebuked Jafar and, to convince Samarjit, said:
“Forget the boys. Those who went to your father—all of them—are very nice boys. They belong to your
locality. Boys of these days—even we find it difficult to communicate with them. And with an old man—a
generation gap!” He looked pointedly at Samarjit and said:
“Rent them your ground floor, friend. Your father lives alone. You also spend the day at your office. Who can
tell what may happen? So, let it out to them.”
Samarjit pushed everyone away with his right hand—Jamuna Bala, the junior and senior families of
Chamartuli, Uncle Santosh—everyone, and then scratched his head with his left.
“Father is adamant. Ma’ll come, Grandma’ll come. My younger sister passed the matriculation before the
disturbance, she has to get admitted into a college—all are going to stay at home. How can I let out the house?”
It was now getting difficult for Jafar to check his temper. Why do they take so much time to understand a
simple thing like this?
“That we shall see. If we can start our office at your house, Kagjitola, Sutrapur, BangIa Bazar, then, Farashganj, Shyam Bazaar---the entire area will come under our control. Why don’t you understand our problem? Do
you get it?”
Samarjit nodded, showing that he had understood their problem.
“I have got it, but—”
“Don’t always think about your own selfish interests. We don’t worry about the new city. Houses can be rented
there any time. Who is going to offer the amount we offer? That’s the trouble with these rotten ideas of yours. You
still have silly and backdated values even these days.”
Manik Bhai seemed to peep through Jafar’s mode of speech. Therefore the left side of Farook’s chest burnt a
little. He lifted the glass and pressed it so hard to his mouth that the rim made a dent in his nose. Then, with a
gulp, he drained the rest of the whisky.
“Perhaps you’re afraid, is that it? The boys might cause trouble, eh?”
“No, not exactly afraid, that's—”
“Anyway,” Farook sat up, “ours is not a political organization. So what’s there to be afraid of? It’s a purely
youth front. We don’t want to be ministers. We do not even want a seat in the parliament. We only want to see that
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the subversive elements do not destroy the country in the name of revolution or take advantage of the weak-ness
of the government. Not only that, we want to keep watch so that corrupt people.joining our national political party
don’t amass a fortune.”
Saying this he looked stealthily at Jafar. But there was no congratulatory sign on Jafar’s face. It was now
impossible for Farook to check the flow. He concluded his speech:
“Manik Bhai wants to channelize the unlimited energy of our young generation in the right way. And if you
don’t cooperate …”
After this short speech he breathed deeply. A sense of satisfaction of having performed a duty suffused his
being. His hands pouring whisky were growing heavy.
Iftekhar came out on the porch, cleared his throat, and stood there holding the railing. He always started a
ghazal of Bahadur Shah Zafar when one peg of whisky entered his stomach. This was his way. Years ago he used
to sing Naushad’s songs. Then Mehdi Hasan became his favorite. But whoever might be his present favorite, he
would sob reaching this part of Bahadur Shah’s ghazal:
Do gaz zamin bhi na mili kue Jar mein\fn{None of my friends gave me even six feet of land for my grave.}
After two or three showers of tears, when the saltish taste of his tears vanished, he would look at each one’s
face with clear eyes, and start his incessant reminiscences until he was stopped by a stern rebuke. But that day he
was completely silent. All his stories about the Lucknow of his childhood, whether he had actually seen it at all or
not, Barbankva, his village, a few miles away from the city, the incomparable affluence of their village, the
property his family had left behind, the beauty and intelligence of his brothers and sisters living in London and
Paris and doing their M.Sc’s and Ph.D’s, his kinship with Nawab Ismail or Choudhury Khaliquzaman and even
with Nawab Wajed Ali Shah (if, of course, he was in a deeper mood), the many beautiful women who had been
enchanted by his heroism and merit in his boyhood—all were now stopped. His hands hung loosely. Anyone
observing him from below would think that in some disappointment he was trying to withdraw within himself.
But he did not have any clear idea about how he should withdraw, or why he should withdraw.
Besides these complications he had thoughts of revenge. After so many years he had tasted Scotch whisky. Not
only that, he had two friends also, but nothing came to his help. The hillside dew did not fall in his throat by
drops! With every gulp it would swell up, but now all passed into vapour the moment it reached his chest. There
was some congestion in his throat and chest these days. After coughing for a long time, all the phlegm that
emerged was a dried-up blob that looked like a piece tom from a bandage. Alas! had his parched throat and
cotton-like cough sucked up all the hillside dew drops?
“So that’s all, Samarjit.” This time Farook really got up.
“Give a second thought to it. Remember, not to cooperate with matters like this …”
“Is being subversive. You got an opportunity, yet you didn’t help the national youth organization of the
country. Rather you opposed it. Why? You’re compelling us to take—”
Samarjit replied to Jafar’s excited statement, “Oh, no, no, the question of opposing doesn’t arise.” Farook said,
“Anyway, Jafar is right on one point. I know you very well. I know of your sufferings during the occupation
period—escaping through showers of machine-gun bullets—oh, horrible! But …”
*
Before Farook finished, Samarjit’s blood seemed to rise up to the beams of his skull and hover there like
clouds and then start raining in red drops. The incessant red shower formed a watery screen before his eyes. On
the screen he saw endless lines of people, himself among them, fleeing from Dhaka. They were going to a village
called Shatibari near Kamalaghat. They spent the first few days with Kanai Ghose, in Kanailal’s godown of onion,
garlic and red chillies at Shatibari market. From there they went to Arab Ali Shikder’s place at Jamdia. Samarjit
went from this ghat to that with hordes of people, sometimes by boat, sometimes on foot or by rickshaw. Finally
he reached Kamalaghat.
Although each step was distinct on the screen, he could not see it clearly. He could see only the rain and the
huge canvas of the rain. But he could remember everything: their boarding a launch at Ramchandrapur to cross
over to Agartala, the captain’s continuous refusal to carry Hindu passengers, his taking a bracelet worth one and a
half tolas of gold from his old aunt and bribing the captain with it, aunt’s continual nagging for the ornament, the
army gun-boat that appeared in the left-hand canal when the .launch had gone about three miles, the burned down
villages eight miles down the river, the scorched trees, the swollen, bullet-ridden dead bodies playing hide and
seek in the water, yes, Samarjit could remember everything.
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But what next? Everything was silhouetted on the screen. And his ear drums pounded with the sounds of heavy
rainfall interspersed with the rumbling of some remote thunderstorm. They were to reach Ramachandrapur by the
evening. But, before that, the ticket-master of the launch came and asked Amrital quietly:
“Sir, you’re going to cross the border, aren’t you?”
When “Sir” did not respond, the man brought his unshaven face closer to Samarjit. Samarjit said:
“Or what?”
“Let me give you some advice.” The ticket-master’s mouth, full of big yellow teeth, was close to Samarjit’s
face. “Don’t get down at Ramchandrapur.”
“Why not?”
“Don’t get down. Before that, when the launch reaches Goalghurni ghat, you should get down there
unnoticed.”
“Why?”
“I say you should get down there.”
He gave him tickets for Goalghurni and moved in the other direction. A few mimutes later he came to return
the change and murmured:
“Have you seen Asadullah? He’s on board. Have you seen him?”
“Yes, I have.”
“Don’t you know him?”
“Of course I do? He belongs to our locality. How can I not know him?”
“I also once lived in your locality.” Now the ticket-master’s voice grew a little louder. “Don’t you know me?”
The man used to write cash memos at the ration shop in their locality. Yes, Samarjit did remember him, but
what was the point of all this? The man suddenly lowered his voice:
“Asadullah is also going to Ramchandrapur. He intends to rob the passengers going to Agartala. So get down at
Goalghurni. Spend the night there and start again in the morning. There’s also a border there. Only you might
have to walk two or four more miles.”
But no sooner had they disembarked at Goalghurni than it clouded all over. Where could so many members of
Samarjit’s family go? Samarjit himself, his parents, a widowed aunt, another married aunt, his middle uncle, who
had recently recovered from typhoid, the uncle’s three sons and two daughters and a son-in-law—who was an
idiot and could only stammer, though, of course, he had taken twenty thousand taka as dowry; Samarjit’s two
sisters, the widowed mother-in-law of his middle sister who lived in Calcutta, and a daughter of that old widow—
though the daughter’s complexion was not fair, she had a good figure; an aunt’s sister-in-law—the aunt’s only
companion and heir to her ornaments; Samarjit’s elder brother’s brother-in-law, who lived at Calcutta, and the
brother-in-law’s lunatic wife—they were childless; Jagat’s mother—the maidservant of Samarjit’s house—where
could so many people take shelter? Under the swelling, pregnant cloud they continued to walk until they came to
a pucca building, belonging perhaps to the most well-off person of the village. But it was of no use. The inmates
were afraid.
“Oh, no, no, you must pardon us. We’ve been told that the military have been around here. Ten or twelve days
back they burnt four or five villages to ashes on the other side of the river. Not a soul was spared! Please move on
further north. You’ll find a red building there. That’s the high school. It’ll accommodate all of you.” An old man
of the house consoled them:
“Don’t worry. There’s no rain in this cloud.”
They had walked only a few steps when it thundered loudly. The lighting flashed from one end of the sky to
the other. It lit up the whole world. The place resounded with the cries of people.
From village, river and field, rose the loud, meaningless clamor of human voices. All one could hear was a
medley of sound. For a moment it seemed that the whole locality was responding to the roar of the thunder. But,
in fact, on the other bank of the river, only two ghats off, at Mathurapara, the army gun-boats had been in action.
Gun-shots and human cries, straining through the air, turned into sounds of fear. Then it started raining in heavy
drops. The wind blew violently. Grandma had been plodding on somehow, but now she came to a sudden halt.
Who would take care of her now? There was a leather bag in Amritlal’s hand, with the deeds and documents of his
property and also his grandfather’s will. He could not give the bag to anyone else just to free his hand. In some
secret corner of his aunt’s waist were tucked all her ornaments. So she had to keep one hand there all the time.
How could she hold Grandma? The older aunt’s mother was carrying her own luggage. Everyone was holding
something or the other. So Samarjit could do nothing but give the box to the brother-in-law of his elder brother
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and carry Grandma himself Whatever shortcomings she might have, the old lady was really very light. Suddenly
the wind velocity increased. In a few moments it darkened all around, and the rain started pouring heavily.
The memory of that scene had been imprinted indelibly in Samarjit’s eyes in red. The memory had been set so
deep that he could not always see it. But it pricked his eyes like a grain of sand. The echoes of gun shots mingled
with the sound of air and water and the cries of
“O Ma!”
“O Samar!”
“O Shamairra!”
“Ma go!”
“Radheshyam!”
“Bhagwan!”
“O Bhagwan!”
“Shubhas!”
“O Shubhas!”
“Chitto!”
“Amrit!”
“O Amrit!”
“Uncle!”
“O Uncle!”
What time was it, evening or midnight? Was it a street in the city or a lonely Bengali village? Was it the rumble
of rain or of an army tank? The sound of wind or of mortar fire? What were those things in the north and the
south, trees or soldiers? A field or a cantonment? Amidst all this confusion, Samarjit carried Grandma in his arms.
But however light she might be, it was no longer possible for him to carry her. No one could see anyone else in
the heavy rain and everyone thought:
“Every one else is together. Alas, only I’ve been separated.”
Meanwhile, during all this hissing, splashing, ripping, groaning, complaining and wailing, Grandma went on
nagging:
“Have you left the statue of Radheshyam behind? It’s made of eight metals and you’ve disgraced it! O, Samar,
you’ve lost possession of your house. Now where will you live? Thakur, your father’s grandfather, willed the
house to Radheshyam’s statue and you’ve surrendered it to the dacoits! What’ll happen now, Samar? You idiot,
why don’t you talk? What will happen?”
Her continuous babble was washed away by a heavy rainfall. In all this confusion they continued to run right
and left. Soon even Grandma became silent. They could not see in the darkness. The sounds of protests, of air, and
water amidst the trees and meadows had now turned into a combined roar. The wind and water collided. Who
could think in this confusion? Where would these people go now? Samarjit looked at the sky frequently. He hoped
that a bolt of lightning would tear across the sky from one end to the other. In that light he would at least see the
path. But the thunder, which had roared a while ago, had now hidden itself in some lonely corner of the
disgruntled sky. Where could it be found now in this awful weather?
*
“But what about other people?”
This English sentence rent Samarjit’s thoughts and brought him back from the lonely corner of the sky. Samarjit started and saw that it was Farook who was speaking.
“But how shall I convince others? The problem with Manik Bhai is that he can go to any extent for his ideology. If he’s reported that you refused to cooperate with us, he may put you into trouble.”
On the other side of the Buriganga, the Dhaleshwari, and the Sitalakhya, at far off Goalghurni ghat, lightning
flashed from beyond so many days. The combined cry of human beings assailed Samarjit.
“What I say, friend, better let out this house. After letting out the ground floor, if you find it very inconvenient
to stay upstairs, then let us know, we shall requisition a better house for you. And if you want, we can arrange one
for you even in the Wari area. There’re so many abandoned houses these days. But we very badly need this one.
The rain and storm and sounds of firing died down. Samarjit again felt tipsy. Yawning, he placed his fingers
before his mouth.
“Father doesn’t agree.” Samarjit wanted to say more but Jafar stopped him:
“Let’s go.”
“Where’s Iftekhar? Iftekhar!” Farook peered in the direction of the verandah.
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Iftekhar was still standing near the railing. He was coughing, but he could not clear the thick cough in his
throat. If he tried to cough he felt like vomiting. He did not have this tendency before. He used to vomit plentifully during drinking. But now he felt an itching sensation in his throat but could not spit out a thing. After a prolonged coughing, some two ounces of insipid, bitter, sour and sticky saliva oozed out between his lips and ran
towards his chin. These days he seldom shaved, so the saliva stuck in nasty clots to the stubble of his beard. After
so many days he had got some money today. He should have given half of the amount to his mother. Then he
could have sent his mother to Calcutta with his elder brother after requesting this or that fellow and presenting his
mother’s ornaments to a sycophant of a minister. His relations at Calcutta were all very distant. So it would be
difficult for his mother to stay long with them.
Had she got the money, she would have left for Lucknow. He still had many relations there. Would they be
glad to see her? His maternal uncles and grandfather still lived there. If his mother could reach there somehow or
other, they would manage things for her. Meanwhile, if he could buy rice, lentil, flour, potato, that would provide
them with food for some days. What terrible days he had experienced. Could he dispose of the furniture of his
house? When they sensed that he was selling his things, people would immediately crowd inside the house. They
would ask him all sorts of things.
“Where did you find this table, friend?”
“You’re selling my dressing table to me?”
“Here’s my clotheshorse.”
He had got the refrigerator at a cheap rate. Israel of Thathari Bazaar had managed it from somewhere. He had
taken only one instalment. Then he never turned up. He must have been killed somewhere. So Iftekhar did not
have to pay the remaining instalments. He had sold the thing at a reasonable price today. But what had he gained?
After paying off the middleman, he had spent a considerable amount on Farook and Jafar. Farook now belonged
to the upper circle. But who knew how much this motherfucker would do. Samarjit called:
“Iftekhar!”
Iftekhar came into the room. Though its voltage was low, the electric light dazzled his eyes. Farook said:
“Let’s drop you.”
But Iftekhar was thinking otherwise.
“Aren’t you going to the Conti? Let me come with you. Why not let me see Manik Bhai? I would like to talk to
him regarding my job.”
“Manik Bhai’s pretty busy today. Better try next week.” Jafar moved forward. “Let’s go, Farook Bhai.”
They were on the upstairs passage again. They descended the uneven steps of the stairs, which looked like
some scattered stones in a cave, to the darkness underneath. The dim bulb of the porch cast a yellow light on the
old panels of the doors, the courtyard, and the grinning walls. The four finally entered Amritlal’s room. Amritlal
was sitting on the cushioned seat of his low stool. Seeing them, he stirred a little and seemed to want to stand up.
But he only changed the position of his legs and remained seated, a tinging sound betraying the bottle he had
quickly hidden under the low stool.
Stooping under the low gate, Jafar’s head knocked against the wood.
“This is all very irritating! Why don’t you open the main gate? You’re living in a fort closing all the doors. Do
you still consider everyone your enemy?”
“I’m sorry you’re inconvenienced!” Samarjit apologized. “Before we open our office, we’ll have to repair all
these things.”
At the cold voice of Jafar, Farook’s pace slowed down and he nodded in Samarjit’s direction.
“Agree to it, Samarjit. I’m saying this for your benefit. If any problem arises after this, I shan’t be able to say
anything nor help.”
"But father won’t agree!”
The same words all evening! So much time had been wasted to make him understand. Despite the number of
pegs in his stomach, he gave the same reply.
“Well, I said this for your sake. What do I gain? Forget it. Anyway, another peg would be splendid. What do
you say?”
“Would you like gin? I’ve got export quality gin. Would you like it?”
“Is it Carew’s?”
“What else? You can have one sip.” But Samarjit’s invitation was very cold. Jafar’s reply was also cold.
“Oh, no, let’s move. Manik Bhai is waiting at the Conti. You’ll see what the foreign company entertains us
with.”
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While getting into the jeep, Farook revived old memories.
“Samarjit, this Conti is no attraction at all. I can no more endure these hotels, clubs, embassies, posh areas, and
so on. How nice was our Hakka! How cosy, how intimate! Ah, those days at Hakka’s shop round the corner,
sitting on a bench under the pipul tree, drinking leisurely! Nowhere will you find comfort like that.”
This long dialogue of Farook brought back nostalgic memories of Nawabpur at midnight. Iftekhar remembered
how he used to come out with friends from Mehboob Ali Institute and cross Nawabpur; the sexy smell of Nawabpur; the familiar crowd in front of the betel leaf-shop; the old people lounging in the verandah of the closed shop,
holding their betel juice inside their mouths with their lower lips; the tall, slim, quiet man surrounded by restless
young boys, moving towards another restaurant on the right after endless rounds of tea at Amjadia; the qawali
audience spreading out on the road in front of Nigar Restaurant as the voices of the gawwals rent the night air
singing praises of Allah, Rasulullah and Khwaja Moinuddin Chisti; the kabab grilling on the elevated iron grill
beside the road, the smell of the kabab making his stomach rumble in hunger; the maize being roasted at the bend
of Rathkhola; the three fighting boozies at the end of the lane to Kandupatti; the songs of Mehdi Hasan and
Muhammad Raft; Akhtar reciting verses from Chirkin Khan; Khaled Muhammad’s stammered recitation.
How sweet those Nawabpur nights were, when the moon was shining and their talk was soft and sweet. How
happy all of them seemed. Samarj,iJwould say, “A bit upright, if you fall, you’re tight.” After crossing Nawabpur,
they would hear homosexual boys calling aloud: “Massage.”
Iftekhar became sick of nostalgia and felt like vomiting. The sour taste in his throat seemed choke him, seemed
to bar the air circulation to his lungs so that he might even have a stroke. He restrained his emotion and words.
Samarjit said:
“I suffer from hangover, there’s always hangover. Whenever I drink I get a hangover. I can’t abstain. What’ll I
do? The night is spent in hangover, and the hangover persists all morning. I drowse sitting in the office. I feel so
bad!”
Before Samarjit could finish speaking, their jeep started moving and Samarjit went inside.
Arnritlal was standing on the outer verandah, trying to see the moon shining in the space between the high
wall and the verandah. He was humming in his deep voice. He seemed very happy. He must be quite tipsy indeed.
Samarjit would have gone upstairs avoiding his father. He often did this. But Arnritlal called him in his deep
voice:
“Samar!” Samarjit replied:
“What is it?”
“They want to rent the house. Isn’t it so?”
“What did you say to them?”
“What did I say?” Arnritlal got excited and belched loudly through his sunken cheeks. He had to cough for
about a minute. Then he spat loudly, shaking the room. But the thick cough could not clear the verandah. Things
had not been like this before. If he had coughed and spit with a little effort, his spit would not only have cleared
the verandah, but would have cleared the space between the verandah and the wall and stuck to the wall. This
feeling of the burden of age kept him silent for a moment. Or he might have been trying to arrange his words, but
the organized words did not come to his lips. He fumbled:
“What did I say? I said, ‘I won’t let out our residential house.’ So what’s happened? What’ll happen.”
Samarjit laughed bitterly.
“What’ll happen? You do not know people. You do not know to whom you talk.”
“Why shouldn’t I know? It was Asadullah’s kid, the wicked boy, who talked a lot. Asadullah’s father used to
come here to importune me for this or that matter. But did he have the courage to enter our rooms? He would
clasp the knees of your grandfather. Why? ‘Master, please give me a chance to drive your phaeton.’ Father did not
appoint him. How could he? His phaeton was driven by Falu Miah. My father appointed men after a thorough
scrutiny. Falu’s brother-in-law was steward in the Nawab House.”
Arnritlal had come to his senses. A little quantity of liquor had served the man perfectly well.
“Didn’t the Nawab visit this house? Didn’t he? Before my birth, at the wedding ceremony of your grandfather,
Nawab Sahib himself called on us. Do you get it? And haven’t I seen Nawab Yusuf? He was also a Nawab,
something like an uncle of the Nawab. They called him “Khalu” or something like that. Haven’t I seen him?
Haven’t I? Madhu Bostomi prepared a drink from hemp leaves, a drink with ice. Nawab Sahib drank the thing and
started laughing.”
Samarjit moved away slowly. Making a noise at the door, he walked towards the yard.
But Amritlal did not give up.
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“Nawab Sahib would not stir from here. There were dancers from Lucknow. Nawab Sahib coaxed Modhu
Bostomi, ‘Let’s go. Let’s go to Paribagh. Come with me.’ Oh, the dancers of our Chamartuli! If they once went to
Agra or Lucknow, they would never come back. Moti Babu, Sana Babu, Dhankura, Murapara, Kuno Babu, Raja
Maharaja—didn’t everyone come to this house? Didn’t everyone? What have you seen? What have you seen?
Have we seen much either?”
So much even without seeing! Samarjit crossed the rooms, the verandah, the yard, the staircase. He thought
that nobody could say what would happen if he really saw! He could hear his father’s wailing:
“Aha, I once heard Kusum Bala playing the sitar.” Recollecting the strokes of Kusum Bala’s sitar, Amritlal’s
ears were becoming young again.
But Samarjit’s ears were plastered with thick paper. Who would remove the plaster? On the verandah outside
his room, Samarjit sat down in the easy chair and took out a small packet of ganja from his pocket. He had bought
the ganja for two taka from that bugger Govinda. He had bought the same quantity before for four annas. And so
many seeds in such a small amount! The ganja plants in the hasnahena tub must have grown from seeds in a
packet like this and killed the hasnahena. The ganja plant was of no use at all. He tended it carefully, but some
virus had affected every leaf. He shook out the tobacco from a stick of Star grand cigarette, filled it with ganja,
and took a long puff. The railing of the verandah shuddered a little. Then everything grew still again. He felt as if
his eyes had become dry, empty. The pinching sensation in his stomach suddenly cried out loudly and then started
nagging. The sounds of vehicles on Rishikesh Das Lane gradually subsided. On Asadullah’s roof they were alternating the songs of Bobby with the speeches of the leader. Asadullah had once been a hooligan. Now he had
turned patriot. Those sounds also died down.
He grasped the cigarette as if it were a ganja stick and inhaled deeply. His skull received several hard knocks.
This time he could hope, yes, this time it must come. The commotion had already started in his brain and in his
chest. Through the haze in his eyes he saw that someone was moving about in the patches of moonlight below.
Who was the man? Hardly a moment passed and the haze cleared away. Samarjit saw that it was Amritlal sporting
among the madhobi creepers on the gate and the robust pillars of the verandah. In his joy he sang
“O my queen, come and be my love,” and “You urged me to write to you,” and “It’s not my love, darling, it’s
just a modest floral ornament.”
But the house was old and the distance between the two floors was also great. The smoke of the ganja pinched
his brain.
The moonlight fell on Amritlal. All around Samaljit tipsy insects fell from the sick leaves of the ganja plant
and tottered about unsteadily. Through their tottering footsteps and unsteady footfalls sounded the quavering lines,
“If you’ve come, darling, to give flowers” and “O, my queen, come and be my love,” and itched his ears like
scabies.
What else could Samarjit do then but sit back in his cosy chair and stare vacantly at the empty space spreading
before him?
67.113 Dance, Kanak Champa, Dance\fn{by Ahmed Safa (1943-2001)} Gachbaria, Chittagong District, Chittagong
Division, Bangladesh (M) 6
Sitting on a mat, Ashu’s mother was busy stitching a kantha. At noon Ashu returned from school and lay down
beside his mother. Very soon, his eyelids became heavy with sleep and he dozed off in a little while, the spell of
sleep slowly faded, but Ashu was not ready to open his eyes. In this half-conscious state of mind, Ashu heard the
sweet sound of his mother singing. The notes seemed to be like the fine filaments of a spider’s web, entwining
him round and round. Ashu rubbed his eyes with his left hand, brushing away sleep. He opened his eyes, then
closed them again. There was some muck in his right eye. Ashu tried to get rid of it by rubbing his eye with his
right hand.
As Ashu’s mother stitched her kantha, three dancing sunbeams entered the room through the holes in the bamboo wall of the small hut. One of the beams fell upon her hand holding the white steel needle. The needle glittered
brightly in the light. As his mother bent to take a fresh stitch in the layers of cloth, the arrow of light touched her
forehead. In the dancing light of the sunbeam, her dark forehead seemed to dazzle like gold. Her fingers darted
nimbly in and out of the layers of the soft old cloth she was stitching. From where he lay, Ashu looked at his
mother. He loved to hear her sing. The small room filled with the sound of her singing.
How could you become stone
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Oh, my parents,
How could you marry me off
So far away?
Please quench the burning
Of my heart,
Please take me back once more
To my village home.

Ashu saw two teardrops trickle slowly down either side of his mother’s nose ring. She was crying. Like the
wife in her song, she was tired of this strange village she had come to as a bride. All the housewives in the village,
no matter how many children they had, at some time went back to their parental homes, went back to visit their
parents, sisters, aunts and brothers. Ashu’s mother had no mother, no father, no brother, no sister. She had
nowhere to go. When Ashu’s father went to the field, Ashu’s mother sang sad songs and cried silently. It seemed
to Ashu that his mother’s tears were the most beautiful thing in the world. Ashu’s mother did not let her sorrow
be known by anybody, not even his father. When Ashu saw her crying silently, he felt her sorrow as if it were his
own.
Ashu got up and sat by his mother. As she drew the needle up through the layers of cloth, the thread quivered
and wiggled like a living snake. The white needle seemed to drown in the depth of the quilt and then surface
again. Ashu thought that his mother’s sad songs took the shape of the thread which her nimble fingers drew in and
out of the kantha.
Ashu touched his mother gently on her shoulder:
“Ma, sing that song again.”
“Which one?” Ashu replied:
“The one about when you were a small child like me and used to carry food for Grandpa in the far off field.
Grandpa would put the hookah on the back of the ox and puff out a great volume of smoke. And then he would
sing loudly.” Ashu’s mother replied:
“Those are stories of the past. I was not married then. My mother ordered a nose ring for me, as big as a
pomegranate flower.”
“Ma,” Ashu groaned. “I don’t want to hear about your nose ring. You will then tell me how Grandpa accidentally hurt the leg of his ox with the blade of the ploughshare. You have told me that story many times.”
Ashu’s mother gave in.
“All these things happened long ago. Many days have passed since then. Negotiations were going on for the
marriage of my elder sister. At about that time Barrister Jatindranath returned from London with a memsahib wife.
The color of her skin was that of ripe chillies. Jatin’s mother was worried. Her son had brought a memsahib bride.
Where would she put her up, what would she feed her?
While Jatin’s mother worried what to do, the memsahib bride bent down and touched her feet. People were
pleasantly surprised. They praised both Barrister Jatin and his memsahib bride. Karim Bakshu, the song writer—
he is dead now—made a song out of this event.”
Though Ashu had heard rhe story of Jatindranath and his memsahib bride several times, he never tired of
listening to it.
Ashu’s mother started to sing in a soft voice,
Well, brother do you know
The story of
Our village boy Jatin?
He not only became a Barrister in London,
He also brought
A fair bride from there,
As beautiful as the moon.

Ashu’s mother stopped singing. Ashu asked:
“Why did you stop? Finish the song, Ma.” Ashu’s mother replied:
“Ashu, I have got to do many things. I have got to pick kalakochu leaves from the banks of the pond for
dinner.” Suddenly Ashu remembered a dream he had had.
“Listen, Ma, I had a strange dream. I dreamed that you were crying. Tears were falling down the sides of your
golden nose ring, and every drop was turning into a bright red flower. You shed many many drops of tears and
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there were many many flowers. The flowers were dancing in the gentle breeze. It was really a beautiful scene.
Then I got up from sleep and found you were really crying.”
Ashu’s mother tried to console Ashu.
“People see many strange things in dreams. At times evil spirits appear in dreams in order to scare
children.”Ashu asked:
“Do you know what I dreamed day before yesterday? I dreamed that Mabud’s son Anis was tearing my shirt
which was already torn. I tried to stop him but he was very strong. I could not stop him. I went and complained to
my teacher. The teacher did not listen to me. After school, when I was returning home alone, Anis slapped me.
Then I started crying.” Ashu’s mother said:
“So that’s why you were crying day before yesterday in your sleep, Ashu. I shook you and asked what had
happened. But you were sleeping and did not reply. Evil spirits come in dreams to make the children’s cry. If I see
Luta Mollah, I shall get a taabiz for you. A taabiz will keep you safe. It will guard you from evil spirits. You won’t
see them in your dreams.” Ashu protested:
“Ma, your magic taabiz will do no good. These are not just dreams. In school Anis really tortures me. He
throws my books away and does not allow me to sit on the front bench.”
Ashu’s mother was silent for a while. Then she said:
“The evil spirits are real rascals. They come in many guises in order to scare children.”
Ashu did not agree with his mother.
“Why then why did I dream about flowers today?”
“It’s very simple. This dream was sent by the angels.”
Ashu was quick to respond:
“Why did the angels make you cry?”
Ashu’s mother brushed aside his question. “I cannot answer your thousand and one questions. I have so many
household tasks to finish. And don’t talk so loudly. You will awaken Foolmoni.”
It was too late. F?olmoni was already awake. She opened her eyes and let out a piercing wail. She thumped her
little legs on the cradle. Foolmoni’s legs were red in color like banana flowers.
Ashu’s mother spoke resignedly:
“This little imp will not allow me to finish my work. Ashu, my dear, please take the rope and swing the cradle.
I’ll quickly finish this sewing.”
Ashu took hold of the rope and began to pull on it. The cradle was worn out and old. With every pull on the
rope, it produced a horrible creaking sound. Ashu was afraid. He thought, If the cradle breaks, Foolmoni will fall.
He began to sing:
Do not cry, baby,
Do not hurt your soft voice.
Tomorrow, eatly in the morning,
I shall go and buy a sweet
Golden necklace for you.

Foolmoni was not a child to be pleased with the promise of a golden necklace. She cotinued to wail. Suddenly
an idea struck Ashu. He popped his middle finger into her mouth.
“Suck, Foolmoni, suck.”
Foolmoni started sucking the finger. She had two teeth in her lower jaw. She bit Ashu’s finger, but her bite did
not hurt. Ashu liked Foolmoni to suck on his fingers. He liked the feel of her gums. Ashu gently extricated his
middle finger from Foolmoni’s mouth and stuck in his index finger.
“Foolmini, there’s no milk left in the middle finger. Try this one.”
This time Foolmoni did not welcome the finger in her mouth and began to cry. Ashu swung the cradle, singing
all the nursery songs he remembered. Nothing could make Foolmoni happy. He turned to his mother:
“See, Ma, how intelligent Foolmoni is. She understands there is no milk in my fingers and she does not care
for my singing.” Ashu’s mother said:
“Foolmoni will be the death of me.” She stuck her needle in her round bun, the red thread from the needle
hanging down her back. Ashu remembered when his mother used to have long, flowing black hair. As she picked
up Foolmoni from the cradle, Ashu's mother exclaimed:
“She has wet her kantha, pillow, everything! How am I going to dry it all?”
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Foolmoni sucked her mother’s breast with a soft squishing sound. Her whole body was covered with reddish
pimples. Her mother touched the reddish pimples. Ashu noticed the pimples:
“Ma, look, Foolmoni’s whole body is covered with reddish marks.” Ashu’s mother said:
“Since I had nothing nutritious to eat when I was expecting her, she has got those reddish pimples. When they
begin to fill with pus, her crying will keep the house awake the whole night.” Ashu asked sorrowfully:
“Ma, why did you eat bad food?” Ashu’s mother grew angry:
“Ashu do not rub salt on my wounds. Can your father afford to buy nutritious food? Don’t talk any more.
Foolmoni is very sleepy, her eyelids are drooping. If she goes to sleep, I can repair your lungi—the one you have
torn into two. It’ll take me the rest of the day.” Ashu said:
“Ma, you do not have to repair that lungi. I am not going to wear it any more.” Ashu’s mother asked irritably:
“What will you wear then? Is there so much money that your father will buy you a new lungi every month?”
The last words of his mother hurt Ashu’s feelings. He retorted angrily:
“I would rather remain naked, than put on that cursed lungi.”
“Won’t that put you to shame?”
“When Anis shows the whole world the wretched condition of my clothes, don’t I feel ashamed then?”
Ashu’s mother fell silent. She placed her chin on her hand. Her eyes looked vacantly ahead. Foolmoni smiled
innocently in her cradle, her two new baby teeth as white as white pumpkin flowers. She waved about her hands
and feet in the air. Then she closed one fist tightly and put it into her mouth, making gurgling sounds.
When Ashu saw Foolmoni, he started to smile, forgetting his sad feelings. Within a few months, Foolmoni
would learn to walk. What a pleasant sight It would be. Ashu said:
“Ma, the cradle is completely finished.” Ashu’s mother said:
“Yes, it’s a pretty old one. It was bought quite long ago. All your five brothers and three sisters used that cradle. But for you and Foolmoni, all my other children have left me. They are sleeping there, in the shadow of that
chatim tree.”
As she pointed to the tree standing some distance away, her eyes grew moist. She wiped her eyes with the
anchal of her sari.
“After the death of my eight children, God gave you to me. I visited many holy places, seeking the bleassings
of many holy persons. Then finally, when I thought I could never have any more children you came, you and
Foolmoni.”
Ashu’s mother put her arms round Ashu and kissed him. She looked like a mad woman, her graying bun untidy
and disheveled. With tearful eyes she glanced at the thatim tree. It seemed to Ashu that she was gazing at his eight
brothers and sisters who had died when they were babies.
A soft feeling for his mother welled up in Ashu's heart. Why was Ma eternally sad? A slanting ray of light
touched his mother’s forehead, making it look like a dazzling jewel. Her whole face looked like pure gold. The
more Ashu looked at her, the more he felt like looking again. His mother’s face was so beautiful, despite the deep
furrows of suffering on her face. At times, Ashu thought, his mother was as beautiful as a queen. It was true that
she did not have golden bracelets, diamond jewels, or grand dresses. Still, his mother was no less beautiful than a
queen. Ashu himself felt like a prince.
Foolmoni was sleeping. Ashu felt affectionately towards his doll-like sister. What an affectionate child Foolmoni was. What bad luck, he thought, that she had to sleep in a worn-out cradle. Amina’s sister slept in a cradle
decorated with flowers. Ashu wished that his own sister could have a new decorated cradle. Ashu asked:
“Ma, why don’t you ask Baba to buy a new cradle for Foolmoni? I saw many beautful cradles at the hat, near
where they sell fish.”
Ashu’s mother looked at her son sadly. It seemed to Ashu that suffering and sadness radiated from his mother’s
eyes. Mama seems to be so far away, he thought, as if I am in no way related to her. Ashu’s mother replied sadly:
“Ashu you do not have any idea about your Baba’s worries. Just to earn two square meals for his family, your
father has to turn his blood into water. How will he buy a new lungi for you and a new cradle for your sister?
Where is the money? After some time, there will be no regular meals even. Mabud threatened he will not let us
sharecrop his land this year.”
When Ashu heard his mother’s words, it seemed as if, suddenly, his heart had stopped beating. Ashu asked:
“Where is Baba now?” Ashu’s mother replied:
“He has gone to Mabud’s house to plead with him to allow us to cultivate the land this coming year.”
Ashu was the son of a sharecropper. Although he was very young, he knew that if Mabud gave the land to
someone else, his father would be left with no land to cultivate. What would happen then? There would be no
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stock of rice at home. Mangala, the milk cow, would have to be sold in the market to buy food. The blade of the
plough would rust. The yoke would be left unused in the cow shed. Every morning his father would have to look
for work in other fields. The day his father did not get any work, the whole family would have to starve. All of a
sudden tears began to well up in his eyes. Ashu rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. Ashu said:
“Ma, Mabud owns five hundred acres of land. Why can’t he give us a few acres?”
Ashu’s mother replied:
“Mabud grew this rich by snatching the land of poor people. Only a few months back, Mabud’s people threw
Akram’s widow out of her home.”
Ashu wondered why rich people caused the poor to suffer. He became pensive as these perplexing questions
began to vex him.
Mama folded up the kantha and put it away on the bamboo shelf. As she reached up, her hand nudged a prayer
mat on the shelf, causing it to tumble down. Ashu’s mother said:
“Look, Ashu, this is your grandpa’s prayer mat.”
Ashu recalled how his grandfather used to sit upon the prayer mat, looking like a small hillock. He could not
hold his head up straight. He was more than a hundred years old when he died and had suffered a great deal. Even
today, Ashu felt that if he listened closely, he could hear his grandfather’s moans.
Ashu’s mother gave him a small piece of sugarcane. Ashu took the piece of cane and went outside. He bit into
the cane, squeezing out the sweet juice. In front of their yard, Ashu saw a man hurrying towards their hut. The
scarf round the man’s throat was moving to and fro. Ashu was surprised to see the stranger approach him. The
man asked:
“Which is the home of Amena’s father?”
Ashu pointed to a house with a corrugated roof. The man then asked:
“Which is the way to Rameez merchant’s home?”
From next door, a fair, good-looking boy appeared and said: “Please come this way.” The man asked the boy:
“What is your relation with Rameez merchant?” The boy answered with pride:
“He is my father.” The man wiped the sweat on his face with his scarf and said:
“Then tell your father that he has been invited to a feast at Raquib Munshi’s house in west village, with his
whole family.”
The man rushed off to the house of Amina’s father.
Ashu was stunned. The neighbors on the left and right were being invited to the feast. Only Ashu’s family had
been excluded. The word “feast” made his mouth water. Delicious aromas assailed his nostrils. He returned to his
small hut and told his mother sadly:
“Ma, both Rameez merchant and Amina’s father have been invited to the feast. Why have we been excluded?
What is wrong with us?” Ashu’s mother heaved a deep sigh:
“Ashu, we are poor, very poor. Nobody invites poor people to feasts.”
Carrying a small bamboo basket, Ashu’s mother left to pick greens for their dinner. But her words continued to
ring in Ashu’s ears:
“Ashu, we are poor, very poor.”
Outside, on the bamboo machan in the little patch of a vegetable garden, a yellow bird sat wagging its tail. It
seemed to be mocking Ashu:
“Ashu, you are poor, very poor.”
The gentle south breeze, rustling through the leaves, echoed the words:
“Ashu, you are poor, very poor.”
Ashu walked past the bamboo fencing round their hut. He passed the cow shed belonging to Amina’s father.
Under a shonaloo tree, with its cascades bf golden flowers, sat Zerina, Amina’s younger sister, Hashu, and
Zolekha. Zolekha’s head was covered with the short anchal of her sari, and Zerina and Amina were decorating
her with flower garlands.
When they saw Ashu, Zarina asked:
“Won’t you be a bridegroom in our marriage game? Just look at Zolekha wearing ornaments of shonaloo
flowers. Isn’t she a beautiful bride?” Zarina lifted the sari anchal.
“Look, Ashu, in the whole world you will never get a bride like this. You must agree. I am your mother-in-law.
Put on a sehra of jackfruit leaves. Meanwhile, I will go and find a Kazi to solemnize the marriage.”
At first Ashu was very pleased that they wanted him to be Zolekha’s bridegroom. Then he remembered the
words of his mother:
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“Ashu, we are poor, very poor.”
He did not want to play with these rich people’s children. He shouted:
“No, no, I will not be a bridegroom in this rich people’s marriage game.”
Ashu walked away. As he was crossing the graveyard, he saw the chatim tree with its seven-pronged leaves.
He remembered that eight of his brothers and sisters were sleeping in its shade. He whispered a prayer:
“Allah, may their souls rest in peace.”
Walking slowly, Ashu thought how wonderful it would be if some day his eight brothers and sisters woke up
from the deep slumber of the grave. Did miracles happen to poor people like Ashu? Beside the graveyard, he saw
his mother, with one of her neighbors, plucking the tender green kalakochu leaves. The neighbour gave a gentle
push to his mother.
“Oh, Rahima Bubu, your son Ashu is coming this way.” Ashu’s mother looked up from her work.
“Ashu do not wander off too far.”
“I won’t, Ma.”
Ashu soon reached the fields beyond the graveyard. There were winter crops in abundance. The green chillies
had taken on a red hue. Ashu recalled the fairy tale which he had heard from his grandfather. Green chillies stole
the beauty of the princess and turned crimson red. Ashu thought he could see the spirit of the beautful princess in
the fields of ripe chillies. The next field was golden with mustard flowers. A butterfly hovered over Ashu’s head.
Its painted wings reminded him of the wedding sari of the shy daughter-in-law of the Kazi family.
Ashu was feeling very melancholy. He kept on hearing his mother’s words, as if someone were continually
whispering in his ears:
“Ashu, we are poor, very poor. Poor people are really sad people. They cannot afford to buy new lungis. Their
sisters cannot sleep in new cradles. Nobody invites them to feasts.”
Ashu reached the river bank. The river was wide. In its swiftly flowing waters was reflected the blue sky. A
boat with a painted sail was plying slowly, its oars making a splashing sound. Inside the boat were two married
girls, perhaps going to visit their parental home. Ashu could hear the children in, the boat singing.
Oh brides going back
To visit your parents’ homes,
Please come to our homes
And we shall entertain you with
Fried rice and frog legs.

Ashu crossed the sandy river bank and dipped his hands in the water. The cold water dripped from his fingers
and seemed to wash away his sad feelings. A big, mud-colored porpoise surfaced in a graceful arc, its brown body
glittering in the rays of the sun. The porpoise somersaulted twice, splashing water with its tail, and then dived
back into the water. Ashu felt that the river and even the diving propose understood the pain in his heart.
A little distance away stood Bangshi, the fisherman, casting his net into the water. Ashu thought suddenly of
Dr. Bhuiyan. Why did good people like Dr. Bhuiyan die prematurely? Ashu felt that the morose shafik perched on
top of the dead date tree was thinking the same thing.
Overhead, the telegraph wires crackled. Ashu thought he heard the telegraph wires say:
“Ashu, you are poor, very poor.”
Ashu’s eyes fell upon the kanak champa tree with its bunches of fragrant golden flowers. A gentle breeze
stirred the flowers. Ashu thought that when his mother sat on a jainamaz to say her prayers, she herself turned soft
and tender like a bunch of kanak champa. Ashu felt that there were many tales hidden within the fragrant golden
bunches. When the wind blew, the flowers began to whisper to each other. Ashu felt sorry that he could not
understand the language of the kanak champa flowers. Flowers are good, Ashu thought, they are soft and tender.
The only sad thing about flowers is that they are short-lived.
The bunches of kanak champa swayed in the breeze.
Suddenly, Ashu had an idea. He whispered:
“Dance, my dear kanak champa, dance.”
As if listening to him, the bunches of kanak champa started to sway. Ashu felt that the flowers understood his
secrets. In the whole wide world his only real friend was the kanak champa. His sister, Foolmoni, was still a clot
of blood. Though Ashu loved her so much, took so much care of her, she did not understand him; only the kanak
champa flowers understood his secret desires. .
247

Ashu thought to himself, If the bunches of kanak champa move this time, there will be a beautiful cane cradle
for my sister Foolmoni, all decorated with flowers. Ashu concentrated on the bunches of flowers. Suddenly, a
soothing breeze blew from the south. It seemed to whisper in the ears of the flowers, and the golden bunches of
kanak champa began to stir. Ashu was overjoyed. He had not been mistaken in believing in the kanak champa.
Ashu became emboldened and whispered softly,
“If you dance again, kanak champa, there will be a new lungi for me.” As soon as he finished whispering, the
gentle Falgun breeze shook the flowers along with the branches and leaves.
Ashu clapped his hands and shouted:
“Kanak champa, you are my real friend. I have no one except you who can fulfill my wishes. Twice I have
given you trouble. Once more, I shall give you trouble. You enjoy dancing, I know. I know it gives you pain as
well. Your flower body is too tender. The slightest wrong movement hurts you. But I request you once last time,
please dance again. If you dance this one more time, my father will have three acres of land and there shall be no
want in our family. Please dance once more. Then I shall go home.”
Ashu waited, silently coaxing the wind to move within the thick leaves like a mother fish among its young.
“Oh wind,” he prayed, “please do come quickly and swing the bunches of kanak champa. It will soon be evening. If I do not return home, my mother cannot cook. Foolmoni has developed the habit of sitting on my lap. If I
am not home, she will cry. Please do come, wind, and make the kanak champa dance.”
But there was no wind. This time the kanak champa did not comply with Ashu’s request. Ashu again spoke to
the tree, but there was no reply from the silent tree. Ashu said:
“Just one more time. If you dance this time, kanak champa, my father will have three acres of land. This much
land is enough for our family. Twice you have responded to my request. Many times the mad wind has forced you
to dance against your will, has caused the destruction of your branches. Listen to me once more, kanak champa,
listen to the pleas of a child. Dance once more. If you do not dance, the worries of my father will not end. Be kind
to my mother and my father, kanak champa.”
But Ashu’s requests went unheeded. The kanak champa did not stir.
Evening had descended. Ashu’s voice sounded like a prayer. But there was no response from the kanak
champa. Ashu said:
“Kanak champa, your flowers are soft and tender, it is true. But your heart is hard like stone. You do not
understand the sufferings of poor people. They do not have the means to procure two square meals. People do not
invite them to feasts. Most often they starve. Even Allah is hostile towards them. Please remember my request.
Tomorrow at about this time I shall come again. In the meantime, rest. When I come tomorrow, please remember
to dance.”
As Ashu was returning, he saw a large, ugly crane swooping down on a branch of the tree. As the huge bird
settled down, the branch shook violently. The movement of the branch caused the flower bunches to shake. Ashu
clenched his teeth.
“Now I understand, kanak champa, what is your secret. You will not dance on request. I will have to make you
dance.”
Ashu tied his lungi tightly and started climbing up the tree. When he had climbed half-way up, he started
jerking the tree with all his might. He felt a tremor in the body of the kanak champa. Ashu did not stop. A mad
urge made him jerk the tree more and more violently till a branch broke. This time Ashu stopped and climbed
down from the tree. But the kanak champa continued to shake.
Darkness was gathering all around. Ashu said proudly:
“Kanak champa, I have made you dance. This time Foolmoni will have a new cradle, and I will have a new
lungi. My father will have three acres of land. We shall not be hard up any more.”
Ashu seemed to.feel the golden kanak champa dancing in his mind. His body was covered with sweat. Never
in his life had Ashu felt such intense pleasure.
Suddenly he felt that his leg had become entangled in something rough. Bending slightly, he picked it up. It
was a snake’s cast-off skin. Ashu did not feel afraid at all.
Stars began to appear in the sky. Gazing at the stars, Ashu remembered his dead brothers and sisters. They
must be somewhere there in the sky in the form of stars.
Ashu felt sad, very sad. He started for home.
67.121 Cascading Rain\fn{by Jharna Das Purakayastha (1945- )} Sunamganj District, Sylhet Division, Bangladesh
(F) 7
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When the sun rises on a winter morning, the light is golden, like ghee made from thick creamy milk. But for
the last few days, there had been no trace of sun. There was a depression in the Bay of Bengal and the sky was
hazy. The whole city sat quietly wearing its dull gray color.
On such days one felt depressed without any reason. Mitali was feeling down too. But there were so many
things to do all around the house.. Once she started working, she hardly got any time to breathe. Tapen would
leave for office, Joydeep for college and Pinky and Rinky for school.
Tapen and Mitali with their son and two daughters lived on the ground floor of a four-storeyed building in
Naya Paltan. Mitali needed to rise early even on winter mornings. She raced through her chores all day like a
well-trained horse. The water was freezing in the morning; you could hardly touch it. Mitali had totally forgotten
those days, ages ago, when, even after repeated scoldings by her mother, a girl named Mitu had hardly touched
any household chores.
Like other days, after eating steaming rice, Joy got ready for college. After he left for college, Mitali left all her
work and stood on the balcony. Pinky and Rinky’s school was nearby, so she didn’t worry about them. The office
transport honked from the street corner—that was when Tapen left home.
Joy’s college was the farthest—he needed to go by rickshaw. Mitali knew that he walked a long way and then
took a rickshaw. Otherwise, paying for transport twice a day would be quite expensive. It was quite difficult for
his father to arrange for his college books and supplies, transport and miscellaneous daily expenses. Joy was
grown up enough to understand all this. It was as if he had a third eye. With this eye he could feel the difference
between the big and bright world outside and their pigeonhole of a house. He was very conscious about class
differences and their lowly social status. All this made Mitali worried about her son.
Along with other price hikes, the rickshaw fare had gone up as well. The rickshawpuller sat firm on his seat,
his legs crossed. As if he was in no need of passengers.
Every day Mitali stared at the road down which her son left. Rinky, Pinky and Tapen had left before him. As
the flat was then empty, there was no need for her to stay inside. Joydeep—whom Mitali called Bubun—kept on
bargaining with the rickshawpuller. As long as they did not agree on a fare, he would keep on walking. If he got
on a rickshaw in their narrow lane, Mitali felt a bit relieved. When she thought of it, Mitali felt like laughing. Was
there any peace in life? Would there ever be peace?
The sunny winter afternoon disappeared in a flash: Everyone would be returning home soon. When they all
came back on time, Mitali was relieved. But sometimes Bubun was late, specially if he had a practical class. The
boy didn’t want to take lunch from home under any circumstances. Whenever he was asked to take tiffin, he
grumbled.
“Ma, none of my friends carry lunch. They all eat in the canteen.” Mitali would say:
“If everyone eats in the canteen, you can eat there as well.”
Immediately Mitali realized that Bubun wasn’t given any allowance. Tapen didn’t have the means.
Tapen was a pen-pushing clerk. Like an oilman’s bull, all he could do was slowly turn the grindstone. There
was no scope of earning even a tiny bit extra. He had some ancestral property in his village, but that had been
plundered and devoured by his cousins.
When Mitali started worrying about the future, she said:
“We don’t have any savings. What will happen to us in a time of crisis?” With a carefree smile Tapen replied:
“Why do you worry? Just wait for a little while. Once Bubun is settled down, we won’t have any worries left.”
Mitali had so many hopes, so many dreams centering upon her son. Returning from college in the afternoon,
Bubun said:
“Ma, give me food.”
Mitali had soaked a huge load of clothes. Her sari was wet up to the knees. On her face and her arms were tiny
droplets of water. She said:
“Wait, I’m coming.” She had cooked Bubun’s favourite dishes: golden hilsa pieces cooked in mustard sauce,
thick slabs of eggplant fried in gram flour batter. She needed to cook dal every day for him. The moment he sat
down to eat, he would say:
“Ma, give me dal.” Seeing his mother washing the clothes, Bubun said:
“Serve the food, I’m just coming.”
Bubun did not return even at dusk. The hilsa fish in mustard sauce congealed untouched in the bowl, the hot
rice turned cold and stiff.
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Tapen, his colleagues and everyone they knew searched for Bubun. They looked for him everywhere. A
neighbor said:
“What is there to worry about? It’s barely dusk now.” Mitali said anxiously:
“Mashima, Bubun has never done anything like this before.” The elderly lady said:
“You know kids this age. You can never guess when something springs up in their mind. My grandson—a
BUET student—once left home in the morning and there was no sight of him till eight at night. Everyone started
looking for him everywhere. Some went to the hospital morgue, some to clinics to fmd out whether he had been in
an accident. The boy came back at ten-thirty at night carrying a huge ripe jackfruit.”
The atmosphere became a bit light after this story. A subtle smile played over everybody’s lips. The lady
continued:
“Do you know what had happened? My grandson had gone to his aunt’s house in Mirpur. He never goes there.
On that day while coming back home he had met his uncle who persuaded him to go with him. My daughter-inlaw was furious. ‘You went off just like that—we were worried sick. Why couldn’t you inform us till ten at
night?’ My grandson then said, ‘Don’t you think I tried to do that? I tried to call you so many times from my
aunt’s house. Is it my fault that our phone is dead?’ Actually the phone had really been dead from noon that day.
Then how could we blame him?”
Rinky and Pinky stared at everyone, perplexed. They listened to whatever everyone was saying. They looked
out into the street again and again—probably Dada was coming back right then.
Tapen looked tired due to the worries and tension of the day. Mitali’s eyes were dry like a desert. She thought
Bubun would probably come back any moment. She swung between hope and despair. It seemed just the other
day that the results of the S.S.C. exam had been announced on the radio in the afternoon and on TV in the evening. It was the first time that the results had been computerized. Bubun had gone to school, then to his friends’
houses nearby to inquire about the results. No one could say anything about the results, not even the Board office.
Mitali and Tapen spent that day in such anxiety and tension! They were so happy when they saw the result in the
newspaper—star marks with five letters!
Mitali had secretly wiped her tears of happiness. She had sent sweets to a few neighbors. She couldn’t give her
son milk, cheese, eggs, fish, meat. Yet on that day Bubun’s achievement had washed away all Mitali’s sorrows.
Human beings have so many unwritten pains and sorrows. Tapen had to request the school teachers repeatedly
to give Bubun tuition. The idea of hiring a private tutor to teach their son at home was an impossible dream. The
coaching fees were quite a tidy sum. Tapen realized that the world was gradually becoming the preserve of the
rich. In spite of his father’s poverty, and because he was a good student, Bubun could get close to his teachers. He
studied regularly and also got additional help.
Mitali’s eyes glazed over with her worries. Suddenly she heard footsteps. Her first-floor neighbor, Shirin,
patted her on her forehead and said:
“Boudi, don’t worry, Bubun will definitely come back.”
The small two-roomed flat. was flooded with people. Mitali didn’t realize that so many people had known the
young boy. Someone asked:
“Haven’t you found the boy? What’s the matter? Was he upset over anything at home?” Shirin said:
“Who could upset him? Nobody was even at home. He asked Boudi to serve lunch and left, that’s all.”
A man whom Mitali did not know entered with a folio bag in his hand. He was probably returning home from
office. He asked:
“Could it possibly be something to do with a love affair?”
Mitali stared at the man with dead fish-like eyes. This is the first time that the innocent mother of Bubun realized how cruel people could be. Someone else answered:
“Are you out of your mind? Having a love affair? He’s just a kid.” With a sarcastic smile, the inquirer replied:
“So what if he is a kid? It might be a case of calf love.”
Mitali lay down and closed her eyes. She was feeling very tired. Innumerable tiny worries clustered her brain.
Someone affectionately soothed her forehead and passed gentle fingers through her hair. Khalamma from the third
floor brought a cup of hot milk. She held her close and said:
“My dear, please drink the milk. You’ll get strength.”
There were no tears in Mitali’s eyes. She said:
“If Bubun doesn’t come back, how can I live, Khalamma?” With an affectionate rebuke, Khalamma said:
“Don’t say such unlucky things. Such a good boy—where could he go? I’m sure he’s with some friends.”
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Mr. Ismail, Kamal Roy, Shantanu Majumder, Mr. Raihan all waited, hoping for some good news. No one could
believe such a lively boy could get lost—a boy who was eighteen years old, who had grown up in this family with
so many memories, a boy who went for walks on winter mornings, who used to go to tutors regularly, who used to
attend school everyday in his white uniform, a boy who had done brilliantly in the S.S.C. exam and who had a
bright future before him. How could any sane person accept his sudden disappearance? Someone said:
“Wasn’t it possible that he got spoiled after going to college? The other day while I was returning ftom office, I
saw him smoking with his ftiends.”
From where she lay, Mitali heard what everyone was saying. Did Bubun smoke? The boy who had just stepped
into adulthood was very close to his mother. The faint line of a moustache that touched his fair face had a
strangely captivating sweerness. Mitali had never smelled cigarette on his breath. On the contrary, from time to
time, he chewed gum. Many times Tapen had grown irritated:
“He’ll lose all his teeth. Such a bad habit.”
Bubun had never argued with his father. Sitting close to his mother, he used to say:
“I’ll lose my teeth—come on. Ma do you know why foreigners chew gum? They get energy.” Mitali affectionately said:
“Energy, my foot. You give it to Pinky and Rinky and look what they’ve done—stuck it all over the house.”
In the deep voice of his new adulthood, Bubun called out:
“Hey Pinky, Rinky, you’re not going to get any more gum if you keep on doing this.” He told his mother:
“Ma, actually chewing gum is just like pan. You just keep chewing it, nothing else.”
Many little memories, like tiny bits of jewels, flashed through her mind. Bubun had been quite small then. He
had wandered off down the footpath following some goats and cows. Suddenly there had been a lot of commotion. What had happened? Everybody had run out onto the road. Tapen had been frantic. Where was Bubun? A
boy of Bubun’s age was lying spreadeagled on the road. His head had been smashed by a truck, and his blood and
brains had spilled all over the road. Bubun had been wearing a red T-shirt but the boy who had been run over by
the truck was wearing a checked shirt. Tapen and Mitali felt relieved. Suddenly, they saw Bubun leaning against a
light post, staring at a cow.
That day Tapen had dragged his son home by the ear.
“Will you go to the main road ever again? Why did you go?” Bubun sulked and said:
“To see the cow.” Tapen said:
“What is there to see in a cow? Your son will be a cow himself,” he told Mitali. Mitali said calmly:
“Be that as it may, but let go of his ear.”
Mitali opened her eyes. The house was full of people. Just like a festive house. Even the people who had never
visited them once were there. Whether good or bad—there must be some news. Everyone waited eagerly. To pass
the time, they chatted. Someone said:
“Having a boy of this age at home is a matter of tension. There is no way of knowing what they’re going to do.
Remember that poem by Sukanta:
The age of eighteen knows no fear,
It knows only the glory of giving blood.
That’s why there are no doubts at this age.
The age of eighteen should be descending
Into the heart of this land.

Shutting her eyes, Mitali calculated Bubun's age. In two months, he would be eighteen. She thought of the
poem, The Age of Eighteen Knows No Fear. Was it true that this age was fearless? Had Bubun done something?
Mitali’s heart started throbbing like a generator.
The hours passed. The conversation turned into a steady hum. Mitali didn’t know whether Pinky and Rinky
had eaten anything. One of the neighbors would surely feed them. Mr. Ismail said:
“There is no way of knowing what they think or understanding what they do. It’s the result of the generation
gap. It seems as if someone has swallowed the time between our generation and theirs.”
Inquiries had already been made at the houses of Bubun’s friends. The boys said that Joydeep had attended
classes as usual and chatted with them. Yes, he had gone to college like othet days, had asked his mother for
lunch. Mitali hadn’t noticed anything different. But where had he gone after asking for lunch? There was no trace
of him. He would come back if he were alive, wouldn’t he?
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Had there been any accident in the city? Tapen had looked all over the city to find out if there had been any
accident involving an eighteen-year-old boy. The stony weight pressing down upon Mitali’s heart became heavier,
thinking of her husband and her missing son. She sighed deeply. Just a few days ago she had had a tiff with Tapen
over her son.
“Listen, Bubun is going to need tutors.” Tapen had paused while eating and said:
“How come he needs a tutor so soon? He has just started college. Have you gone out of your mind?” The
quiet-natured Bubun had replied softly:
“Yes, Baba, I do.” Standing at the door, Tapen had commented wryly:
“Education has become so dependent on coaching these days.”
“One needs tutors for physics, chemistry, maths—everything, otherwise one can’t do well. And if one can’t do
well, there’s no way one can get a seat in BUET, Medical College or any other place.”
Mitali was quiet by nature, but that day she grew angry. She said:
“All the boys are going to tutors. Why can’t you afford to send Bubun to one? You can’t afford anything.
You’re always short of money. How can you raise a child in this way? You won’t water the plant, you won’t feed
it, but you want big beautiful flowers.”
As a result of talking at a stretch, she had started gasping. She was anaemic, and her head spun due to lack of
blood. The doctor had asked her to have lots of spinach, liver and eggs and to take rest. Could she do any of that?
Tapen had also been quick to retaliate:
“Didn’t we study at college too? We never ran after the teachers like students do now. I can’t keep pace with
the others. Let your son know that I’m no aristocrat.” Bubun had quietly said:
“Ma, it’s all right. Don’t fight over me any more. I don’t need a tutor.” That day Mitali hadn’t\fn{ So the text;
perhaps had is meant.} told her husband:
“You studied humanities. You didn’t study science. And has the world remained the same for the last twenty
years? The whole system is different now.” Tapen was always stubborn about one thing:
“Why should you be ashamed of your real condition? I’ll lead my life the way I can manage.” Mitali had
objected:
“Listen, if you can’t keep pace with others, it causes an inferiority complex. Earlier, you never dared to make
even a sound in front of your father. But now things have changed—now kids want to talk clearly about what they
want.”
A few days later, when Tapen was going through the old newspapers, a newspaper photograph caught his eyes.
Ben Johnson had defeated Carl Lewis. A photogtapher from Kolkata was taking his picture from the press block.
But there was a special arrangement for photographers to take pictures from near the track. Photographers from
Europe and America had been taking pictures of the players with expensive cameras. The details were better in
those pictures. But the Kolkata photographer was embarrassed to go near them with his small camera.
That day Tapen realized that a gulf of difference did make one feel ashamed and inferior. Tapen admitted his
mistake to Mitali. Parents always tell their children about Vidyasagar who studied under the street light and
crossed the mighty. Oamodor to meet his mother. But will this age-old example be true always? The times had
changed and so had peoples’ values, dreams and aspirations.
The thin veil of sleep suddenly disappeared. Mitali eagerly asked:
“Shirin, has he come back? Is there any news?” Gently patting her forehead, Shirin said:
“Don’t get so impatient, Boudi. He will come back with some news.”
The crowd in the room thinned out a little. Everyone had their own household to look after. They needed to get
ready for the next day. The world was not going to stop just because the daily life of one single family had been
disrupted. Many of those who lived far away had already left. But many of the neighbors were still waiting.
Someone whispered:
“Is it possible to find a boy in a huge city like Dhaka? He may be watching some movie on a VCR somewhere.” Encouraged, another person added:
“These days teenage boys get together to watch porno films. What a shame! What is happening these days?”
*
Suddenly a boy barged into the room. He wailed:
“Bubun Bhaiya has jumped from the roof top.”
Mitali stared blankly at the boy.
All whispers came to a halt. A few people in the room started weeping. The silence of the night was shattered
with the sounds of pain and grief:
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When Tapen returned, people tried to console him. His hair was awry, and his eyes the color of red hibiscus.
Bubun had thrown himself down from a high-rise building in Motijheel. Tapen went to the morgue to identify
the dead body. His parents’ beloved Bubun was a bloodstained body, the boy who was known in college as
Joydeep was gone forever. He was only a memory.
Mitali looked at everyone with tired eyes. There wasn’t a single drop of tears in her eyes. Instead her eyes
clouded with dozens of queries waiting to be answered. Why did Bubun die? What did he need? Was it lack of
parental love and affection? Or was it something else?
The last rites were performed three days later. A calm and quiet Tapen supervised everything himself. Pinky
and Rinky watched their brother’s funeral with unblinking, tear-filled eyes. Mitali watched with an expressionless
face. All these rituals, the recitation of holy verses by the Brahmin priest, everything seemed meaningless to
Mitali.
Irrespective of how hard anyone tried, Bubun was not going to return. Mitali grieved over her son’s death.
Despite all their hardship, Mitali had regularly given Bubun a cup of milk, slices of fine bread with a thin layer of
butter on them. She had managed at least two eggs a week; good vegetables and fish-meat had been difficult to
manage.
The neighbors and acquaintances from far and near came to console them. Quietly they commented:
“Small grief causes pain, while bigger losses turn one to stone.”
The young boy had killed himself and still there was no sign of tears in her eyes. If she failed to cry, she would
die.
Days passed. Gradually things returned to normal. After finishing all the household chores, Mitali shuffled
through Bubun’s books. Had someone shoved him from behind? Had he been trapped in some way?
Going through the old books, Mitali noticed an old exercise book. Bubun used to write about so many things in
it—just like a diary.
Bubun wrote:
Today Tito, Tanveer, Ratul, Pappu Nayan—all my classmates gave Sir money in envelopes. I couldn’t give anything.
The teachers look kindly on me, pity me, and love me too. Considering Baba’s inabilities, they treat me in a patronizing
manner. It hurts my self-respect. I feel so small in front of my friends.
Before the S.S.C. final examination, I really needed coaching for Geography. Everyone went to Shaila Apa for
tuition, including me. Ma used to warn me, “Be careful while walking. Hold the hood tightly while traveling by
rickshaw.” Whenever I listen to Ma, I feel like laughing. She would have felt so relieved if she could have held the
whole world within her arms.
My teacher telephoned Sufia Apa on behalf of Baba, asking her to teach me free. Because of all this, sometimes I
lose all interest in studies. I feel so humiliated to be so poor.

While reading, Mitali's eyes grew misty. Shy Bubun had laid himself bare in his writings. She realized that she
hadn’t known her own son. She stared at the exercise book. Bubun wrote:
Tito, Tanveer, Ratul—they all come by car. I walk a long way getting sunburnt. Due to the heat, my head feels hot.
Rony, Azad pass me in a flash on a rickshaw. Some of them call out, “Hey, Joydeep, get on.” Once or twice, I sat beside
them but felt embarrassed. It’s better to walk.
I have a good relationship with everyone in the class. Still, they tease me behind my back. Whenever Ratul and
Rony see me they chant a rhyme: “One step … two step …”
This morning Ma gave me five takas extra. She said, “Your friends eat potato chop and singhara from the canteen.
Have some today.” But I didn’t buy anything. The five taka bill crackled in my pocket. Near the Hatirpool market I
asked the rickshawpuller, “Will you go to Central Road?” He asked, “How much will you give me?” “Two takas.” With
a contemptuous smile he asked, “Can you go anywhere for two takas?” Ultimately we agreed on three takas and I
boarded the rickshaw. It hurt me so much when I had to pay him three takas. Still, I got off the rickshaw triumphantly
in front of Rajib, Tutul, Tito, Rony. My heart aches. I know Baba earns very little, and Ma faces a hard time running the
household. None of Rinky and Pinky’s wishes are fulfilled but everyone has high hopes for me. Scrimping and saving,
Ma gives me five or ten takas.
Toda the moment I entered the campus, Tito, Rony and Tanveer started jeering, “Look, Joydeep is looking just like a
scarecrow.” I could feel my eyes becoming red and steam coming out of my ears. I felt like crying.
I am so out of place here. I can’t say anything to Ma. She would be so hurt.
How could I tell Ma that my friends call me scarecrow? I always put mustard oil in my hair before my bath. I don’t
have dry, shoulder-length hair like them. Four to five other boys came running to join the fun. Targeting me they jeered
and said, “Who is that junk?”
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I knew the meaning of junk—garbage, rubbish. I felt as if I would burst into tears. Can I tell Baba anything about
being teased? Baba is an old-fashioned person. He doesn’t want to understand these things. He would ask, “Do you go
to college to study or what?”
The problems of seniority-juniority in college are so intense that a fight may break out over the form of address:
Tumi-Apni. But these are beyond Baba’s comprehension. I can only tell these to the person nearest to me—Ma. But I
can never say this to Ma. She has so many dreams about me. Ma fantasizes about me becoming a doctor, on graduating
as an engineer from BUET. I can never hurt Ma. I have to keep on tolerating all this day after day and keep quiet.

It had grown dark outside. Tapen had taken Rinky and Pinky to the doctor. The girls had been feeling very
depressed for the last few days in the gloomy atmosphere of the house. Mitali had never bothered to look at them.
She felt what was the use. All this love and affection, everything was meaningless. Life was nothing but a mirage.
They would return from the doctor shortly. But she had to know Bubun before they returned. She had to understand her eighteen-year-old son.
Bubun was born of her womb. He was part of her, separated from her only after birth. Mitali hadn’t known he
was so sensitive, so easily hurt. Everyone knows that four babies are born every minute in this country. But no
one knows that many of them die internally before their physical death. Bubun had died much earlier because of
pride, self-respect and shame.
Mitali’s eyes went back to the exercise book. The date was a few days before his death. He wrote:
Tito’s first term result is quite good. That’s why he has asked a few of us to have lunch at his house. After finishing
my practicals, I felt hungry. Entering the canteen I received a great shock. Most of my classmates were sitting there in
faded jeans and loose, colorful shirts, eating chops, patties and holding bottles of cold drinks in their hands.
I bought two singharas quietly. They shouted at me in unison, “How loaded are you?”
Even before I had bitten into the singharas, my hunger evaporated like ether. A wild howl rose inside me. I felt like
saying, “What is it with you people? Do you hold the world in your grasp?” Even before I could say anything, they
started singing, “Don’t say anything, don’t say a word.”
I ran out of the canteen. It was a broiling afternoon outside. I flung the singharas away. My heart was burning.
Suddenly Tito came and slapped me on the back. “Hey mister, where have you been? Come, come, let’s go home.”
All of us got into his car. There was a sweet fragrance of an unknown perfume. Tito switched on the cassette player.
“Listen, it’s a Guns-n-Roses song: Shed a tear cause, I’m missing you. I am still all right to smile, Girl …
The humiliation I had felt a while ago vanished. The world seemed to be very beautiful.
The duplex in Maghbazar was picture perfect; his mother who was just like a wax doll talked to us. There was no
stain of turmeric on her hands or anchal. The sari she was wearing was like soft velvet. They were like people from a
dream world.
A banquet was spread on the huge dining table. Fried rice, fruit salad, mayonnaise, smoked hilsa, vegetables, soup,
custard—foods the names of which I didn’t know, foods which I had never tasted before. Ratul, Tito and the others
spooned food onto their plates with experienced hands. They ate with forks and spoons. Lightly picking up a paper
napkin, they gently wiped the corners of their mouths.
I felt so helpless. I couldn’t pick up my food properly with the spoon. I kept on making mistakes in my table
manners. I somehow finished the meal. I felt my whole body shivering. After lunch, apples, oranges and grapes were
served on the table. Ratul winked and suddenly made me a target. “Next time, we’ll eat at Joydeep’s house. You miser,
your results were so good but you didn’t treat us a single day. Hey, aren’t you going to treat us?” I felt that I would
burst into tears, but I couldn’t cry openly. Everything is a twist of fate. Hiding the humiliation in the secret chamber of
my heart, I chatted and joked with everyone. I couldn’t understand how people found poverty amusing. Things had
been all right at school. At college, my poverty was a constant humiliation. One day while teaching Tagore, Dipmalya,
who taught us Bangla literature, said, “If a child suffers ridicule, he only learns to be shy.”
I too feel like moving away from everyone. I feel like hiding my face. But there is a long way to fulfilling mother’s
dream. The path I have to take is very difficult and thorny because I will have to go through a lot of humiliation and
disrespect.

Nothing else had been written after this. Blank pages, only blank pages. Bubun was gone. He would never
knock on the door thrice, he would never again say:
“Ma, Oh Ma, open the door.” He would never again say,
“What have you cooked, Ma? Oh my God, that horrible shukta again?” Bubbling with happiness, he would
never jump up and say:
“Hey Ma, are we having steamed hilsa today? Ho, so nice.” Tears rolled down Mitali’s cheeks like rain in
Sravan.
Tapen returned with Rinky and Pinky. Coming close to her, he patted her on the head and tried to console her.
“Can any of us deny destiny, Mita? Everything in our lives is programmed.”
*
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The night moved sluggishly. The moon shone, the stars sparkled like thousands of tiny motifs on a jamdani
sari. Everyone was sleeping, but sleep refused to come to Mitali’s eyes. She came and stood in the verandah like
a meditating hermit and gazed at the calm night sky.
New flats had sprung up everywhere; light scattered like pieces of diamond from numerous matchbox—like
windows. People were still awake in many houses.
Beggars of midnight do not stay awake. They sleep soundly on the footpaths and porches of Kamalapur railway station. After a whole day’s struggle, the middle classes and lower classes become tired and go to sleep to
recoup their energy for the next day’s battle. Only the upper classes don’t have sleep in their eyes. The enjoyments of life are scattered right in front of them. Their world sparkles, they hear the tinkling of coins in the wind.
They have risen to squash this planet called earth under their feet. This is why the world has changed so much.
There are innumerable videocassette shops all around, so many restaurants filled with fast food. How can there be
a place here for Joydeep, the son of a very ordinary and honest clerk? The whole country is flooded with dish
antennas. Rap music has driven youngsters wild, Baba Saigai’s song, Monjula, Monjula, has intoxicated them.
They have gone mad over ZeeTV’s hot number Tu chiz bari hai mast mast.
There is not even a tiny place for Bubun on this earth. As he grew up, he saw the world around him. Day after
day, submerged in a sea of frustration, his hopes, aspirations, and dreams vanished like the flight of birds.
Here Bubuns don’t survive. Poisonous light, polluted air—that is why Azimunnessa and Rustam Ali’s son
couldn’t survive after being born in ward number seventeen. After staying in a bucket for ten hours with a dead
child, the baby screamed to announce—I am alive. I came to the world but heartless people didn’t let me survive.
After staying alive for twenty hours he left, protesting against his second death. But Bubun survived for quite a
few days. Due to his tremendous life force he spent seventeen years in this world.
In this world, innocent flowers like Bubun do not survive. This ruthless world, this heartless world, doesn’t let
them survive.
Mitali wept in the middle of the night for the nameless newborn in ward number seventeen and for the child of
her womb, Bubun.
179.32 Motijan’s Daughters\fn{by Selina Hossain (1947- )} Rajshahi, Rajshahi District, Rajshahi Division,
Bangladesh (F) 6
Marriage gives a woman a certain kind of stature in the new household—she becomes a wife, and becoming a
wife means the beginning of a new chapter in her life. She has a world of her own made up of joys.and sorrows
and so many other things, as well as control over the household—that is what Motijan used to imagine, but she
could not understand her position in this household. She did not even know if there was any need for her at all in
this household.
She had a mother-in-law over and above her who was really in charge, and Motijan was no more than a
superfluous addition to the family. Her heart was full of the frustration of being superfluous. The sharp words of
her mother-in-law often scorched her soul. At such times Motijan felt totally sick at heart of married life. She
wished she were a widow.
The mother-in-law’s name was Gulnoor and her son’s name was Abul. She had lost her husband when her son
was just eighteen months and had been a widow for twenty-two years now. She had managed the house and
whatever land her husband owned with an iron hand, looked after the family and brought up her son. She had
never asked for help from either her husband[‘s family or her own parents. The people of the village said of her:
“She’s a very hard woman, mind you.”
Gulnoor was proud of this. She felt that being hard was really a matter of pride and this hardness had a
significance for her. As a result, whatever she herself thought or did was the right thing; it could not be anything
else.
Motijan had expectations from her husband, but she found that her mother-in-law had totally usurped her
rights. Sometimes she thought that even Abul was superfluous in his mother’s household. When she expressed her
acute grievance at not being able to lead a contented family life with her husband, Abul simply escaped from the
house. He told Motijan in clear terms:
“Don’t tell me anything. I know nothing and can do nothing. Mother is all in all. She keeps my heart trampled
under her feet.”
As he said this through twisted lips, Abul waved his hands in the air and gave vent to his feelings in vulgar
invectives. But his words failed to indicate the target of his obscenities.
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Motijan looked at her husband with her eyes wide. His appearance was always bewildered, his eyes bloodshot,
and he was totally indifferent about family life. He had absolutely no interest in household affairs. He frequented
a den where he smoked ganja with his friends. He was a regular ruffian and thought nothing of spending money
on a woman named Rosoi who had a place in the market. Neither his mother nor his wife were of any concern to
him.
Realizing this truth, Motijan grew hard. She wanted to be as hard as her mother-in-law. Her mother-in-law’s
reproaches made her stubborn inside.
Nine months of marriage had completely opened her eyes, but no one could guess that. She pretended to look
neither to the right nor to the left, neither below nor above. But she had eyes for everything around her; not even a
tiny piece of straw could escape her vision. Did her life in this new household have a very good start, after all?
In the beginning she hardly understood anything properly. Looking back upon the past few months now, she
realized that not even the first seven days after her marriage had passed well. Her mother-in-law’s attitude was
sullen; she never spoke to her properly. Motijan could look at her face only with fear. She did not understand her
husband even. He too did not speak to her in a normal way. He puffed at bidis the whole day and night and filled
the room with smoke. It was impossible to take a long and relaxing breath in that suffocating air.
Motijan could say nothing to him. The sultry atmosphere in the house always frightened her. She was scared to
put her foot down anywhere, scared even to sneeze. At mealtimes her fingers would suddenly become paralysed
while picking the bones of a piece of ilish fish. Raising a ball of rice to her mouth, she would glance
surreptitiously at her mother-in-law and find her looking at her with eyes that made her tremble inside. Motijan’s
heart seemed to beat noisily, almost like the rumbling of the waters of the Mahananda during the monsoon, as
though she could feel the sound of the waves touching her body if she listened carefully.
When her mother-in-law raised the topic of dowry on the eighth day, she shrank in fear. She had just finished
eating and the aluminium plate still bore the marks of gravy. Gulnoor spoke through gritted teeth,
“At the time of the marriage your father promised that he would give a wristwatch and cycle to my Abul. Why
hasn’t he sent them yet?”
Motijan remained silent. She drew lines on her plate with her forefinger. She knew her father’s circumstances
well: his household expenses were twice his income. He had made the promise without being sure of his ability to
get the money for all those things. What was going to happen now? Gulnoor spoke harshly again,
“Why don’t you say anything?” Motijan said tearfully,
“I don’t know anything.”Gulnoor burst out,
“Why don’t you know? You must!”
Motijan began to tremble. Her fingers became motionless on the plate. She felt as though the rice she had
already swallowed was choking her; any further shouting and she would simply vomit out all she had eaten.
“Don’t snivel, now! Go and wash up the plates and pots.”
The order to work relieved Motijan. It gave her a wonderful chance to escape. She collected all the utensils and
carried them to the pond. It was the middle of the day, blazing sunlight all around. Motijan sat on the edge of the
pond, looking at the sunlight with unblinking eyes. She realized that nothing was smouldering, inside her, there
was neither any burning feeling nor the pain of being scorched. She only felt like bursting into tears out of an
acute sense of helpless anger against her father.
She buried her face between her knees and sobbed quietly. Why did father have to make false promises? What
harm would there have been if she had not been married off? All she wanted was to join Beli bua who worked
with the village cooperative making nakshi kanthas, fine embroidered quilts.
She was bent upon earning her own living. But her father ruled that out. He would lose face and be utterly
humiliated if he could not get his daughter married off. So he had to find a husband for her by any means.
Why? Why? Motijan wanted to kick all the utensils into the water. What a mockery of a marriage! Where was
the good life she had been led to expect? What about her husband? Was this the prestige her father valued so
much? The honour and prestige of the poor depended on the food and clothing they had.
Motijan kept on staring at the blazing midday sunlight without blinking. Before her eyes, her bedroom
darkened with the smoke of countless bidis, seemed to turn into a coloured balloon, soaring higher and higher up
in the air. She could never reach up and touch it. At that moment the bright day around her began to freeze into a
solid mass within her. She thought,
“I too shall become a hard woman.”
Days roll on, as is the nature of days, and Motijan’s days also rolled on. She came to realize that although she
had to live with Abul, he was not really a part of her life. He spent at least half the month with Rosoi at her place.
256

In the beginning Motijan had tried to remonstrate with him and been rewarded with beatings. Now she no longer
raised the subject; neither did Gulnoor bother about whether her son returned home at night or not. She supported
whatever her son did. In fact, she felt quite comfortable when her son did not come. Then she could torture
Motijan to her heart’s content, which she could not do when Abul was present. She had to pretend to humour her
son—at least for the sake of appearances.
Besides, nowadays Gulnoor directly gave vent to her anger about the dowry. She shouted loudly at Motijan,
“Your father is a liar, a cheat! If he couldn’t manage to deliver the cycle and the wristwatch, why did he
promise?”
In her agitation Gulnoor was quite abusive and shouted loudly much of the time. Abul also followed his
mother’s example.
One day Motijan could no longer remain silent, although she felt like choking. In a trembling voice she said,
“My father is not a cheat. He’s poor. My father is not a liar. He doesn’t have any money right now, that’s why
it’s taking him all these days to buy the cycle and the wristwatch.”
“Shut up, you wretched girl! How dare you speak such big words!”
Gulnoor dragged Motijan by her hair and threw her to the ground. She put a rope round her neck and tied her
leg to a post inside the room. Motijan was not given anything to eat the whole day. She grew numb. She had no
tears in her eyes, no sense of burning in her heart either. Her lack of feelings slowly began to turn into a hard core
within her. She wanted to turn into a hard woman. In the evening Gulnoor dragged her by the rope to the pondside and said,
“I can no longer feed rice to you. All you’ll get now is grass. Go on, eat.”
Abul joined his mother in laughing at this terrible joke and then went off to Rosoi’s place in the market. A little
later Gulnoor brought Motijan out on the verandah and gave her a plate of rice to eat. Motijan ate the rice in stoic,
dispirited silence. Then she went into her room and closed the door behind her to be alone in the darkness.
She could not sleep for a moment the whole night. She tossed restlessly on her bed, rolled on the floor. She
tried hard to remain calm but could not. She spoke to the darkness,
“Tell me, O darkness, how can I take revenge? How?”
At this moment of ultimate silence she felt the need of a companion, someone very close to her, someone to
whom she could open her heart. She craved for a little joy now. No more this tortured life for her. She felt no
responsibility at all for a husband who was a drunkard, a gambler, infatuated with another man’s woman. She
could visualize only one opponent before her, the one who was reputed to be a hard woman in the village.
Motijan’s fight was with her.
Days roll on, as is the nature of days, and Motijan’s days also rolled on. Abul came home sometimes,
sometimes he did not. When her mother-in-law became abusive about the missing dowry, Motijan listened in
silence. She had not been to her father’s house for such a long time. No one from her father’s house could come to
see her either. Her elder brother had come twice. Gulnoor treated him very badly. She had forbidden him to come
again without the wristwatch and the cycle. No one else had come in the last six months or so. On his last visit,
her elder brother had told her in private,
“Try not to be so unhappy. I tell you, Father and I are trying to get the watch and cycle.”
Motijan had scolded her elder brother with anger in her eyes.
“No, you must not trouble yourselves. Father has already been branded a liar and a cheat. So why should you
worry about the wristwatch and cycle any longer? And I? I have turned into a cow. They ask me to live on grass.”
Saying that Motijan had burst out in ripples of laughter—her first uninhibited laughter after arriving in that
household.
Her brother looked on at her stupidly. From the verandah Gulnoor rebuked her sharply for such unmannerly
mirth. For the first time Motijan ignored her mother-in-law and kept on laughing.
Made nervous by her abnormal appearance and the loudness of her laughter, her brother slunk away quietly.
His escape made her utterly sad; her grief seemed to rend her soul into pieces. Silently, she went into the cowshed.
She cleaned the shed and sat there late into the afternoon making cow-dung cakes-to be used as fuel. She kept at
that task until the blazing sunlight outside grew dimmer.
From that time Motijan’s power to ignore anything became stronger within her heart.
Very late that afternoon, when Motijan felt ravenous, she came back to the house to eat, but her mother-in-law
stopped her at the door of the kitchen. Motijan understood that Gulnoor had sacrificed her midday nap in order to
guard over the food. She wanted to punish her for her impudent laughter earlier in the day. Finding her way
blocked, Motijan said in a cold voice,
257

“I want to eat. I’m hungry.” Gulnoor said,
“There’s no food.” Motijan shouted,
“Why not?” Gulnoor bared her teeth in a snarl and raised her hands threateningly.
“I won’t give you any rice. You can have nothing but grass.”
“I do my share of work in this household. 1 earn my food. I don’t just sit idle and eat. You have to give me
food. Hasn’t a servant got the right to demand food?”
Motijan stepped past her mother-in-law and entered the kitchen. She rummaged through the pots and pans but
found no food. There was a covered plate in a shika hanging from the ceiling. As soon as she reached for it, her
mother-in-law rushed up.
“Don’t touch that, I tell you. That’s Abul’s food.”
Motijan broke into her unnatural laughter again. Then she spoke through gritted teeth.
“Rosoi has cooked for him. Why should you worry?”
“What did you say? How dare you?”
Motijan made no reply. She held the plate of rice and curry close to her chest and started eating. She realized
that she must not let go of the plate. Her mother-in-law would get the chance to jump upon her if she sat down to
eat. So she kept standing and eating in such a way that if Gulnoor attempted to come close she could throw the
plate at her. Right at her head. A big piece of fish had been kept for Abul and now, what good luck, it was hers to
eat! Or was it something she deserved, after all? That’s what Beli bua used to say: Claim your own rights.
The thought brought a faint smile on Motijan’s lips. Ravenously hungry, she kept on eating voraciously
without even looking at her mother-in-law. She stole a glance at her out of the corner of her eye. No, she had not
taken a single step forward. She realized that Gulnoor was staring at her with dilated eyes. Such defeat was utterly
inconceivable to a hard woman like her. Motijan felt within her heart a surge of victory as though the waves of the
Mahananda were tearing a path through a curtain of thick mist.
Later in the afternoon she came to the bamboo grove beside the pond. It was a secluded, shady spot. Sunlight
failed to reach the ground through the thick foliage. It was as though a solid layer of glue across the tops of the
trees kept the light trapped there. The ground was damp and wet, soft and pleasantly cool. Motijan’s mother-inlaw had perhaps fallen asleep in her room after her defeat. There was no sound from her. She always had to have a
nap in the middle of the day; it was her favourite habit.
Motijan sat down beneath the bamboos and hummed softly to herself This was the first time since her marriage
that she had felt so happy. The young boy named Budhe had taken the cows to graze on the other side of the pond.
He was a very restless child, who couldn’t sit quietly even for a moment. He would frequently come up to Motijan
and say,
“Why don’t you tell me a story, Bhabi?”
“What sort of story? About a king?”
He would nod in agreement. Motijan would tell him a story about a king, about the seven seas and thirteen
rivers. Listening to her, the eyes of twelve-year-old Budhe would gleam with pleasure.
At this moment, however, Budhe was nowhere to be seen. Motijan felt as if today her heart was full of stories
about kings, as if she were travelling across the seven seas and thirteen rivers herself. She longed to tell Budhe
about her feelings.
As she left the bamboo groves and approached the house, Motijan met Lokman before the front door. Seeing
her, Lokman smiled. He had a tall, slender figure. Motijan trembled when she looked in his eyes. He was Abul’s
friend and came to the house every so often. When Abul was away for several days, he sent some purchase back
home through him. Lokman also went by the house on his way to and from the market. Motijan had never had the
opportunity to speak to him, neither did she have the courage to do so. Today Lokman looked surprised to see her
at the front door.
“How are you, Bhabi?”
“Well,” Motijan smikd. Her teeth glittered like pearls and Lokman looked somewhat bemused.
“Here—your shopping.” Motijan reached for the bundle.
“Come,” she said easily, “sit in the shade. Would you like to have a paan?”
The lilting tone of her voice startled Lokman. He wanted to sit for a while. Yet he hesitated and said,
“I have to go now.”
“Do come again, won’t you?”
“Yes. I’ll come again.” Lokman’s face brightened as he spoke.
Motijan went into the house, walking with a natural grace and looking back once at him over her shoulder. The
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rhythm of her movements startled Lokman once more. Was this the same woman he had seen so many times
before? It took him a while to overcome his surprise.
Motijan put the shopping down on the verandah and sat there listlessly. Gulnoor was still sleeping. As soon as
she woke up she would open the bundle to check the contents. Motijan was not allowed to open the shopping bag.
She never wanted to anyway. Today she felt more at ease, leaving it carelessly on one side. If she could, she
would have trampled on that bundle and cast it into the pond. But she did not wish to quarrel needlessly with her
mother-in-law. She was engulfed in a dejection that seemed to strike at her like gusts of torrential rain. It was
more than a year since her marriage, but she was not a mother yet. The bones in her body grated with her
suffering. She was filled with an all-pervading emptiness while Abul was enjoying himself thoroughly at Rosoi’s
place.
Since her defeat the other day, Gulnoor had been playing a different tune. She tried to provoke Motijan every
now and then by her sarcastic remarks and even asked her point-blank,
“Why can’t you have a baby?”
Motijan looked stupidly at her. What could she say in reply to a question like that? Once she felt like asking,
“Why don’t you ask your son?”
But she desisted and, turning her head, went off to attend to her household chores. Behind her back, her
mother-in-law raised her voice to complain loudly,
“How can my family lines be kept alive, O Allah?”
The tone of her voice irritated Motijan intensely. She stopped abruptly and turned back, but saw her mother-inlaw passing through the side door into their neighbour’s house. She came back and sat down on the verandah. Her
mother-in-law would now start accusing her of being a sterile woman. Her whole body felt numb. Why couldn’t
she bear a child, after all? Motijan’s eyes brimmed over with tears of anguish.
Budhe came and stood before her. He had brought a load of jams gathered in a corner of his lungi.
“Have some, Bhabi. Look. I’ve brought so many.”
Motijan stared at Budhe without saying anything. On another day she would have shouted in glee and said,
“Budhe is a real darling!” Not hearing her admiring remarks today, Budhe nodded his head understandingly
and said:
“I know, Amma has called you names, hasn’t she?” Budhe whispered,
“Don’t cry, Bhabi. Ammas very bad.”
Budhe dropped the jams on the verandah and ran off. At that moment Gulnoor was telling Noor’s mother next
door,
“Sister, that daughter-in-law of mine is barren. Otherwise, why doesn’t she bear a child?” Noor’s mother
giggled,
“What if she’s barren? Get your son married again. Be sure to ask for a lot of money this time.”
Gulnoor smiled happily and did not waste any time in repeating it all to Motijan. She added that her life would
be meaningless without a child to keep the family line going.
Motijan made no reply at all. The word “marriage” was spinning round and round within her head. When Abul
returned home after two days, she mentioned the need to keep the family line going. But Abul simply snarled at
her,
“I’ll kick the family’s behind!”
“But your mother wants it.”
“Go and tell mother—” He stopped abruptly and swore under his breath.
Motijan was stupefied on hearing the vicious swearing. She felt as though something was moving inside her
abdomen and clutching at her entrails. She felt sick. Yet, as she breathed the stench of ganja coming from Abul’s
mouth, she wanted to kick Abul off her. But she restrained herself and imagined Budhe calling her. When the
stench of ganja hardened inside her chest, she could feel Lokman’s tall, slender figure coming within her reach.
She stretched her hand trying to touch him, and his body seemed to curl into a small bundle and crawl into her
fist.
One day, at noon, the sky darkened with clouds and a strong wind began to blow. There were sudden gusts of
stormy wind. Apparently Budhe had not come back from the grazing fields because the lowing of the cows could
not be hoard from anywhere near by. Gulnoor had gone to Kansat in the morning to visit the family of her
husband’s elder brother. Before starting she had said that she would return in the evening. Abul had been away
from the house for two days.
Motijan sat on the verandah with her legs stretched out, embroidering flowers on a handkerchief. She had to do
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the work on the sly, keeping it a secret from her mother-in-law. She wanted to give the handkerchief to Lokman as
a present. She had developed an easy relationship with Lokman. He knew when Gulnoor would be sleeping, when
Budhe would not be around, when the sunlight would be filtering through the shadows of the bamboo grove. At
such times Motijan had endless leisure on her hand: she could travel across the seven seas and thirteen rivers.
One stormy day gusts of wind blew dust from the courtyard into Morijan’s face, blinding her eyes and
dishevelling her hair. As she jumped to her feet to take cover, she saw Lokman running across the courtyard to the
protection of the verandah. The rains came just at that moment, falling in torrents.
Inside the room, Lokman pressed Motijan to his chest in a tight embrace. For the first time, the very first time
in her life, Motijan truly experienced the intense sensation of a man’s touch on her body. She realized that there
was a great deal of difference between Abul and Lokman.
Days roll on, as they always will, following their course. Motijan’s days, however, passed differently now. She
was going to be a mother. When Motijan first missed her monthly period after that day’s incident, she cried out in
astonishment. Alone in her room she tried to come to an understanding with herself—to come to terms with the
surge of emotions throbbing all over her being, as though all the doors that had so far remained closed were now
opening before her.
On hearing the news, Abul looked at her askance.
“So the family line is saved, after all!”
But Motijan’s mother-in-law was not happy at first. She remained ominously quiet. It was her second defeat,
and she had never imagined that it would come so soon. Then she looked obliquely at Motijan and said in a stern
voice,
“You must not give birth to a girl child, mind you.” Motijan said,
“What makes you hanker after a boy child? Your own son does not care for you.”
“What if he doesn’t, you slut? You must bear a boy, or you’ll suffer the consequences, I tell you.”
Her mother-in-law’s hot breath seared Motijan’s face. She knew that it was a year of acute drought—crops
were withering, fields were cracking up. Her whole body was heavy with a fatigue that was trying to tear at and
devour her entire being. She tried to triumph over her physical weakness with the strength of her mind.
In course of time, Motijan gave birth to a daughter. Abul laughed loudly and mockingly,
“So the family line is not going to be saved, after all!”
Gulnoor was grave and refused even to see her grandchild. But Motijan found a release to all the pent-up
emotions within her by pressing her daughter to her breast and showering her with love and caresses. Even in the
midst of all the indifference and neglect she was subjected to, the ecstasy she felt at the birth of her daughter
billowed all around her like the surging waves of the Mahananda. Motijan danced and swung her daughter before
her mother-in-law’s eyes and sang her to sleep.
Gulnoor could not bear Motijan’s joy; she became ferocious and threatening. But Motijan grew stronger than
before within herself and said,
“If I could, I would give birth to a hundred daughters.”
She no longer remained silent but shouted back. This made Gulnoor madder than ever before. Of late, Abul
had practically stopped coming home. Motijan came to know that he had left Rosoi and taken up with another
woman. He was too busy to bother about anything else. All that made Motijan even more stubborn.
In about a year Motijan was with child again by Lokman and gave birth to another girl. This time Gulnoor
remained silent for seven days, then she declared that she was no longer prepared to tolerate a daughter-in-law
who bore nothing but a girl child every year. When her son returned home, she would make him divorce this
useless wife of his and send her off to her father’s house.
Motijan listened silently to her mother-in-law’s tirade. She had no time to think of anything else now. She was
busy throughout the day with her children. On top of that, she had all the household chores to take care of too. She
was nearly always overcome with fatigue and exhaustion.
When Abul returned home after about a month or so, Gulnoor wasted no time in loudly announcing her
decision to him. At that moment Abul was very much under the influence of ganja. His mother’s words startled
him. He stared blankly at her for a few seconds, then went out of the house again. Gulnoor filled the house with
her angry shouts.
“I’ll throw that wretched woman out right now!”
Quite a few of the neighbours gathered in the courtyard. Motijan appeared before the crowd with her two
daughters pressed to her breast. Gulnoor was still shouting, the curses flying out of her mouth like fireworks.
Motijan stood her ground.
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“Don’t you dare swear at me,” she raged. “I warn you!” Gulnoor screamed,
“You’ll get no food at my house from today. I’ll get my son married again. My family line must be kept
going!” Suddenly Motijan burst into mocking laughter, startling everyone.
“Your family line?” she said. “Faugh! If I had left it to your son, I wouldn’t even have got these two girls.”
“What did you say?”
Gulnoor, the hard woman of the village, kept staring at Motijan with dilated, unbelieving eyes.
A barely audible murmur spread among the crowd.
Motijan stood there, holding her two daughters close to her. From the safety of their mother’s breast, Motijan’s
daughters glared at everyone before them.
227.107 Excerpt from Freedom Struggle: A Prologue & An Epilogue\fn{by Kaiser Panna (1947- )} Payalgacha,
Comilla District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh (F) 11
A while ago, all smiles, I went to see off Notan and Lina at the gate. They came to spend some time with me
on my marriage anniversary day. They had brought some flowers and sweets—old friends of mine, who had stood
by me in the best and worst of my times. I love to be with them—and so do they with me. Usually little remains
unspoken when we meet. But today was different. We laughed, we talked—but somewhere between us there was
a barrier behind which I kept on disappearing time and again.
Every moment of this day is touched by my past and perhaps by my whole being. Those bright stars in the sky
—witness of my countless moments of agony—as if I stretched myself and my fingers touched them one by one. I
stood in the verandah and felt as if time was standing still with me. I had a lot of questions to ask those stars.
Have they forgotten my past? My days of sorrow, of pain and agony? And yet I am no longer what I was in the
past.
This me of myself was not what she is now. I was different—made of quite a different stuff. Father used to call
me a Tomboy. I used to run across the village like a speeding deer ever on the go. I used to bathe in one tank and
then go for another. I used to climb the trees within batting of an eyelid. I was rarely found at home. Father used
to laugh and say
“It has been a mistake on the part of the creator to make you a girl.”
And then a disaster struck me! A tornado took me up and dropped me on another shore of life. I became
different. The whirling winds left me in a dreaded land—but yet, what a surprise. I have been keeping on walking
my lonely furrow quite undaunted as if nothing has happened.
I am not tired—and when weariness wants to embrace me, I convince my inner being that a surrender now is
beyond question.
*
17th February is my marriage anniversary day. For the last nineteen years, this day comes quietly and leaves me
without a whisper. Those who are very close to me come to me perhaps to share my pain of this day, to console
and embalm like Lina and Notan who came today. But really at this moment I want to be left alone—all alone and
to myself. I touch the array of memories and take their smell—memories which have lighted my way for nineteen
long years.
On 17th of February 1969, I got married to Shahidullah Kaiser, the celebrated journalist, politician and writer.
That day Dhaka was under seize of a curfew. The country was in revolt—the upsurge of nineteen sixty nine. And
the day before, that is on 16 th February, the rituals of my marriage had been organised. All our relatives were to
come. Customs demanded that after they apply the turmeric paste on me, the bridegroom had to be anointed with
it the same evening. The marriage was arranged in a hurry and there was little time available for anything.
Shahidullah was opposed to these rituals of turmeric paste and all. But with requests from all concerned had
agreed to touch it with his finger. The city had been ablaze the whole day with excitement. That day of 16 th
February had seen Dhaka as a city of processions and slogans.
Then suddenly an indefinite curfew was clamped from the afternoon. There was a burst of protests all over the
city.
The horizons were afire. The guests invited on the occasion of Gaye—Halud, the rituals of turmeric paste, left
in a hurry. The ceremony could not be completed. Everyone in the family took it as an evil omen and were
concerned about our fate. My mother put her foot down—this wedding would better not take place.
But Shahidullah’s mother accompanied by his brother and a few more relatives managed to secure a curfew
pass and appeared on the scene nevertheless. She put a mark of turmeric on my forehead and declared that the
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marriage would be through as decided. No one could stop her. My mother-in-law, who was really affection
embodied, touched me and someone inside me said “this wedding will be through”. She softly caressed me on my
head and said
“Do not be upset dear. My son is a revolutionary and so is his marriage.”
How stirring were her words! They still ring in my ears. Next day Shahidullah Kaiser, the bridegroom,
appeared in a plain dress of pyajama and panjabi, armed with a curfew pass. The marriage party was graced by
the presence of Farhad Gajnabi, Ali Aksad, Jahir Raihan, Suchanda, Jakaria Habib and Baby, my sister-in-law.
The marriage was celebrated with a tea party. Shahidullah’s hand in my hand, I boarded his car with him at
four in the afternoon that day. Our vehicle was stopped enroute at number of times by the police patrol. I had a
taste of fear and was apprehensive that something might go wrong any moment.
I reached our new address, 29 B. K. Ganguly Lane, and thus set my foot on an unchartered course for a tryst
with destiny. How could I guess the varieties of life that awaited me after this journey? I had never imagined that
the going would be so rough and painful.
That day I had congratulated myself so many times for choosing to accompany a celebrity known for his
progressive thinking. I come from a conservative society where womenfolk hide themselves behind borkhas—the
head to foot cover of a black clothing with only two holes in it to see the world through. Coming from this
background I was embarking with a socialist on his new bright world of humanism where religion and customs
become secondary things. Images floated before my eyes as I was on my way from our place to that of my inlaws.
Our family was known as the Chowdhury family of Pahelgacha. In our village, the girls were usually permitted
to go to primary school only up to standard five. But my father had a different outlook. To me he appeared to be
an uncommon man, almost a saint. Though he inherited the Zamindari of the Chowdhury family, he never lived
his life as a landlord.
He was a devotee of the “Maizbhander” sect. He used to remain entranced in a world of music and usually
spent much of his time in our drawing room with his musical instruments like dhol, tabla and harmonium. He was
never given to worldly attractions and donated all his properties for the uplift of the village—especially for the
village school. He did not restrict his thoughts to the future well being of his family only—he thought of the
whole village and its future.
Keeping only the ancestral house and its surrounding land in our possession, he donated all the rest of his
properties to the school.
Right beside the school stands now a Degree College and a students’ hostel. The village now boasts of a
community center, police station, health center, mosque and a market. The earnings from the land donated to the
school go to its development funds.
Father revolted in his own silent way against the custom of not sending the girls to school. I have five sisters
and two brothers and the brothers are juniormost. All my sisters were sent to school.
All of us passed the final exam of High School from the same institution. However our eldest sister could not
continue schooling for long. Father arranged an early marriage for her. I was just a kid at that time. Later I was
told that her marriage was celebrated with much pomp and grandeur. It was all music and laughter and songs for
seven days. People from seven villages were invited on the occasion. This was the last celebration of its kind we
saw at home.
Our village folk, specially our relatives, got angry with us because all my sisters were attending school. It was
observed that we are not obeying the rules of purdah—the custom of restricting the manners and movements of
womenfolk, so that they have only a limited exposure to the outside world.
The villagers started a slander campaign against us. Father never protested. He used to laugh away all these—a
laugh of total indifference to such frivolities.
My second sister Khaleda Edib Chowdhury could not continue her studies for the school final exam from our
village—she had to be taken to Comilla to my grandparent’s place at Maulavipara and got admitted in Saila Rani
school. She passed her Matriculation Examination from there.
After passing the exam, she went to continue her studies in Kumudini College. The village folk spread rumours
that she had joined some hospital as a nurse.
We approached father to say that this called for a protest from him. Father laughed away the whole thing as
usual and said,
“Your work rather than my words will be a protest to all these.”
That day perhaps I failed to reach the depth of his spoken words. But I do understand now—salvation, freedom
and all the rest lie in work—what I do should be an answer to all queries—within and outside of me.
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One day, after the results of my second sister’s school leaving exam was out, father started a celebration with
fireworks in front of our house. Curious with the sound of the crackers our neighbors gathered at our place.
“What’s up Chowdhury Shahib? Why all these crackers and fireworks?” Father’s reply came with a laugh.
“Nothing really, taking the shine out of some people.”
Maya, another sister of mine, could attend school up to standard eight dawning a borkha. She could not
continue attending the school physically. The pressure from our relatives and the village folk was too much for
her. Of course her name was maintained in the school register but she used to do her studies at home. We would
forever remember the help and compassion we received, from our school teachers in our strive. They used to
come often to help my sister and never accepted any remuneration in return. In the end, my sister got through the
school leaving examination as a regular student.
After passing the school exams, Maya got admitted to Kumudini College and as the news reached them, our
elders including our uncles and aunties from our father’s side did everything possible to bring mental pressures on
her to stop her proceeding further. My sister had to face a lot of maltreatments but these could not undermine her
determination. Our parents remained one with her and Maya continued attending Kumudini College inspite of all
these.
On the other side, we continued to be more and more hard pressed financially and faced quite a few crisis
thanks to our charitable father. No suffering however could dampen his enthusiasm for charity for a worthy cause.
Music was father’s other magnificent obsession. A dance and music teacher was employed for us inspite of all
those hardships. We had our initiation to music and dance from Gangacharan Babu.
“You all must take lessons of music,” father used to say. “If paying for the tution means living with only one
meal a day, I do not even mind that.”
“Music cleans your soul,” he used to add, “It keeps you in good spirit. Music is another way to reach God.” We
were too naïve to understand him then.
“Father must be crazy,” we used to discuss.
Father and mother would often sing together devotional songs. We also used to join. These were mostly songs
from North India, folk songs by Lalan or those from Maizbhander. Some days he would come home a little late in
the evening. If we happened to have been sleeping by then, he would wake us up and start his musical soirée.
Father, mother and we the sisters—all used to participate. We—the five sisters—one to all of us, were amongst
the accomplished students of Gangacharan Babu. I myself, and my youngest sister had our lessons on dances too.
Sometimes in the evening father would ask us to perform to see for himself how far we have learnt.
My third sister Kashmiri could play the flute very well. She would often play it in the verandah and father
would go out and sit near the ghat of our tank to listen to the tunes from a distance. The sound of our songs,
percussion instruments and flute would often disturb our neighbors in their sleep. We often had to face awkward
remarks for this. We complained to father on this but he would not tell them anything. On the contrary, he would
advise us,
“Stay on your course without paying any heed to them. I would answer them with your accomplishments.”
Sometimes we would be angry with father for this. Up to standard ten I used to put on a borkha on my way to
school.
By now we had grown immune to the gossip mongers of the village. A smile is all that we offered in response.
Once I played the role of Aleya in a drama Sirajdaula at our School. That day my first uncle, who was senior
to my father and my aunties stormed us in a group fuming with anger. The complaint was that we had all become
Hindus. We were taking our lessons in music and dance from a Hindu teacher and taking part in a drama with
boys—these were enough incriminating evidence of our de-facto conversion to Hinduism. Our relatives in the
village stopped visiting our place in retaliation.
We used to see our cousin sister secretly behind the tank side bushes and bamboo groves. Mixing with other
young ones from our age group was considered a crime for them for we might also make them Hindu-like.
This also reminds me of one more strange, and in the context of our religious faith, daring act by my father.
Father had sometimes gone to the graveyard of our ancestors with a harmonium hanging on his chest tied to his
shoulder and freely singing gazals and bhajans—religious songs from north India.
The motlahs, i.e. the muslim village preachers, and the elders of the village became furious and in fact came to
our house determined to thrash my father’s harmonium to pieces to stop recurrences of this act of infidelity. But
when he spoke to them looking straight on their faces, they melted under the warmth of his personality.
“Our ancestors,” he said, “are always made to listen to our prayers and recitals from the Scriptures. A good
song from time to time will soothen their souls. They will enjoy this.”
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At this time we used to take these unconventional broad-minded views of my father lightly. Now we
understand that he was a saint in his own way. Once he got it announced in our market place, with the beatings of
drums usual for such purpose, that we would give away some ornaments and cattles to the deserving poor. A big
mass gathered in front of our house. Father appeared on the scene sporting mother’s ornaments on him and gave
all these away quite merrily. Mother never offered any resistance to such overtures. She knew that he would not
listen.
Such spending made us worse off day by day. People would say
“Chowdhury Sahib’s daughters will remain unmarried through out their life—who will marry them without
dowries?” Father would say,
“I will never pay dowry to get my daughters married.”
He kept his words and did not pay dowry for any of his daugher’s marriage. I was brought up by my revolting
father in a cultural atmosphere of our own and his saintly image came to my mind again and again when I started
on a new course of my life holding the hands of a revolting son of this soil whose mind was also aglow with the
radiance of our heritage.
My father died two months before my marriage. I missed him so much then. He would be so happy to see me
getting married. It was not in my lot to see him happy in this happiness of mine.
Sitting in the car, with Shahidullah Kaiser, I was thinking over the strange turns the events took. Even a
fortnight back it was unthinkable that there could be such a change in my life—that I would be given to make a
world of my own. The world of dreams that a girl sees, my cherished dreams of colours gay. Fate sets our course
to unthinkable destinations,—the way it did for me.
*
February 3rd to February 17th—only these few days and there was so much to happen.
It was the evening of third February. Khaleda Tridib Chowdhury, the second eldest amongst my sisters was
preparing to go out. Brother Motaher who was my sister’s brother-in-law and is now my husband’s maternal
uncle, was to accompany him. I had just finished my M. A. exams and had nothing on my hands to do. I also
wanted to accompany them. I did not know the details of their programme and ventured to ask,
“Where are you going?”
“To Shahidullah Kaiser’s place.”
“Would you take me with you?”
“His house is in old Dhaka—will it be proper for you to go there?”
“Oh, nothing would happen. I have often wished to see Shahidullah Kaiser, Jahir Raihan and Suchanda in
person.” My sister thought over it for a moment and then said
“Ok, come with us then.”
I got ready in a hurry. To get a chance to meet so many celebrities in person—I was feeling great. It was not so
much the feeling of thrill but a feeling of pleasure that came to me that day—the pleasure of meeting some
accomplished ones.
I had fancied seeing Shahidullah Kaiser in person for long. I was an avid reader of his columns in the daily
newspaper Sambad under his pseudonyms “The traveler” and “The Patriot.” As the writer of Sareng Bou (The
Seaman’s Wife), he had tranced me long back.
The writings of Jahir Raihan also had influenced me in the same way. I had read his works and also seen
movies directed by him. Who would not wish to meet such a man in person?
When I was studying in the University, Mr. Muniruzzaman, our teacher, had asked us to write a criticism of
Sareng Bou. I was a student of his tutorial group. The task was not very easy for us.
I had two close friends—Banful and Labanya—in our group. Others used to call us “the three gems.” Apart
from the three of us, there were two more student members in our group. We had decided once to collect the
address of the writer to see him in person to discuss his works with him. But later on we dropped the idea
wondering in our naïvety that this might end in an unpleasantness as we did not know the type of person he was
and that he might as well consider this an encroachment or might even give us no audience at all.
On the day of the tutorial examination we were writing our papers sitting in a corner of the room of our teacher
Mr. Moniruzzaman when we saw a man coming to him. He left after five minuets or so. We were engrossed in our
exam papers and obviously could not afford to notice much about the visitor. After the exam was over when we
stood in front of his table to submit our papers, our teacher said
“Do you know who came to see me just now? He was none other than Shahidullah Kaiser.”
“Oh Sir, why didn’t you tell us then?” I blurted out. “Sir, why didn’t you introduce us to him,” I whispered,
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“we were writing criticism of his work only!”
“Oh! is it so? I had totally forgotten that you were all writing on Sareng Bou today.”
Our Munir Sir as we used to call him, was a very absent minded person. He would sometimes totally forget
about his classes—specially the tutorial classes. Sometimes we would wait in front of his room—with a big
padlock on the door coldly staring at us. And then he would turn up at last—when the class hour was almost over.
On seeing us, he would say
“Oh! Is there an exam today to be held now? Come, please come inside.”
“But sir, the hour is almost over,” we would hesitantly say.
“Oh! Ok then. Appear next week.”
That was of course a relief to us—somehow we have been spared the trouble of appearing in the exam at least
for the week.
Munir Sir used to sometimes miss his classes. But when he did take them, he used to pour his heart out. He
wanted to give us all that he had. Nothing was missed in the end—we got the principal back with the interest.
What he gave us remains in our heart as an invaluable gift. Later, after our marriage, I told my husband about this
earlier incidence of our being brought near one another by chance.
“I wonder why I had not noticed you then,” he had remarked in a tone of regret.
“And what if you had done so?”
“I would have definitely ended the encounter in a marriage. I would have got you as my wife much earlier.”
This note of regret is also mine now. Why, in the name of God, we could not meet earlier? There was one more
occasion like this when we missed each other in spite of being very near.
It was towards the beginning of nineteen sixty six. Motahar Hossain along with his family had come to vjsit us
from Karachi to Dhaka and were staying at my sister’s place. As I mentioned earlier, Motahar Hossain is
Shahidullah’s maternal uncle. Shahidullah came to my sister’s place to invite his uncle. Eventually I was also at
that time in my sister’s place but I was asleep. When I woke up, Shahidullah had already left.
So on the third of February 1969 when we were on our way to Shahidullah’s place I was glad, thinking that
“I can not miss him today.”
*
We had hired an auto-rickshaw and it stopped before a gate when we reached our destination—I noted the
address—it was 29. B. K. Ganguly Lane.
We got off from the Auto-rickshaw. It was a two-storied house in crimson red. The abode of two brothers who
had become legend in their own life-times—the abode of Shahidullah Kaiser and Jahir Raihan.
We went past the gate and entered the house. The door was wide open. It usually remains open all the time to
accommodate the stream of visitors who come to see the inmates. Relatives and friends from the village and the
city—all were welcome, Later on I came to know all these.
I crossed a big room and entered a verandah inside. I saw an old lady with rosary beds in her hand. One could
see in one’s first glance that she had been paragon of a beauty in her own times. It was not difficult to understand
that. she was Shahidullah’s mother. She came forward as she saw us. Brother Motaher touched her feet as a mark
of respect and she embraced him in joy. She became very emotional and we could see that she was holding back
her tears with efforts. Myself and sister followed brother Motaher and touched her feet as well. She was radiating
affection as she embraced the two of us and looked at our faces. Brother Motaher then got us introduced:
“They are Chowdhury’s wife and sister-in-law.”
My brother-in-law Motaher was called “Chowdhury” within the family circle. He was also a distant cousin of
my mother-in-law.
It was the first time that she saw the two of us. It was both moving and embarrassing as she drew us close and
caressed us in affection. She stretched her hands across our shoulders and took the three of us to her room.
As it happens when close relatives meet after a long time, people normally would have so much to say. There
would be so many common tlireads and the patterns which time has woven while they were away from each other
would unfold themselves slowly.
I edged myself out from their conversation and sat quietly at a corner—perhaps looking rather dumb. My eyes
were hovering on the old furniture of the room. Nowadays the tradition and craftsmanship seen in that furniture
have slowly lost ground to sleek modernism. But I liked the old furniture I saw in that room and remembered a
similar lot lying full of dust and without the least care and maintenance in our village house.
I was becoming restless now—where were those people whom I came to meet! Are they home? The house was
so big that it was difficult to guess who was in and who.was out. To ask Shahidullah’s mother about them would
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also be awkward. She also became my cousin-sister by a distant relation, but I felt uneasy to call her so. I was
more comfortable in thinking of her as an auntie or a mother figure. That was more appropriate for a lady like her
dressed in spotless white and clearly basking in some sort of a greatness that could be felt in her—one would bow
in respect to her almost instinctively—such was her bearing.
After a while Baby, Shahidullah’s sister, entered the room. She was a final year student of the Dhaka Medical
College and quiet, gentle and friendly by nature. She came and sat by my side as her mother introduced me to her.
She looked at me and asked,
“What is your Name?”
“Panna.”
“You have a very pretty name. What are you studying?”
“Just appeared for my master’s in Bengali.”
“Are you a resident of Rokeya Hall?”
“No, I stay with my sister.” I felt like talking more to her but her mother asked her to arrange some
refreshments and she had to take leave of us.
“Oh Dear! I have not as yet talked to this daughter of mine,” and with these words her mother came and sat by
my side. She raised my chin in her hands and said,
“Such a pretty girl! What is your name?”
“Panna.”
“What are you studying?”
“Just appeared for my M. A, in Bengali.”
“How many sisters and brothers do you have?”
“We are six sisters and two brothers.”
“And your place amongst them?”
“I am the fifth daughter of my parents.” Then she tumed to my elder sister and asked,
“How may of your sisters are married till now?”
“Four of us.”
Then she enquired from her about the husbands of my other sisters—questions mostly on how and where they
were placed. My sister replied her questions politely.
At this time Baby came and through the verandah took us to the dining room. Her mother held my hands and
sat me next to her. The dining table was full with variety of refreshments. Time and again she would pick up one
or the other and put it on my plate. I was feeling shy, I could sense that she was glancing at me time and again
between bits of conversation. Now she called Baby and told her,
“See if you can get hold of Kaiser over the phone. Try his usual place.”
Baby went to the door and entrusted this work to her younger brother. Her mother also went out of the room. It
appeared to me that she whispered something to Baby; I did not know whether my sister or brother Motaher had
noticed it.
Brother Motaher was meeting his sister after a long time. They had spent their early life at Calcutta and were
enjoying their travel down memory lane. He was very fond of his nephew Shahidullah. The emotion of his
feelings for him was showing as they were talking about him. Nowadays such bond of love and affection can
rarely be seen even amongst brothers and sisters of one’s own blood. Today’s education and social culture breeds
isolation and apathy. We are all occupied with ourselves only. We have no time to think of others. The emotional
attachment shown by them that day appeared exceptional to me.
That house in B. K. Ganguly Lane was witness to a long passage of time. Maolana Habibullah, Shehidullah’s
father, was a teacher in Alia Madrasa, a school with courses on Arabic and Islamic education at Calcutta. After the
partition of India in 1947, he along with his family migrated to Dhaka and joined the local Alia Madrasa as its
Principal. He had purchased this house then. Initially it was a one storied building. Later Jahir Raihan got the
second story constructed. As this extension of the building came into discussion, brother Motaher wanted to see
the newly constructed 2nd story which he had not seen earlier.
Shahidullah's mother took us all to the 1 st floor.\fn{The second floor, in American parlance. In many countries, the American
first floor is referred to as the ground floor: H } She climbed up the stairs and stood before the locked door of a room just
by the side of the landing.
“This is Jahir’s room,” she said.
“Are none of them home now?” I could not help asking this.
“No. Jahir has gone to attend the shooting of his film. Kaiser also went out a while ago.”
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She opened the locked door picking out a key from the bunch of keys tied to the hem of her saree. She
switched on the light. The room was furnished to good taste and was immaculately clean. A large portrait of
Suchanda, Jahir’s favorite heroine and later his wife, was hanging from an wall. We had a look around and then
came out through a long verandah to another room on the other side of it. We saw his younger brother Mia still
laboring with the phone. When his mother saw Mia, she asked,
“Could you get hold of Kaiser?”
“No, I could not get him anywhere.”
“He might also visit Jahur Hosen Chowdhury’s place. You can try his number once.”
I could follow that they were looking for Shahidullah Kaiser. But I did not think of any other implication. I had
just thought that it will be good if he turns up while we were still there. I could see him in person then. I was yet
to see any of the celebrities I came to meet. It would be frustrating indeed if the visit became fruitless. Maybe I
could never get another opportunity to see them. His mother took us now to the end of that long corridor,
unlocked yet another room and said,
“This one is Kaiser’s room.”
As we all entered we saw that it was a big room partitioned by shelves with rows of books nicely arranged in
them. Some of them had a number of journals and magazines collected from abroad. On one side was a TV and a
sofa set. The other side was being used as a bedroom. A mattress was laid on the floor, with some of his books and
writing materials still lying on it. A wall on this side displayed a large oil painting by Murtaza Bashir. Standing
there I could sense the aroma of a mind devoted to beauty and good taste.
The room spoke of some one given to music—one did not have to take a second look to feel that. I slowly
walked out through the corridor to the verandah outside. I had not yet seen any of .the accomplished ones I came
to see. Perhaps they would never know that a girl who admired them so much had come to their rooms and left
her tributes to them in silence.
As I stood in the verandah, I observed a mango tree with its branches spread almost to touch it. The night sky
twinkled through the branches and the leaves. A sky spangled with stars. They would remain the witness to all the
thoughts that passed through my mind that evening. It is not that I was having some romantic dreams—I just
thought about him. I had divined about the author of the famous novel Samsaptak (an army which would fight to
the death of the last soldier) and of Sareng Bou (where he placed humanism above religion). I had thought about
the humanist in him.
As we walked towards the stairs, we saw Mia still struggling with the phone for his barda (the eldest brother).
In that, household, Shahidullah was commonly addressed as Barda.
That day somehow I became a center of attraction. All the inmates would drop in to see me. Was there some
thing in me to invite so much attention! I almost felt proud.
We came downstairs after having a look around the first floor and were preparing to take leave. When we had
just walked to the door, we saw Jahir Raihan and Suchanda returning from their shooting. His mother got us
introduced to them there.
Jahir Raihan held brother Motaher in a deep embrace the moment he saw him. The maternal uncle and his
nephew had met after a long time. Mother took Jahir Raihan aside and whispered something to him and he in turn
conveyed this to Suchanda. The next moment I saw their eyes fixed on me. Jahir Raihan signalled something to
his mother.
It appeared to me he had a restless soul. His features beamed with the sparkle of a genius. There was
something hidden in the depth of his eyes. He was frequently putting his hands inside his trouser pockets and
again taking them out, changing his position frequently while talking. This mannerism was attractive in its own
way. He appeared to me like a restless deer—continuously on the run. It was against his nature to talk for some
time standing at the same place.
Suchanda moved to my side. As a heroine, she was already famous then. I was feeling elated and wanted to
talk to her. But she herself started the dialogue.
“What is your name?”
“Panna.”
“When did you come?”
“Oh, it has been quite some time.”
“Please drop in some day again.”
She belied all my presumptions about her. She was so good—sociable, gentle and very modest too. Her big
black eyes had the charms to attract people and make friends easily. We took leave from them for the day. Thus
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ended the chapter of third of February, 1969.
*
Brother Motaher dropped us at our Arambag residence and left for the circuit house on Bailey road. He, along
with his family, was a resident of Karachi and had come to Dhaka on office work. He was putting up at the circuit
house as he had come alone. Before my marriage, he was already the husband of one of my cousin-sisters. After
my marriage, he also became my maternal uncle-in-law. But still I address him as my brother. He gave me the
affection which only an younger sister could expect. His presence dominated quite a big part of my life.
I returned home with a deep sense of sorrow—again I failed to meet Shahidullah Kaiser in person. I did not
feel like taking my dinner that day and went to bed picking up the copy of Samsaptak lying on the table with an
intention of reading some part of it. I had borrowed the book from Minu only that afternoon. Minu was a girl from
our neighborhood. She had done her M.A. only the year before and we had become good friends.
My exams being over, time was an inexhaustible commodity lying in my hands, so I often visited her place.
She was a good-natured girl—modest and shy. Minu’s world revolved around R.
R was hopelessly in love with her. They had been students in the same class of the university. R used to write
so many poems on Minu. She knew that her family would not accept this relation. But how could she refuse him?
He had been waiting for her with such devotion. Nevertheless Minu was made to marry an engineer.
But R could never forget Minu. His passions for her and the pathos of his loss found expression in a series of
poems.
And then he was heard no more. People say he became a martyr in our liberation struggle and a poem was
found in his shirt pocket even when he died. That must have been the last poem he wrote about Minu.
Slumber stole over me as I was thinking about her. I could not read Samsaptak that night as planned.
*
It was the evening of the fourth of February. I was playing some games with Sangeet, Sumana and Prabal—the
children of my sister. I used to spend some good times with them. The calling bell rang and I got a start as I
opened the door. Standing at the door was Shahidullah’s mother with a gentleman by her side. He was
bespectacled, sported a light jacket of gray color and was toying with the car keys in his fingers. He looked very
smart.
I stood there speechless for a moment. Only yesterday we had been to their place. The pleasant memories of
the visit were still haunting me. And here they were, standing in front of me. And who was this gentleman
accompanying the lady?
It suddenly dawned on me that I was standing there dumbfounded and doing nothing. I collected myself and
said,
“Oh it is you Auntie! Please do come in.”
The smart gentleman had the airs of having frequented our place. As they came inside and took their seats,
Mother said,
“He is Shahidullah—my eldest son. You had been to our place but could not meet him. So I have brought him
today. To get you all introduced to each other.”
Shahidullah Kaiser was my favorite author and I wished so much to see him in person. I went all the way to B.
K. Ganguly lane for this purpose—I suffered throughout the day for not being able to meet him. Yet here he was
sitting in front of me—I looked in disbelief. And how to start a dialogue with a personality of such stature. I was
indeed groping for words. I had always thought that Shahidullah Kaiser would be a very grave looking, serious
and pedantic person. But he turned out to be entirely different. He was all smiles, modest, gentle and not at all an
egotist. He appeared a little restless though—time and again he was putting one of his legs on the other and again
bringing it down. On the whole he had a pleasing and attractive personality. One could not but like this man.
I was still looking for an opener for a conversation but he did not give me an opportunity for one. Shahidullah
himself said,
“I was told that you visited our place yesterday. It is my misfortune that I was not home. If I knew that you all,
specially my uncle (Motahar Hossain) was expected there, I would not have gone out at all.”
And look at this man! Was not the misfortune mine rather than his! I trembled inside but hid the feelings
nevertheless. I muffled the elation within and said,
“I also felt bad that we could not meet you in person. Had uncle given me a ring, I could have stayed back. We
saw them frantically trying to contact you over phone.
“Yes, I was told so when I came home.”
“You have to excuse me for a while. I’ll just go and tell my sister that you have come.”
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Inside, my sister was busy sewing some clothes. On seeing me she said.
“So? Do we have some visitors?”
“Shahidullah Kaiser and his mother have come to see us.”
“What a surprise! Didn’t we visit their place just yesterday? What’s the matter?”
“I have no idea. Please come; they have no company there.”
As we entered the drawing room. Shahidullah stood up in courtesy to my sister. His mother gestured me to
take a seat near him.
“Yesterday you could not see him,” she said again “That is why I have brought him today.”
My sister herself had by then some publications to her credit. Company of another writer was naturally
stimulating for her. I could sense Shahidullah stealing frequent glances at me in between his remarks. I shivered—
riding the waves of a pleasure unknown. I thought his eyes wanted to say something to me. Something I could not
decipher as yet.
Or was it altogether an illusion? Is it not usual for people to look at others? But I was a woman, he was a man
and that made the Ltifference. I may not have been a fairy, but I was not ugly either. I could not help feeling a
little proud of myself.
My sister went inside to arrange some tea and refreshments leaving the three of us together. There was a
silence in the room as she left and none of us would speak for some time. Mother was looking once at me and
then towards her son, exchanging glances. I could well understand that their eyes were talking a language of some
kind and I could now decipher the message.
Modesty did not allow me to speak. That would look too awkward. I should say something but I could not find
a word to speak.
Yet I awaited this day for so long. So often I had thought that I had to ask this man so many things if I ever got
a chance to meet him. And here I am sitting dumb in front of him. Ultimately it was Shahidullah who broke the
silence and asked,
“I am told you are a student of Bengali. Is it so?”
“Yes, I was. I have already appeared in my final exam. The result is due soon.”
“Why did you choose Bengali as your subject?”
“Because I have a liking for it.”
“Your teachers—Munir Chowdhury, Anisuzzaman, Mofajjal Haider, Abdul Hai—I know them all very well.
Who is your favorite teacher?
“The names you mentioned just now are all my favorites. They have been very affectionate to me.”
At this moment, mother made some excuses and went in to see what my sister was doing. He gave a strange
look towards me and kept on looking for quite some time. I was feeling very embarrassed.
“You are looking at me strangely. What do you see?”
“Yourself.”
“What is there to see in me?”
“Last night after I returned home everybody told me of a sweet girl who visited our place. I find that they were
not wrong.” I blushed and wanted to go with an excuse of bringing in some tea but he held me back.
“Please don’t go. Why did you wish to see me?”
I was taken aback by this direct question. He was awaiting my reply with an expectant look but I could not
think of one immediately and blushed again in embarrassment. It took me a while to collet myself and then I said,
“Good grace! You are a writer of such great stature, why shouldn’t one have a desire to see you in person?
Apart from that, I also like your articles published under pseudonyms in Sambad.”
“Do you take interest in politics?”
“I do not understand much of politics, but I enjoy reading a good piece of writing nevertheless.”
“And what type of writing appeals to you most?”
“One which speaks of the common man.”
“I like your answer. What have you planned to do after passing your exams?”
“I intend to take up a job.”
“As a teacher?”
“What ever comes in my lot.”
“Do you believe in a destiny?”
“No, Not at all. I learnt the doctrine of work from my father. He used to say that one’s work is everything—
salvation lies in what we do.”
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I observed that he was all attention to whatever I said. His eyes were searching for something in me. At this
time my sister arrived on the scene with his mother and I wanted to take this chance to take leave of them. But she
took hold of my hands and made me take my seat again. My younger brother Parvej was then a student of
standard ten. On hearing that we had Shahidullah Kaiser as a visitor, he came out of his studies and joined us. I
introduced him to Shahidullah and he very affectionately took his hands and made him sit next to him.
After a while they wanted to take leave for the day. He looked at me and briefly said,
“We shall meet again.” I was surprised at his conunents and wondered,
“How could we meet again?”
He perhaps read my thought. The language of his eyes confirmed what he had said. There was a flicker of a
naughty smile in them. They left thereafter leaving me in a state of happiness.
*
Had this man fallen in love with me? I shivered within myself. But how could it be possible? Was it not
unlikely for such a personality to fall in love with a girl like me? I felt as if a miracle has happened. There were
flashes of lightning deep within me. I thought it over again and again—I was so ordinary. I could not think of any
special quality in me which could. impress such a man. I smiled within myself—I was dreaming in blue
moonshine.
*
My sister raised the issue at the dinner table:
“What could be the reason of their visiting us today?”
“How could I guess? I can’t.”
“I think his mother must be thinking of making you her daughter-in-law. She persuaded her son to come with
her today. Supposing they really send a proposal for marriage?” my sister said.
But she as well as I knew that we were only stretching our imagination and we did not discuss this any further.
At night my thoughts wandered about as I was lying in my bed. But it could not reach as far as marriage. I was
definitely impressed by the man, his art of conversation and pleasing personality. One could go on taking to him
without ever feeling that it was enough. He could stimulate ones curiosity further on a topic. So much could be
learnt from association with such people.
*
The next day, that is fifth afternoon, brother Motaher came to see us and went straight to my sister’s room. I
was in the other room, but he avoided me and went to see her without talking to me. It was not unusual for him to
come to our place. On other occasions he would raise hell if he did not find me. Rarely would he leave me
without some teasing and merry-making.
And today seeing me he only smiled thinly and without a word to me went to meet my sister. I felt so
offended! Yet I had so many things to discuss with him.
He was normally a resident of Karachi and had come to Dhaka only for few days on office work. I had
something very urgent to ask him before he would leave. I had asked him to find a job for me. I needed it so
badly. Father had died two months back. I had to look after my two younger brothers—Nizam and Parvej. Nizam
was studying first year Honors in Economics and Parvej was still a student of standard ten. So long I had been a
burden to my family—now was the time to do something.
I wanted to remind Brother Motaher about my job. I had a strong belief that when his affection had lead him to
do so many things for me so far, it would induce him to do the rest also.
As I was still waiting for him, I saw him suddenly appear in my room. He was looking at me with a mysterious
smile on his face. I got confused and asked,
“What’s up? What is there to look at me like that?”
“I have some urgent discussion with you.”
“What is it?”
So long I had been thinking that only I had some urgent issues to discuss with him, and now he is telling me
that he has the same urgency. What could it be? Has he already fixed a job for me then? As Sangeeta, Sumana and
Prabal were with me in the same room, brother Motaher held my hands and took me to the drawing room in
privacy. What did he want to tell me?
“You have changed your world.”
“I don’t follow you. What do you mean?”
“Last night Shahidullah, my nephew, came all the way to circuit house to get me.”
“Why?”
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“He has liked you very much. He wants to marry you.”
“Impossible.”
“Why should it be impossible?”
“You know why it is so.”
“Shahidullah is a nice person. I am not holding his brief only because he is my nephew. I sincerely believe that
he will make you happy. He will make you forget your sorrows.”
The proposal brother Motaher breught was more of a surprise than a pleasure to me. It is true that even last
night I had thought of Shahidullah and the good feelings of the time spent together was still with me. But now I
could not believe this.
I wondered again and again—such a man who had spent years together behind the bar, who had been
underground for a long time in a struggle for emancipation of his countrymen along the path he believed—such a
towering personality in the diverse fields of journalism, literature and politics who had made his life one with his
people—who having chosen this wide world as his home had long left behind the limits of the four walls—such a
person was going to marry! and that also me—a common girl from a village.
How could I ever be his wife? I was not capable of reaching anywhere near his knowledge, intellect and
wisdom. My expression at that moment conveyed nothing but utter surprise.
“What happened to you? Why have you gone mum?” asked brother Motaher.
“I don’t believe it. In fact, I am afraid.”
“Wedding”—this must be a beautiful sought after word to all girls. They cherish this word in their heart and
weave patterns of colorful dreams around it—dreams of beauty and love. The world changes with this word. A
gentle breeze blows from nowhere and one is haunted by an ethereal tune. One would blush so often and be
thrilled by feeling beyond words.
But none of these fee!iilgs would come to me. The reality of my past remained as an impregnable shield
around me. It blunted all my feelings. I told myself,
“I could not do it. I could not.”
My most favorite among men whom I had wanted so often to meet—he, none other than he, wanted to be
mine. My joy should have known no bounds. My consciousness should have glistened like dew drops in a green
medow receiving the first rays of the sun. Instead the day brought me fear—a cold fear. Brother Motaher read my
mind because he knew me so well, and had seen me so closely. He gave me an affectionate and understanding
look and said,
“Nobody would force this on you. Take your own time to think about it. One who gets a husband like
Shahidullah should consider herself fortunate. You will be happy if you accept him.”
“I have no plans for getting married.”
“If you feel so, you can talk to Shahidullah.”
“Have you informed sister about this?”
“Yes.”
“What did she say?”
“She said everything depends on you only. But she was also mentioning about his involvement in politics—
that also, politics of a banned organization.\fn{Shahidullah Kaiser had been a member of the Communist Party of East Pakistan
since 1947: H} It is very likely that his whereabouts would always remain uncertain. Apart from that the age gap
between you two is substantial.”
Apa (elder sister) was not wrong in saying this. It is not unusual that my guardians would be worried about
such elements of uncertainty in a future proposed to me. After a while sister came and sat beside me. I could
understand that she was also in two minds.
“Your brother-in-law is not home,” she said. “Mother also is still in the village. It is difficult to commit
anything till they come.”
My mother was staying at our native village then and was expected at Dhaka in a day or two. My brother-inlaw had gone to Khulna. He was also due any day. That day our discussions didn’t progress much beyond that but
there was no abating of the storm inside me …
22.117 Excerpt from Rainbow Voices\fn{by Adib Khan (1949- )} Dacca, Bangladesh (M) 5
… Meena … Meena … Ah, the imperfection of memory. It is an unreliable walkway between dreams and
desires. All that remains is a whiff of crushed jasmine wafting from the other side of the locked door.\fn{ A note
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reads: Vamana (in Hindu mythology, Vamana, the dwarf, is one of the incarnations of Visnu) is a very ugly, bisexual, story-telling dwarf. He
works in Delhi with a group of thieves who are controlled by an underworld character, Barey Bhai (Big Brother). His story is narrated
while he is in prison for assault, theft, and setting fire to the house of a property developer .}

So here I am, under a young and flawless sky without the speckles of hopeful vultures. Slowly the dome
begins to burn with a feverish intensity. Bare earth. Distances and sleepy trees. Morning will soon stir into a
cacophony of voices. I must hide …
What do you hear inside?
Nothing. Nothing?
The silence of Paradise.
And who lives in this Paradise?
Broken people.
Charred dreams.
Can you explain that?
It’s not of this world.

The guard whistles mindlessly, his fingers caressing the trigger of the rifle he carries. The morning’s innocence
has already faded. There’s the doleful sound of the prison’s bell.
I have long hours in the company of daylight ghosts.
He is staring at me. A barked command. Mounds of broken bricks have to be pounded into smaller pieces.
I look around. There is nowhere to go. Escape is a remote possibility beyond my courage.
Others will be arriving today.
You will have company in your cell.
I would rather be by myself.
Prisons cannot afford such luxuries.
The thud of the hammer cracks the silence. A flutter of fearful flight.
The hammer descends again. And again …
In a deep cave, somewhere beyond the grove, a flame flickers. It’s time. What is more precious? The things we
see or what we imagine? Which is more lasting? How shall I measure the worth of remembrances? Memory is the
mind’s storyteller. It gurgles and splutters, forever awake.
Barey, you should have more sense! Baji?
You should have chosen with more care! What have you sent me? Ay larka! How long does it take you to fetch
me a tumbler of water? Hai kismet! When I ask him to do something, he blinks and grins! How coarse are his
hands! He refuses to wash, his breath is sour and his stories—ugly! Ugly! He enjoys destroying all that I imagine
to be beautiful!
If you wish I can … no. It’s too late. Repulsive as he is, he is one of us. A freak. An accident. A hellish creature
transported to this life by mistake. His body is the Devil’s work. His mind is an inferno. He spends his hours
burning in his own fire. See how he grins. He shelters demons inside him …
Harsh words, but without malice. Baji was utterly confounded by my extraordinary incompetence in domestic
chores. How was I to explain that I was handcuffed to my imagination? Had someone even whispered that
dreaming was a self-destructive vocation, I might have disengaged myself from the playful shadows of a weeping
moon and emerged as a responsible being. The mind is an uncharted land, a habitat for the improbable and the
fantastic. The sordid and the perverse. Anything is possible. It hums with sounds and teems with images. Light
and shade. Elusive faces. Monsters and bhoots. It is my mission to describe them and give them substance by
encapsulating them in words.
Words! And what are words but sharp knives that create entrances into dimly perceived worlds? Noises and
scribbles that give shape and colour to the terrifying flux of chaos. Deep inside, there are no norms or
conventions. Nothing surprises. An abode without walls or laws. A self-renewing life without the blight of time. It
is a kind of floating. An endless dance to a favorite tune which keeps repeating itself. Here there is no need for
pretensions of sanity or false modesty. The streets are crowded with naked people who do not know how to hide
their thoughts.
Among them I am a hero. A judge. A vigilant God wary of intruding Adams. It is a haven never to be
surrendered to the insidious forces of cause and effect.
I am a creator of life. Meanings. Of seeds that germinate and flame into the trees of possibilities. I do not seek
to shape perfection. My mind is like Ali Baba’s cave. Open Sesame! Behold! A galaxy of illusions. The birth of
ideas and words. Collapsing universes. Even as I create, lives end. I crack open the earth and lacerate it with
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crevices. The world is smeared with shadows. Ships sink and mountains dissolve. The aged fuck : to celebrate the
shedding of beauty. The young—so chaste and cold. Women cry. Children shiver. The howl of wolves and the
laughter of demons are stored in the shell of memory.
It’s all inside. All inside. I must play the buffoon to survive.
Now, where was I? Somewhere in another life …
Barey Bhai decreed that I was to become useful in some way. They trained me for several weeks. I learned to
pick pockets and extract money and valuables from handbags. Relaxed, nimble fingers. Like delicate tongs.
In and out. Like this! Always with the index and middle fingers.
Never probe.
Get whatever you can, the first time. Don’t be curious. Never be greedy!
The world was once again crowded with instructions. I sulked and fretted.
Faster, quicker! Laldi, jaldi!
Noiseless. Inconspicuous. Glide rather than run. Retreat like a shadow. I exercised my fingers … walked
around with weights tied to them. The consequences of failure were impressed upon me.
Slithering. Crawling. Wriggling like worms. Gradually I acquired a dexterity which made me proud and
confident. My mind began to react instinctively to commands. The fingers of the right hand followed like
professional fighters responding to their leader’s command.
I practised with Chaman and Lightning Fingers. They coached me with meticulous care—diversionary tactics,
ways of creating confusion, means of escape. Reservoirs of excuses. Words of humility and contrition, Hard-luck
stories. How to bribe policemen. Cringe and fawn. I was not shrewd enough to recognize the urgency in their
voices or the vague shadows of fear in their eyes.
The godown became a prison. I was not allowed to wander beyond its wasteland of rusting machinery, broken
bricks, rotting timber, chains and ropes, An imperial past had left behind its silent reminders of an alien presence.
Feelings of claustrophobia and loss of freedom were incentives enough to strive for proficiency beyond any
natural talent for thievery. I even resorted to training at night among the monstrous shadows the candle butts
projected on the walls.
Barey Bhai inquired about my progress. Slow.
Huh? What! I thought I was already an expert. He asked again a few days later. Slow.
I sensed a conspiracy inspired by envy.
The same reply after another week. Barey Bhai’s temper ignited, and the demon inside him raged like a
monsoonal storm. He abused us for our incompetence, and then turned on himself for an unforgivable lapse of
judgement.
“One more week,” he said ominously.
Chaman and Lightning Fingers doubled their efforts. Theyscolded, cajoled and slaved over me.
“Ay yoh, Vamana! Pay attention and try harder! We do not wish to lose you. Harder, baba …”
Otherwise … otherwise. My mind was unable to grasp the sinister implications of what was left unsaid. I was
not yet wise to Barey Bhai’s response to failure, or the indifference with which a life could be extinguished.
Chaman and Lightning Fingers were not much older than I. Yet their multitudinous experiences with the
hazards of survival had wisened them far beyond their years. They were incapable of laughter. Beyond humor. For
every action there was a motive. Behind every motive was the instinct for self-preservation. Adversity made them
even more determined to cling to life, as though it was their only possession. But humanity had not deserted them.
A trickle of kindness flowed from them like an underground stream in a parched land. I could not under- stand
why they did not abandon me. For some inconceivable reason they were desperate for me to succeed. They
schemed and concocted, sweated and lied.
Before the fateful week ended, I was declared efficient enough to be unleashed in the narrow lanes and
crowded bazaars of Old Delhi. Another few days without the exaggerations of my progress and, I was to discover
much later, my mangled, decomposed body might have been accidentally found in a canal or an open field. No
identification. No one to claim the corpse. A brief stop by a police van. Hastily scribbled notes. No formal inquiry.
A sparse report destined for a quiet disappearance among the thousands of unsolved cases. The eradication of a
worthless life, among the hundreds of millions, could hardly be expected to create a fuss.
Chandni Chowk. Hot. Dusty. Smelling of offal, urine, stale cooking-oil and poverty. Once the pride of Moghul
opulence. It should have been allowed to die with dignity, its life stored in stories and the memories of successive
generations.
Half past nine. The Moonlight Bazaar was already overflowing with shoppers and bargain hunters, vendors
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and curious tourists.
“Vamana, jaldi karo!” I had stopped near a stall crammed with plastic trinkets, glass bangles and costume
jewelry.
“Memsaheb, you like lovely model of Taj Mahal? You want? Special price for you!”
“Dhig, dhig … Dhung dhig! Watch the monkey’s dance! So so wonderful this morning’s tamasha!”
“You want carpet? Silk, wool, Persian, Kashmiri! Moghul antique? Old daggers? Rajputana swords?”
“Sexy films? Women and men? Men with boys? Women and girls? No problems! Whatever satisfies!”
“Hot pakoras and sweets! Sherbet made from ancient and secret recipes! Guaranteed to keep you cool from the
day’s heat. Ek dum! Pucca promise! Money back!”
A one-eyed man harassed two embarrassed male goras.
“You fuckey fuckey? Young girls! Firm breasts and tight bums. Hah? How much you pay?”
Here was the living story of India. Beggars, snake-charmers, ear-cleaners, barbers, fortune-tellers, tea shops,
stalls crammed with dazzling colored garments. Cows munching on the mounds of rotting vegetables. Squatting
children shitting behind the stalls. Crows, dogs, pedlars. Nothing orderly, nothing safe.
Excitement subdued the initial nervousness about the impending trial of my efficiency. Time peeled off its
mask to reveal the grander of an imperial past.
A buzzing noise. The past began to speak in seductive voices. How could the mind remain dormant? I chased
the years away …
Dust and rubble. Bare-bodied workers toiled under a relentless sun. A large pool at the center of the square.
The water rippled under a full moon. Chandni Chowk, as it was. Ali Mardan Khan’s canal flowed with sweet,
unpolluted water to feed the pool built by Begum Saheb. Jahanara, the Emperor’s favourite daughter. Part of the
seventh city of Delhi.
There! The grandeur of imperial processions. Bejeweled elephants and Arabian stallions. Splendidly dressed
noblemen with their slaves in attendance. I was among them in silken robes and a muslin turban studded with
rubies and emeralds, astride a white horse. The weight of pearls and gold marked me as a prince, a dwarf prince.
Well, one of the emperor’s illegitimate sons, perhaps?
An endless pageant! Music. Dancing. Magical shows. Fire-eaters and fakirs who pierced themselves with
swords and walked on beds of burning coal. Pigeon racing and poetry competitions. Celebrations of a regal life
dedicated to worldly pleasures and wastage. The gaiety and … yes, the inevitable sadness. The cruelties and
destructive energies of conquerors. Communal groans of suffering. Curses. Spells. Lies and intrigues. Hoards of
ghosts and vengeful spirits plotting downfalls by stirring worldly ambitions.
Hoofs pounded across the parched land and raised the dust of ephemeral achievements. The history of Delhi
was the history of the world. Its timeless eyes witnessed the procession of centuries. And I saw it al …
Dynasties and emperors. The massacre of Delhiwallahs by the Qizalbash thugs of Nadir Shah. Ahmed Shah
Abdali’s invasion and the tyranny of Ghulam Qadir Ruhela. The fearless raids of Jats and Mahrattas. Such loss!
The Peacock throne being carried away. Gora foreigners from a distant island. Glories vaporized into dreams of
the past …
The palm of Chaman’s hand stung my cheek. This was not the place for day-dreams. Shrewd eyes had spotted
a victim.
“Vamana!”
Lightning Fingers whispered, nodding in the direction of an old lady haggling over the price of watermelons.
She carried a tatty handbag.
I continued to walk ahead, ignoring the glares which threatened painful retributions. Twists and turns. I
enjoyed leading them into confusion. Leadership roles had suddenly changed.
'Yamana! Barey Bhai won’t be pleased! Vamana?' I saw him in front of a stall that sold sandalwood paste,
soap, rouge, kajal, body oils and attar. Dressed in a saffron coloured kurta and white dhoti, he was a slender
figure of irresistible sensuality. A face to set my dreams aflame. Thick lips reddened with paan juice. Long
eyelashes. Glowing cheeks and delicate hands. Those long, slim fingers could have stroked away all my pain …
Aaaaah!
A corner of a handkerchief peeked out of his kurta’s pocket. My fingers would have preferred to touch his legs
and caress those mounds of flesh. My legs trembled and my hands itched.
Desire hardened. Reluctantly I went around the shop and crept up behind him. A hessian bag, resting on the
ground behind his right leg, caught my attention. Its bulge made me curious.
He was bargaining over the price of perfume which, the shopkeeper insisted, had been imported from Iran.
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Someone brushed past me. Guiltily I turned. Scowling faces, disinterested in the dramas around them. Vendors
shouted. Housewives argued. Shoppers jostled each other and kept moving. My presence did not arouse even a
fleeting curiosity,. I was not an oddity here among the mutilated beggars and the lepers with their bowls and cries
for alms.
It was easy. Oh, so easy! I picked up the bag and walked away. An animal panted inside me. Louder. Closer. I
imagined a cry. Thief! Char! Stop him! Cold hands on my neck. A crowd administering instant justice.
Nothing. I squeezed through a narrow opening between two stalls and entered a less crowded by-lane. The
shock of the sudden triumph was a giddy sensation. My chest puffed and I whistled an improvised tune. The noise
of the bazaar receded into a distant din as I contemplated the accolades for my success. Barey Bhai’s
commendations. Baji’s praise and prayers of thanksgiving. The astonishment of Hira and Nimble Feet. Lightning
Finger’s dance of delight. Chaman and Farishta … quietly contented. I had proved myself. I was among the best.
Back in the godown I waited patiently, disciplining myself not to open the bag. It was several hours before I
heard their voices.
The silence of anger. Faces froze in disbelief as I held up the bag in a boastful display of my achievement.
Chaman reached me first. She grabbed my shoulders and shook me violently. Abuses. Accusations. Incoherent
yelling. Voices bounced off the walls and assaulted me. Dark memories. Vijay stared at me. Strange noises
bubbled from within. I broke loose and receded to the tangle of rusty chains, iron rods and wooden planks.
“Are you mad?” Farishta shouted. “Do you think people carry money in such large bags?”
“You must immediately hide what you take!”
“You are a danger to our safety!” Hira spoke vehemently. “Do you realize what could have happened?”
Yes. Yes. Yes! I wasn't thinking. There was adequate space for me to crawl inside an empty tea chest lying on its
side.
“Our survival depends on trust and caution!” Lightning Finger snorted. “You do not have a life of your own
here. We are a community of thieves. One identity!”
“Vamana, come out. You won’t be hurt.”
I wanted to believe Chaman. I stuck my head out of the tea chest and mumbled that I had been rash. The
contrition in my voice silenced them. I emerged hesitantly.
They huddled together near the buckled doors of the godown, speaking in hushed voices. Chaman glanced at
me several times and shook her head vigorously.
Suddenly beams of sunlight strayed through the perforations in the ceiling and flamed a section of the wall.
My thoughts wandered to the man I had robbed. Desire ignited. A shower of sparks. I grew and soared beyond the
hopelessness of my surroundings.
He lay naked on his stomach, his body exhaling a musky smell. Attar and sweat. I rubbed his back with oil. He
breathed gently. Did he have hair on his chest? The idea repulsed me. I imagined a clean skin dotted with brown
nipples.
You have strong hands.
Your back. It is … It is …
Beautiful? He undulated like a restless reptile. The buttocks were shaped by a divine craftsman. Yes!
I know. You may go now.
What?
You can go.
I thought …
“You will say nothing to Barey Bhai. Do you understand?” Chaman stood protectively over me and peered into
my face. “Nothing!”
I nodded, eager to please.
“Another chance, Vamana. Last one,” Farishta warned. Chaman spread a piece of cloth on the floor. They
tossed in an assortment of items—a cigarette. lighter, fountain pen, coins, an empty wallet and a packet of
cigarettes. As an afterthought Chaman threw in a five-rupee note.
“Not a word!”
Chaman gathered up the corners of the cloth and tied them together in a knot. “Stay here.”
They bolted the door from the outside. I was punished with hunger and loneliness. In their anxiety to protect
me, the bag was forgotten. I dumped the contents on the floor. Two wigs. Small, brass containers of different
shapes. A mirror. Several lipsticks. Wads of cotton wool. Brushes. A file. Combs. Hair clips. A booklet on
makeup.
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Feverishly I threw them all back into the bag and carried it to the darkest part of the godown.
My sleeping corner gave me a privacy no one else wanted. Stacks of unused terracotta tiles and broken bricks
created the illusion of a room. A small opening, where the tin had rusted, admitted adequate light during the day. I
even had the luxury of an old mattress with several pieces of springed wire sticking out at various angles. The
area was perpetually damp and smelly. I had placed the mattress tightly in the corner where the rain water didn’t
drip on it. But what I treasured most was a deep hole under some wooden planks which lay horizontally near the
tiles.
A fortuitous discovery. I was carving my name on the floor with a nail. It slipped out of my hand and rolled
under a piece of wood. The noise of a fall made me curious. I wriggled a finger through a tiny opening. Nothing.
It was like hanging in space from the edge of the world. I managed to drag the planks to one side. The darkness
was a night sky without the stars. Perhaps this was how God contemplated the universe before he turned on the
lights. The hole gaped at me, inviting an exploration. I resisted the impulse to jump in. Mice. Cockroaches.
Snakes. The imagination wandered into the possible dangers. I could not even guess how deep it was. I threw in a
brick. A squelching sound. Scurrying feet. I tossed in more bricks and tiles. Silence. Soon I was able to dangle a
foot over the edge and feel an uneven surface with the tip of a big toe. The hole was wide enough to swallow me.
Gingerly I lowered myself into the cavity. It was fun to sit there and pretend that I was the emperor of an
underworld.
I, Vamana, banish all men over two feet tall.
I, Vamana, will graciously receive all gifts, honours and adulations of my loyal subjects.
I, Vamana, promise to love the women of my domain and take a new wife every month.
I, Vamana, shall rule over this land until the sun withers and night conquers the world.
Wheee! The hole became my treasury, my hiding ground of personal possessions I did not wish to share with
others. It was to become the custodian of my secrets.
I read the instruction booklet twice and., then balanced the mirror on a pile of bricks. Ooooh! The wet cotton
wool felt cool on my cheeks. I patted my face with a piece of cloth and rubbed in the cream with the tips of my
fingers. Powder and rouge. Kajal. Lipstick. I worked assiduously with eager hands. The larger of the two wigs
was uncomfortably tight.
The mirror.
I shied away from looking into it until … until the urge was overwhelming.
The speechless shock of a first meeting. The eyes lowered. The pulse quickened.
The face—coy or genuinely shy? It looked at me kindly. I scanned it with anxiety. No traces of revulsion or
laughter. I stepped closer.
My … my name is Vamana.
She was … well, not exactly beautiful … but fresh and sparkling.
I am Kamini. I am from the timeless garden. May … may I?
Of course. I am one of yours. Whatever pleases you.
Eyes closed, I leaned over to touch her lips. Smooth. Cold as a winter’s ocean.
Will you go away with me?
Where?
Over the empty palaces and graves, across the astonished moon and beyond the jealous sun.
Only if you talk to me about things unseen.
What shall I say?
Tell me about the floating country where nothing grows old. Where the debris of ruined lives cannot crumble
any further. Where the wind cries because it can only strum the vacant space. The trees are without leaves—gaunt
and black. A land where restless shadows wait for memory’s return. There is no love in such a place. Nothing to
hate either.
And if I do … will you stay with me forever?
I cannot do the impossible.
For a lifetime then?
Only if a man doesn’t come along.
But I am a man!
You are a mirage. A distorted image formed by the reflection of sour dreams in the fading afternoon’s light.
You are …
I didn’t feel the pain straight away. A red streak on the cracked mirror. Then the throbbing in my right hand. I
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looked agaIn.
Kamini?
She had disappeared.
226.102 Excerpt from Nazrul’s Aesthetics And Other Aspects\fn{by Mohammad Nurul Huda (1949- )} Poak Khali,
Cox’s Bazar, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh (M) 7
1
Nazrul’s metamorphosis from a folk-based Zeta poet to an ever uncompromising dissenting self in the duel
guise of a writer and a fighter, who eventually won the crown of the National Poet of a newly emerged nationstate called Bangladesh (liberated in 1971), a visual that he created and reared within his conscious being till he
ran out of senses in the early forties, remains a most enigmatic field of aesthetic investigation to an inquisitive
researcher attempting to conceptualize the intricate personlore of one of the most prolific creative talents of the
East, working through “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings” aided by stream of consciousness.
Effortlessness is, perhaps, the most suitable expressive term, almost an epithet, best applied to the reproductive
and regenerative process within Nazrul, since he trigered off as a local prodigy the art of improvising rhymed
arguments and counter-arguments on Zeta stage surrounded by huge gathering of expectant crowd. This is what a
Zeta poet is expected to perform by an artful combination of word-play and bodylore, in a bid to mesmerize his
listeners. The skill requires not only an unquestionable presence of mind, but a kind of witty interaction of
emotion and wisdom, mostly derived from hearsay, legends, tales, scriptures and other common sources of folk
experience and intuition within human reach. Thus spontaneity remains a key-word combining all other skills and
tactics to a debating poet in leto, which is a stage-play between two opposing groups of singer-poets. So this
spontaneity is not exactly synonymous with its known connotation in conventional stylistics.
This spontaneity with a significance of Zeta kind, he maintained all his life, working in most of the familiar
literary gemes (poetry, fiction, drama, essays etc) with an untiring vigour indicative of emotional exuberance, not
caring much for academically acquired intellectual disciplines and rhetorics restricting and interrupting the
inundation of his creative fidelity.
Rough and tough, he was never tired of bursting into a wild, innocent laughter of highest pitch a human being
can attain—an attribute that attracted a ready crowd of admirers wherever he stepped in. An eloquent speaker and
relentless singer, he was astonishingly endeared by people from all faiths and traits, regardless of their caste,
creed, age and sex. An admixture of such simplicity, spontaneity and fidelity in the making of him as a creative
writer also gave him a deceptive identity of an immature adolescent, rather a “talented boy”, in the eye of a few
high-brow literary critics and “university wits” interpreting the excellence of contemporary arts and letters, apart
from inviting, for obvious political grounds, utter detestations from colonial British rulers of the then undivided
subcontinent, a landmass now forming entire South Asia, an undeclared confederative structure under the
nomenclature of SAARC\fn{South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation } having seven sovereign states\fn{ Nepal,
Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka; in 2005, Afghanistan was added. Observer status has apparently been
granted to the the People’s Republic of China, the European Union, the United States, Japan, Iran, Burma, South Korea, Mauritius and the
Maldive Islands.} willing to cooperate among themselves to uplift the standard of living in the whole region.

Soon after entering into the literary world of Bengal under the domination of Kobiguru Rabindranath Tagore,
Nazrul sharpened his “sword” to free himself from Kobiguru’s overwhelming influence as well as to apply the
same literally against the colonial rulers to liberate the land and people he was born in.
Nazrul’s birth was not unconventional. It is the traditional natural process of man’s fertility that brought him to
this world. Still Nazrul was a new trend-setter, one for whom a society waits for ages together, destroying and
rebuilding the norms for an emerging social order aiming at establishing a welfare society for the mankind as a
whole. This is a utopia every assertive individual dreams of, but most of them are bereft of an applicable model to
translate it into reality.
Was Nazrul one who had a model of his own? The answer is yet to be found explicitly. But the truth is that,
born as a legitimate child of a conventional father and mother belonging to Islamic faith, he eventually freed
himself from all littleness and started posing increasing threats to all traditional prejudices—norms and forms that
finally took the shape of an “open text”, starting from and ending into a conclusiveness, entitled Vidrohi or The
Rebel. In fact, the rise of the rebel in Nazrul and its linguistic expression into his mother tongue is one of the
rarest moments in the history of human creativity, since this poem seems to be a most sublime piece of literature
277

based on unity in diversity, upholding the supreme man, who is equated with the creator himself. In another poem
called Isworr (God) he also reminds us that the creator or the scriptures or the root of all wisdom is embedded in
human mind, which stands for all the temples or holy places on this earth. In Vidrohi Nazrul addresses himself, for
that reason the individual, as an “Eternal Hero”, who bows to none other than himself; but contrary to it, he
asserts that the highest peak of the Himalayas kneels down before the supreme creative force of human being. The
whole human civilization, despite reckless ruins and wins, assertions and contradictions, has been making positive
advancement towards a final goal. The final destination is an exploitation-free society, where individuals will live
in cherished fraternity, not unfed and tormented. Nazrul is a trend-setter in the sense that he gave the dream and
also spoke of a land inhabited by a definite group of people liberated from colonial masters and prescribed a
model, that is people’s war against the ruling junta.
Today it is as clear as daylight how true was Nazrul, the dreamer of an independent nation-state called
Bangladesh. Nazrul uttered in unbiased terms:
“Let Bengal be owned by Bengalees, Let Bengal emerge victorious.”
This is where we trace the origin of the historic slogan Joy BangIa or Victory to Bengal. However, it is not
after a blood-bath that the freedom of India was won. The Liberation war of 1971 is yet another eye-opener to
Nazrul’s advocacy for a people’s war, and the Father of Nation of Bangladesh declaring the independence in the
historic mass upsurge on March 7, 1971 symbolizes a physical embodiment of the The Rebel, the national poet
declared nearly half a century before the birth of his projected state. Curiously enough, it is at the direct initiation
of Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur Rahman that Nazrul was brought to Bangladesh in 1972, decorated with the
citizenship of the state and declared as the National Poet. This is the most interesting turn in the personlore of
Kazi Nazru1 Islam, the writer and the fighter.
*
Despite his local identity within the wider connotation of Indianness (in the perspective of sub- continent),
Nazrul crossed the border of geography and contemporaneity as an all-time advocate for suffering humanity. He is
a true spokesman for the exploited masses of the third world countries of Asia, Africa and Latin America. In so
doing, he has outlined an aesthetics for his own. Afluent people all over the world, specially in the west, have
polluted the environment and created an atmosphere congenial to them. They have also discovered their own
science of beauty called aesthetics with a view to safeguarding their previleged staying in a society. So aesthetics
in an affluent society is not same as aesthetics in a society of have-nots. The sense of value created and
propagated by the elitist class does not represent that of the mankind as a whole. So mankind taken together must
get rid of such a partial perception of beauty and its science called aesthetics.
Nazrul’s revolt was in favour of liberating mankind in its totality, bringing all the individuals to a uniform
forum—a plane where previleges will be shared on the basis of equal distribution of wealth. So his revolt was
both political and poetical. This is why his kind of aestheties takes into consideration the case of sorbohara or
have-nots. He declared himself a samyobadi, a close friend of comrade Muzaffar Ahmed, the founder of
communist party in India. Thus both politics and poetics become complementary in the making of personlore in
Nazrul.
This invited much indignation from many of his contemporary critics like Buddhadev Bose and others, who
were educated in the aesthetic taste of the afluent west. Aesthetic perception of every individual differs, so does it
from society to society. A major portion of Nazrul’s literature has been prompted from his urge to liberate the
down-trodden, specially those in the third world countries. So his revolt is international in character, with
particular focus on third world peoples. In this sense, he is a true representative of Orientalism, which was so
defined by Edward Said.
The notion that a poet or a creative writer has to stand the test of time was not wholly accepted by Nazrul. He
openly declared himself as a poet of today, not a prophet of future. The eternal truth he did not aspire to reveal,
but a large portion of his writings, both prose and poetry, bear the testimony to his being a creative soul of
supreme order. Sufism and mysticism remain at his core—the theory of evolution and timelessness and rebirth
occurring again and again in his songs and poems. It is the equation between the hunger of heart and the hunger of
body that creates a new aesthetic significance defining beauty and truth, in his works.
Nazrul never utterred anything explicitly about the kind of a aesthetics he believed in. In his confession Arflar
Sundor (My Beauty), Beauty was a multi-coloured truth to him. His idea of literary and artistic excellence was
based on “beauty is truth, truth is beauty” like a romantic Keats. But it was love that he has been struggling for all
his life. His revolt was to establish an exploition-free society based on love as the decisive binding force among
human beings.
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This explains the asthetic make-up of the persona that ruled Nazrul till he lost his senses after two decades of
continuous creative life. Breaking conventional forms and norms with a view to creating justifiable new forms
and norms based on love and fraternity lay central in his concept of aesthetics. Though overt and extrovert and
loud, he was keenly aware of his role as an artist. Men are not made for arts, but arts are for men. So man remains
central to his aesthetic sensibilities.
*
Prior to the first world war, Nazrul was primarily a village boy. But his life was not linear and repetitive there,
rather varied and multi-professional—struggling hard to survive. Despite economic hardship he lent his ears to
listen to the orchestration that nature harmonizes and his mind to have a deeper understanding of the vast expanse
of landmass and endlesss firmanent above having constellation of stars and planets and other heavenly bodies. So
Nazrul’s make-up as an adolescent was embedded in this contra-combination of limited and limitless—corporeal
and noncorporeal. This is why along with his series of poems on communism and socialism, he also wrote poems
on mysticism and baul cult. His personlore grew out of all these contraconditions since his childhood.
At the beginning of his creative life he was attracted by a host of genres in folk life and literature. Committed
to the people all around, all of them belonging to the society in folk Bengal, most of his writings deal with
frequent references to folk motifs. Descriptions of rural Bengal, proverbs, riddles, prejudices, beliefs, puthis,
people’s myth, folk songs, dances, mantras or charms among other things have been a recurrent feature in his
poems, specially in his short stories. He then moved to urban life in Calcutta, though for a brief while, before
starting his career as a soldier. He went to Karachi, where he came in close contact with sophisticated musical
instruments. The musician grew in him with immense possibilities during this phase of his life. On his return from
Karachi, he started a full career in Calcutta writing abundantly and singing profusely.
Later he also took a job even in a celebrated Gramophone Company that proved immensely rewarding for him
as a musician. He introduced Ghozal, a new form of song in Bengali music. His connection with Dilip Roy, an
eminent classical musician also enriched him as an architect of music of his brand, that eventually came to be
known as Nazrul-Sangeet. He also earned a lot and owned a car, that he himself drove, though for a brief span of
time.
However, all these events made him a multi-professional man. He also looked into broken shape of his society
and created a host of broken imagery, contradictory and schizophrenic in character. But his personlore with the
basic stream of folk-pattern that was shaped in his early days never lost its essence. His local was at his
birthplace, the environment where he grew up under the influence of Zeta poet Bazle Karim and others.
*
Nazrul's personal life was marked by interactions with various personalities at different bends of his career. It
was also full of dramatic ups and downs.
But Nazrul did not write plays of full length. As a Zeta poet he wrote some verse plays to be acted on stage.
These were full of argumentative descriptions. However, a recent research by Anupam Hayat has revealed that
Nazrul has written about eighty pieces which are either short length plays or endowed with dramatic qualities. It is
true that a good number of his poems are dramatic in nature. His Kemal Pasha is perhaps the most successful
dramatic monologue written in Bengali as of now.
Apart from writing plays and dramatic pieces he also wrote songs for the plays written by other dramatists of
his time. He also acted in the role of Narad in a film. So Nazrul’s personlore is gifted with dramatic tendencies
despite the fact that he was not an acclaimed playwright of the language.
*
Nazrul was an intrepid advocate of human emancipation. To him human being denotes both man and woman.
Both are equal in their rights and contributions. This is the message he gave in most of hiswritings on women or
men-women relations. He was not an overt feminist like many of his time, but his poems called Woman and
Prostitute rated him as one of the most celebrated feminists of all time.\fn{ The word “poems” in this sentence is, in the
text, singular, not plural; but I am assuming a typographical error, as it is pluralized in the following paragraph, and the four stanzas
following are identified in the text as “woman” or “prostitute”, those belonging to “woman” being printed first:H }

Both traditional and non-traditional women were portrayed by him with utmost sincerity. Traditional women
are mother, sister, daughter, wife, housewife etc who maintain their active roles in the domain of a limited
household; but the non-traditional women are dissenters in multiple ways. Poems like Woman and Prostitute give
the idea of Nazrul’s non-traditional women as follows:
Man brought hunger, woman brought honey—
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out of their union
is born the great child of humanity.
I don’t see any difference
between a man and a woman.
Whatever great or benevolent achievements there are in this world,
half of that was by woman,
the other half by man.
*
Who calls you a prostitute, mother?
Who spits at you?
Perhaps you were sucked by someone
as chaste as Seeta.
And if the son of an unchaste mother
is “illegitimate”,
so is the son of an unchaste father.

And Nazrul himself bowed down to woman calling her Victoress:
O my queen
Today at last I accept defeat.
My battle-flag lies at your feet.

So in Nazrul’s personlore woman was not an opposing entity, rather a complementary one, the combination of
the two making rightful advancement for human civilization.
*
Nazrul was a singular entity or an individual, but worked as a plural conscious being. Man he was above all,
but man with a versatile nature. During a brief span of less than half a century of conscious living, he worked in a
variety of genres. Poet he was above all, but added to that his contribution in the field of music, fiction,
journalism, drama, palmistry, chess, mysticism etc was also amazing. In a hybrid Bengali society of his time, he
represented the interaction of diverse cultures originated from non-Aryan, Aryan, Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim,
Christian and other tribes of the subcontinent. He is the portrait of a modern Bengali embodying all the
ingredients from contradictory faiths and traits.
Born in an orthodox muslim family he was married to a Brahmo woman, and advocated all his life the
unification of all religions. It is the message of love, beauty and truth that he pronounced all his life. Rebellious he
was only to establish a world of peace and tranquility in the long run.
His language, both prose and poetry, aptly synchronized diverse words and elements from different sources in
a bid to purify the language of his tribe. His was a language pidgin in nature and the culture he conceptualized
was akin to creolization. All these symptoms contributed to the making of his personlore as a universal totality
embedded in a singular soul.
“Seeing myself, I see the unseen Creator,” he uttered in his celebrated poem on Iswor (God). Human heart is
the abode of all wisdom and scriptures.
Nazrul’s personlore takes both the visible and the invisible into account. This is how his personlore upholds
man as the pivot of a vast existence called an expanding universe. Likewise, the individual man is a recycling
phenomena to him undergoing a process of evolution. The rebel destroys the self-styled gods and their allies like
Lucifer and Mephistophilis. Every time the same individual appears under a new name, under new chains, though
he is chainless in the greater context of cosmic existence. Nazrul’s personlore connotes this cosmic regeneration
in a fascinating way. He wrote:
O the nameless traveller child
you have come across unknown lands,
what new ornament of name you have put on!
What a prison it is for the chainless!
Tell me, by what name I’ll call you again
to my heart’s content,
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you lost your way from this home
where you lived, where you do come back
over and over again losing your name.
O my sweet dear,
you are the radiant pearl of my dark home
filling the hungry home with little butter
your tiny hand has brought.
That today in intimate happiness
a sea of wailing swells up in my bosom
to call you by a new name,
who is there to stop my voice,
my mind, too, utterly dejected.
You came from setting down, O traveller
stepping towards rising up.

So an eternal child rebuilds the essence of Nazrul’s personlore, who is full-blooded, rebellious, fighter and
wiser than any of his grown-up counterpart. Ageing maturity is not basic to his being, it is the fresh virility of an
evergreen masculinity that makes Kazi Nazrul Islam worthy of being born over and over again. This is how his
personlore takes over posterity.
2
Kazi Nazrul Islam’s making from a folk-based Zeta poet to one of the most significant and versatile creative
personalities of all times, expressing himself in various literary genres and other expressive media including
music and film, despite the fact that he hardly cared for systematic and formal academic education, remains a
most interesting field of aesthetic investigation to his readers and researchers alike. In his attempt to combine loud
proclamation of man’s rebellious self with the introvert mystic within him, he outlined an aesthetics of his kind
with Beauty, metaphorized as sworno-jyoti or golden glow, remaining central to its core. Beauty is multi-shaded
and multi-coloured synonym of various realities, both positive and negative, as he explained in his Amar Sundar
(My Beauty). It is, indeed, a unique idea of beauty growing out of the equation between the hunger of heart and
hunger of body that creates a significant aesthetic cognition in his works. This article\fn{ Of which I give only the
introductory paragraphs, wishing to include the entire translation of Amar Sundar:H} briefly presents the making of the poetlore
in Nazrul stressing on the fact that as an outspoken feminist, a humanist, an advocate of unification of diverse
religious faiths, he also propagated the globalization of man, the individual.
He never promulgated any aesthetic declaration like many of his contemporaries, mostly university wits, who
heralded a tactical literary revolt against great Bangali poet Rabindranath Tagore who was reigning supreme in
the-then literary firmament of Bengal. However, his confessional prose named Amar Sundar surprisingly reveals
his inscape—the aesthetic stream of the poet. Here he narrates what he wrote, why he wrote parallel to the inner
and outer occurrences influencing his life. So almost all his writings, prose or poetry, can be explained
intertexually parallel to this brief confession, which is why this confession may suitably be described as the
aesthetic autobiography of Nazrul himself.
Let us now have an English rendering of the text Amar Sundar:
Amar Sundar (My Beauty) at first came as short stories, then as poetry. Thereafter it came in the guise of tunes,
rhythms and ideas. At times it also came as novels, plays and writings (prose). His Shokti-sundor (power-beauty) got
expression in Dhumketu (Comet), Langol (Plough), then in Gonobani (People’s Message); and it came with terrible
glow, being the message of revolution and revolt. I don’t remember now what I wrote in Huq Sahib’s daily Novojoog
(New Age) after coming back from warfield as a soldier, but within fifteen days the security deposit of that news paper
was forfeited.
As I wrote songs and set tunes to them, I began to get huge money, honour-respect, congratulations, flowers,
wreaths and love from the children of BangIa (Bengal). I was then aged twenty-five to twenty-six only. The reason of
getting this honour is my being thrown behind the bars, first among the poets and writers, where I continued a
hungerstrike for forty days inside jail protesting against tortures afflicted on political prisoners. For this my crime I had
to be chained (link-fetters, bar-fetters, cross-fetters etc.) and tortured in various ways. This time Rabindranath dedicated
me his play Bosonto (Spring). Being blessed by him this way, I forgot all pains and sufferings of hungersrike inside jail.
Why he extended so much kindness and delight to an ignoble young poetry-writer like me, he knows best. I never
asked him (about this); and he too never revealed it. Today it strikes my mind for the first time that, the blessings of
beauty came to me from his right hand to remove my pains and sufferings behind the bars. But then I did not think this
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way.
I could not till then think that this writing is not mine, it is of my beauty, of my absolute one related to my soul.
In the jail my beauty made me wear hard wreaths of chains around my hands and feet; soon after my getting out of
jail the whole of Bangladesh welcomed my ontorotom stmdor (innermost beauty) with flower fetters, sandalwood of
love, eagerness for being my relatives. For long eight years I travelled the whole of Bangla, almost all its districts,
subdivisions, big and small villages singing for country’s freedom, at times making public oratories. This is how I first
loved my mother country called Bangladesh. I got to know that my country is my mother. Her calm-green affection, her
deep filial love, her limitless quiet sky with its condensed, at times turquoise-blue, made my body and soul delighted
with its rhythmic flow. This time I first saw the unprecedented expression of the beauty of my heart as Prakash-sundar
(expression-beauty), as my motherland.
That day I toured the whole of Bangladesh at the call of the greatest leaders of undivided India; I interacted with the
young people as friends, taking them as relatives of my soul. They too embraced me as their friend and brother—but I
never became greedy of being a leader, the greed that does not take me over as of today. It seemed to me off and on that
I was able to love mankind. I never knew what is the meaning of difference between race and religion, the meaning
which I don’t read till today. So no Hindu hurled hatred at me any day. Even the brahmins invited me to their home and
ate and made me eat as well giving a seat beside them. This is first I saw my joubon-sundor (youth-beauty), my premsundor (love-beauty).
Then my beauty came as shok-sundor (grief-beauty). My son came as intimiate sneho-sundor (affection-beauty). He
was as beautiful as wax in the outside, as sweet as honey in attachment, his heart full of juice and smell. He captured
me like my soul. He accompanied me where I went. He played with me in obhiman (with vanity and self-conceit). Any
tune that I taught him, he could learn it hearing only two times. He was then aged three years eight months. One night
he said,
“Daddy, someone, a boy, is calling me playing on a flute in the moon.”
Suddenly my mind and body shivered in unknown agony, pangs of separation, waves of pains. My chest inundated
with my tears. That night his temperature rose high. Suffering from a killer disease called smallpox the child coming
from the world of delight returned there again smilingly.
The light of my beautiful world seemed to have extinguished in a moment. My joy, poetry, smile, song seemed to
have fled somewhere not being able to stand my suffering. This is my shok-sundor (grief-beauty).
This time the question woke up first in my mind—who is that cruel who creating this shishu-sundor (child-beauty)
snatches it again? In this grief woke up a sense of being extremely hurt against the Creator, the extreme obhiman
(conceit) that transformed into silent revolt and revolution engulfing my whole being. All around I heard the sounds,
“Kill and Destroy and Demolish.”
But where shall I get the strength? Where, in which way to see that proloy-sundor (destruction-beauty), that
songhar-sundor (killer-beauty)? I sat and thought for the answer. A friend came from nowhere and said,
“Go on meditating, you will get to see.” I said,
“What is meditation?” He said,
“Only to call Him and think of Him.”
This is first when my dhyan-sundor (meditation-beauty) appeared. At times I felt good, at times bad. At times I was
given various allurements, illusions etc. They said,
“We are the destructive power of your proloy-sundor (destruction-beauty), walk with us, you will see the Creator—
then you will be able to kill by our might.”
The humble, easy-flowing delightful mobility, sweet craziness of youthfulness, song, poem and happy elegance that
I possessed, all seemed to have been exhausted walking along with them. I started to call my proloy-sundor
(destruction-beauty) with all my heart,
“Show me the path, your path.” Someone, as if in dream, came and said,
“Read the holy Koran; if you read what is written there you will see proloy-sundor (destruction-beauty)—and even
above me the fullness in you”. I saluted him and said,
“Are you the one who has been expressed in my imagination, in my consciousness in the form of my poetry, my
writings to herald a revolt, the message of revolution?” He replied to me,
“Yes, I am your purbochetona, pre-consciousness.” He uttered the English word “Pre-consciousness” lest I should
fail to realize its meaning. I said,
“I will meet you again.” He said,
“Know that I am always within you, I am your friend.”
He left me out. The happy dream shattered, but in all my cells in all my veins that ambrosia-shivering of dream’s
delight encompassed me like the flower offerings of my beloved.
Silently I started reading Vedanta and Koran. The sky above my earth seemed to have been split at some
thunderclap and by the strike of electricity-writing. I seemed to climb higher and higher. From a distance I could see an
incomparable glow as beautiful as gold. This my sworno-jyoti (gold-glow) I saw now for the first time.
All of a sudden some cruel terrible power seemed have appeared trying to drag me downward. He went on saying,
“Where will you go, O lunatic, before repaying your homeland’s debt, the debt of your mother?” I said,
“Be aware! Within me lives proloy-sundor (desruction-beauty).” That fierce, terrible, opposing beauty started me
dragging down with a violent force. He said,
“That proloy-sundor (desruction-beauty) is not nonsense-mad like you, you will not be able to go anywhere without
fully repaying the debt of your that earth, that India, that BangIa, that mankind, that relative of your soul.” I said,
“Are you the cursed power named Satan written in the Koran?” He said smilingly,
“Yes, I am glad to know that you have recognized me. Have you not read in the Koran that you would not be able to
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reach your Creator, to see him, to cross my hurdles without paying my debts?”
I started realizing that my proloy-sundar (destruction-beauty) is no more cooperating with me. The man of earth
came down to earth again. The maya (illusion) of this earth took me to his bosom in deep embrace like my mother,
kissing me, bursting into tears. As I attempted to tear this bodage rising in revolt, that terrible force took me away from
the lap of earth and started beating me fiercely. It left my life-partner, my better-half half-paralyzed on the bed. It
decreased my money, started me wheeping chaining with the rope of horrible debts and dues.
My earth came down and embraced me allaying my burning. Then came a friend whom I had not seen before. He
gave (me) an unprecedented consciousness through his friend, who is my rebellious friend as well. I again loved for the
first time my mother dhoritree-sundor (earth-beauty) and embraced her. All my burnings seemed to have been allayed
in a gradual manner. My blindness ended. I spread my look towards the limbs and organs of my earth-mother, my
Bangla, my India—all of them afflicted by poverty, want and demon’s tortures. Her face and eyes are bereft of joy, her
body strengthless, her limbs and organs severely wounded by the oppression of monsters. I shouted at the top of my
voice,
“I don’t want Brohmao nor Allah, nor Bhogowan. If somebody exists under any of such name he will see me in
person. I have enormous work to do, I have my debt (to repay) of my endless limitless earth-mother. I have no peace, I
have no freedom till I will not be able to make my mother a full-beauty a joy-beauty freeing her from the fetters of
demon’s oppression.”
My proloy-sundor (destruction-beauty) burst into a laughter. I said,
“This is your acting only.” He said,
“This is for the first time that I trully laughed before you, and not acted merely.”
I gazed and saw the flowers of earth dropping down happily giving a look at me, I took them to my bosom from the
soil and said,
“Why did you drop down?” The flowers said,
“Ask my mother-creeper, ask my beauty-juice-honey-fragrance. That you are the beautiful man of this earth, in you
resides my beauty, which I saw and dropped down in the ecstasy of seeing it.”
I kissed the flower, fondled her pressing against my lips chest forehead. The flower said,
“I have got my beauty, taking these my beauty-juice-honey-fragrance with you I would exist eternally within you.”
This is how I first saw the pushpito-sundar (flowered beauty). This way the beam of moon, the sunrays of morning
and evening, the deep-green forestry, the wave-swaying fountains, the rivers, the coastless deep-blue sea, the tendirection-travelling wind caressed me and wrapped me up. They conversed with me like a friend like a beloved in
sweet language. They addressed me, “Amar Sundor” or “My Beauty”.
Suddenly the upper sky saw a Baishakhi storm (nor’-wester), coiling up dark deep blueblack clouds. Repeated
thunderbolts in quick succession, fire-coloured lightning-snakes in their restless extension I seemed to have swelled up
with unprecedented waves of my inner and outer being. Suddenly in my voice appeared in the form of a song and a
tune.
“There comes the all-terrible Baishakhi storm (nor’wester) wrapping the clouds”. I shouted in an eagerfully wet
voice,
“Who are you—who?” A sweet, easy voice replied,
“Your friend, proloy-sundor, the desruction-beauty.” I then said,
“You left me out, why have you come back again?” He embraced my soul and said,
“Killing the Creator you tried to kill your mother and kill yourself. So I have gone back out of my obhiman (vanity)
snatching away the double-edged sword from you. You have come back to your senses, you would today see your
Creator within yourself—your srishti-sundor (creation-beauty) would reveal its identity in the creation, on earth, in the
sky, in wind, in fruits full of juice, in fragrant flowers, in calm soil, in cold water, in delight-giving breezes. In a bid to
get your unseen absolute beloved, absolute friend you went on climbing upwards, towards the limitless with forceful
tidal waves, with unquenchable thirsts, dreams, desires, fancies and uhobsructible passions—today I have come to you
as your friend as an embodiment of that absolute fullness, absolute peace, the message of that absolute happiness. On
this earth will happen your incomparable union with Him in the full. Before that I shall have to make this beautyless
earth beautiful; I shall have to remove all inequalities and differences. You have to prove on this earth that man is the
best of all He has created. Thereafter you would have bilas (consummation) with your beauty and your absolute bihar
(pleasure-trip).” Listening to that I shouted “Hurrah!” in uncontrollable joy,
“Then O my friend, give me your double-edged sword, give me your bishansinga (horn or bugle) of revolution, give
me your demon-giant-killer weapons trishul (trident) trumpets. Give the complex jota (matted hair) of whirlwind, give
me the valour of the Royal Bengal Tigers of my Sunderban. Give the burning fireflame on my forehead, give the
soothing smile of a child in my jotajut (mass of matted hair). Give me the third eye, give the strength in that third eye to
kill demons and monsters. Give in my mouth the poison of this earth, make me bish-sundor (poison-beauty) Nilkontho
(a blue necked bird that can digest poison). Give me the necklace of lightning around my neck. Give in my feet the
rhythm of uneven dance-steps from the feet of Notoraj (the best dancer, specially Shiva). The friend said smilingly,
“You will get everything, there is nothing ungettable for you. Things will be delayed for a few days. Have you ever
seen the damage you have done to yourself by revolting out of obhiman (self-conceit)? You have left your whole body
strengthless suffering from endless wounds treading the path of woods and thorns and mud. Let all these
incompleteness be removed, then your proloy-sundor (destruction-beauty) would reappear in all your body. You would
hug your beauty like a creeper, his unheard message would bloom in your writings like flowers.” I said,
“Tothashu, that’s right.” Proloy sundor (destruction-beauty) said,
“Sadhu! sadhu! sadhu!” (Thanks in applause).
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300.19 1. Ode on the Lungi 2. Poor Man Eating 3. Liking It 4. As Usual 5. Dog: Five Poems\fn{by Kaiser Haq
(1950- )} Dhaka, Bangladesh (M) 7
1
Grandpa wait, allow me to share my thoughts
with you, if only because every time
I read “Passage to India” and come across
the phrase “passage to more than India”
I fancy, anachronistically, that you wanted
to overshoot the target
by a shadow line
and land in Bangladesh
*
Lately, I’ve been thinking a lot
about sartorial equality
How far we are from
this democratic ideal!
And how hypocritical!
“All clothes have equal rights” –
this nobody will deny
and yet, some obviously
are more equal than others
No, I’m not complaining about
the jacket and tie
required in certain places –
that, like fancy dress parties,
is in the spirit of a game
*
I'm talking of something more fundamental
Hundreds of millions
from East Africa to Indonesia
wear the lungi, also known variously
as the sarong, munda, htamain, saaram,
ma’awaiis, kitenge, kanga, Kaiki
They wear it day in day out,
indoors and out
Just think –
at any one moment
there are more people in lungis
than the population of the USA
Now try wearing one
to a White House appointment –
not even you. Grandpa Walt,
laureate of democracy,
will make it in
You would if you
affected a kilt –
but a lungi? No way.
But why? – this is the question
I ask all to ponder
*
Is it a clash of civilisations?
The sheer illogicality of it –
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the kilt is with “us”
but the lungi is with “them!”
*
Think too of neo-imperialism
and sartorial hegemony,
how brown and yellow sahibs
in natty suits crinkle their noses
at compatriots (even relations)
in modest lungis,
exceptions only proving the rule:
Sri Lanka, where designer lungis
are party wear, or Myanmar
where political honchos
queue up in lungis
to receive visiting dignitaries
But then, Myanmar dozes
behind a cane curtain,
a half pariah among nations
Wait till it’s globalised:
Savile Row will acquire
a fresh crop of patrons
Hegemony invades private space
as well: my cousin in America
would get home from work
and lounge in a lungi –
till his son grew ashamed
of dad and started hiding
the “ridiculous ethnic attire”
*
It’s all too depressing
But I won’t leave it at that
The situation is desperate
Something needs to be done
I’ve decided not to
take it lying down
The next time someone insinuates
that I live in an Ivory Tower
I’ll proudly proclaim
I AM A LUNGI ACTIVIST!
Friends and fellow lungi lovers,
let us organise lungi parties and lungi parades,
let us lobby Hallmark and Archies
to introduce an international Lungi Day
when the UN Chief will wear a lungi
and address the world
*
Grandpa Walt, I celebrate my lungi
and sing my lung
and what I wear
you shall wear
It’s time you finally made your passage
to more than India – to Bangladesh –
and lounging in a lungi
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in a cottage on Cox’s Bazar beach
(the longest in the world, we proudly claim)
watched 28 young men in lungis bathing in the sea
*
But what is this thing
(my learned friends,
I’m alluding to Beau Brummell)
I repeat, what is this thing
I’m going on about?
A rectangular cloth,
White, coloured, check or plaid,
roughly 45X80 inches,
halved lengthwise
and stitched
to make a tube
you can get into
and fasten in a slipknot
around the waist –
One size fits all
and should you pick up dirt
say on your seat
you can simply turn it inside out
*
When you are out of it
the lungi can be folded up
like a scarf
*
Worn out it has its uses –
as dish rag or floor wipe
or material for a kantha quilt
*
Or you can let your imagination
play with the textile tube
to illustrate the superstrings
of the “Theory of Everything”
(vide, the book of this title
by the venerable Stephen Hawking)
*
Coming back to basics,
the lungi is an elaborate fig-leaf,
the foundation of propriety
in ordinary mortals
Most of the year, when barebodied
is cool, you can lead a decent life
with only a couple of lungis,
dipping in pond or river
or swimming in a lungi
abbreviated into a G-string,
then changing into the other one
Under the hot sun
a lungi can become
Arab-style headgear
or Sikh-style turban
Come chilly weather
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the spare lungi can be
an improvised poncho
The lungi as G-string
can be worn to wrestle
or play kabaddi
but on football or cricket field
or wading through the monsoon
it’s folded vertically
and kilted at the knee
*
In short
the lungi is a complete wardrobe
for anyone interested:
an emblem of egalitarianism,
symbol of global left-outs
Raised and flapped amidst laughter
It’s the subaltern speaking
*
And more:
when romance strikes, the lungi
is a sleeping bag for two:
a book of poems, a bottle of hooch
and your beloved inside your lungi –
there’s paradise for you
*
If your luck runs out
and the monsoon turns into
a biblical deluge
just get in the water and hand-pump
air to balloon up your lungi –
now your humble ark
*
When you find shelter
on a treetop
take it off',
rinse it,
hold it aloft –
flag of your indisposition –
and wave it at the useless stars
2
Were I a painter
I am sure
My signature theme would be
The title of this poem.
The sun races to the zenith,
Imperious as an oriental autocrat.
The poor man crouches
In imitation Tommy Hilfiger rags
In the dwindling shade
Of a denuded tree.
*
His hands cradle
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A bowl of fired earth–
It could be an Ouija board
To conjure up goodies,
Courtesy of the weak of conscience.
*
And when they come,
How he falls to it!
Eyes focused in mystic concentration,
Left arm protectively around
The pile of comestibles,
As right hand shovels them
Into an eager mouth.
*
I would paint the scene
Over and over
In luscious oil:
The painted proliferation
Might work magic,
Converting seeming impossibility
Into palpable reality:
*
All the world’s poor
Men and women
Gathered as if on the mythic day
Of final reckoning,
On this lowly earth,
Devouring earthly fare:
O the gods would come down
To bless and share!
3
It's the easiest thing to say
In the grey light of thinning hair:
I liked the world the way it wasIf only it had held steady
Time would be unchanging bliss!
What is it you so fondly remember
Amidst the glitches in recollection?
An album of snapshots,
Some video clips at best.
The mood that binds them together
Like an invisible rubber band
Comes out of a pocket you're wearing out now.
*
Maybe you can see
Clearer than your fast-fading fate line
An arched gate confettied with creepers
Golden green in early morning light,
Maybe your olfactories thrill
At the musky odor of blossoms
On a long-dead mango tree.
*
Or a remembered tale may set you
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Dream-walking down village tracks
After a hurricane lantern swinging
Beneath a bullock cart's creaking chassis
Like a luminous pineapple…or scrotum.
*
But don't forget:
Calm cannot be retroactive.
The willed insouciance of youth
Crumpled before manic urgencies.
Why look back on such routine tussles?
Besides,
From the bottom of the well
One can only look up.
*
Not that a benign gaze answers:
The twinkling could be tinsel
And lights no superior tomorrow.
Better just carve a squiggle
On softening grey timber
At amber-grey dusk
And hum under your breath:
I like it the way it is.
4
My old friend
The Sage of the Roadside Tea-stall
Casually solves a problem or two
Between sips of semi-viscous tea
For which, as usual, I am paying
Because, as usual, he is out of pocket.
*
The talk, as usual, is of moneyMinisters and their multi-millions,
Captains of commerce and their borrowed billions,
Spiralling prices and dwindling incomes.
*
“Ban money,” the Sage counsels.
“Abolish currency, and peace
Will reign on earth.”
Silence descends upon us
Like feathers from ruffled chickens.
*
All eyes are trained on the Sage
Imploring elaboration. “No moneyNo desire for money, no pickpocketing,
No bribes, no violence;
No taka-no trickery,
No pounds sterling-no pound of flesh,
No moolah-no murder,
No greenbacks-no Green Berets.”
*
The Sage pauses,
Takes a long sip
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And a sagacious conceptual leap:
“I am of course using the word money
In a broadly symbolic sense.
By money I mean everything
That arouses cupidityGold, diamonds, cars…
I mean, in fact,
Private property.”
*
“What about power?” I ask.
(You see, I’ve read my Michel Foucault.)
“I was coming to that,”
Says the wily Sage.
“Abolish power as well.
No more power play
Between politicians and the people,
Between teachers and the taught,
Between friends, lovers, relatives,
Family members, colleagues, fellow citizens,
No more money, and no more powerOnly peace, peace, peace,
Shantih, Shantih, Shantih!”
*
As dinner invitations pour
On the Sage
Like confetti
A brainwave hits me:
“What about sex?” I mutter in his ear.
“Don’t add unnecessary complications,”
he mutters back.
5
To be is to see –
Eye can never tire
Of the passing show –
*
Everything a tad worse
Each morning – scum rising
Visibly – white-hot sun
Blinding eyes with sweat –
*
Blinkingly you read –
A poet’s retraction
Of satirical verses –
*
Headlines packed with lies –
Hear the growl of motorbike –
Killer or cop – who knows –
*
While the perennial masque goes on
For those who’ve made a killing –
To face the tide is folly
*
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But if you’ll join me
Together we’ll take note of things
So long as we can breathe –
*
So what if one can’t tell
Substance from shadow –
Feeling around’s always been fun –
*
Call it love
Or what you will
227.151 Excerpt from The Rakhaines: Aborignes In Bangladesh\fn{by Mustafa Majid (1955- )} Patuakhali
District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh (M) 14
The Rakhaine tribe of Bangladesh is one of the local peoples spread over the districts of Cox’s Bazar,
Chittagong, Khagrachari, Rangamati, Bandarban, Patuakhali and Barguna. They are over two hundred thousand in
number and are followers of Theraveda Buddhism.
The Rakhaine race is a mixture of Aryans and Mongolians. And their language is very close to modern
Burmese. In fact, some regard it as old Burmese. The Bengalese call them Maghs and the Europeans call them
Arakanese.
A lot of Rakhaine historians, with reference to the old treatises, write that Buddhism was introduced to the
Rakhaine Pray\fn{Or Arakan} during the lifetime of Lord Buddha, who is said to have visited Rakhaine-Pray in 554
BC during the reign of King Chanda Thuriya (580BC-528BC). He was 55 years old then.
From ancient days the Rakhaines have lived independently in Rakhaine Pray or Arakan along the coastline
from Chittagong to the feet of the Roma Ranges of Southern Burma (now Myanmar). The local Rakhaine
chronicles record some six dynastic lists of kings dated from 3325 BC which are as mentioned below:
1st Dhanyawati Dynasty (1st Era) : 3325 BC to 1507 BC : reign of 57 kings.
2nd Dhanyawati Dynasty (2nd Era) : 1507 BC to 580 BC : reign of 28 kings.
3rd Dhanyawati Dynasty (3rd Era) : 580 BC to 320 AD : reign of 25 kings.
4th Vesali Dynasty: 320 AD to 1018 AD: reign of 12 kings.
5th Laymro Dynasty: 1018 AD to 1406 AD : reign of 61 kings.
6th Mrauk-U Dynasty: 1430 AD to 1784 AD : reign of 41kings.\fn{ W says that archaeological evidence for the existence of the first three dynasties
has so far not been discovered. “Based on Rakhine oral histories and inscriptions in certain temples, the history of the Rakhine region dates back nearly five
thousand years. The Rakhine people trace their societal history back to as far as 3325 B.C.E. and have given a lineal succession of 227 native monarchs and
princes down to the last ruler in 1784. They also describe their territory of including, in varying points of time, the regions of Ava, the Irrawaddy Delta, the
port town of Thanlyin (Syriam) and parts of eastern Bengal. However, the expanse of the successive Rakhine kingdoms does not exactly corroborate with
certain known historical documentation. According to Rakhine legend, the first recorded kingdom rose centred around the northern town of Dhanyawadi in
the 34th century B.C.E. [BC; “BCE” means “Before the Christian Era”] and lasted til 327 C.E. [AD. “CE” means “Christian Era”; “AD” is Anno Domine]
Rakhine documents and inscriptions states that the famed Mahamuni Buddha image was cast in Dhanyawady in around 554 B.C.E., when the Buddha visited
the kingdom. After the fall of Dhanyawadi in the 4th century C.E., the centre of power shifted to a new dynasty based in the town of Waithali. The Waithali
kingdom ruled the regions of Rakhine from the middle of the 4th century to 818 C.E. The period is seen as the classical period of Rakhine culture,
architecture and Buddhism, as the Waithali period left behind more archeological remains compared to its predecessor. A new dynasty emerged in four towns
along the Laymro river as Waithali waned in influence, and ushered in the Lemro period, where four principal towns served as successive capitals. The final
kingdom of Mrauk U was founded in 1430 by Min Saw Mon. It is seen by the Rakhine people as the golden age of their history, as Mrauk U served as a
commercially important port and base of power in the Bay of Bengal region and involved in extensive maritime trade with Arabia and Europe. The country
steadily declined from the seventeenth century onwards after the loss of Chittagong to the Mughal Empire in 1666. Internal instability, rebellion and
dethroning of kings were very common. The Portuguese, during the era of their greatness in Asia, gained a temporary establishment in Arakan. On the last
day of 1784, the internally divided kingdom fell to invading forces from Konbaung Burma.” (From “Rakhine State”, Wikipedia). The following is a list of
these kings, as recorded in W’s article “List of Arakanese monarchs” It appears to be a conflation of data gathered from the following three references listed
at the bottom of the tabulation: Htin Aung, A History of Burma, Cambridge University Press, New York and London, 1967; Harvey, G. E., History of Burma:
From the Earliest Times to 10 March 1824, Frank Cass & Co., Ltd., London, 1925; and Phayre, Lt. Gen. Sir Arthur P., History of Burma, London, 2nd edition,
1967:H}

First Danyawaddy (2666BC–825BC)
Monarch
Mara Yo
Mara Zi I
Mara Onlin

Reign
2666–2604
2604–2572
2572–2519

Relationship

Notes

son
son
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Mara Rwaylin
Mara Bin
Mara Zi II
Mara Kin
Nga Sha Po
Dwara Sanda
Thola Sanda
Sanda Thuriya Sanda
Kala Sanda
Ti Sanda
Madhutha Sanda
Zeya Sanda
Mokkha Sanda
Gunna Sanda
Three Nobles
Kan Raza I
Kan Raza II
Athurinda Thuriya
Tharameta
Thuriya
Min Thi
Min Ba
Si Aung
Tataingthin
Kyaw-Khaung Win
Thuriya Nandameit
Athu Yindabaya
Letya Sithugyi
Thihaka
Min Bun Than
Thayet Hmwe
Zeya Nandathu
Tekkathu
Lekkhana
Gunnarit
Thiwarit
Min Hla Hmwe
Marinda
Theiddat Kumara
Min Hla I
Min Hla II
Nga Sarit
Myet-hna Wun
Let Thut Kyi
Thiri Kamma Thunda
Nanda Kotabaya
Min Nan Phyu
Min Manu

2519–2471
2471–2416
2416–2383
2383–2351
2351–2330
2330–2290
2290–2257
2257–2220
2220–2180
2180–2149
2149–2129
2129–2089
2089–2063
2063–2051
2051–2050
2050–2009
2009–1973
1973–1938
1938–1880
1880–1849
1849–1827
1827–1805
1805–1777
1777–1746
1746–1715
1715–1694
1694–1663
1663–1631
1631–1588
1588–1557
1557–1508
1508–1457
1457–1411
1411–1374
1374–1326
1326–1285
1285–1254
1254–1192
1192–1170
1170–1123
1123–1099
1099–1061
1061–1030
1030–1003
1003–972
972–945
945–925
925–897

son
son
son
son
usurper
son of Mara Kin
son
son
son
son
son
nephew
son
son
consecutive reigns: 7 days, 3 months, 8 months

grandson of Gunna Sanda
brother
uncle
son
son
brother
son
son
brother
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
brother
son
son
son
brother
son
son
son
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Minkhaung
Laukkhaung Raza
Min Nge Pyaw-Hla-Si
Three nobles

897–878
878–838
838–832
832–825

son
son
son
usurpers
Second Danyawaddy (825BC–146AD)

Monarch
Kan Raza III
Thila Raza
Wasa Thura
Nandawi Thura
Puna Thuriya
Thuranda
Sandima
Thiri Sanda
Thiha Ran
Thiha Nu
Payaka
Nela Gun
Rohaha Gun
Thiri Gun
Thamaza
Kummara
Thet Htin Phyu
Tha Bin U
Teza Wun
Munzayaba
Kummara Withuddi
Wathu Mun Dala
Thurinda
Ralamayu
Nalamayu
Wada Gun
Withu Raza
Thiri Raza

Reign
825–788
788–740
740–709
709–669
669–637
637–614
614–577
577–537
537–491
491–471
471–440
440–399
399–368
368–344
344–309
309–289
289–249
249–207
207–171
171–137
137–50
50–16
16 BCE–15 CE
15–37
37–68
68–90
90–111
111–146

Relationship

Notes

son
son
son
son
son
son
son
brother
son
son
son
son
son
nephew
son
son
son
brother
son
uncle
son
son
brother
son
son
son
son

Third Danyawaddy (146AD–788AD)
Monarch
Sanda Thuriya
Thuriya Dipati
Thuriya Patipat
Thuriya Rupa
Thuriya Mandala
Thuriya Wunna
Thuriya Natha
Thuriya Wuntha

Reign
146–198
198–245
245–298
298–313
313–375
375–418
418–459
459–468

Relationship

Notes

son
son
son
son
son
son
son
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Thuriya Banda
Thuriya Kalyana
Thuriya Mokkha
Thuriya Teza
Thuriya Ponnya
Thuriya Kala
Thuriya Pabba
Thuriya Sitya
Thuriya Thehta
Thuriya Wimala
Thuriya Renu
Thuriya Gantha
Thuriya Thagya
Thuriya Thiri
Thuriya Kethi
Thuriya Kutta
Thuriya Ketu

468–474
474–492
492–513
513–544
544–552
552–575
575–600
600–618
618–640
640–648
648–670
670–686
686–694
694–714
714–723
723–746
746–788

son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
brother
son
uncle
son
son
son
son

Wethali (788AD–1018AD)
Monarch
Maha Taing Sanda
Thuriya Taing Sanda
Mawla Taing Sanda
Pawla Taing Sanda
Kala Taing Sanda
Tula Taing Sanda
Thiri Taing Sanda
Thinkha Taing Sanda
Chula Taing Sanda
Amyahtu
Ye Phyu
Nga Pin Nga Ton

Reign
788–810
810–830
830–849
849–875
875–884
884–903
903–935
935–951
951–957
957–964
964–994
994–1018

Relationship

Notes

son
son
son
son
son
son
son
son
chief of Myu people
nephew
son of Chula Taing Sanda

Lemro (1018AD–1430AD; Pyinsa, 1018AD–1103AD)
Monarch
Khittathin
Sandathin
Min Yin Phyu
Naga Thuriya
Thuriya Raza
Ponnaka
Min Phyugyi
Sithabin
Min Nangyi
Min Lade
Min Kala

Reign
1018–1028
1028–1039
1039–1049
1049–1052
1052–1054
1054–1058
1058–1060
1060–1061
1061–1066
1066–1072
1072–1075

Relationship

Notes
grand-nephew of Chula Taing Sanda

brother
son
son

usurper
son of Min Phyugyi
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Min Bilu
Thinkhaya
Min Than
Min Pati

1075–1078
1078–1092
1092–1100
1100–1103

usurper
son
son

Lemro (1018AD–1430AD; Parin, 1103AD–1167AD)
Monarch
Letya Min Nan
Thihaba
Razagyi
Thagiwin I
Thagiwin II
Kawliya
Datharaza
Ananthiri

Reign
1103–1109
1109–1110
1110–1112
1112–1115
1115–1133
1133–1153
1153–1165
1165–1167

Relationship
grandson of Min Bilu
son

Notes
Pagan nominee

Lemro (1018AD–1430AD; Khrit, 1167AD–1180AD)
Monarch
Minonsa
Pyinsakawa
Keinnayok
Salinkabo

Reign
1167–1174
1174–1176
1176–1179
1179–1180

Relationship
brother
son
son

Notes

usurper

Lemro (1018AD-1430AD; Second Pyinsa, 1180AD–1237AD)
Monarch
Misuthin
Ngaranman
Ngapogan
Ngarakhaing
Ngakyon
Ngasu
Swe Thin
Minkhaung I
Minkhaung II
Kabalaung I
Kabalaung II
Letya I
Letya II
Thanabin
Nganathin
Nganalon

Reign
1180–1191
1191–1193
1193–1195
1195–1198
1198–1201
1201–1205
1205–1206
1206–1207
1207–1208
1208–1209
1209–1210
1210–1218
1218–1229
1229–1232
1232–1234
1234–1237

Relationship

Notes
son of Pyinsakawa

son
son

Lemro (1018AD–1430AD; Launggyet, 1237AD–1406AD)
Monarch
Alawmaphyu

Reign
1237–1243

Relationship
son

Notes
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Razathu I
Sawlu
Uzana I
Saw Mun I
Nankyagyi
Min Bilu
Sithabin I
Min Hti
No records
Saw Mun II
Swasawke’s son
Uzana II
Thiwarit
Thinhse
Razathu II
Sithabin II
Myinhseingyi
Razathu II
Theinkhathu
Min Saw Mun

1243–1246
1246–1251
1251–1260
1260–1268
1268–1272
1272–1276
1276–1279
1279–?
1374–1381
1381–1385
1385–1387
1387–1390
1390–1394
1394–1395
1395–1397
1397
1397–1401
1401–1404
1404–1406

son
son
son
son
son
son
usurper
son of Min Bilu
Ava’s nominee
nephew
of the royal blood
brother
brother
son
usurper
usurper
restored
brother
nephew

son of Razathu II

Interregnum (1406AD–1430AD)
Monarch
Reign
Anawrahta
1406–1407
Hanthawaddy
Pegu’s
1407–1412
nominee
Ava’s nominee
1412–1413
Pegu’s nominee
1413–1430?

Relationship

Notes
Ava’s nominee

Pegu vassal until Razadarit’s death, 1422
Mrauk U Kingdom (1430AD–1785AD)

Monarch
Min Saw Mun
Min Khari
Ba Saw Phyu
Dawlya
Ba Saw Nyo
Ran Aung
Salin Gathu
Min Raza
Gazapati
Min Saw O
Thatasa
Min Bin
Dikha
Saw Hla
Min Setya
Min Palaung

Reign
1430–1434
1434–1459
1459–1482
1482–1492
1492–1494
1494
1494–1501
1501–1523
1523–1525
1525
1525–1531
1531–1553
1553–1555
1555–1564
1564–1571
1571–1593

Relationship
son of Razathu II
brother
son
son
uncle, son of Min Khari
nephew, son of Dawlya
maternal uncle
son
son
grand-uncle
son of Dawlya
son of Min Raza
son
son
brother
son of Min Bin
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Notes
Moved capital to Mrauk U in 1433

Min Razagyi
Min Khamaung
Thiri Thudhamma
Min Sani
Narapati
Thado
Sanda Thudhamma
Thiri Thuriya
Wara Dhammaraza
Muni Thuddhammaraza
Sanda Thuriya I
Nawrahta Zaw
Mayokpiya
Kalamandat
Naradipati I
Sanda Wimala I
Sanda Thuriya II
Sanda Wizaya
Sanda Thuriya III
Naradipati II
Narapawara
Sanda Wizaya
Madarit
Nara Apaya
Thirithu
Sanda Parama
Apaya
Sanda Thumana
Sanda Wimala II
Sanda Thaditha
Thamada

1593–1612
1612–1622
1622–1638
1638
1638–1645
1645–1652
1652–1684
1684–1685
1685–1692
1692–1694
1694–1696
1696
1696–1697
1697–1698
1698–1700
1700–1706
1706–1710
1710–1731
1731–1734
1734–1735
1735–1737
1737
1737–1742
1742–1761
1761
1761–1764
1764–1773
1773–1777
1777
1777–1782
1782–1785

son
son
son
son
great-grandson, Thasata
nephew
son
son
brother
brother
brother
son
usurper
usurper
son of Sanda Thuriya
grandson of Thado
grandson, S. Thudhamma
usurper
son-in-law
son
usurper
cousin
brother
uncle
son
brother
brother-in-law
brother-in-law
usurper

reigned 28 days

reigned 15 days

reigned 8 months

reigned 3 months

reigned 40 days
Lord of Ramree
the kingdom ends on the last day of 1784

The early history of Chittagong and Cox’s Bazar, unlike other areas of Bengal, is not so clear in Bengali
history. But there are a lot of proofs in Rakhaine history that Chittagong and Cox’s Bazar were long in possession
of the Rakhaine kings and considered a part of Rakhaine-Pray. The first clear history found today records a series
of Buddhist kings mostly coming from the neighbouring Arakan.
There are many brilliant examples of Rakhaine literatures written by noted courtiers such as Saw Pree Nyo
Radu (7th century AD), Tsaindrah Bweh (8 th century AD), Rakhaine Munthameen Aye Khrun (15 th century AD)?,
and U-ka Byan Radhu (17th century). Radu Bweh and Aye Khrun are lyrical poems meant to be sung. The subject
deals with a historical background that injects a sense of patriotism in the listener. There is also a book of wellknown legal precedents called Maha Pinnya Kyaw Shouk Thoon written in the 16 th century AD.
It was during the Vesali Dynasty that one Rakhaine king, Sula Taing Chandra (951-957 AD), conquered
Chittagong and Noakhali. And to commemorate the victory, he created a monument with the words Tsit-ta-goung
—tsit-ta means army, goung means head, so tsit-ta-goung means Army Head Quarter, where they encamped after
victory—inscribed on it. It is said that this monument was erected on the south bank of Kauniachara near Kumira,
Chittagong. Most scholars believed that the name of Chittagong has been derived from that inscription on the
monument.
Before the conquest of Chittagong, Ramu (15 km. east of present Cox’s Bazar town) was under the rule of the
Rakhaine kingdom. Some of the Rakhaine people living today in these regions are the descendants of those
people.
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Because of its geographical position, Bengal has played an important and significant role in the history and
civilization of the Rakhaine kingdom. In the fifteenth century, Bengal helped Rakhaine to resist the rise of the
Burma kings of Ava. The kings of Arakan used Islamic titles, although they and the majority of their subjects
remained Buddhists. While writing about this period, Professor Alamgir Mohammed Sirajuddin has correctly said,
It is difficult to accept the view that assumption of Muslim names was the manifestation of Muslim influence in
Arakan. Among other things, it does not explain why only 9 out of 48 rulers were won over by the Muslim culture.
Again, Muslim influences rose to their height during the long and prosperous reign of King Sanda Thudhamma (16521684). Yet he did not take Muslim name and title and was content with his Arakanese name and coin. In reassessing the
significance of Muslim names and titles we must not lose sight of the fact that the rulers who assumed Muslim names
had Chittagong under their possession.

He has more to say on this and he quotes A. P. Phayre to say that it is no coincidence that only those rulers who
had Chittagong under their possession at the time of accession to the throne assumed Muslim names and titles and
struck coins in Arabic and Bengali script bearing these names and titles. Coins are a symbol of sovereignty and
these rulers issued the Bengal coin-types to assert their sovereignty over Chittagoing.
This fact is demonstrated more clearly by the innumerable Buddhist stone temples, pagodas, pitaka libraries
against only two mosques of that period. It is expected of any Muslim ruler to not erect non-Muslim (infidel)
temples—since they house images, which they consider as idolatry. All the Buddhist kings with Muslim names
erected most of the temples of Mrauk-U.
The Mughals conquered Chittagong by the end of 1666 and the Rakhaines escaped to Ramu and to the
neighbouring Chittagong Hill Tracts. The Mughals imposed Magher-kar (Rakhaine tax) upon the Rakhaine people
with the aim of driving out Rakhaine subjects and encouraged Muslim settlement in its place. Since the Mughals
could not occupy Ramu, the Rakhaine having retreated from Chittagong settled in Ramu and continued to live
practising their humble ways of life.
The Mughals possessed Northern Chittagong until 1760 and it went under East India Company when
Mohammed Reza Khan handed over the control of Chittagong to Mr. Harry Verelst, a representative of [the] East
India Company on January 5, 1761. As the House of Mrauk-U had been rendered chaotic under internal fighting,
the East India Company brought with them a large number of Bengali-speaking labourers to the southern part of
Chittagong for cultivation because at that time the region was thinly populated.
The Burmese took advantage of Rakhaine weakness and won over Rakhaine-Pray (Arakan) in 1784. After that
there was a tragic genocide of the Rakhaines. As a result countless Rakhaines fled into the neighbouring places
controlled by the then East India Company. In this way grew the population of Rakhaines in Cox’s Bazar,
Chittagong, Bandarban, Rangamati, Khagrachari, Patuakhali and Barguna districts. They were allowed by the
East India Company to settle on the extensive tracts and waste land then vacant. Captain Hiram Cox, who had left
his name to the neighbourhood of the Baghkhali river, now called Cox’s Bazar town, was the first officer
appointed to superintend the Rakhaine settlement in July 1799.
The national struggle of Rakhaine people from 1784 to 1824 was hardly progressing and, sandwiched between
the two aggressors, the Burmese feudalists controlled up to the eastern bank of the Naaf river and the British up to
the western side of it. Both the aggressors had a common interest of keeping the Rakhaines land as their
respective colonies. The Burmese controlled Rakhaine-Pray along with Assam, Manipur and Tanasserem were
annexed to the British Empire after the 1 st Anglo-Burmese War in 1825 and the remaining of part of upper Burma
was also annexed in 1886.
The story of Rakhaines is the sad story of a free people threatened by extinction because of aggression,
treachery, forced distortion of history and repression by alien vested quarters and colonialists. Today they are even
facing an international conspiracy that with the help of shameful lies project their homeland as belonging to an
alien race introduced by colonial forces.
In addition to that the people of both sides of the Naaf river experienced the British rule for over six decades
until 14th August, 1947 when the people living on the western side saw a birth of a new nation called East Pakistan
and the subjects there were labelled as East Pakistanis. On the other hand the same stock of people living on the
east of Naaf river saw a birth of another nation called Union of Burma and their subjects were Burmese—
irrespective of race, religion and culture, language, etc. Again all the people of East Pakistan were labelled as
Bengalese after the emergence of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh in 1971 and once again they are called
Bangladeshis since the mid-seventies.
At present whenever they are asked to give their identity they simply reply as “Bangladeshi Rakhaine”. They
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are proud of being Bangladeshis, because they took to the streets and shed blood during the struggle for liberation
in 1971 and they are also proud of being Rakhaines as they do have proof of a stormy period living on this very
soil under the rule of their own kings. The Bangladeshi Rakhaines, exiles in their own land, have up to now
preserved the cultural, linguistic, relgious and traditional inheritance of their forefathers.
*
There are differences of opinion about the identity of the Rakhaines, who are familiar as Maghs to the
Bengalese. The name Magh is not accepted by the Rakhaines for its having a deplorable meaning. Satyandra
Ghosal says that the word Magh comes from a Sanskrit word Maghdu which means a pirate. The Magh pirates,
uniting with the Portuguese pirates, used to commit various crimes such as abduction, robbery and murder in
Patuakhali. In the sixteenth century these pirates used to enter this area through the channel named Varani. Local
inhabitants called them Natua (perhaps another version of Lutua) and the region was called the “canal of Natua”
which in course of time and after a lot of evolution took the name “Patuakhali”. A proverb in Bangla became
famous—Magher Mulluk (the country of lawlessness)—centering the outrage of the pirates.
But the Rakhaines not only reject the name Magh but also deny with confidence the fact that they are
successors of the Magh pirates. In 1872 Beveridge said about the Rakhaines,
“No dwelling of the Rakhaine is older than seventy years.” William Hunter says,
“The present Maghs are not the successors of the original Arakani pirates. The company government brought
them from Chittagong and Ramu at the end of the 18 th century to clear the jungle and recover land.” Harvey
reported,
“The British government gave the Magh families excellent fertile agricultural land of the Sundarbans in the
southernmost Gangetic delta of Bakherganj in 1789. Then it was a marshy land and jungle with no human
beings.”
The history and traditions of Arakan proves that they were a very civilized nation. And it is not acceptable that
some of the Arakanis became pirates before the 14 th century. All Rakhaines cannot bear the legacy of a few
pirates. Moreover, the disturbance of the Arakani pirates was not seen after 1727.
The original dwelling place of the Rakhaines was Arakan (Rakhaine or Rakhaing Pray), an area in Myanmar
(Burma). The Rakhaines feel proud to call their country Rakhaingy and to introduce them as Rakhaines. They
mark their homeland with the name Rakhaing Tonigyi or Rakhaine Pee, which is actually a transformation of
Rakhingotongi or Raksyapura. According to Rakhaine youth leader Tahan, people who maintain their own
manner, institution and tradition and safeguard them in leading a cultural, linguistic and religious life are
Rakhaines or savers. According to his explanation the word Rakhaine comes from two Pali words—Rakkha and
Rakkhan, which together mean a conservative nation.
Professor Abdul Mabud Khan says that it has been proved beyond doubt that the modern name Arakan is
derived from a transformation of the word Rakhaine (Rakhaine>Arkhang>Araccan>Arakan). Quoting linguists,
he says that the word Rakhaine is a metamorphosis of a Tibetan-Burmese word Ruang meaning Arakan. He gives
a lot of examples to prove that Ruang, Rosang and Rokam, the three most widely used words in old Bengali
literature, meaning Arakan, the original dwelling place of the Rakhaines.
a. Land on the east of the river Karnaphuli Rosango is her name and it is heaven.
b. The best place under the sky . Rosang City is her name.
c. Rosang City is world famous.

From the above quotes of old Bengali literature we get a high impression of the tradition of Rakhaine’s original
dwelling place Arakan. Many do not agree on the point that Arakan was the only original or primary living place
of the Rakhaines. The Rakhaines, who are also called Marmas, come from Arakan and Burma, many feel.
Anthropologist Shugata Chakma says,
“Their language and culture are closely related with the Burmese and the Arakanis. People similar to the
Marma tribe of Chittagong and Cox’s Bazar also live in Patuakhali. They introduce themselves as Rakhaines
there.”
The Rakhaines came to the greater Patuakhali leaving their homeland in Arakan in the eighties of the 18 th
century. Since [the] forties of that century to the end of it, Arakan was a state of violence, revolt and killings, and
was in turmoil. Arakan king Thamada was defeated by the Burmese king Bodapaya due to the conspiracy of his
own people in the last part of the 18th century. The Burmese captured Arakan and established a reign of terror.
Burmese generals arrested many men and women. They killed the men and sent the women to Burma. Many
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Arakani refugees crossed the border and took shelter in Chittagong. The rest of the Arakanis revolted against the
ruthless Burmese Army. But the Burmese Army suppressed that revolt with an iron hand. At last the rival
Arakanis set their houses on fire and took refuge in Chittagong with their family after crossing the border.
“Thus we see that there is a long history from 1785 to the end of the century of ruthless oppression by the
Burmese soldiers in Arakan, resistance and revolt of the Arakanis and their fleeing to Chittagong after being
defeated.”
Since the Arakani leader Baran Pyan died, Arakanis gave up the hope of going back to their homeland and
became refugees in a large number in Chittagong. They settled in Bandarban and Manikchari under the leadership
of the chiefs of Bomang tribe—Kanghlapru Pailangchang and Marchai respectively.
There were some reasons, mentioned below, for the Arakanis to take shelter in Chittagong Hill Tracts after the
oppression of the Brumes soldiers:
a. Geographically the Chittagong area was close to Arakan.
b. Though Burma was a neighbouring country, it was an enemy country for them.
c. Arakan had historical, cultural and economic relations with the Chittagong area.
d. Before the revolt, the southern part of Chittagong was an Arakanese colony.
e. Chittagong was a more secure and peaceful area. “In a place under British rule, revenue was logical and a man
could go to sleep without the fear that he would not have to die the next day for any official’s order.”
f. To recover the state of Arakan from the grips of the Burmese soldiers for their shelter in Chittagong in the future.

Besides the above reasons, the positive policy of the ruling East India Company towards the rehabilitation of
the Arakanis also influenced them to settle in Chittagong. It is very clear that it was the company’s aim to make
this barren and unproductive land populated and fertile, though it was humanity, which was behind the Arakanis
getting food and shelter. Under the expansion of this government policy a group of the Rakhaines was
rehabilitated in Patuakhali straight away from Arakan, Burma or Chittagong. In an essay written by their youth
leader Tahan about Rakhaines in Patuakhali, he has given an emotional description. He says:
In a bitter, cold night of 1784, 150 families of the Rakhaines sailed away with 50 boats with a view to freeing
themselves from the tyranny of Burmese soldiers. They spent three days and three nights on the Bay of Bengal and
reached the shore if the island of Rangabali in Patuakhali for Meghawati of Arakan. It was a desolate island full of
forests and ferocious animals. They cleared up the place by clearing the forest and sowed the seeds of paddy and fruits,
which they had brought with them from Arakan.

The eminent Rakhaine leader of Patuakhali, Late Uthun Aung Zan has given us information about the
background of the Rakhaines’ coming to and settling in Patuakhali by recovering some documents of his ancestors
with great care. In an essay published in the Weekly Bichitra, The Struggle of the Coastal Rakhaines of
Bangladesh, he mentioned:
Approximately 200 years ago in 1784, BangIa 1191, Rakhaine year 1146 (Buddhist Year 2330), the present
Arakan province was an independent country and a Rakhaine King used to rule that country. His capital was
Mrohong or the city of Mrau. The king of Burma, Bodapaya, defeated the Independent Rakhaine king of Arakan
or Rakhaine Pray and took the world famous Mohamuni Foya or the statue of Buddha away to his capital
Mandaloy.
For that the Rakhaine Buddhists revolted against the Burmese occupation army in a rage. But the Burmese
army crushed the revolt of the Arakan rebels ruthlessly. They killed men, women and children mercilessly. At that
time some commanders of the Arakani army such as Brigadier Pe Eu Cng, Captain Mongri, Captain Umracho and
there families sailed to the west with the help of three big sea-going boats from the village of Monchetong in the
south-west coast of Arakan. They reached the Rangabali Island in the west coast of the Bay of Bengal, sailing
through it.
These islands. in those days were remote, desolate and devoid of people. There were wild buffaloes, wild cows
and ferocious tigers as the only inhabitants. Rivers and canals were full of crocodiles. Yet they, with great
difficulty, worked in relatively clean areas and cut trees and cleared bushes to find agricultural land. They built
houses and surrounded them with high fences. They sowed seeds of paddy brought from their homeland on the
cleared land. They fenced the whole area with the trunks of trees like Sundari, 10, 12 feet in height, in order to
prevent wild animals like buffaloes, oxen, pigs and deer from destroying their crops.
But there were many big rats, which caused great harm to their crops. There was no prevention for this.
Another problem was the scarcity of drinking water. People suffered from diarrhoea, drinking the salty water of
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the greater Patuakhali island. Besides, they had no arms except spades, javelins, etc., brought from Arakan, to
help guard them against ferocious animals like wild pigs, crocodiles, tigers, etc. They used to set traps to capture
wild pigs and other animals to eat their meat.
At that time a European navy officer found them by mere chance. That navy officer met them at times and
made friendship with their leaders. They told him of their suffering and he helped them with medicine, clothes
and drinking water. He also reported to his headquarters in detail about them:
At that time the English had taken the Bengal province on lease and were dreaming and planning to capture the
whole of India including Bihar and Orissa and the neighbouring Arakan. So they showed their kindness through
friendly behaviour with the Arakani refugees. Then the Arakanis came to Baro Baijdiya leaving that island with the
help of that navy officer and built their houses there. He also helped them with some firearms at that time. During the
next winter, when the sea was calm, he helped the refugees in bringing back their kinsmen who were left behind. Thus
a locality was created in a new place in a new environment. Those who came here were almost fully farmers. So they
knew very well how to cultivate the jungle, how to fight the beasts and how to catch fish. Their houses spread through
Galachipa, Kalapara, Amtali and Barguna areas within less than 50 years, from 1815 to 1920.

“Now after 200 years, the Rakhaines are foreigners in their own green and fertile land which they had created
with hard labour.” This is because, as minorities, they are here losing their land to clever looters and grabbers, a
class of land occupants.
The Arakanis first settled in the Rangabali Island of Golachipa Upazilla and then settled in Baliatoli of nearby
Borguna, Bogi of Amtali and Tiakhali and Kuakata of Kalapara Upazilla. In an article, Convergence of Language
of Ethnic Minority: The Case of Rakhaines of Bangladesh, Professor Muniruzzaman and researcher Moudud-urSafdar showed that Rakhaines settled in Patuakhali in two steps. For linguistic differences one part of the
Rakhaines is linked with those of Cox’s Bazar and Ramu and the other part has a close relation or similarity with
the Rakhaines of Arakan.. Professor Abdul Mabud Khan also agrees that the Rakhaines of Patuakhali are of two
streams. The source of one stream is Cox’s Bazar and Ramu and the other is Arakan. In this case, anthropologist
Abdus Sattar says,
“The Maghs of Patuakhali also began to reside in the southern part of the greater Patuakhali since 1789,
crossing the Bay of Bengal from Rangoon.”
Mabud Khan overlooks the historical truth of Abdus Sattar’s statement saying that famous traveller Friar
Manrique did not see any Rakhaine residence at Shahbajpur when he came here in 1641. The statement is not
proved through various pieces of information given by Beverage, Battya and William Hunter. In their above
research article, Moniruzzaman and Moudud-ur-Safdar show that Ramreyh is the language used by the Rakhaines
of Rangoon or southern Burma whereas the Rakhaines of Cox’s Bazar use the language Marrow and this create a
division among the language of the greater Patuakhali’s Rakhaines. This proves that the Rakhaines started
residing in the greater Patuakhali under the umbrella of the British policy of land recovery, but there is also
another stream of Rakhaine refugees in the greater Patuakhali.
The answer of the debate may be anything but it is true that the Rakhaine community has settled and spread in
the greater Patuakhali.
“Though they came here temporarily, their coming became a one-way journey and they became permanent
inhabitants of this area.”\fn{ There is no open quote in the text; I have placed one at the beginning of this sentence, on the theory that
this is its most likely place, since it is this sentence that concludes this chapter:H }
Bengali 17 A. Rahman Excerpt from Atharo Kathara Bari \fn{by Akimun Rahman (1960- )} Narayanganj District,
Dhaka Division, Bangladesh (F) 34
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168.101 Excerpt from Shame\fn{by Taslima Nasrin (1962- )} Mymensing, Mymensing District, Dhaka Division,
Bangladesh (F) 10
Suranjan was lying still. Maya, his younger sister, had been nagging him all along to swing into action.
“Dada, please do something. If you’re late, things may get out of hand.”
Suranjan knew that “doing something” meant ducking in for some uncertain cover. It was just like a scared rat
scurrying for a burrow and waiting for the all-clear signal before venturing out. For them, too, this would be the
ordained course: keep watch for the right time in a hideout till the situation outside cooled down.
But why should he run away from his own home? Just because of his identity as Suranjan Dutta and his father
being known as Sudhamay, his mother Kiranmayee, and his sister Neelanjana Dutta? Was that why they would
have to run away and find shelter in the house of some sympathetic Kamal, Belal or Hyder as they had done a
couple of years ago?
At that time, smelling trouble, Kamal had virtually run all the way from his Iskatan residence to their place on
October 30. He hustled Suranjan out of his bed with the frantic plea,
“Hurry up, just pack a few bare necessities. Lock the house up and move out, all of you. Quick, quick!”
They had, of course, been well looked after at Kamal’s house. They had had toast and eggs for breakfast, rice
and fish curry at lunch. Their afternoons had floated on the wings of carefree idle talks on the lawn, with nights
passing smoothly through undisturbed sleep on soft, thick mattresses; the days, free of anxiety, had indeed danced
away on merry steps.
But why should he be under compulsion to seek shelter in Kamal’s house? True, Kamal had been his longtime
friend. Without feeling the least uneasy he could be his guest even with his close relatives for a few days. But the
question that ruffled him was: Why, first of all, should such a situation arise to make him look out for a hurried
escape from his home? Yet Kamal, a Muslim, was spared this indignity. This country was as much his as it was
Kamal’s. Both of them were supposed to enjoy the same civil rights. But why couldn’t he assume Kamal’s inborn
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defiant attitude? Why wouldn’t he be able to say: Look, I’m on the same soil as he is. Why can’t I have the same
rights of life, breathe the same free air; why the hell do I have to live in haunting fear?
Suranjan remained glued to his bed, showing no signs of getting up. Maya paced restlessly within the confines
of their rooms. She still went on hammering at him, trying to impress upon him that no crying over spilled milk
would undo the misfortune once it overtook them. CNN was showing the live telecast of the Babri mosque
demolition scene by scene. Sitting benumbed in front of the TV screen,
Sudhamay and Kiranmayee were watching this macabre play. Their mind, too, ran along the same line as their
daughter’s. As he had done last time, perhaps this time also, Suranjan would whisk them away to the relative
safety of a Muslim household. But Suranjan was thinking nothing like that. If Kamal or, for that matter, anyone
came to take them under his protective wing, he would flatly turn down the offer, saying,
“Look, I won’t leave my home, come what may.”
*
The day was December 7. The previous afternoon an ominous darkness had cast its gloom on the bank of the
Saryu river in the city of Ayodhya. Hordes of fanatics and religious zealots called “Kar Sevaks” had already
demolished a 450-year-old mosque there. The incident had preceded the organization of bigots, Visva Hindu
Parishad’s, formal launching of the much-publicized “Kar Seva” voluntary service by twenty-five minutes. The
“Kar Sevaks” had frenetically labored for about five hours to raze the triple-domed structure to dust. The top
leadership of political parties and outfits with strong religious overtones like the BJP, Visva Hindu Parishad, RSS,
and Baj Rang Dal watched this bizarre incident. The contingents of armed security personnel like the Central
Reserve Police Force, Provincial Armed Constabulary and Uttar Pradesh police watched the spectacle with idle
detachment.
At two forty-five one of the domes was destroyed. At four, the second was smashed, and by four forty-five the
third dome was also broken to pieces. The madness had cost the lives of four frenzied men who lay buried under
the rubble. A hundred more, overtaken by the same wild craze, had been injured. Lazing on the bed, Suranjan
casually glanced over the screaming headlines of the morning newspaper:

THE BABRI MOSQUE DESTROYED, DEMOLISHED
He had never been to Ayodhya. Nor had he seen the Babri mosque. The reason was simple enough: he had just
never had any occasion to step out of his land. Where Rama, the protagonist of the epic Ramayana, had been
born\fn{This was the reason the mosque had been destroyed: the supposition that Rama—God—had been born on the spot where it had
been built, over the ruins of a Hindu Temple commemorating Rama’s birth: H } or how the mosque sprouted or from which
point of the soil, concerned him the least. His mind, anyway, glided along the paper’s view, conceding:
“The destruction of this sixteenth-century architectural movement hadn’t hurt the sentiments of the Muslims
alone; the Hindus, too, would be equally offended by this senseless act that had dealt a vicious blow to the whole
idea of human welfare and to the collective conscience of humanity.”
He mused over the grim predictions of things to come.
The Babri mosque issue would unleash a tremendous upheaval in Bangladesh, too. The Hindu temples would
be demolished, the Hindu houses would be targets of arson, their shops would be looted in the massive retaliatory
strike. The fanatics, egged on by the BJP had in fact given extra muscle to the fundamentalists of this land by
demolishing the mosque. Had the BJP Visva Hindu Parishad and their camp followers thought that the impact of
their crazy act would remain confined within the geographical boundaries of India alone? Bloody communal riots
had already broken out all over India. The number of deaths had been mounting remorselessly—500, 600, 1,000.
The death toll had been going up from hour to hour. Were the standard bearers of Hinduism aware of the existence
of two to two and a half score Hindus in this Bangladesh as well? Why Bangladesh alone? Had the Hindu zealots
even cared to think of what a catastrophe would strike their brethren in each of the West Asian countries? As a
political party, the BJP should realize that India couldn’t have an isolated existence like an island. The appearance
of a pustule in India would send down waves of agony not only to its own people alone, but its ripples woutd
spread all over the world and the sufferings would smother at least this neighboring country first of all.
Suranjan stayed stretched out on the bed closing his eyes. Giving him a nudge, Maya said,
“Just tell me if you’re leaving the bed or or not. Baba and Ma are depending solely on you.” Slowly stretching
himself, Suranjan said,
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“Go wherever you like. I’m not going to budge an inch from this house.”
“What about Baba and Ma?”
“Can’t say.”
“If anything happens?”
“Like what?”
“Take, for instance, the house being looted or even set on fire.”
“Let ’em do what they like.”
“And you intend to sit unmoved even after that?”
“No, I’ll prefer lying down as now.”
Suranjan lit a cigarette on an empty stomach. He felt like having a cup of tea. Kiranmayee used to give him his
morning cup of tea every day; but today was an exception. Who could give him a cup of steaming hot tea at this
time? It was pointless to convey the request to Maya. The girl was thinking of nothing else but escaping from
here. Asking her at this moment for a cup of tea was to invite a strong retort with a sharp rise in her voice. It was
not that he couldn’t make tea for himself, but he was feeling too indolent for such an exercise. The TV was on in
the next room. The idea of watching the CNN telecasts on the TV with goggle-eyed wonder didn’t appeal to him.
From that room, Maya kept on announcing every now and then,
“Dada is still in bed going through newspapers with a ‘couldn’t care less’ sort of attitude.”
*
It was, however, not true that Suranjan was unaware of the gravity of the situation. He clearly could visualize
that any time a horde of people might force their way into their house in a sudden burst. Some of the faces would
be familiar, some unknown. They would ransack the house, loot all the movables and, as a grand finale to their
retreat, set the house aflame. In the circumstances, if he asked for shelter from Kamal or Hyder, none of the them
would elude his request with the plea of a shortage of space. But he felt ashamed to make such a request. He
could hear Maya’s shout,
“If you don’t make a move, I’ll fend for myself. I’d better take shelter in my friend Parol’s house. It doesn’t
seem Dada will take any initiative. Maybe he has lost the will to live, but I haven’t lost mine.”
Whatever might have been the reason, Maya had conjectured at any rate that this time Suranjan wouldn’t make
a move for their protection. That was why she was thinking of her own safety alone. The expression “safety”
pained Suranjan.
Nor was there any safety in October of 1990. A crowd of maniacs had burned down the ancient Hindu temple
of Dhakeshwari. The police remained inactive, not offering the slightest resistance. The fire destroyed the pivotal
temple. The arsonists didn’t spare the adjoining structures of the pillar-supported entry hall, the Shiva temple,
guest house for the temple visitors, even the ancestral home of Sridam Ghosh located by its side. In the same way
they destroyed the central temple of the Goudian monastery, assembly hall and the guest house. Before this orgy
of destruction, however, they hadn't forgotten to loot from within the temple whatever could be removed. In the
same way they destroyed the temple of another Hindu religious sect, the Maddhwa Goudya monastery.
On the other side, the Jaikali temple was smashed up. The room within the boundary wall of the Brahmo
Samaj was demolished with bombs. The ornate throne of the deities in the Ram-Sita temple was pulled down. The
main hall, too, was devastated. The monastery at Nayabazar fell in this trail of rage as well. The temple at
Banagram was laid waste with the use of pickaxes. Seven Hindu shops at the entry point of Shankharibazar were
plundered first, then set ablaze. Nothing from the rows of shops like Shila Bitan, Soma traders, a hairdressing
salon, a tire shop, a laundry, Mita Marble, Saha Cabin, a restaurant and so on could escape the sack. This tornado
of destruction reached such a level of fury at the crossing of Shankharibazar that later nothing but rubble could be
seen as far as the eye could see. The Shani temple at Demra was looted. Several hundred communal fanatics
ransacked some twenty-five households. They destroyed everything within the inner sanctum of the Birbhadra
temple at Demra after smashing the temple wall. Flames consumed the umbrella and gold shops on Islampur
Road. The famous sweetmeat shop of Maranchand on Nababpur Road was completely destroyed together with the
one bearing the same name at Purana Paltan. The image of the goddess at the Kali temple at Rayer Bazar was
broken to pieces by hurling it on the ground. At Sutrapur, all the Hindu-owned shops were looted and destroyed
first and then their signboards were replaced by new ones proclaiming their Muslim ownership. A variation on
this pattern occurred at the sweetmeat shop of Ghosh and Sons at Nababpur Road, where after the customary
looting, a banner in the name of the Nababpur Youth Union Club was hung outside, announcing the transfer of
ownership. The Bat tali temple at Thatari Bazar was plundered. The long list of destruction also included the old
shop of Ramadhan Pashari at Nababpur, the sweetmeat shop of Shuklal at Babubazar within a stone’s throw of a
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police outpost, the shop of Jatin and Co. and its adjoining factory, a portion of the historical snake temple, and
Ratan Sarkar market at the crossing of Sadar Ghat.
One by one all these horrendous scenes of wanton devastation and plunder kept on rushing up in Suranjan’s
mind. Could it be called a riot? Could this chain of terrible incidents of wanton violence witnessed during October
1990 be identified as such? The riot, as he understood, meant a free-for-all between two sides or between
members of two communities. But this couldn’t be described as a riot. What he had seen was an unabashed attack
by the members of one community on members belonging to another community. Rather a one-way torrent of
torment and torture.
The sun’s rays peeping through the window reached Suranjan’s forehead. It was the soft winter sun, its rays
couldn’t produce the burning sensation on the skin. He again felt the thirst for a cup of tea while lying on the bed.
*
Sudhamay could still conjure up those scenes. All his uncles and aunts were leaving this land one after the
other. The Phulberia-bound train started from Mymensingh Junction station. The coal-fired steam engine, after
emitting billowing sooty smoke which shrouded the sky, sent out a long whistleblow followed by a heart-rending,
doleful wail from those passengers leaving their ancestral homes for the last time. Neighbors, too, were leaving,
reminding his father, Sukumar,
“This country has now turned into a homeland for the Muslims. We have no security in our lives here.” A
principled man, Sukumar Dutla replied, giving forceful expression to his conviction:
“If I don’t feel secure in the place of my birth, then where else on earth can I expect security? Go if you want.
I’ll never leave my ancestral home. Leaving rows of coconut and betel nut trees, extensive paddy land, the
residence sprawling over two-thirds of an acre, I’ll never opt to be a penniless refugee on the Sealdah Station. It’s
a repulsive idea.”
Sudhamay was just nineteen then. His college pals, too, were leaving for good before his eyes with identical
warnings,
“You just see, your father will have to repent later for his doggedness.” But Sudhamay, too, had, by that time,
picked up the same strain of his father's convictions. He said,
“Why should I leave for another country, leaving my own land? I’ll live or die on this very land.”
Even in 1947, the college presented a virtually deserted look. Those who hadn’t left were also biding their
time. Sudhamay went through the college along with some poor Hindu boys still living there and a handful of
Muslim boys to pursue his further studies at Lytton Medical College.
In 1952, he was a vibrant youth of twenty-four. The Dhaka roads had become crowded with slogans
demanding Bengali as the state language. Excitement was running high all over the country. Voices of protest had
been raised by the bold and conscious Bengali youths against Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s decision to enforce Urdu
as the state language for Pakistan. Holding aloft the demand for the implementation of Bengali as the state
language, these youths had straightened their bent spines, defying police firing on them, treading the bloodsoaked streets, remaining firm in their resolute assertion.
Sudhamay, his spirit bubbling with fervor, had lent his voice to the “We want Bengali” slogan standing at the
van of the processions. He was a member of the huge crowd of protest marchers out of which bullets fired by the
police killed Rafique, Salam, Barkat and Jabbar. He, too, could have been the target of a bullet. He also could
have been one of the immortal martyrs of the country.
Sudhamay hadn’t sat idle during the turbulent days of the mass movement of 1969. Ignoring the menace of the
trigger-happy policemen of General Ayub Khan, the Bengalis pressed their eleven-point charter of demands;
nothing could keep the Bengalis at that time from the protest marches. He had been one of the pallbearers of the
police firing victim, Alamgir Mansur Mintu. The sorrow-benumbed participants of this funeral procession on the
streets of Mymensingh had clenched their fists once again in an affirmation of their movement against the military
rulers of Pakistan.
The costly mistake of dividing the country on the basis of a “two-nation theory” had been proved repeatedly in
the united movement of the two communities in the country during the language movement of 1952, the elections
of 1954, the educational stir in 1962, the agitation for the realization of a six-point charter of demands in 1966, the
anti-Agartala Conspiracy case movement in 1968, the general election of 1970 and finally the Liberation War of
1971. Indian National Congress leader Moulana Abul Kalam Azad had said:
“It is one of the greatest frauds on the people to suggest that religious affinity can unite areas which are
geographically, economically, linguistically and culturally different. It is true that Islam sought to establish a
society which transcended racial, linguistic, economic, and political frontiers. History, however, proved that after
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the first few decades or, at most, after the first century, Islam was unable to unite all the Muslim countries on the
basis of Islam alone.”
Jinnah, too, was aware of the hollowness of his own “two-nation theory.” He disagreed with Mountbatten’s
plan to divide Bengal and Punjab, as he himself said:
“A man is a Punjabi or a Bengali before he is Hindu or Muslim. They share a common history, language,
culture and economy. You will cause endless bloodshed and trouble.”
*
The Liberation War of 1971 was the climax of all the “bloodshed and trouble” the Bengalis had witnessed
between 1947 and then. The freedom earned at the price of three million people’s blood had underscored once
again that religion could never be the basis of nationhood. Language, culture, and history could be the only pillars
for founding a nation. True, the religious affinity between the Punjabi Muslims and Bengali Muslims once led to
the creation of Pakistan. Yet the Bengalis of this same land showed up the concept of two separate nations on the
basis of the separate religious identity of Hindus and Muslims to demonstrate that they had never compromised
with the Muslims of West Pakistan.
In 1971, Sudhamay was a doctor at S. K. Hospital at Mymensingh. He was quite busy, whether at home or
away. In the afternoons, he was a private medical practitioner in a medicine shop at Swadeshbazar. Kiranmayee
had a six-month-old child to nurse; Suranjan, the eldest son, was then twelve. Sudhamay had plenty of
responsibilities; he had to look after the hospital almost single-handedly. As time permitted, he would go to the
shop of his friend Sharif to talk.
It was either March 8 or 9. They had heard the clarion call of Sheikh Mujibur\fn{ Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, first
President of Bangladesh.} at the massive rally on the Dhaka Race Course grounds on March 7. At midnight the rally
participants Sharif, Bablu, Faizul and Nemai knocked at the door of Sudhamay’s Brahmo Palli residence. Sheikh
Mujibur had declared:
“If a single bullet is fired, and if my people are killed, then it’s my request to you to convert each of your
homes into a fortress and fight back the enemy with whatever is handy. This is the struggle to achieve liberation,
this is the struggle for freedom.”
Their voices were trembling with excitement. Thumping on the table, they said,
“Sudha’da, now something will have to be done.”
Sudhamay, too, realized that merely sitting wouldn’t be of any help. Then on that dark night of March 25,
when the men of the Pakistani army pounced on the Bengalis, there came another knock on the door of
Sudhamay’s house. They said in whispers,
“Now is the time for going to war. There’s no way out.”
He had his hands full with family responsibilities. Nor was he any longer a fit age for direct combat. Still, he
couldn’t concentrate on his hospital duties. He paced up and down the corridor. Off and on, he was overcome by a
strong impulse to go to war. He said to Kiranmayee,
“Would you be able to run the household, do you think, if I went somewhere else?” Kiranmayee turned cold
with fear and replied,
“Let’s go to India; many from our neighborhood are going away.”
Sudhamay, too, had noticed the exodus of 1947 being repeated as Sukanta Chatterjee, Nirmalendu Bhowmik,
Ranjan Chakravarty, all were leaving. He considered them to be cowards. Nemai told Sudhamay one day,
“Pakistani army men are moving around the town. They’re arresting only the Hindus. Come, let’s also escape.”
The strength of confidence that his father had in 1947 surged into Sudhamay’s voice. He told Nemai,
“Go if you want to. Anyway, I’m not fleeing. We’ll free the country after eliminating the Pakistani curse.”
It was decided that leaving his family members in the house of Faizul in Phulpur village, he would set out in
the direction of Nalitabari along with Sharif, Bablu and Faizul. But he was entrapped by the Pakistani army men.
He had gone out to buy a lock at Chaarpara crossing. That was to move out his family members on a buffalo cart
under the cover of darkness after locking up the house. His chest was heaving in excitement and emotion. The
town had the stillness of the graveyard, roads presenting a deserted look. A few shops had lowered their shutters
just halfway. Suddenly they intercepted him, shouting,
“Halt!”
There were three of them. Pulling the collar of his shirt from behind with a sudden jerk, they asked in their
language,
“What’s your name?”
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Sudhamay was at a loss what to say. In a flash he remembered their neighbors’ suggestion to his wife about
changing their identity with Muslim-sounding names like Fatima or Akhtar. Sudhamay thought his Hindu name
was sure to spell disaster at this moment. Besides forcing his own name into oblivion, he did the same to his
father Sukumar Dutta and grandfather Jyotirmay Dutta's names. He was startled by his own voice when he
revealed his name as Sirajuddin Hussain. Hearing the name, one of the interceptors commanded in a gruff voice,
”Drop your lungi.”
Sudhamay did not, but they pulled down his lungi. Only then did it dawn on him what prompted his friend
Nemai, Sudhangshu and Ranjan to flee from their homes.
*
Many Hindus had left the country immediately after the partition of India. The border on the other side was
then open for the escaping Hindus after the land was split up for the emergence of two countries, India and
Pakistan, on a communal basis. The rich and educated middle class left in droves. The census report of 1981 gave
the number of Hindus in the country as over 10.5 million, which came to about 12.1 percent of the country’s total
population. Twelve years after that, the figure must have been at least 20 million or even more. The official
figures, however, always played down the number of Hindus. Sudhamay’s guess was that about 20 percent of the
population in this country consisted of Hindus.
In 1901, the percentage of Hindus in East Bengal was 33. The number dropped to 31.5 in 1911 and in the
continuing process of decline went further down to 30.6 in 1921, 29.4 in 1931 and 28 in 1941. Within forty-one
years before the partition of India, the percentage of Hindus was reduced by five. But the decade following the
partition, the percentage of Hindus went down from 28 percent to 22 percent. In ten years there had been a greater
reduction in the number of Hindus than there had been in the previous forty years. During the Pakistani regime,
the migration of Hindus from the country continued unabated. In 1961, their percentage fell to 18.5 and in 1974,
13.5. Only after Bangladesh achieved independence was the hemorrhaging of Hindus from the country somewhat
stanched, with the rate of decline coming close to that of the prepartition period. If they were 13.5 percent of the
population in 1974 and 12.1 in 1981, then it must be conceded that the number of Hindus leaving their homes had
declined. But which year did this figure remain at the low level? How long could this be expected to conlinue,
especially after the troubles in the years leading to the 1990 riots and now this in 1992?
*
Sudhamay felt a sharp pain on the left side of his chest. It was the return of the pain that he had suffered earlier.
The back of his head was throbbing. Perhaps, his blood pressure had shot up.
The telecast was being switched off when CNN referred to the Babri mosque. Sudhamay guessed that the
government was being gracious to spare the Hindus from being pounced upon by the excited mobs. But the
people, who were used to attacking the Hindus on the slightest pretext, would they wait for the CNN telecast
scenes?
Sudhamay lay down clasping the left side of his chest. Maya was still moving restlessly through the rooms and
the verandah. She was frantically seeking to get away from the house. She could not do that unless Suranjan made
a move. Sudhamay gazed helplessly at the sun-washed verandah.
Maya’s shadow was getting longer. Ki- ranmayee sat still as if the distressed look in her eyes were silently
seeking to leave the place in order to survive. But where would Sudhamay go, abandoning his home? Age had
consumed much of the earlier physical fitness that sent him running to take part in any protest rally or place him
in the front rank of any movement launched against the Pakistani rulers. He couldn’t be restricted by his family
commitments. But he lacked that strength now. He believed that in the secular Bangladesh, the Hindus would be
enjoying political, economic, social and religious freedoms.
But slowly, the thin veneer of secularism fell off the state structure. The state religion of the country was now
Islam. The fundamentalists who had opposed the Liberation War in 1971 and ducked underground after the
country was free, were now emerging from their hideouts. It was they who moved about with unconcealed
hauteur, and organized meetings and processions openly. They were the people who ransacked, looted and burned
down the Hindu temples, houses, shops and establishments.
Sudhamay lay down and closed his eyes. He didn’t know what would happen this time. The demented Hindu
fanatics had pulled down the Babri mosque. The Hindus of Bangladesh would now have to expiate their sins. The
minorities like Sudhamay in Bangladesh couldn’t avoid the vengeful claws of the fundamentalist Muslims in
1990. How would they be able to dodge the same murderous attacks this time also?
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Again people like Sudhamay would have to find a rat hole sort of shelter. But why? Only because they were
Hindus? For the demolition of the Babri mosque by some other Hindus in another country? Why should that onus
of destruction devolve on Sudhamay?
He again looked at Maya and her constantly moving shadow, flitting to and fro, disappearing as soon as Maya
entered the room. The shadow of fear had darkened her otherwise soft, lovely face. Her voice suddenly rang out,
with rather emphatic loudness,
“Then you rot here. I am leaving.” Kiranmayee retorted in a voice just as loud,
Where will you go?” Maya combed her hair very fast. She said,
“To Parul’s house. If you’ve lost your will to live, I’ve got nothing to do with that. It seems Dada, too, won’t
go anywhere.”
“And what are you going to do with your name Neelanjana?” asked Sudhamay, raising his head. The memory
of once identifying himself as Sirajuddin flashed across his mind. Maya said without faltering,
One can become a Muslim by chanting La Ilaha Illallahu Muhammadur Rasulullah. I’ll do that. From now on,
I’ll be known as Fatima Begem.”
“Maya,” Kiranmayee warned to put an end to her outpourings.
Maya tilted her neck, looking straight at Kiranmayee, as if she had said nothing improper, and giving the
impression instead of doing only what was natural. Her mother’s sad face left Maya unmoved. Heaving a long
sigh, Sudhamay looked first at Maya, then at Kiranmayee. Maya was fidgeting. A vibrant girl of twenty-one, she
hadn’t seen the country's partition in 1947. Nor had she been a witness to the communal riots of 1950 or ’64 or the
Liberation War of 1971. Since she had grown up, she had known Islam as the state religion and the way the
members of the minority community, which included her family, tried to compromise with the society for their
survival. She had seen the leaping flames of the 1990 disturbance.
She was prepared to face any challenge to save her life. She didn’t want to sacri- fice herself in the fire of blind
rage. The vacuousness of Sudhamay’s gaze swept over Maya, making her invisible. No one called Maya stood
before him. A sharp pain slowly spread waves of agony in his chest.
*
Suranjan couldn’t give up his craving for tea; he eventually ambled to the toilet. It would have been better if he
could have a cup of tea even before brushing his teeth. No sound of Maya’s movement could be heard. Did the
girl go away on her own?
Suranjan brushed his teeth, taking a long time. A strange dreadful silence, felt only prior to a death in the
family, had gripped the house. It seemed like everyone was awaiting inevitable death from a lightning strike. With
the craving for a cup of tea still burning in him, Suranjan moved into Sudhamay’s room. Lifting his feet onto the
bed, he sat in a comfortable position.
“Where is Maya?”
Nobody cared to reply to his question.
Kiranmayee sat staring blankly near the window. She rose and went to the kitchen suddenly without uttering a
single word. Lying on his back, Sudhamay was staring at the roof with utter unconcern. He changed his position
to rest on his side. None perhaps felt the need to inform him of the news.
Suranjan felt he was failing to discharge his duty at this critical time. He had failed to take his family members
to a safe place, which was a must for him at this hour. Or he was not feeling like doing anything like that.
Suranjan was aware of a romantic relationship between Maya and a Muslim youth named Jehangir. Given a
chance, she would certainly go out on a date with him. Once she was away from home, she needn’t look behind.
Some Muslims liked to show their superficial concern for the Hindus when the riots broke out. Jehangir wouldn’t
be an exception to this rule. And Maya would feel obliged.
What if Maya’s feelings of gratitude led her to marry Jehangir, who was two classes above her? But Suranjan
feared Jehangir would never go to that extent. His almost certain marriage with Parvin was foiled at the last
moment. It might be like that, he felt. His experience had taught him so. Parvin had asked for his conversion to
Islam. But Suranjan’s contention that neither of them need change religious identity was unacceptable to Parvin’s
family. Finally Parvin, through the haze of her tears, had to marry a Muslim businessman.
Suranjan gazed blankly at the strip of verandah. It was a rented house with no courtyard or bare earth to walk
or run on. Kiranmayee entered the room with a cup of tea. Accepting the teacup from his mother Suranjan unconcernedly said,
“December is nearing its end, yet we don’t feel the pinch of winter. When I was a boy, I would drink the juice
of date trees at this time.” Emitting a deep sigh, Kiranmayee said,
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“How could you expect to have that juice in a rented house? We had to come here after selling for a song our
house surrounded by plantations we planted ourselves.”
Sipping the tea, Suranjan could visualize date tree tappers bringing down pitchers of juice as excitement ran
high in him and Maya. Clouds of steam would come out of his mouth if he talked during those winter days.
Where could he find that playground, orchards of mango, blackberry, jackfruit, guava, betel nut, coconut?
Sudhamay would say,
“This is the seat of your ancestors, you will never leave this place.”
*
But finally, Sudhamay was compelled to sell the house. When Maya was a child of six, she failed to return
home from her school. She couldn’t be traced anywhere in the town, neither in the houses of relatives nor any
other who knew her. The whole family suffered from nerve-racking tension. Suranjan guessed that some knifecarrying youths who spent their time in idle talk near the gate of Edward School must have carried her off.
Maya came back alone after two days. She couldn’t throw any light on who her kidnappers were and from
where they had abducted her. She behaved abnormally for two full months afterward. Her sleep was disturbed by
sudden spasms of shock. She would feel scared even at the look of any person. During the night, stones were
pelted at the house. Anonymous letters came with the threat that kidnappers would have to be paid ransom to stop
them from repeating the act.
Sudhamay went to the police station to lodge a formal complaint. But the police showed no interest beyond
noting down the names of suspects. The mischief-makers would pluck the fruits from the orchard and flowers
from the garden, trample the vegetable patches whenever they felt like it. No one could restrain them. Referring
the matter to the locals was hardly of any help. They just pleaded their inability to do anything to stop this
torment. There had been no change in the situation as the same trend persisted. Suranjan, aided by a few friends,
made an attempt to put a stop to these intrusions.
But for the disapproval of Sudhamay, they might have succeeded. He decided to seek out a transfer from
Mymensingh by selling the house. A protracted litigation also prompted him to go in for the sale. Shaukat Ali, a
next-door neighbor, had been constantly trying to dispossess him of his property with faked documents. A
prolonged court case to thwart this attempt left Sudhamay totally exhausted and bitter.
Suranjan wasn’t in favor of selling the house outright. He was then a college student, full of life. He had just
been elected a member of the student union; he could have soundly thrashed those ruffians quite easily.
But Sudhamay became frantic to sell the property. He would be better leaving this place for Dhaka. His
medical practice in this town was said to have taken a downward plunge. He spent his time at the Swadeshy bazar
medical stores idle most of the time, examining only an occasional patient who invariably was a poor Hindu and
too badly off to pay his consultation charges.
Sudhamay’s restiveness kept Suranjan from putting pressure on him. He could still recall their sprawling house
built over two-thirds of an acre. The day Sudhamay sold his house, which could fetch him at least a million takas,
to Raisuddin for one-fifth of its worth, he told Kiranmayee,
“Now, get ready, start packing up things.”
Kiranmayee cried inconsolably. Suranjan was incredulous, unable to think they were indeed leaving the house
for good. He was not inclined to give up the playgrounds familiar from his childhood, the great river
Brahamputra, his friends. Maya, whose misfortune had goaded Sudhamay to make this drastic decision, was
equally unwilling to bid adieu to the house. In protest, she said, “I won’t leave Sufia,” her schoolmate who lived
nearby. The two of them played with their dolls and toy pots and pans. She, too, became very much involved with
Maya. But Sudhamay stayed firm although his roots in the place were the deepest. He said,
“I want to live in peace with my children in the remaining days of my life.”
*
But was it secure anywhere? Suranjan knew how illusory his father's hopes for peace were. In the city of
Dhaka, where Sudhamay heaved a sigh of relief after his arrival and which was the capital of a free country, he
had to change into pyjamas from his long-accustomed dhoti. Suranjan could understand his father’s intense agony
even through the wall of his silence. An insurmountable barrier had always been there in front of them which
neither he nor his father could get over.
Suranjan was jolted out of reverie, spun around the sunlit verandah by the shouts from an approaching
procession. Suranjan trained his ears as Sudhamay and Kiranmayee did the same, to grasp what the processionists
were shouting about. Suranjan noticed Kiranmayee closing the windows. But even through the closed window,
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the message spread by the processionists marching past their house along the road was unmistakable: catch a
Hindu or two for your breakfast and dinner.
Suranjan found his father shivering. Kiranmayee stood still with her back to the window. Suranjan recalled
identical slogans shouted during the 1990 violence. They wanted Hindus for breakfast, meaning their total
extermination. If Suranjan came in their way, they would gobble him up. Who else could these people be other
than the local boys like Jabbar, Ramjan, Alamgir, Kabir or Abedin? They were his friends, just like younger
brothers. He would talk with them any time, sometimes about local problems, and they would arrive at a solution
in a collective decision. Yet the same people, on this beautiful morning of December 7, were keen on having
Suranjan for their breakfast.
*
Reaching Dhaka, Sudhamay came straightaway to Tan- tibazar where one of his cousins resided. His brother,
Asit Ranjan, found a small house for him and said hesitantly,
“Sudhamay, you come from an affluent family. Will you be able to stay in a rented house?” Sudhamay replied,
“Why not; aren’t other people living in such houses?”
“That’s true, but you haven’t been in need since your birth. And why, first of all, have you sold your house?
Maya is just a small girl, not at all an eye-catching woman. I don’t think anything would’ve happened to her. We
sent our daughter Utpala to Calcutta. She couldn’t go to the college here because of constant kidnapping threats
from the local boys. We were really scared. Now she is in her maternal uncle’s house in the Tlljala area in
Calcutta. We feel scared as our daughters grow up, my brother.”
Sudhamay couldn’t brush off Asit Ranjan’s warnings. Well, there would certainly be anxious moments. But the
parents of Muslim girls were not immune from such apprehension. A Muslim girl student of Sudhamay was
nearly stripped by some ruffians, who were also Muslims. So Sudhamay sought to comfort himself with the
argument that it was not a question of Muslims torturing the Hindus. The powerful people have done almost the
same to the weak all along. The women, being weak, were easy targets of torture for the mighty men.
Asit Ranjan had sent both his daughters away to Calcutta. He was quite well off from the earnings of his gold
shop at Islam Bazar. He had an old double-storeyed house over whose repair he didn’t bother much. He didn’t feel
enthused to construct a new house either. One day he advised Sudhamay,
“Brother, better to save money than to spend it. Remit the money that you have received from the sale of your
property if you can. My relatives there will find suitable land for you.” Sudhamay asked,
“What do you mean by ‘there’?” Asit Ranjan replied softly,
“Why, in Calcutta. I have also bought some land.” This time Sudhamay’s voice rose in anger:
“That means you will earn from this land to spend there. You can easily be branded as a traitor.”
Asit Ranjan was taken aback by Sudhamay's outburst. He had never heard any Hindu speak in such a way.
Most of them were keen on saving the money they earned instead of recklessly spending it here. The situation was
so uncertain, it was difficult to predict what was going to happen next. What guarantee was there that any bid to
put down roots here wouldn’t be defeated?
Sudhamay occasionally brooded over why he didn’t feel any remorse over leaving his Mymensingh home. The
trouble over Maya was not altogether unanticipated. Both communities might suffer from such incidents of
kidnapping. Did he suffer from insecurity in his own house? He would pose the question to himself without
letting anyone know.
In the small, cramped house at Tantibazar, Sudhamay thought again and again about why he left his home to
stay in an utterly unknown area. Was he trying to hide himself? Why did he feel like a refugee despite having his
own home? Or was he overcome by the fear of losing the court case that lingered over the fake document of his
neighbor Shaukat? How galling it was, he thought, to lose a case that had to do with one’s own home. But if he
looked at the whole thing positively, it was obviously wise to have left the place with self-respect intact instead of
fleeing after losing the case.
Sudhamay had seen his first cousin lose possession of his own house in similar circumstances. The poor man
had his house in the Akur Takur area at Tangail. His next-door neighbor, Jamir Munshi, wanted to extend his land
by a single yard. The case dragged on in the court for five years, only to be decided in favor of Jamir Munshi at
the end. Tarapada Ghosal, after breaking all his ties with this land, had finally migrated to India.
Had he sold out his possessions at home because of the fear that his property would ultimately slip from his
grasp like Tarapada Ghosal’s? That might have been it.
It had to be conceded, however, that Sudhamay had lost much of his former stature and importance. His friends
were deserting him. Given an opportunity, a Hindu family would rush for it to get out of the country. Quite a few
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died. Sudhamay had to carry the bodies of the dead along with others every now and then, shouting the funeral
chant Bol hori, hori bol. The living were always in a depressed state of mind, as if their existence had become
totally devoid of any purpose. Talking with them, Sudhamay, too, suffered from the fear of being crushed by a
giant in the dead of night very soon.
*
India was everyone's dream; they schemed secretly to somehow cross the border. Hearing their whispers,
Sudhamay had retorted,
“When the Liberation War broke out, you bolted for India. When the country became free, you returned,
marching like heroes. Now every now and then, you try to rush back there if anyone just gives you a mild poke.
All of you are cowards.”
Sudhamay’s bold stand distanced his friends like Jatin Debnath, Tushar Kar and Khagesh Kiran from him. No
more did they speak their minds to him. Sudhamay felt all the more isolated. In his own home town, the rift in his
relationship with Muslim friends like Shakur, Faisal, Majid and Guffar, too, was widening. His impromptu visits
to their houses were discouraged on some pretext or other. Some would say,
“Please wait in the drawing room. Meanwhile, I shall pray my Namaz.” Others would say,
“You have come today. But there is Milad in my house today.”
When the one-time leftists sought refuge in religion, now that they were getting older, Sudhamay felt
increasingly lonely. The gradual erosion in the rational sense, intelligence and conscience in his own town hurt
him deeply. That was why he wanted to escape from his beloved town, but not from the country, before a gloomy
death triumphed over the dreams he still held frantically to.
Suranjan, at the beginning, would argue over this compulsive stay in the tiny rented house after leaving their
mansion. Later, he, too, became used to living here. By that time, he had enrolled at the university. He had a new
circle of friends. And he, too, learned to love the place. He had become involved in politics. He was called away
to attend meetings and processions every now and then.
Kiranmayee was opposed to the sale of the house. During the night she shed tears for what had happened to the
scaffold covered by the broad bean creepers she had grown. The guavas they grew in their orchards were the
largest in the locality. Who knew what was the condition of the coconut trees? Did the present owners apply brine
water at their roots any more? Such thoughts brought no less anguish to Sudhamay.
Opting for a transfer to Dhaka, Sudhamay deluded himself into believing that perhaps something could be
done to get his long-deserved promotion in the medical service. He had been to the Health Ministry, sometimes
waiting there interminably before a petty clerk, or at most an assistant personal secretary, and never receiving any
direct reply to his frantic queries regarding the movement of his personal file. Mostly he had to be content with a
perfunctory “the matter is being looked into” sort of reply; Some of them would say,
“Doctor, I have been feeling pain in my left chest, my daughter has an upset stomach. Why don’t you prescribe
something for us?” Sudhamay was more than eager to oblige them by readily scribbling prescriptions on his
printed pads. But his fervent appeal, “Shall I get what I’m hoping for?” would invariably bring forth replies like
“Do you think the matter rests in our hands?”
*
Sudhamay would later come to know of the promotions being given to his juniors. Before his eyes, in blatant
violation of his rightful claim, Dr. Karimuddin and Dr. Yakub Mona were promoted to associate professors and
they started functioning in that capacity. Sudhamay succeeded only in wearing out the soles of his shoes with his
pointless walking exercises to solicit petty officials. They constantly warded him off with various petty excuses
like, “Please come tomorrow, your file will be moved to the secretary's table today”; “Not today as there’s a
meeting, better come tomorrow”; “The minister is out of the country, come next month”; and so on.
Hearing such excuses again and again, Sudhamay realized that he, in fact, faced a bleak future. Following this
wild goose chase after the elusive promotion for a year and a half, he eventually found out that the fortunate ones
could make it easily even if they were incompetent. As he was nearing his retirement, he hoped for the post of
associate professor, but without actually demanding it, since he was a rightful claimant.
Yet his juniors overtook him.
At last, Sudhamay retired as an assistant professor. On his last day, his colleague Madhab Chandra Pal told
him, after putting a wreath of marigolds around his neck,
“It’s futile to hope for better prospects in this land of Muslims. What we’re getting is more than we can
expect.”
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He then burst into laughter. He, too, was serving as an assistant professor without making any fuss. But as his
name came up for promotion, objections cropped up immediately. Another factor against him was that he was said
to have visited the Soviet Union. Sudhamay later thought Madhab Chandra had indeed said the right thing. There
was nothing discriminatory in the law in Bangladesh about the promotion of Hindus in the high ranks of
administration, the police or the army. But the reality was something different: the ministries had no Hindu in the
post of secretary or even additional secretary. There were only three joint secretaries and a few more deputy
secretaries. Sudhamay was more or less certain even these few officers did not hope for any further promotion.
There were only six deputy commissioners in the country. And a single Hindu judge on the high court. They were
sometimes taken into the lower ranks of the police force, but how many of them could rise to the level of
superintendent of police?
Sudhamay realized rather late he had not been promoted to the post of associate professor only because he was
a Hindu. There would be no such impediment were he a Mohammad All or Salimullah Chowdhury. Hindu
businessmen, unless they had Muslim partners, were denied trade licenses. Nor did they get loans from stateregulated banks, the industrial financing outfits in particular.
Sudhamay Dutta arranged things in a manner befitting his style of living in his Tantibazar house. Although he
had forsaken his home town, he found he could not forsake his country. He would say,
“Why Mymensingh alone? All of Bangladesh is my country.” Kiranmayee heaved a long sigh and said,
“My dreams about releasing fish into the pond, planting a vegetable garden so that my children can get better
nourishment, have now turned to dust in this rented house that is eating up the bulk of our meager income.”
Occasionally she would suggest to her husband as the night advanced,
“The money you have from the sale of the house and your retirement benefits make quite a tidy amount
between them. Why don’t we go to Calcutta? We have plenty of relatives there.” Sudhamay would counter,
“Don;’t even think that your relatives would treat you even to a single meal. If you’re thinking of staying with
them, you will be disappointed to find that you are unwelcome in their house. They can at most offer you some
tea, nothing more than that.”
“If we take our money with us, why should we depend on others?”
“I won’t go. You can, if you like. I’ve left my home, but that doesn’t mean I’ll leave my country,” Sudhamay
said in a loud voice.
*
After Tantibazar, Sudhamay lived in Armanitola for the next six years. He had been living in Ttkatuli for the
last seven years. By that time, he had developed heart trouble. He couldn’t keep up with his appointments at his
clinic in a medicine store at Gopibag which he was supposed to attend in the afternoons. Patients now mostly
visited him in his house. A table was kept in the drawing room for Sudhamay to examine his patients. The room
also had a divan on one side. Cane sofas occupied the other side. There were plenty of books on shelves. Besides
medicine, he had collections on literature, sociology, and politics which stood in tightly packed rows.
Sudhamay spent most of his time in that room. In the evening, Nishith Babu, with his loose sandals flapping,
would stroll in leisurely. So would Akhtaruzzaman, Shahidul Islam, and Haripada frequently. Talks revolved
around national politics. Kiranmayee would make tea for them, without sugar, of course, in view of their
advanced age. No less worn out by age was Sudhamay himself.
Hearing the approach of the procession, Sudhamay sprang up.
Suranjan clenched his jaws.
Kiranmayee’s chest was heaving up and down like a pigeon’s, in anger and fear.
Didn’t Sudhamay, too, feel any apprehension? Should he not also have any reason to be angry?
67.132 Different\fn{by Nasareen Jahan (1964- )} Mymensingh, Mymensing District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
(F) 5
The\fn{Quotation marks have been replaced in this story, to ensure computer efficiency .} lamp stands in the middle. On the
other side is my daughter’s face—sometimes clear, sometimes coppery, sometimes spreading like water all over
the room. I see her fully for the first time. I look at her in utter silence. How strange to think that I carried this
woman in my womb!
There’s a knock at the door. A moment later, my daughter’s voice cries out irritably:
“Does anyone use a lantern in this twentieth century?”
I go to the door. My longer leg is numb. I put my weight on it nevertheless and reach for the latch and ask:
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“Who is it?”
No one answers.
“Who is it?”
There is no sound.
This has been happening for some days. Somebody knocks at the door. Day and night, intermittently. During
the daytime I have opened the door. It is bitterly cold in the verandah.
“Must be the same bitter wind,” my daughter laughs.
“So it seems,” I say as I come back. On the other side of the light, the half-done crotchet work is spread out,
and I look at it. My daughter says:
“Whatever you say, Ma, you are a miser. How much does it cost to buy a charger light? Every two days the
electricity is off. Everyone has a charger light in the city now. It’s no longer a novelty.”
“It is not a question of novelty.”
“Why shouldn’t we benefit from those consumer goods which are within our means? Why not throw away the
TV and the fridge?”
“In many small towns and villages, people still use lanterns. But the lantern is disappearing from the city. If
everything and everyone became the same …”
I realize that I have started to lose the argument. I will have to concede defeat in the face of her irrefutable
logic. But still, let me carry on.
“In fact, we must have something of our own so that each of us can be unique.”
“With a lantern, then?” laughs my daughter.
“Look at this crochet piece,” I say with g,reat enthusiasm. “Because one needs great patience to do this, the
tradition is being lost in many homes. Yes, with a lantern—what’s wrong with that? What a mysterious light it
spreads everywhere. It is not open like the light of a candle, which looks like a tongue of flame wanting to devour
everything.”
My daughter continues to laugh.
“Are these arguments? Listening to you, I wonder what nonsense you have brought me up on.”
“Have I forced any of my arguments on you, ever?”
“Of course. I have to sit here tolerating the lantern. Ma, if you cannot discover anything new, at least learn to
enjoy the benefits of today.
“What is so different about holding on to the old, to what existed in our homes these past centuries?”
I go to bed. I dream that I am running about. My two legs are of the same length. I am ten or twelve years old,
much younger than my own daughter. Rarely have I seen such a dream. It would have been more natural to have
seen this dream often. Must I admit that having legs of uneven size has given me no cause for remorse? I have
often thought about this matter. Perhaps, to ward off remorse, I have become so conscious that even my dreams
cannot pierce the iron walls of my will. Still, I have always dreamt that I can walk with ease on my legs. Yet, even
in my dream it felt strange to be walking naturally. Even in dreams I cannot escape.
Tonight’s dream is special. I am running smoothly, without stumbling. On top of it all, I am a child once more.
On awaking, I see my legs under the clear light after many years—as if they are two young brothers growing up
together. One cannot leave the other. In the midst of all this, the girl with streaming hair on the wall laughs in a
strange voice. Why that streaming hair?
“Why do you keep that photograph,” my daughter asks angrily.
My well-wishers say that all I do is unnatural, of course. They will say this. In fact, they are hinting at my
deformity. I limp—surely that is unnatural.
Once there was such a wail inside me. Such a wrenching pain. Heaven and hell became one. When I became a
young woman—is this my body, my form? Is this the body I have to carry throughout my life? I would not walk.
For hours I would sit tight on my bed.
After some time I found an explanation for myself I explained that everyone has two equal legs—everyone
walks normally. However bad I might look—I am different.
Gardening was my passion. With the spade I was able to produce myriad colors from the ugly clay—red,
yellow. Many ordinary people have this passion too. The more ordinary the person, the greater the number of
flowers that bloom. All the time I wonder, What can I do that others cannot?
Knock, knock.
My heart leaps up. The bright light soaks up the green light of the room. A strange wind blows. I drag myself
to open the door—my daughter.
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She says in a strange voice, “Ma, I have dreamt a bad dream.”
I say, “It is good to dream bad dreams. Come, come with me.”
“You always say something strange and different,” my daughter scolds me. “Why did you close your bedroom
door?”
“Lying on the bed, with my hands in her hair,” I say, I don’t know what I thought. Last night I thought I was
closing the outside door, but I really closed my own.
“Bad dreams are good,” snickers my daughter. “So you believe in superstitions too.”
“Melting in the warmth of the quilt,” I say, “I have a reason. I hope you won’t argue just for argument’s sake.”
“Ma, your stomach is so cold.”
“You were in there once.”
“The way you say it. As if no one else ever bore a child.”
“For you the world is as clear as water. Actually, the problem is mine. Now that I see you growing into a young
woman, you do not seem to be my own daughter.”
“What do I seem? Your friend?”
“Do not speak so,” says my daughter, rubbing her cold hands against my warm ones. “It makes me very sad.
You did not explain your argument about dreams.”
“It often happens in my case. For instance, see a beautiful dream—I am roaming in different lands or I have
found something valuable. Upon waking, my heart shrinks—to think it is not true makes me sad all day. On the
other hand, say, you dream that a murderer is pursuing you, you are running endlessly, and then suddenly he gets
hold of you. Or say, I have died, you are all alone in the house. You have covered my body with a white cloth.
Upon waking you will notice that your head feels empty. But all day you will feel relieved to think that all that
was only a dream, it didn’t happen in reality. What, asleep already?”
Secretly, I read a book about dreams. How easily I explained dreams to her. But I really believe in the good
and bad influences of dreams. I believe in palmistry. Most of all, I believe in stones.
My gold ring contains two stones. My daughter knows that they are only there to enhance the beauty of the
ring. Can I show her, tell her everything?
No, the book says nothing about the significance, good or bad, about a lame girl dreaming about running
around freely and easily.
There's a knock at the door. Pintu, from next door, has come around before. My daughter leaves her book in
the drawing room. I have taught my daughter that eavesdropping is wrong. She has learnt this well. I am myself
eavesdropping now, under the pretext of washing my hands at the dining room basin.
They are very free together. But I know they are only friends. If Pintu ever proposes, my daughter will die
laughing. Yet, they are talking about sexual topics. Pintu is narrating tales of his sexual exploits in a brothel.
My ears sting. My daughter has not yet crossed fifteen. I feel helpless. I stumble into bed with a severe headache. I try to reason with myself This is me. I shan’t be like other mothers, that is why I have taught her everything since puberty. Menstruation, conception, how the foetus is conceived, love, marriage, and everything else.
Abroad, they have classes on such topics in school. I see nothing wrong in any of these young children. I have
also taught her that everything has its own age, its own phase. Will my daughter remain within the bounds of my
teaching?
This, this is her own nature. This is what she is proving now. Who knows? One day she might even bring some
layabout hooligan and try to convince me that this is her true mate.
I am afraid. Very afraid. My problem is that no one is attracted to me. That is why, night and day, I focus all
my attentions on her. If I could find any other object for my affections, I could have escaped this poison of love’s
overflow.
For many years I have been looking for a book. Some biography of a crippled woman in order to understand
how she looked on life, to know her feelings. I have read the life story of the blind Helen Keller. She was blind
from birth.\fn{Actually, Helen Adams Keller (1880-1968) contracted an illness when she was 19 months old that left here blind and
deaf. However, under the guidance of Anne Mansfield Sullivan of the Perkins Institute for the Blind, she learned to speak by the age of ten,
and graduated from Radcliffe College with honors in 1904, becoming a writer and politically a Socialist .} I could not empathize with

Helen’s light and shadows.
Then, must I believe that no crippled woman has ever become a writer? After this, a strong determination takes
hold of me. This is my different path—I shall write my autobiography. I shall publish it. My growth, my father’s
abundant love, my mother’s sad and weeping eyes at beholding me—what is so different in all this? My parents’
deaths, my brothers’ separation, my father’s getting me married to a useless but propertied man, his death—yes,
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death hovers around me. We have let out the downstairs apartment. My daughter and I are alive and kicking—so
where is the struggle?
I have waited so tong, so hungrily for two normal legs, for one handsome man.
No, everybody walks normally, while I alone hop along like a frog. This is where I am different. I hide my face
in the pages of my book. What a damp smell! I remove the poster of the desolate girl from the wall.
I plunge into the white filigree work of the crochet, into that deep forest of Madhabkundo in whose solitude icy
cold water cascades down the fall. Once, I hdd pressed my father’s finger in delight and had exclaimed:
“Beautiful!”
I have not seen anything beautiful for a long time! I stick another picture on the wall—a man’s face with his
hair blowing in the wind, but with half of his face covered with a tom-cat. My daughter will surely say to me,
Where on earth do you get these?
I leave the house, take a long scooter ride. Then I hobble up the stairs to the third floor.
“You? At this hour?” Mahmuda’s eyes are incredulous.
I sink into the sofa and sit there silently.
“Any bad news?”
There is a strange breeze in her room. I think to myself, I know this scent. How do I know? The cat in our
house had it. Yes, he’s dead too. One cold winter night, he was found dead in a ditch. With nose twitching, I look
for the cat. I ask her:
“Do you have a pet?”
“No, I don’t. You know I am allergic to cats.”
“That’s what I thought,” I mumble. What smell is this then? My past and present churn inside me. I ask her:
“Do you know any woman who is also a writer?”
Mahmuda knows me. She says:
“I might. Why?”
“I want to write my autobiography. I wanted to write it myself—I struggled hard but could not find the words.
But I can think of everything clearly.”
“Would it matter if it was a male writer?”
“You do not understand. I would be giving birth to this child in my womb and I was deathly afraid. What
would it be like? This child would be born with my identical structure. Night after night, what cold fear! It would
be born either as a cat or a dog. As soon as the doctor pulled it out of my womb, I closed my eyes in mortal dread.
A long time later, when I saw the bright sparkling baby lying on the tray, it still had the scissors attached to its
navel. I looked at the two perfect legs with exhilaration. Instantly, I felt mixed emotions: that could not—cannot
be my child. The doctor must have switched babies. I had this strange feeling for a long time. Much later,
maternal love drew me to her. Will a male writer understand all this?”
Mahmuda becomes serious. What smell is this, so familiar? This happens often. Someone I see seems so familiar. But, after talking for a while, I find out that the person is a native of Calcutta and has come to this country for
the first time. This happened to my husband on our wedding night. When he said to me, ‘Your face is so familiar,’
I had answered, ‘But of course, it would be so because we two have something in common—we are both human
beings.’ Perhaps this is human nature; not the desire to know the known, but to know the familiar.
Mahmuda says, “The few female writers that I know here are pretty conservative. Their writings are pretty
restricted. They describe tyrannical mothers-in-law, adulterous husbands, unfilial children—these are the issues
that matter to them. There is probably some reason. They will find it problematic to deal with your complex issues
—the foetus and its growth, childbirth. The other day, a writer friend of mine said to me she had written a story
about a woman’s adultery. Before sending it for publication, she gave it to her husband to read—and the husband
was furious. Since then, the husband has suspected his wife of some such sin.”
I am very sleepy. There are some goldfish swimming in the water. I stare at them. After some moments, I
whisper, “Do you know anyone who can give me an amulet to ward off jinns?”
Mahmuda is taken aback.
“You believe in these superstitions?”
“Somebody knocks at my door night and day—I know it is a jinn. I don’t tell my daughter—she will laugh at
me. You do not know—those who are deformed always have jinns with them.”
“Ridiculous! You are going crazy.”
I become angry. “How can you say that? You yourself pray five times a day. Islam believes in the existence of
jinns. Have I said anything contradictory?”
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After coming back from her house, I fall on the bed. How content I am! Human beings struggle so hard. They
sleep on the streets, barely manage one decent meal. I do not have to struggle for money. If father had not left this
house to me, I could have procured money by showing my deformity to the world.
I sigh as I think of my daughter. How smart and sophisticated I wanted her to be! Once, I was besotted with her
singing lessons. But she said, “Everybody sings.”
My words were returned to me.
“Then this is all you will ever be—only a girl.” Then my daughter said:
“Let me walk upside down on my head. That will be doing something different.”
Now this girl talks about God knows what with Pintu. Have I made a mistake in telling her everything? But a
few of her friends—whose parents are shocked and tongue-tied at such topics—are even more daring. When I
hear of their forward behavior ftom my daughter’s mouth, my nerves throb with anger. Some of them have
already had sex at this age, some …
My daughter just talks. Why then do I watch her so? She never hides anything ftom me. What else do I want?
She could not become anything different, special! A heavy sigh, heavy as gray smoke, issues ftom my suffering
breast. That is why I look at myself. Since birth I have seen that people stare and crane their necks to look at me
like they look at big, glamorous stars. But their expressions always make me cringe. Some of them give a muffled
laugh and mock me with, “Ah, ha!” I find myself amidst such people still. The more I walk, the more I suffer. I
am stubborn. I want to display myself even more. What can I do to make my deformity exceptional?
At one time I had thought that I should cut off my leg to make them both the same size. This feeling used to
wrench my heart. My constant thought would be, How can I make the two equal? Once, leaving such bizarre
thoughts aside, I ordered special wooden shoes. One had a heel, the other did not. I was walking along, somewhat
draggingly, when a youth commented from behind:
“When did this cripple fix herself?”
In such situations people are very cruel. I hurled away the shoe and once again became my natural self
When I think of this, I feel goose pimples all over me. I feel somebody is walking on the other side of the mosquito net. I hear a sound at the front door. Am I sleeping? I cannot identify the sound for a while. Is it the sound of
my own foot? Who is it that threatens me so with fear? Why this continuous tapping on the door? Do I know who
it is? I am very afraid.
As I open the door to walk into my daughter's room, I hear breathing in the corridor. I run and fall on my
daughter’s breast, deathly afraid.
My daughter runs her fingers through my hair and says:
“You are so alone, it makes me sad.” After a long silence, she adds:
“You could have remarried!”
“What would have happened to you then?”
“I would have called that man my father.”
“I have not done it, that is why you say so today. If I had, you would have punished me.”
“You do not know me.”
“I don’t know you?” I ask, incredulously. “Some time ago you were a little different. You would cry so much
because you wanted to take me to your friends’ get-together. You would say, ‘My mother may be broken, she may
be a cripple, still she is my pride.’ If anyone laughed, you would quarrel with her. Now you say, ‘If you went to
such places, you would feel sick and uneasy. You would not be able to tolerate so much noise.’”
“Actually, that is not it. My friends say that you are over-protective.”
“Your world has become much larger,” I say, and I admit it readily without pain. Your mother hobbling beside
you would only diminish your beauty.
“You yourself have changed so much, Mother. I hardly understand you now.”
After many years, I feel my own mother’s pain. “Why did you not die in the womb,” my mother always
lamented, and so I had always thought her to be my enemy. Actually, everyone’s expression of pain is unique.
When she was dying she had called for me, I had not gone. I understand her feelings now. A child remains the
property of its mother for some time. How stubborn I had been then! I was just such a problematic property of my
mother. Because my mother could not throw me away, she had behaved strangely with me. My daughter’s slight
originality therefore frightens me.
When I think of my mother dying, and of her terrible agony, I weep silently.
I look at the distant road as I sit on the chair in the verandah. This part of the city is still uncongested. This
road, this palm tree, they give me solace every time. The house on the right has a verandah on which a young boy
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is standing. I have never seen him before. There is a magic play of light and shade—do I really look so
remarkable? He is staring at me so strangely. I shrink, but then I realize that he cannot see my legs. After many
years, my nerves begin to jangle. I think, even if he stands there forever, I shall not get up in front of him to walk
back into the house.
My daughter comes to the verandah. I am like a frozen statue. She sits on the verandah with her legs apart.
With wet henna paste on her palms, she says:
“Isn’t the boy too thin and gangly, Mother?”
I often think that I will write. I cannot paint. I cannot sing. I know Bengali. Through it I will express my
feelings. I think in so many ways. So many of my thoughts have the same theme—deformity and decrepitude. I
think, I will write a story—a man steals his child from his wife as soon as it is born because it does not have any
hands. He runs and runs with it across the green fields to throw it into the river. He stumbles and falls. The
newborn babe immediately says to the father, “Father, can you not find me? Here I am, inside the paddy fields.”
This is no story! I tell the woman next door, “I really want to write.” She says, “Exactly my predicament.” If I
could only write a single line! I take up paper and pen. There are so many incidents in life I feel like writing.
No! This ordinary woman has the same desire as mine. I relinquish my own desire to write. I tell my daughter,
“If only I could find myself in you. You still have time, your life is just beginning.”
“What do I lack?” my daughter says, raising her voice.
“You are not doing too badly in your studies. That anyone can do. You will get through your Matric—I can’t
see much more than that.”
“You got married right after passing your Matric,” says my daughter. “I want to do my MA—nothing before
that. What’s wrong with my plans?”
I suppress my sighs and say, “But did I get married right after my Matric? I went to college, but on the very
first day, the students mocked my hobbled gait so much that I never went back.”
My daughter displays her perfect legs and says, “Look at these. They should have made you much happier.”
When evening settles through the house, my daughter silently opens the door and goes towards the stairs. I
stand ghost-like on my crippled leg on this side of the door. Someone is coming up the stairs. The smoke of the
mosquito coil is so strong, I crinkle my nose. I hear my daughter’s voice say to someone:
“You knock all the time, I know. What a hero! Why do you run away after knocking? If I tell my mother now
…”
Someone laughs. I freeze. My daughter says:
“Can’t you sleep? In the middle of the night too? Are you insane?” Someone says:
“I will do it even more.”
If I don’t break Pintu’s leg …
Day follows day in this manner. Time flows on. I bend, I grow cold. One day, to my excitement, I discover the
meaning of another dream in my book of dreams. This dream means that chronic ailments can be cured. Last
night, I saw this dream. In the light of day I learn its meaning, and start to sweat. I do not need to be anyone
special in this life. All I want is to stand upon two firm legs on this earth. I convince myself that one day this
dream will come true. I count the passing hours. When will my leg become longer?
In the outer room I can hear Pintu’s voice:
“Henna on your toes? Your feet are beautiful as they are.”
My daughter whispers:
“Do you know, Mother is jealous of me.”
287.86 Excerpt from The Wounded Land: 1. The True Spirit Of Ekushey 2. Liberty In The Womb 3. Friends
And Foes Of Ekushey\fn{by Rashid Askari (1965- )} Ashkarpur Village, Rangpur District, Rangpur Division,
Bangladesh (M) 4
1
It was not a language of the divinities. It was not a language of the heavenly revelation. Nor of any ruling
caste. It was rather the language of some lesser mortals. A “vugar tongue”, “a language of the gutter”! Yes, it was
our language, and still is. We loved it and still do love it. We preferred hell and our language to heaven and others’. This is our mother tongue; our beloved Bangla; our dukhini barnamala!\fn{Poor alphabet}
Bengali language is one of the mother-trinity of the Bengali; the other two being their female parent and their
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motherland. We love our mothers. We love our motherland and mother-tongue too. Most of us did not have to die
for our mothers, but many of us had to die for our mother-tongue, and then for our motherland. As a matter of
fact, the struggle for our mother-tongue has led us to the long-borne struggle for our motherland and finally we
saved them both.
This is a unique sequence of events which takes us from the prolonged shadows of dependency to the light of
independence. The immortal Ekushey is the first of the stairs that led us to the top floor of freedom. Ekushey was
the harbinger of our Independence; the herald of our Liberation. Our Great Independence is closely tied to the
apron strings of Ekushey. Ekushey came, so Independence could not be far behind. She had to appear on the
winged chariot of Amar Ekushey.
Immortal Ekushey was born on the 21st February of 1952.The whole world saw the bloody birth of a language
movement, which is almost a rarity in human history. They witnessed the unprecedented event of the supreme
sacrifice made by the invincible Bengali on the altar of their passion for mother-tongue. Although it was too late
to gain the global recognition for this singular selfless sacrifice, we got it at long last. Our Ekushey is now the International Mother Language Day. This is the pride of the country. This is the pride and joy of our people.
Ekushey is the sweetest song of the Bengali that tells of the saddest thought. The last Bengali on earth shall die
chanting the glory of Ekushey.
But do we now prize for it? That we are still speaking Bengali should not be enough to our satisfaction. An ob ject of love calls for constant careful nurture. Are we properly taking care of our language? Bengali is not only
one of 6528 languages spoken across the globe. It is one of the top ten languages in the world. Given the number
of speakers, it is in the seventh position. But is it improving expectedly? Is it on the same footing with Mandarin
Chinese, English, Spanish, Hindi, Arabic, Portuguese, Russian, Japanese and German?
Surely not! Apart from Tagore’s Nobel-win, Bengali language and literature could not as such prove any other
identical worth. Even in the academia, Bengali is in a state of total neglect. It pales in comparison with other sub jects. It is treated as an unprofitable discipline in the market-driven philistine society. Students of high calibre do
not usually tend to study their mother-tongue.
On the other hand, the mediocrities are taking its optimum advantage both academically and professionally. I
have seen at the Bangladeshi universities, the study of Bengali language and literature is mushrooming in quantity
only. The quality is conversely producing the diminishing returns. No nooks and crannies of this discipline could
escape the attention of these nosy mediocre minds. But all what they produce is a mare’s nest! They only scratch
the surface of the subject with a view to getting a paper certificate, which makes no substantial improvement in
the subject.
Our Bangla Academy, which was established purely for the furtherance of Bengali language and literature, has
proved a dismal failure. It has become a sanctuary for the pseudo-intellectuals and sycophants. With the exception
of a very few, most of the publications of this Academy are miserably sub-standard. Far from the global modem
approaches, the rusty ideas of the old fusty professors and the half-baked thoughts of the immature novices are
finding expressions in the form of printed materials called books from the Academy. Eminent writer and critic late
Professor Humayun Azad in one of his write-ups blacklisted some of the productions by Bangla Academy, which
were worse to the nth degree and most surprisingly were written by our big authors!
Dr. Azad’s article points an accusing finger both at the writers/translators and the concerned authorities. He
tried to read between the lines of those books, and clearly detected the lacunas. But the thick-skinned Academy
turned both a blind eye and a deaf ear to the poor professor’s complaints, and thereby validated the erroneous publications. The helpless professor, much to his annoyance, was reduced to silence, and the accused writers contin ued writing with redoubled enthusiasm.
The Academy’s research ventures are held hostage by a gang of fake researchers, who are producing hack neyed and sterile stuff in the name of research. It is to be regretted that the Academy has not yet been able to pub lish a world-class book on Bengali language. The quality of the translation work is almost one and the same.
The most disquieting fact is that, the cultivation of scholarship here is being jeopardized by the naked practice
of politicization. As a result, the true spirit of Ekushey has been extremely vitiated by the whims of the hack writers. This is why we are not getting any original and creative work on our language, literature, and culture from the
Academy, nor are we getting high-quality translations of the world literature into Bengali and vice-versa.
However, the buck stops here. The Academy has to be changed hook, line, and sinker. There should be always
room for fresh talent and adequate pecuniary support. Dr. Azad could not undertake his proposed joint-venture of
writing the most comprehensive and important book on Bengali language partly for the Academy’s nonchalance
and partly for the lack of monetary support. All works by our prominent authors should be properly translated into
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English and made to reach much wider readership home and abroad. This might bring our writers global acclaim,
and place our literature in the same line with world literature.
On the other hand, seminal works from the store of knowledge should be translated into Bengali, and made to
reach our reading public at affordable prices. Keeping this end in view, the Government should hugely subsidize
these translation projects to attract highly skilled translators.
In addition, there can be a university after the name of Rabindranath Tagore for the study of Tagore, Bengali
literature, and World literature. These are, however, matters of policies and their implementation. But the chief
driving force behind these is the true spirit of Ekushey. The true spirit means the Bengali nationalistic spirit; a secular liberal feeling that emerges from the flesh and blood of a nation; from the bones and marrows of a people.
That’s the spirit which matters. All our hopes and aspirations, dreams and desires, promises and pledges need
to be made and materialized by the indomitable spirit of Ekushey.
The valiant children of the 1950s who suffered martyrdom by bullets in the hearts and heads promised to save
their mother-tongue. They made supreme sacrifice for saving it from a serious onslaught, and thereby kept their
promise. We, too, should have some promises for our mother-tongue to keep. There is an air of an all-out reformation in the country following the advent of the Great Alliance Government. So, the situation is expected to be
congenial to the development of our language and literature. There is little use of much fanfare during the month
of February only.
We should always work for our language. We should try to bring smile to the face of our Dukhini Barnamala.
This is our promise. We should keep it.
2
Tirgan teanga, tirgan anam.
This Irish proverb means a country without a language is a country without a soul. The Welsh proverb Cenedl
hebiaith cenedi heb gallon echoes the same message: (a nation without a language is a nation without a heart). So
does the Indonesian: Bahasa jiwa bangsa (language is the soul of a nation).
We do not know how far the concerned people could understand the spirit of those sayings, but we know for
sure, the people of Bangladesh could very well understand the nation-language connection, and did their best
about it. They could realize the importance of language in the building up of a nation, and were able to found their
nation on a firm linguistic and cultural footing. This has put their county on the map.
Bangladesh is that State which was founded on the basis of Bengali nationalism whose soul is the Bengali language. It is the quintessence of what we call a Nation-State, and the core of this nationality is deeply rooted in the
language.
When the language felt insecure and its existence was threatened with extinction in a country ruled by out siders, it called for self-rule. The demand extended. The birth of Bangladesh became inevitable when Bengali language aspired to a State of its own.
So, the history of the emergence of Bangladesh is the history of the pretty long and rugged way from autonomy to independence. And the seeds of that autonomy were sown in the mind of the Bengali folks primarily on
question of language.
They felt, for the first time, the urgency of home rule when their mother tongue fell a victim of an unprovoked
attack by the Pakistani rulers, right after the division of India (1947). The so-called “Two-nation theory” had al ready started taking its toll. The people of East Bengal could realize that they would need to make amends for the
historical blunder of the Indian subcontinent committed by opportunist Jinnah, egoistic Nehru, helpless Gandhi,
and crafty British rulers.
This crude awakening led them first to the road to autonomy and then to independence.
Really it was one of the costliest mistakes in human history to divide a country merely on the grounds of religious affiliation where people regardless of castes, creeds, and religions had been united under an anti-British um brella. Post-division India could have been one of the world’s biggest lands of the wide variety of people. There
would have been greater diversity and choice in socio-economic and political life.
This is called “unity in diversity”. The cultivation of this kind of holistic approach to religion would have
played a highly effective role in the moribund subcontinent where religious extremism rules the roost, and mutual
respect has been held hostage by religious fundamentalism and militancy. But the vested quarters had separated
one from the other by a preposterous religio-political surgery which has perpetuated ethnic disharmony in the sub continent.
349

As a matter of fact, the “Two-nation theory” proved abortive almost immediately. The true character of the
self-styled guardians of Islam was unmasked. The West Pakistani rulers assumed a Big Brotherly and a holierthan-thou attitude towards the East Pakistanis. They unleashed the big stick upon them.
Despite the sameness of religious identity, no other affinities could develop between the West and the East
Pakistanis. In addition, the neo-champions of Islam thought a language like Bengali which was originated from
and developed through non-Islamic sources and influences was not worthy of being the official language of a
newly emerged “holy place”, Pakistan (Pak—holy and stan—place).
They also thought that on having been a part of the “holy place”, the then Indian province “East Bengal”
needed to be renamed and considerably sanctified. They renamed it as “East Pakistan” and tried to make Urdu its
official language.
Although Urdu is an Indian language, and a standardized form of Hindi, it is written in Arabic script, and used
by the Indian and Pakistani Muslims. So, they consider it holier than Bengali which was originated from a vulgar
dialect of India, and nurtured by the Buddhist and Hindu monks over the centuries. This was at the back of the
mind of those Pakistani neo-custodians of Islam. So, they planned to make Urdu the official language of Pakistan,
and did not give a damn about Bengali, although Bengali was used by the majority of the people of entire Pakistan.
But all their efforts came badly unstuck.
Bengali language is the lifeblood of the Bengali people. They prefer death to dishonour of their mother-tongue.
They are happy with their own sweet language. They have won the Nobel Prize for their literature in that language. This is their proud possession. They do not bother about whether or not their language is sacred.
When Jinnah, the Governor General of Pakistan made the declaration at Dhaka University Curzon Hall that
Urdu and only Urdu would be the state language of Pakistan, the agitated audience threw a straight “no” at him.
Even then the rulers did not see sense and abandon the unworkable policy.
The people of East Bengal came to realize that their language and literature, society and culture, politics and
economy—all of their life and legac—are not in safe hands. They discovered that the Pakistani rulers under the
guise of religious fraternity are in truth snakes in the grass. It was no go asking them for rights to language.
So, they put up the line of active resistance.
The Government tried to subdue it with iron hands. This fanned the flame of fight.
There came 21st February (1952). Innocent blood was spilt in the resistance.
But there is no holding the Bengali. They had learnt to die for their mother-tongue. The public defiance gained
momentum. Martial law was let loose to put a curb on the popular movement. But all repressive Government
measures came badly unstuck.
People came up with historic “Six-points” (1966), which amounted to full autonomy for East Bengal. The autonomy movement became so intense that the ruling Government was compelled to hold a general election
(1970).The Bengali won a landslide victory.
But the rulers were not willing to give up so easily. They shot their last bolt. Operation Searchlight (March 25,
1971) was launched.
The Bengalis were at the point of no return. They already had their back to the wall. So, they decided to fight it
out. And they fought to a finish, and seized their most prized possession, their Independence, in exchange for a
sea of blood. Thus, a country’s liberty was born of the mother language.
If our national liberty (1971) compares with the fruit of a tree, the trunk of the tree is the 24-year struggle for
autonomy, and the root is the language movement (1952).The history of Bangladesh is the history of the whole
tree, from the root to the fruit. If we want to enjoy the fruit of our liberty, we have to take care of the whole tree,
and the ground it is planted in. As Rig Veda puts it:
“One should respect his motherland, his country, and his mother-tongue—because these are givers of happiness.”
We can never be happy in the true sense of the term without loving this national trinity—Bangladesh, Bengali
culture, and Bengali language.
3
The greatest historic occasion of the Bengali is the Liberation War; the biggest achievement by them is the
victory of December; and the largest legacy they have is the Bengali nationalism.
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Million drops of blood, billions of tears, immeasurable sobs and sighs, grieves and grievances, boundless
sorrows and sufferings—all turning into an indomitable mettle—have given birth to what we call our Swadhinala,
our beloved Independence. Our independence is, as poet Shamsur Rahman puts it, “the immortal poetry and
imperishable song by Rabindranath Tagore” created from a unique mix of weal and woe, pleasure and pain,
delight and despair experienced by a people over the ages.
And again, the historic event which laid the foundations of our independence is easily the great Ekushey, the
Language Movement of 1952. It was the maiden attempt of a chain of movements for ultimate independence
carried on over a period of about two decades against a neocolonial regime. A strong flow of resistance flamed up
within the minds of the Bengali folks in question of the honour of their mother language breaking all chains of
neocolonial subjection. The popular demand for Bengali as the state language was consequently brought to
fruition with a nation state.
This is a matchless event in human history. 21 st February is now International Mother Language Day. As May
Day is celebrated throughout the world in commemoration of the historic event of 1st May 1886, so is observed
February Day (21st February) in remembrance of our Ekushey. What else can be of more honour than this?
Ekushy is the mother of our independence, the lifeblood of Bengali nationalism, and the eternal source of
inspiration for our nation in the face of overwhelming national odds. It is the spontaneous outburst of a powerful
collective emotion, the quintessence of a people, the marrow of their cultural bones, and the guiding principle of
national existence.
With regard to Ekushy all are artists, all are nationalists, and all are politicians. Untidy words can produce the
best poetry of Ekushey irregular melodies can compose the best song of Ekushey, jumble of bricks or stones can
make the best sculpture of Ekushy,—the Shahid Minar (the martyr monument). Similarly, the politics of selfrespect is the politics of Ekushey. The awareness of autonomy is its paramount spirit.
Ekushey is the name of an original feeling of the Bengali, which is ingrained in their flesh and blood, bones
and marrows, lives and deaths. So, in all our needs and preparations, in all our constructions and deconstructions,
ensuring the spirit of Ekushey is our national obligation.
The talent and industry emanating from this wholesome nationalistic fervour may come to the aid of our
moribund country and diseased society, where values are fast deteriorating; things are getting cheaply politicized;
intolerance, militancy, and fundamentalism are ruling the roost, and the nation’s future is falling headlong into the
abyss of all-out decay.
Only the spirit of the Language Movement can rescue the land submerged in the stagnant pools of reactions,
superstitions, orthodoxy, and fanaticism. Ekushey can provide us with a terrain fairly livable. And for this, it is
imperative to awaken people to the spirit of Ekushey by introducing them to its friends and foes.
But, how to differentiate between the friends and enemies of the Language Movement?
It is pretty tough to separate the sheep from the goats, because opportunistic people often chop and change.
They take many different hues that suit them down to the ground. For example, the anti-liberation forces of 1971
are now singing a different tune, and the pseudo-freedom fighters are jumping the queue, pushing aside the real
ones. Even then, the friends and enemies of Ekushey ought to be singled out for the motivation of the people.
The arch enemies of Ekushey are the petty neo-colonial rulers who chanced upon the right to rule erstwhile
East Pakistan following the division of India (1947). In the first instance, they tried to seize the right to our
language by imposing another one, almost all Greek to us. This was a vile attempt the likes of which had not been
done even by the British colonial rulers or other alien rulers in the past.
The Pakistani rulers also tried to rob us of our literary and cultural heritage by corrupting it with the help of
their local lackeys. These subservient local agents who danced to the tune of their godfathers in the saddle, and
worked against the popular interest in regard to our cultural heritage are also the enemies of Ekushey.
Although the whole plan of the enemies was a gigantic bungle, and Bengali remained the state language of
Bangladesh, the enemies of Ekushey have not been vanquished. They tried to avenge themselves on the Bengali in
1971, but to no avail. The freedom-loving people of Bangladesh were already imbued with the spirit of Ekushey,
i.e., the spirit of defiance, and won the battle against the foes.
But the foes are as if immune to ruin. As the spirit of Ekushey is an unflagging energy of progressivism, so are
its enemies an undying force of reaction. And hence, they once again assume a phoenix resurrection after the
August tragedy (1975), the most dastardly assassination of the father of the nation, Bangabandhu Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman.
The enemies of Ekushey are the enemies of the Independence of Bangladesh. Though the Liberation War is
won, we are not yet rid of the enemies. They have reappeared in various guises against our independence, and our
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national progress. They have gained the upper hand, and are posing serious threats to Ekushey ideals. The
deliberate restoration of the beaten anti-liberation forces to power, political conspiracies, coups, killings, army
interventions, poll rigging are a complete antithesis to the ideals of our great Liberation War and Ekushey as well.
So, the people involved in these nefarious deeds are the enemies of our Independence and Ekushey. They are a
direct deterrent to the development of the Ekushey spirit, and the advancement of Bengali life and culture through
a secular democratic process, which was the chief objective of our Liberation War. These people and their present
and future followers are the enemies of Ekushey, who have been working against our national interest since the
weird birth of Pakistan. We should be well aware, and our future generation, very careful, of them.
The friends of Ekushey are those who passionately participated in or now support all the movements from
language to liberty i.e. the resistance fighters of 1952, the autonomy-conscious people of 1960s; the revolutionary
masses of 1969; the liberty-mad people of 1971—the freedom fighters—farmers, labours, and intellectuals; the
students and teachers; poets, litterateurs, and journalists; doctors, engineers, and the lawyers; potters, weavers,
and blacksmiths; the people whose sacrifices made our independence inevitable, and the people who in the postliberation period have worked, and are still working for realizing the dreams of our Liberation War, for restoring
democracy and rule of law from recurrent captivity, and for preserving a liberal-humanistic culture; the people
who love and shall continue to love our sweet little land; love her people and culture; love her language, her soil
and sovereignty, love her sky and sea, rivers and jungles; plains and hills—from Teknaf to Tentulia—love the
beautiful national flag marked by the red blazing sun amid thick emerald greens; and love to sing “My Bengal of
gold! I love you”.
They and only they are the real friends of our country, our people and our culture and above all, our Ekushey.
Hats off to them.

Baitul Aman Mosque in Barisal, Bangbladesh
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Bengali 13 Bagchi Excerpt from Muktiyuddhe Gopoalagaña\fn{by Tapan Bagachi (1967- )} Madaripur, Madaripur
District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh (M) 41
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168.68 Excerpt from Brick Lane\fn{by Monica Ali (1967- )} Dhaka, Bangladesh (M) 17
1
An hour and forty-five minutes before Nazneen’s life began—began as it would proceed for quite some time,
that is to say uncertainly—her mother, Rupban, felt an iron fist squeeze her belly: Rupban squatted on a low three393

legged stool outside the kitchen hut. She was plucking a chicken because Hamid’s cousins had arrived from
Jessore and there would be a feast.
“Cheepy-cheepy, you are old and stringy,” she said, calling the bird by name as she always did, “but I would
like to eat you, indigestion or no indigestion. And tomorrow I will have only boiled rice, no parathas.”
She pulled some more feathers and watched them float around her toes.
“Aaah,” she said. “Aaaah. Aaaah.”
Things occurred to her. For seven months she had been ripening, like a mango on a tree. Only seven months.
She put aside those things that had occurred to her. For a while, an hour and a half though she did not know it,
until the men came in from the fields trailing dust and slapping their stomachs, Rupban clutched Cheepy-cheepy’s
limp and bony neck and said only “Coming, coming” to all inquiries about the bird. The shadows of the children
playing marbles and thumping each other grew long and spiky. The scent of fried cumin and cardamom drifted
over the compound. The goats bleated high and thin.
Rupban screamed white heat, red blood.
Hamid ran from the latrine, although his business was unfinished. He ran across the vegetable plot, past the
towers of rice stalk taller than the tallest building, over the dirt track that bounded the village, back to the
compound, and grabbed a club to kill the man who was killing his wife. He knew it was her. Who else could break
glass with one screech?
Rupban was in the sleeping quarters. The bed was unrolled, though she was still standing. With one hand she
held Mumtaz’s shoulder, with the other a half-plucked chicken. Mumtaz waved Hamid away.
“Go. Get Banesa. Are you waiting for a rickshaw? Go on, use your legs.”
*
Banesa picked up Nazneen by an ankle and blew disparagingly through her gums over the tiny blue body.
“She will not take even one breath. Some people, who think too much about how to save a few takas, do not
call a midwife.”
She shook her hairless, wrinkled head. Banesa claimed to be one hundred and twenty years old, and had made
this claim consistently for the past decade or so. Since no one in the village remembered her birth, and since
Banesa was more desiccated than an old coconut, no one cared to dispute it. She claimed, too, one thousand
babies, of which only three were cripples, two were mutants (a hermaphrodite and a humpback), one a stillbirth,
and another a monkey-lizard-hybrid-sin-against-God-that-was-buried-alive-in-the-faraway-forest-and-the-mother
-sent-hence-to-who-cares-where. Nazneen, though dead, could not be counted among these failures, having been
born shortly before Banesa creaked inside the hut.
“See your daughter,” Banesa said to Rupban. “Perfect everywhere. All she lacked was someone to ease her
path to this world.”
She looked at Cheepy-cheepy lying next to the bereaved mother and hollowed her cheeks; a hungry look
widened her eyes slightly although they were practically buried in crinkles. It was many months since she had
tasted meat, now that two young girls (she should have strangled them at birth) had set up in competition.
“Let me wash and dress her for the burial,” said Banesa. “Of course I offer my service free. Maybe just that
chicken there for my trouble. I see it is old and stringy.”
“Let me hold her,” said Nazneen’s aunt Mumtaz, who was crying.
“I thought it was indigestion,” said Rupban, also beginning to cry.
Mumtaz took hold of Nazneen, who was still dangling by the ankle, and felt the small, slick torso slide through
her fingers to plop with a yowl onto the bloodstained mattress.
A yowl! A cry!
Rupban scooped her up and named her before she could die nameless again. Banesa made little explosions
with her lips. She used the corner of her yellowing sari to wipe some spittle from her chin.
“This is called a death rattle,” she explained.
The three women put their faces close to the child. Nazneen flailed her arms and yelled, as if she could see this
terrifying sight. She began to lose the blueness and turned slowly to brown and purple.
“God has called her back to earth,” said Banesa, with a look of disgust. Mumtaz, who was beginning to doubt
Banesa’s original diagnosis, said,
“Well, didn’t He just send her to us a few minutes ago? Do you think He changes His mind every second?”
Banesa mumbled beneath her breath. She put her hand over Nazneen’s chest, het twisted fingers like the roots
of an old tree that had worked their way above ground.
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“The baby lives but she is weak. There are two routes you can follow,” she said, addressing herself solely to
Rupban. “Take her to the city, to a hospital. They will put wires on her and give medicines. This is very
expensive. You will have to sell your jewelry. Or you can just see what Fate will do.” She turned a little to
Mumtaz to include her now, and then back to Rupban.
“Of course, Fate will decide everything in the end, whatever route you follow.”
“We will take her to the city,” said Mumtaz, red patches of defiance rising on her cheeks. But Rupban, who
could not stop crying, held her daughter to her breast and shook her head.
“No,” she said, “we must not stand in the way of Fate. Whatever happens, 1 accept it. And my child must not
waste any energy fighting against Fate. That way, she will be stronger.”
“Good, then it is settled,” said Banesa. She hovered for a moment or two because she was hungry enough,
almost, to eat the baby, but after a look from Mumtaz she shuffled away back to her hovel.
*
Hamid came to look at Nazneen.
She was wrapped in cheesecloth and laid on an old jute sack on top of the bedroll. Her eyes were closed and
puffed as though she had taken two hard punches.
“A girl,” said Rupban.
“I know; never mind,” said Hamid. “What can you do?” And he went away again.
Mumtaz came in with a tin plate of rice, dal, and chicken curry.
“She doesn’t feed,” Rupban told her. “She doesn’t know what to do. Probably it is her Fate to starve to death.”
Mumtaz rolled her eyes.
“She’ll feed in the morning. Now you eat. Or you are destined to die of hunger too.”
She smiled at her sister-in-law’s small sad face, all her features lined up, as ever, to mourn for everything that
had passed and all that would come to pass.
But Nazneen did not feed in the morning. Nor the next day. The day after, she turned her face away from the
nipple and made gagging noises. Rupban, who was famous for crying, couldn’t keep up with the demand for tears.
People came: aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers, nephews, nieces, in-laws, village women, and Banesa. The midwife
dragged her bent feet across the hard mud floor of the hut and peered at the infant.
“I have heard of one child who would not feed from the mother but was suckled by a goat.” She smiled and
showed her black gums.
“Of course, that was not one of my babies.”
Hamid came once or twice, but at night he slept outside on a choki. On the fifth day, when Rupban in spite of
herself was beginning to wish that Fate would hurry and make up its mind, Nazneen clamped her mouth around
the nipple so that a thousand red-hot needles ran through Rupban's breast and made her cry out for pain and for
the relief of a good and patient woman.
*
As Nazneen grew she heard many times this story of How You Were Left to Your Fate. It was because of her
mother’s wise decision that Nazneen lived to become the wide-faced, watchful girl that she was. Fighting against
one’s Fate can weaken the blood. Sometimes, or perhaps most times, it can be fatal. Not once did Nazneen
question the logic of the story of How You Were Left to Your Fate. Indeed, she was grateful for her mother’s quiet
courage, her tearful stoicism that was almost daily in evidence. Hamid said—he always looked away as he spoke:
“Your mother is naturally a saint. She comes from a family of saints.”
So when Rupban advised Nazneen to be still in her heart and mind, to accept the Grace of God, to treat life
with the same indifference with which it would treat her, she listened closely, with her large head tilted back and
her cheeks slack with equanimity.
She was a comically solemn child.
“How is my precious? Still glad you came back to life?” asked Mumtaz after she had not seen Nazneen for a
couple of days.
“I have no complaints or regrets to tell you,” said Nazneen. “I tell everything to God.”
What could not be changed must be borne. And since nothing could be changed, everything had to be borne.
This principle ruled her life. It was mantra, fettle, and challenge. So that, at the age of thirty-four, after she had
been given three children and had one taken away, when she had a futile husband and had been fated a young and
demanding lover, when for the first time she could not wait for the future to be revealed but had to make it for
hersel£ she was as startled by her own agency as an infant who waves a clenched fist and strikes itself upon the
eye.
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*
Her sister, Hasina, born only three days after Banesa passed away (one hundred and twenty years old then and
forevermore), listened to no one. At the age of sixteen, when her beauty was becoming almost unbearable to own
or even to look at, she eloped to Khulna with the nephew of the sawmill owner. Hamid ground his teeth and an
axe besides. For sixteen hot days and cool nights he sat between the two lemon trees that marked the entrance to
the compound. For that time his only occupation was throwing stones at the piebald dogs that scavenged in the
dump just beyond, and cursing his whore-pig daughter whose head would be severed the moment she came
crawling back.
Those nights, Nazneen lay awake listening to the rattling of the corrugated tin roof, starting at the owl calls
that no longer sounded like owls but more like a girl felled by an axe on the back of her neck.
Hasina did not come. Hamid went back to supervising the laborers in the paddy fields. But for a couple of
thrashings given on only the slightest of provocation, you would not know he had lost a daughter.
Soon after, when her father asked if she would like to see a photograph of the man she would marry the
following month, Nazneen shook her head and replied,
“Abba, it is good that you have chosen my husband. I hope I can be a good wife, like Amma.”
But as she turned to go she noticed, without meaning to, where her father put the photograph. She just
happened to see it. These things happen. She carried the image around in her mind as she walked beneath the
banyans with her cousins.
The man she would marry was old. At least forty years old. He had a face like a frog. They would marry and
he would take her back to England with him. She looked across the fields, glittering green and gold in the brief
evening light. In the distance a hawk circled and fell like a stone, came up again and flew against the sky until it
shrank to nothing.
There was a hut in the middle of the paddy. It looked wrong: embarrassed, sliding down at one side, trying to
hide. The tornado that had flattened half the neighboring village had selected this hut to be saved, but had
relocated it. In the village they were still burying their dead and looking for bodies. Dark spots moved through the
far fields.
Men, doing whatever they could in this world.
**
Nazneen waved at the tattoo lady. The tattoo lady was always there when Nazneen looked out across the dead
grass and broken paving stones to the block opposite.
Most of the flats, which enclosed three sides of a square, had net curtains, and the life be.hind was all shapes
and shadows. But the tattoo lady had no curtams at all. Morning and afternoon she sat with her big thighs spilling
over the sides of her chair, tipping forward to drop ash in a bowl, tipping back to slug from her can. She drank
now, and tossed the can out of the window.
It was the middle of the day. Nazneen had finished the housework. Soon she would start preparing the evening
meal, but for a while she would let the time pass. It was hot and the sun fell flat on the metal window frames and
glared off the glass. A red-and-gold sari hung out of a top-floor flat in Rosemead block. A baby’s bib and
miniature dungarees lower down. The sign screwed to the brickwork was in stiff English capitals and the curlicues
beneath were Bengali.
No Dumping.
No Parking.
No Ball Games.

Two old men in white panjabi pajama and skullcaps walked along the path, slowly, as if they did not want to
go where they were going. A thin brown dog sniffed along to the middle of the grass and defecated. The breeze on
Nazneen’s face was thick with the smell from the over-flowing communal bins.
Six months now since she’d been sent away to London. Every morning before she opened her eyes she
thought,
If I were the wishing type, I know what I would wish.
And then she opened her eyes and saw Chanu’s puffy face on the pillow next to her, his lips parted indignantly
even as he slept. She saw the pink dressing table with the curly-sided mirror, and the monstrous black wardrobe
that claimed most of the room. Was it cheating? To think,
I know what I would wish?
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Was it not the same as making the wish? If she knew what the wish would be, then somewhere in her heart she
had already made it.
The tattoo lady waved back at Nazneen. She scratched her arms, her shoulders, the accessible portions of her
buttocks. She yawned and lit a cigarette. At least two thirds of the flesh on show was covered in ink. Nazneen had
never been close enough (never closer than this, never farther) to decipher the designs. Chanu said the tattoo lady
was Hell’s Angel, which upset Nazneen. She thought the tattoos might be flowers, or birds. They were ugly and
they made the tattoo lady more ugly than was necessary, but the tattoo lady clearly did not care. Every time
Nazneen saw her she wore the same look of boredom and detachment. Such a state was sought by the sadhus who
walked in rags through the Muslim villages, indifferent to the kindness of strangers, the unkind sun.
Nazneen sometimes thought of going downstairs, crossing the yard, and climbing the Rosemead stairwell to
the fourth floor. She might have to knock on a few doors before the tattoo lady answered. She would take
something, an offering of samosas or bhajis, and the tattoo lady would smile and Nazneen would smile and
perhaps they would sit together by the window and let the time pass more easily.
She thought of it but she would not go. Strangers would answer if she knocked on the wrong door. The tattoo
lady might be angry at an unwanted interruption. It was clear she did not like to leave her chair. And even if she
wasn’t angry, what would be the point?
Nazneen could say two things in English: sorry and thank you. She could spend another day alone. It was only
another day.
She should be getting on with the evening meal. The lamb curry was prepared. She had made it last night with
tomatoes and new potatoes. There was chicken saved in the freezer from the last time Dr. Azad had been invited
but had canceled at the last minute. There was still the dal to make, and the vegetable dishes, the spices to grind,
the rice to wash, and the sauce to prepare for the fish that Chanu would bring this evening. She would rinse the
glasses and rub them with newspaper to make them shine. The tablecloth had some spots to be scrubbed out.
What if it went wrong? The rice might stick. She might oversalt the dal. Chanu might forget the fish.
It was only dinner. One dinner. One guest.
She left the window open. Standing on the sofa to reach, she picked up the Holy Qur’an from the high shelf
that Chanu, under duress, had specially built. She made her intention as fervently as possible, seeking refuge from
Satan with fists clenched and fingernails digging into her palms. Then she selected a page at random and began to
read.
To God belongs all that the heavens and the earth contain. We exhort you, as We have exhorted those to whom the
Book was given before you, to fear God. If you deny Him, know that to God belongs all that the heavens and earth
contain. God is self-sufficient and worthy of praise.

The words calmed her stomach and she was pleased. Even Dr. Azad was nothing as to God. To God belongs all
that the heavens and the earth contain. She said it over a few times, aloud.
She was composed. Nothing could bother her. Only God, if he chose to. Chanu might flap about and squawk
because Dr. Azad was coming for dinner. Let him flap. To God belongs all that the heavens and the earth contain.
How would it sound in Arabic? More lovely even than in Bengali, she supposed, for those were the actual Words
of God.
*
She closed the book and looked around the room to check it was tidy enough. Chanu’s books and papers were
stacked beneath the table. They would have to be moved or Dr. Azad would not be able to get his feet in. The
rugs, which she had held out of the window earlier and beaten with a wooden spoon, needed to be put down
again. There were three rugs: red and orange, green and purple, brown and blue. The carpet was yellow with a
green leaf design. One hundred percent nylon and, Chanu said, very hard-wearing. The sofa and chairs were the
color of dried cow dung, which was a practical color. They had little sheaths of plastic on the headrests to protect
them from Chanu’s hair oil.
There was a lot of furniture, more than Nazneen had seen in one room before. Even if you took all the furniture
in the compound, from every auntie and uncle’s ghar, it would not match up to this one room. There was a low
table with a glass top and orange plastic legs, three little wooden tables that stacked together, the big table they
used for the evening meal, a bookcase, a corner cupboard, a rack for newspapers, a trolley filled with files and
folders, the sofa and armchairs, two footstools, six dining chairs, and a showcase.
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The walls were papered in yellow with brown squares and circles lining neatly up and down. Nobody in
Gouripur had anything like it. It made her proud. Her father was the second-wealthiest man in the village and he
never had anything like it. He had made a good marriage for her.
There were plates on the wall, attached by hooks and wires, which were not for eating from but only for
display. Some were rimmed in gold paint.
“Gold leaf,” Chanu called it. His certificates were framed and mixed with the plates. She had everything here.
All these beautiful things.
She put the Qur’an back in its place. Next to it lay the most Holy Book wrapped inside a cloth covering: the
Qur’an in Arabic. She touched her fingers to the cloth.
Nazneen stared at the glass showcase stuffed with pottery animals, china figures, and plastic fruit. Each one
had to be dusted. She wondered how the dust got in and where it came from. All of it belonged to God. She
wondered what He wanted with clay tigers, trinkets, and dust.
*
And then, because she had let her mind drift and become uncentered again, she began to recite in her head
from the Holy Qur’an one of the suras she had learned in school. She did not know what the words meant but the
rhythm of them soothed her. Her breath came from down in her stomach. In and out. Smooth. Silent.
Nazneen fell asleep on the sofa. She looked out across jade-green rice fields and swam in the cool dark lake.
She walked arm-in-arm to school with Hasina, and skipped part of the way and fell and they dusted their knees
with their hands. And the mynah birds called from the trees, and the goats fretted by, and the big, sad water
buffaloes passed like a funeral. And heaven, which was above, was wide and empty and the land stretched out
ahead and she could see to the very end of it, where the earth smudged the sky in a dark blue line.
*
When she woke it was almost four o'clock. She rushed to the kitchen and began chopping onions with the sleep
still in her eyes so that it was not long before she cut her finger, a deep cut to the left index, just below the nail.
She turned on the cold tap and held her hand beneath it. What was Hasina doing? This thought came to her all the
time.
What is she doing right now?
It was not even a thought. It was a feeling, a stab in the lungs. Only God alone knew when she would see her
again.
It worried her that Hasina kicked against fate. No good could come of it. Not a single person could say so. But
then, if you really looked into it, thought about it more deeply, how could you be sure that Hasina was not simply
following her fate? If fate cannot be changed, no matter how you struggle against it, then perhaps Hasina was
fated to run away with Malek. Maybe she struggled against that, and that was what she could not alter.
Oh, you think it would be simple, having made the decision long, long ago, to be at the beck and call of fate,
but how to know which way it is calling you? And there was each and every day to be got through. If Chanu came
home this evening and found the place untidy and the spices not even ground, could she put her hands like so and
say,
“Don’t ask me why nothing is prepared, it was not I who decided it, it was fate.”
A wife could reasonably be beaten for a lesser offense.
Chanu had not beaten her yet. He showed no signs of wanting to beat her. In fact, he was kind and gentle. Even
so, it was foolish to assume he would never beat her. He thought she was a “good worker” (she had overheard him
on the telephone). He would be shocked if she lapsed.
“She is an unspoilt girl. From the village.”
She had got up one night to fetch a glass of water. It was one week since they married. She had gone to bed
and he was still up, talking on the telephone as she stood outside the door.
“No,” said Chanu. “I would not say so. Not beautiful, but not so ugly either. The face is broad, big forehead.
Eyes are a bit too close together.”
Nazneen put her hand up to her head. It was true. The forehead was large. But she had neyer thought of her
eyes being too close.
“Not tall. Not short. Around five foot two. Hips are a bit narrow but wide enough, I think, to carry children. All
things considered, I am satisfied. Perhaps when she gets older she’ll grow a beard on her chin, but now she is only
eighteen. And a blind uncle is better than no uncle. I waited too long to get a wife.”
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Narrow hips! You could wish for such a fault, Nazneen said to herself: thinking of the rolls of fat that hung low
from Chanu’s stomach. It would be possible to tuck all your hundred pens and pencils under those rolls and keep
them safe and tight. You could stuff a book or two up there as well. If your spindle legs could take the weight.
“What’s more, she is a good worker. Cleaning and cooking and all that. The only complaint I could make is she
can’t put my files in order, because she has no English. I don’t complain, though. As I say, a girl from the village:
totally unspoilt.”
Chanu went on talking but Nazneen crept away, back to bed. A blind uncle is better than no uncle. Her husband
had a proverb for everything. Any wife is better than no wife. Something is better than nothing.
What had she imagined? That he was in love with her? That he was grateful because she, young and graceful,
had accepted him? That in sacrificing herself to him, she was owed something?
Yes. Yes. She realized in a stinging rush she had imagined all these things.
Such a foolish girl. Such high notions. What self-regard.
*
The bleeding seemed to have stopped. Nazneen turned off the tap and w:rapped a piece of kitchen roll around
her finger. Who had Chanu been talking to that day? Perhaps it was a call from Bangladesh, a relative who did not
come to the wedding. Perhaps it was Dr. Azad. Tonight he would see for himself the big forehead and too-closetogether eyes.
Blood spotted through from the cut. She discarded the kitchen roll and watched the red drops fall on the silver
sink. The drops slid together like mercury and rolled down the drain. How long would it take to empty her finger
of blood, drop by drop? How long for the arm? And for the body, an entire body?
What she missed most was people. Not any people in particular (apart, of course, from Hasina) but just people.
If she put her ear to the wall she could hear sounds. The television on. Coughing. Sometimes the lavatory
flushing. Someone upstairs scraping a chair. A shouting match below. Everyone in their boxes, counting their
possessions. In all her eighteen years, she could scarcely remember a moment that she had spent alone.
Until she married. And came to London to sit day after day in this large box with the furniture to dust, and the
muffied sounds of private lives sealed away above, below, and around her.
Nazneen examined her finger. The bleeding had stopped again. Random thoughts came now.
She would speak to Chanu about another sari.
Abba had not said goodbye. She thought he would come in the morning, before they went to Dhaka, to the
airport. But when she rose, he had already gone to the fields. Was it because he cared too much or because he
cared too little?
She needed more furniture polish. And bleach for the lavatory:
Would Chanu want his corns cut again tonight?
What was Hasina doing?
She went to the bedroom and opened the wardrobe.. The letter was in a shoebox at the bottom. She sat on the
bed to read it with her feet almost touching the black lacquered doors. Sometimes she dreamed the wardrobe had
fallen on her, crushing her on the mattress. Sometimes she dreamed she was locked inside it and hammered and
hammered but nobody heard.
Our cousin Ahmed have given me your address, praise God. I hear of marriage and pray many time on your
wedding day. I pray now also. I pray your husband is good man. You will write and telling all things to me.
I so happy now I almost scared. Hardly dare opening my eye. Why it is? What is bringing fear? God not putting me
on earth only to suffer: I know this always even when days bringing no light.
Maleks uncle have got for him First Class job in railway company. This uncle very High Up at railway. Malek go
out early in morning and coming back late late. He not knowing much about trains and such like but he say too also that
do not matter: What matter is being smart. Nobody smarter than my husband.
Can you believe? We live in block of flat is three story high. Our place have two room. No verandah but I go up on
roof. There is brown stone floor it cool your feet.
We have bed with metal spring a cabinet and two chairs in bedroom. I fold saris and put in box under bed. In living
room we has three cane chair a rug one stool (Malek like to put feet on) a crate is only temporary before we getting
table. Also kerosene stove I keep under shawl for making tidy. My pot and pans is keep inside the crate. Hardly any
cockroach only one maybe two I see time to time.
Even we have nothing I happy. We have love. Love is happiness. Sometime I feel to run and jump like goat. This is
how we do on way to school. But not much room for running here and I sixteen year old and married woman.
Everything good between us now. I do not let my tongue make trouble for it as my husband say. Just because man is
kind to wife it do not mean she can say what she like. If women understanding this no one will beat.
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Malek have First Class job. I pray for son. I pray Maleks mother forgive the “crime” of our marriage. It will come.
Time comes she love me like daughter. If I wrong she is not true mother for mother love every part of son. Now I part
of him.
If Amma alive you think she forgive this thing Abba cannot? Sometime I think yes she do that. Many time I think no
and then I angry and also too sad.
Sister I think of you every day and send love. I send respect to husband. Now you have address you will write and
tell all thing about London. It make me tremble you so far away. You remember those story we hear as children begin
like this.
“Once there was prince who lived in far off land seven seas and thirteen rivers away.”
That is how I think of you. But as princess.
We see each other before long time pass and we as little girls again.

Someone was knocking on the front door of the flat. Nazneen opened it a crack, with the chain on, then closed
it while she slid the chain off and opened it wide.
“No one is saying it to his face,” Mrs. Islam was telling Razia Iqbal, “but everyone is saying it behind his back.
I don’t like that kind of gossip.”
Nazneen exchanged salaams with her visitors and went to make tea. Mrs. Islam folded handkerchiefs, leaning
over from the sofa to the low table and tucking them up the bobbled sleeves of her cardigan.
“Spreading rumors is our national pastime,” said Razia. “That’s not to say it is a good thing. Most of the time
there’s not a shred of truth in it.”
She gave a sideways look at Nazneen, who was setting down the tea things.
“What is it they are saying this time? If I hear it from someone else I can set them straight about everything.”
“Well,” said Mrs. Islam slowly.
She settled back against the brown upholstery. Her sleeves bulged and bagged. She had carpet slippers on over
black socks. Nazneen looked through the glass at the center of the table and watched Mrs. Islam’s feet twitch with
an excitement that her face did not betray:
“You have to bear in mind she had no children. This is after twelve years of marriage.”
“Yes, that is so,” said Razia. “It is the worst thing, for any woman.”
“And at sixteen floors up, if you decide to jump, then there’s the end to it.”
Mrs. Islam extracted a handkerchief and wiped away a little sweat from her hairline. Just looking at her made
Nazneen feel unbearably hot.
“There’s no chance of ending up a vegetable, if you jump from that high,” agreed Razia.
She accepted a cup from Nazneen and held it in her man-size hands. She wore black lace-up shoes, wide and
thick-soled. It was the sari that looked strange on her. “But of course it was an accident. Why say otherwise?”
“A terrible accident,” said Mrs. Islam. “But everyone is whispering behind the husband’s back.”
Nazneen sipped her tea. It was ten past five and all she had done was chop two onions. She had not heard
about the accident. Chanu had mentioned nothing. She wanted to know who this woman was who had died so
terribly: She formed some questions in her mind, phrased and rephrased them.
“It is a shame,” said Razia.
She smiled at Nazneen. Nazneen thought Razia did not look as though she really thought so. When she smiled
she looked deeply amused, although her mouth turned up only slightly to indicate pity rather than laughter. She
had a long nose and narrow eyes that always looked at you from an angle, never straight on, so that she seemed
perpetually to be evaluating if not mocking you.
Mrs. Islam made a noise signaling that it was, indeed, a shame. She took a fresh handkerchief and blew her
nose. After a decent interval she said,
“Did you hear about Jorina?”
“I hear this and that,” said Razia, as if no news about Jorina could possibly interest her.
“And what do you say to it?”
“That depends,” said Razia, looking down her nose at her tea, “on what particular thing you mean.”
“I don’t tell anything that isn’t known already; You can hardly keep it a secret when you begin going out to
work.”
Nazneen saw that Razia looked up sharply.
Razia did not know the things that Mrs. Islam knew. Mrs. Islam knew everything about everybody. She had
been in London for nearly thirty years, and if you were a Bangladeshi here, what could you keep secret from her?
Mrs. Islam was the first person who called on Nazneen, in those first few days when her head was still spinning
and the days were all dreams and real life came to her only at night, when she slept.
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Mrs. Islam was deemed by Chanu to be “respectable.” Not many people were “respectable” enough to call or
be called upon.
“You see,” said Chanu when he explained this for the first time, “most of our people here are Sylhetis. They all
stick together because they come from the same district. They know each other from the villages, and they come
to Tower Hamlets and they think they are back in the village. Most of them have jumped ship. That’s how they
come. They have menial jobs on the ship, doing donkey work, or they stow away like little rats in the hold.”
He cleared his throat and spoke to the back of the room so that Nazneen turned her head to see who it was he
was addressing.
“And when they jump ship and scuttle over here, then in a sense they are home again. And you see, to a white
person, we are all the same: dirty little monkeys all in the same monkey clan. But these people are peasants.
Uneducated. Illiterate. Close-minded. Without ambition.”
He sat back and stroked his belly.
“I don’t look down on them, but what can you do? If a man has only ever driven a rickshaw and never in his
life held a book in his hand, then what can you expect from him?”
Nazneen wondered about Mrs. Islam. If she knew everybody’s business then she must mix with everybody;
peasant or not. And still she was respectable.
“Going out to work?” Razia said to Mrs. Islam. “What has happened to Jorina’s husband?”
“Nothing has happened to Jorina’s husband,” said Mrs. Islam.
Nazneen admired the way the words left her mouth, like bullets. It was too late now to ask about the woman
who fell from the sixteenth floor.
“Her husband is still working,” said Razia, as if she were the provider of the information.
“The husband is working, but still she cannot fill her stomach. In Bangladesh one salary can feed twelve, but
Jorina cannot fill her stomach.”
“Where is she going? To the garment factory?”
“Mixing with all sorts: Turkish, English, Jewish. All sorts. I am not old-fashioned,” said Mrs. Islam. “I don’t
wear burkha. I keep purdah in my mind, which is the most important thing. Plus I have cardigans and anoraks and
a scarf for my head. But if you mix with all these people, even if they are good people, you have to give up your
culture to accept theirs. That’s how it is.”
“Poor Jorina,” said Razia. “Can you imagine?” she said to Nazneen, who could not.
They talked on and Nazneen made more tea and answered some queries about herself and about her husband,
and wondered all the while about supper and the impossibility of mentioning anything to her guests, who must be
made welcome.
“Dr. Azad knows Mr. Dalloway,” Chanu had explained to her. “He has influence. If he puts in a word for me,
the promotion will be automatic. That’s how it works. Make sure you fry the spices properly, and cut the meat into
big pieces. I don’t want small pieces of meat this evening."
Nazneen asked after Razia’s children, a boy and a girl, five and three, who were playing at an auntie’s house.
She made inquiries about Mrs. Islam’s arthritic hip, and Mrs. Islam made some noises to indicate that indeed the
hip was troubling her a great deal but it was nothing she could mention, being in fact a stoic. And then, just when
her anxiety about supper was beginning to make her chest hurt, her guests stood up to leave and Nazneen rushed
to open the door, feeling rude as she stood by it, waiting for them to go.
2
Dr. Azad was a small, precise man who, contrary to the Bengali custom, spoke at a level only one quarter of a
decibel above a whisper. Anyone who wished to hear what he was saying was obliged to lean in towards him, so
that all evening Chanu gave the appearance of hanging on his every word.
“Come,” said Dr. Azad, when Nazneen was hovering behind the table, ready to serve.
“Come and sit down with us.”
“My wife is very shy.” Chanu smiled and motioned with his head for her to be seated.
“This week I saw two of our young men in a very sorry state,” said the doctor. “I told them straight, ‘This is
your choice: stop drinking alcohol now; or by Eid your liver will be finished.’ Ten years ago this would be
unthinkable. Two in one week! But now our children are copying what they see here, going to the pub, to
nightclubs. Or drinking at home in their bedrooms, where their parents think they are perfectly safe. The problem
is our community is not properly educated about these things.”
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Dr. Azad drank a glass of water down in one long draft and poured himself another.
“I always drink two glasses before starting the meal.” He drank the second glass. “Good. Now I will not
overeat.”
“Eat! Eat!” said Chanu. “Water is good for cleansing the system, but food is also essential.”
He scooped up lamb and rice with his fingers and chewed. He put too much in his mouth at once, and he made
sloppy noises as he ate. When he could speak again, he said,
“I agree with you. Our community is not educated about this, and much else besides. But for my part, I don’t
plan to risk these things happening to my children. We will go back before they get spoiled.”
“This is another disease that afflicts us,” said the doctor. “I call it Going Home Syndrome. Do you know what
that means?” He addressed himself to Naineen.
She felt a heat on the back of her neck and formed words that did not leave her mouth.
“It is natural,” said Chanu. “These people are basically peasants and they miss the land. The pull of the land is
stronger even than the pull of blood.”
“And when they have saved enough they will get on an aeroplane and go?”
“They don’t ever really leave home. Their bodies are here but their hearts are back there. And anyway, look
how they live: just recreating the villages here.”
“But they will never save enough to go back.”
Dr. Azad helped himself to vegetables. His shirt was spotless white, and his collar and tie so high under his
chin that he seemed to be missing a neck. Nazneen saw an oily yellow stain on her husband’s shirt where he had
dripped food. Dr. Azad continued,
“Every year they think, just one more year. But whatever they save, it’s never enough.”
“We would not need very much,” said Nazneen.
Both men looked at her. She spoke to her plate.
“I mean, we could live very cheaply.”
The back of her neck burned. Chanu filled the silence with his laugh.
“My wife is just settling in here.” He coughed and shuffled in his chair. “The thing is, with the promotion
coming up, things are beginning to go well for me now: If I just get the promotion confirmed then many things
are possible.”
“I used to think all the time of going back,” said Dr. Azad. He spoke so quietly that Nazneen was forced to
look directly at him, because to catch all the words she had to follow his lips.
“Every year I thought, ‘Maybe this year.’ And I’d go for a visit, buy some more land, see relatives and friends,
and make up my mind to return for good. But something would always happen. A flood, a tornado that just missed
the building, a power cut, some mind-numbing piece of petty bureaucracy, bribes to be paid out to get anything
done. And I’d think, ‘Well, maybe not this year.’ And now, I don’t know. I just don’t know.”
*
Chanu cleared his throat.
“Of course, it’s not been announced yet. Other people have applied. But after my years of service … do you
know, in six years I have not been late on one single day! And only three sick days, even with the ulcer. Some of
my colleagues are very unhealthy, always going off sick with this or that. It’s not something I could bring to Mr.
Dalloway’s attention. Even so, I feel he ought to be aware of it.”
“I wish you luck,” said Dr. Azad.
“Then there’s the academic perspective. Within months I will be a fully fledged academic, with two degrees.
One from a British university. Bachelor of Arts degree. With honors.”
“I’m sure you have a good chance.”
“Did Mr. Dalloway tell you that?”
“Who’s that?”
“Mr. Dalloway.” The doctor shrugged his neat shoulders.
“My superior. Mr. Dalloway. He told you I have a good chance?”
“No.”
“He said I didn’t have a good chance?”
“He didn’t say anything at all. I don’t know the gentleman in question.”
“He’s one of your patients. His secretary made an appointment for him to see you about his shoulder sprain.
He’s a squash player. Very active man. Average build, I’d say. Red hair. Wears contact lenses—perhaps you test
his eyes as well.”
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“It’s possible he’s a patient. There are several thousand on the list for my practice.”
“What I should have told you straightaway—he has a harelip. Well, it’s been put right, reconstructive surgery
and all that, but you can always tell. That should put you on to him.”
The guest remained quiet. Nazneen heard Chanu suppress a belch. She wanted to go to him and stroke his
forehead. She wanted to get up from the table and walk out of the door and never see him again.
“He might be a patient. I do not know him.” It was nearly a whisper.
“No,” said Chanu. “I see.”
“But I wish you luck.”
“I am forty years old,” said Chanu. He spoke quietly, like the doctor, but with none of his assurance. “I have
been in this country for sixteen years. Nearly half my life.” He gave a dry-throated gargle. “When I came I was a
young man. I had ambitions. Big dreams. When I got off the aeroplane, I had my degree certificate in my suitcase
and a few pounds in my pocket. I thought there would be a red carpet laid out for me. I was going to join the civil
service and become Private Secretary to the Prime Minister.”
As he told his story, his voice grew.. It filled the room.
“That was my plan. And then I found things were a bit different. These people here didn’t know the difference
between me, who stepped off an aeroplane with a degree certificate, and the peasants who jumped off the boat
possessing only the lice on their heads. What can you do?”
He rolled a ball of rice and meat in his fingers and teased it around his plate.
"I did this and that. Whatever I could. So much hard work, so little reward. More or less it is true to say I have
been chasing wild buffaloes and eating my own rice. You know that saying? All the begging letters from home I
burned. And I made two promises to myself. I will be a success, come what may. That’s promise number one.
Number two, l will go back home. When I am a success. And I will honor these promises.”
Chanu, who had grown taller and taller in his chair, sank back down.
“Very good, very good,” said Dr. Azad. He checked his watch.
“The begging letters still come,” said Chanu. “From old servants, from the children of servants. Even from my
own family, although they are not in need. All they can think of is money; they think there is gold lying about in
the streets here and I am just hoarding it all in my palace. But I did not come here for money; was I starving in
Dhaka? I was not. Do they inquire about my diplomas?” He gestured to the wall, where various framed
certificates were displayed.
“They do not. What is more …”
He cleared his throat, although it was already clear. Dr. Azad looked at Nazneen and, without meaning to, she
returned his gaze so that she was caught in a complicity of looks, given and returned, which said something about
her husband that she ought not to be saying.
Chanu talked on. Dr. Azad finished the food on his plate while Chanu’s food grew cold. Nazneen picked at the
cauliflower curry.
*
The doctor declined with a waggle of the head either a further helping or any dessert. He sat with his hands
folded on the table while Chanu, his oration at an end, ate noisily and quickly: Twice more he checked his watch.
At half past nine Dr. Azad said,
“Well, Chanu. I thank you and your wife for a most pleasant evening and a delicious meal.”
Chanu protested that it was still early. The doctor was adamant.
“I always retire at ten-thirty and I always read for half an hour in bed before that.”
“We intellectuals must stick together,” said Chanu, and he walked with his guest to the door.
“If you take my advice, one intellectual to another, you will eat more slowly, chew more thoroughly, and take
only a small portion of meat. Otherwise I’ll see you back at the clinic again with another ulcer.”
“Just think,” said Chanu, “if I did not have the ulcer in the first place, then we would not have met and we
would not have had this dinner together.”
“Just think,” said the doctor.
He waved stiffly and disappeared behind the door.
*
The television was on. Chanu liked to keep it glowing in the evenings, like a fire in the corner of the room.
Sometimes he went over and stirred it by pressing the buttons so that the light flared and changed colors. Mostly
he ignored it.
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Nazneen held a pile of the last dirty dishes to take to the kitchen, but the screen held her. A man in a very tight
suit (so tight that it made his private parts stand out on display) and a woman in a skirt that did not even cover her
bottom gripped each other as an invisible force hurtled them across an oval arena. The people in the audience
clapped their hands together and then stopped. By some magic they all stopped at exactly the same time. The
couple broke apart. They fled from each other and no sooner had they fled than they sought each other out. Every
move they made was urgent, intense, a declaration. The woman raised one leg and rested her boot (Nazneen saw
the thin blade for the first time) on the other thigh, making a triangular flag of her legs, and spun around until she
would surely fall but didn’t. She did not slow down. She stopped dead and flung her arms above her head with a
look so triumphant that you knew she had conquered everything: her body, the laws of nature, and the heart of the
tight-suited man who slid over on his knees, vowing to lay down his life for her.
“What is this called?” said Nazneen. Chanu glanced at the screen.
“Ice skating,” he said, in English.
“Ice e-skating,” said Nazneen.
“Ice skating,” said Chanu.
“Ice e-skating.”
“No, no. No e. Ice skating. Try it again.”
Nazneen hesitated.
“Go on!”
“Ice es-kating,” she said, with deliberation. Chanu smiled.
“Don’t worry about it. It’s a common problem for Bengalis. Two consonants together causes a difficulty. I have
conquered this issue after a long time. But you are unlikely to need these words in any case.”
“I would like to learn some English,” said Nazneen. Chanu puffed his cheeks and spat the air out in a fuff.
“It will come. Don’t worry about it. Where’s the need anyway?” He looked at his book and Nazneen watched
the screen.
“He thinks he will get the promotion because he goes to the pub with the boss. He is so stupid he doesn’t even
realize there is any other way of getting promotion.”
Chanu was supposed to be studying. His books were open at the table. Every so often he looked in one, or
turned a page. Mostly, he talked.
Pub, pub, pub.
Nazneen turned the word over in her mind. Another drop of English that she knew. There were other English
words that Chanu sprinkled into his conversation, other things she could say to the tattoo lady. At this moment she
could not think of any.
“This Wilkie—I told you about him—he has one or maybe two O-levels. Every lunchtime he goes to the pub
and he comes back half an hour late. Today I saw him sitting in Mr. Dalloway’s office using the phone with his
feet up on the desk. The jackfruit is still on the tree but already he is oiling his mustache. No way is he going to
get promoted.”
Nazneen stared at the television. There was a close-up of the woman. She had sparkly bits around her eyes,
like tiny sequins glued to her face. Her hair was scraped back and tied on top of her head with plastic flowers. Her
chest pumped up and down as if her heart would shoot out and she smiled pure, gold joy.
She must be terrified, thought Nazneen, because such things cannot be held, and must be lost.
“No,” said Chanu. “I don’t have anything to fear from Wilkie. I have a degree from Dhaka University in
English literature. Can Wilkie quote from Chaucer or Dickens or Hardy?”
*
Nazneen, who feared her husband would begin one of his long quotations, stacked a final plate and went to the
kitchen. He liked to quote in English and then give her a translation, phrase by phrase. And when it was translated
it usually meant no more to her than it did in English, so that she did not know what to reply or even if a reply was
required.
She washed the dishes and rinsed them, and Chanu came and leaned against the ill-fitting cupboards and talked
some more.
“You see,” he said, a frequent opener although often she did not see, “it is the white underclass, like Wilkie,
who are most afraid of people like me. To him, and people like him, we are the only thing standing in the way of
them sliding totally to the bottom of the pile. As long as we are below them, then they are above something. If
they see us rise then they are resentful because we have left our proper place. That is why you get the
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phenomenon of the National Front. They can play on those fears to create racial tensions, and give these people a
superiority complex. The middle classes are more secure, and therefore more relaxed.”
He drummed his fingers against the Formica.
Nazneen took a tea towel and dried the plates. She wondered if the ice e-skating woman went home and
washed and wiped. It was difficult to imagine. But there were no servants here.\fn{ I.e., there was not the enormous
number of people who could economically survive on a servant’s wages given the British economy as was possible given the Bangladeshi
economy, nor was there consequently the relative absence of social stigma about being a servant in Britain, so rare, so professional, and so
confined to the aristocracy—and therefore so invisible to the great majority of the British public—had they become by the time Nazneen
and her husband are living in England: H} She would have to manage by herself

Chanu plowed on.
“Wilkie is not exactly underclass. He has a job, so technically I would say no, he is not. But that is the mindset.
This is what I am studying the subsection ‘Race, Ethnicity, and Identity.’ It is part of the sociology module. Of
course, when I have my Open University degree then nobody can question my credentials. Although Dhaka
University is one of the best in the world, these people here are by and large ignorant and know nothing of the
Brontes or Thackeray:”
Nazneen began to put things away: She needed to get to the cupboard that Chanu blocked with his body: He
didn’t move, although she waited in front of him. Eventually she left the pans on the stove, to be put away in the
morning.
*
“Ish,” said Chanu, breathing sharply: “Did you draw blood?”
He looked closely at his little toe. He wore only his pajama bottoms and sat on the bed. Nazneen knelt to the
side with a razor blade in her hand. It was time to cut her husband’s corns again. She sliced through the
semitranslucent skin, the buildup around the yellow core, and gathered the little dead bits in the palm of her hand.
“It’s OK,” he said, “but be careful, huh?”
Nazneen moved on to the other foot.
“I think it was a success this evening,” said Chanu when Nazneen got into bed next to him.
“Yes, I think so,” said Nazneen.
“He doesn’t know Dalloway, but that’s not important. He’s a good man, very respectable.”
“Respectable. Yes.”
“I think I am certain of the promotion in any case.”
“I am happy for you.”
“Shall we turn out the light?”
“I’ll do it.”
After a minute or two in the dark, when her eyes had adjusted and the snoring began, Nazneen turned on her
side and looked at her husband. She scrutinized his face, round as a ball, the blunt-cut thinning hair on top, and
the dense eyebrows that crawled across his brow. His mouth was open and she began to regulate her breathing so
that she inhaled as he did. When she got it wrong she could smell his breath.
She looked at him for a long time. It was not a handsome face. In the month before her marriage, when she
looked at his face in the photograph, she thought it ugly. Now she saw that it was not handsome, but it was kind.
His mouth, always on duty, always moving, was full-lipped and generous, without a hint of cruelty. His eyes,
small and beleaguered beneath those thick brows, were anxious or faraway, or both. Now that they were closed
she could see the way the skin puckered up across the lids and drooped down to meet the creases at the corners.
He shifted in his sleep and moved onto his stomach with his arms down by his side and his face squashed against
the pillow:
Nazneen got out of bed and crossed the hall. She caught hold of the bead curtain that hung between the kitchen
and the narrow hallway to stop it tinkling, and went to the fridge. She got out the Tupperware containers of rice
and fish and chicken and took a spoon from the drawer.
As she ate, standing beside the sink, she looked out at the moon, which hung above the dark flats checkered
with lights. It was large and white and untroubled. She thought about Hasina and tried to imagine what it would
be like to fall in love. Was she beginning to love Chanu, or just getting used to him?
She looked down into the courtyard. Two boys exchanged mock punches, feinting left and right. Cigarettes
burned in their mouths. She opened the window and leaned into the breeze.
The woman who fell, what terror came to her mind when she went down? What thoughts came? If she jumped,
what thoughts came? Would they be the same ones? In the end, did it matter whether she jumped or fell?
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Suddenly Nazneen was sure that she had jumped. A big jump, feet first and arms wide, eyes wide, silent all the
way down and her hair wild and loose, and a big smile on her face because with this single everlasting act she
defied everything and everyone.
Nazneen closed the window and rubbed her arms. Across the way the tattoo lady raised a can to her lips.
*
Life made its pattern around and beneath and through her. Nazneen cleaned and cooked and washed. She made
breakfast for Chanu and looked on as he ate, collected his pens and put them in his briefcase, watched him from
the window as he stepped like a bandleader across the courtyard to the bus stop on the far side of the estate. Then
she ate standing up at the sink and washed the dishes. She made the bed and tidied the flat, washed socks and
pants in the sink and larger items in the bath. In the afternoons she cooked and ate as she cooked, so that Chanu
began to wonder why she hardly touched her dinner and shrugged in a way that suggested that food was of no
concern to her.
And the days were tolerable, and the evenings were nothing to complain about. Sometimes she switched on the
television and flicked through the channels, looking for ice e-skating. For a whole week it was on every afternoon
while Nazneen sat cross-legged on the floor. While she sat, she was no longer a collection of the hopes, random
thoughts, petty anxieties, and selfish wants that made her, but was whole and pure. The old Nazneen was
sublimated and the new Nazneen was filled with white light, glory:
But when it ende, and she switched off the television, the old Nazneen returned. For a while it was a worse
Nazneen than before, because she hated the socks as she rubbed them with soap, and dropped the pottery tiger and
elephant as she dusted them and was disappointed when they did not break. She was glad when the ice e-skating
came no more.
She began to pray five times each day, rolling out her prayer mat in the sitting room to face east. She was
pleased with the order it gave to her day; and Chanu said it was a good thing.
“But remember,” he said, and coughed away a little imaginary phlegm, “rubbing ashes on your face doesn’t
make you a saint. God sees what is in your heart.”
And Nazneen hoped it was true, because Chanu never to her knowledge prayed, and of all the books that he
held in his hand she had never once seen him with the Holy Qur’an.
He took down his framed certificates and explained them to her.
“This one is from the Centre for Meditation and Healing in Victoria Street. Basically it is a qualification in
transcendental philosophy.
“Here’s the one from Writers’ Bureau, a correspondence course. I applied for some jobs as a journalist after
that. And I wrote some short stories as well. I have a letter from the Bexleyheath Advertiser somewhere. I’ll look
it out for you. It says, ‘We were most interested in your story, A Prince Among Peasants, but unfortunately it is
not suitable for our publication. Thank you for your interest in the Bexleyheath Advertiser.’ It was a nice letter, I
kept it somewhere.
“Now this is not actually a certificate as such. It’s from Morley College evening classes on nineteenth-century
economic thought, and it’s just directions to the school, but that’s all they gave out. No certificates.
“Here’s my mathematics A-level. That was a struggle.
“This is cycling proficiency, and this is my acceptance letter for the IT communications course—I only
managed to get to a couple of classes.”
*
He talked and she listened. Often she had the feeling that he was not talking to her; or rather that she was only
part of a larger audience for whom the speech was meant. He smiled at her but his eyes were always searching, as
if she were a face in the crowd singled out for only a moment. He was loud, he talked, he joked, and he sang or
hummed. Sometimes he read a book and sang at the same time. Or he read, watched television, and talked.
Only his eyes were unhappy.
What are we doing here, they said, what are we doing on this round, jolly face?
It was when he talked about promotion that Chanu grew serious.
“This Mrs. Thatcher is making more cuts. Spending cuts, spending cuts, that’s all we hear. The council is being
squeezed dry. Now we have to pay if we want biscuits with our tea. It’s ridiculous. And it could affect my
promotion.”
And then he was silent for a while, and Nazneen began to include the promotion in her prayers, although it
came below her prayer for another letter from Hasina.
*
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Once or twice she went out. She asked Chanu for a new sari. They looked in the shop windows on Bethnal
Green Road.
“The pink with yellow is very nice,” she said. “Do you think so?”
“Let me think,” said Chanu. He closed his eyes.
Nazneen looked up at the gray towers, the blown-by, forgotten strands of sky between them. She watched the
traffic. There were more cars than people out here, a roaring metal army tearing up the town. A huge lorry blocked
her line of vision, petrol on her tongue, engines in her ears. The people who passed walked quickly, looking ahead
at nothing or looking down at the pavement to negotiate puddles, litter, and excrement.
The white women wore clinging trousers, like tights with the feet cut out. They pushed prams and their mouths
worked furiously: Their children screeched at them and they screeched back. A pair went by who were differently
dressed, in short dark skirts with matching jackets. Their shoulders were padded up and out. They could have
balanced a bucket on each side and not spilled a drop of water. They saw her looking and whispered together.
They walked and laughed, and looked at her over their puffy shoulders.
“According to Hume,” said Chanu, “aaah, ahem.”
He prepared himself. He spoke in English at some length, then screwed up his face.
“It’s not easy to translate. Let me try. ‘The objects of human reason or inquiry may naturally be divided into
two kinds, that is, Relations of Ideas, and Matters of Fact.’ Yes, I think that is a reasonable translation. He gives
some examples from geometry and arithmetic of the first kind, meaning Relations of Ideas. ‘That three times five
is equal to the half of thirty.’ Do you follow? ‘Though there never was a circle or triangle in nature the truths
demonstrated by Euclid would forever retain their certainty and evidence.’ Are you with me? Don’t worry about
the circle and triangle. They are from his other examples.
“Don’t be anxious, I am getting to the point shortly. ‘Matters of Fact, which are the second objects of human
reason, are not ascertained in the same manner; nor is our evidence of their truth, however great, of a like nature.’
This he illustrates, to my mind, brilliantly. ‘That the sun will not rise tomorrow is no less intelligible a proposition
and implies no more contradiction than the affirmation that it will rise.’
“Do you see? Two proper objects of human inquiry, and you ask me if the pink and yellow is nice? What shall
I say? I can say that it is nice or not nice, and how could I be wrong?”
He stopped and smiled at Nazneen. She saw that he was waiting for a reply.
“I think it is nice, but I don’t mind.”
He laughed and went inside the shop. He returned with the length of fabric.
“Foundations of Modern Philosophy. It’s a very interesting module. Here is your sari.”
That night, as she lay awake next to her snoring husband, Nazneen wondered what kind of job it was that he
had where the rising of the sun or the failure of the sun to rise could be a topic for serious discussion. If these
were the things he had to learn to advance himself, what could he be doing?
He worked for the local council. This much she understood. But whenever she asked what he did he gave such
a long reply that she got lost in it and although she understood the words, they got together in such a way that
their meaning became unclear, or she became confused by them. She remembered Chanu’s words about the sun
and wondered what he meant. If the sun did not rise tomorrow, that would be beyond everyone’s understanding
but God’s. And to say that it will not rise and then that it will is definitely a contradiction.
As sure as when I say the bed is too soft and toss and turn all night because of it, and Chanu says it is not too
soft and falls asleep immediately. But then both of us can be right in our own way about the bed, but not about the
sun. Either way, what is the point in lying awake and thinking about it? Let me sleep, let me sleep, let me sleep.
And she drifted off to where she wanted to be, in Gouripur, tracing letters in the dirt with a stick while Hasina
danced around her on six-year-old feet. In Gouripur, in her dreams, she was always a girl and Hasina was always
six. Amma scolded and cuddled, and smelled as sweet as the skin on the milk when it had been boiled all day with
sugar. Abba sat on the choki, sang and clapped. He called out to them and took them on his lap, and sent them
away with a rough kiss on the cheek. Then they walked around the lake to watch the fishermen pulling in great
nets of silver fish, and saw the muscles knot on their arms and legs and chests.
When she woke she thought, I know what I would wish, but by now she knew that where she wanted to go was
not a different place but a different time.
She was free to wish it but it would never be.
*
She did not often go out.
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“Why should you go out?” said Chanu. "If you go out, ten people will say, ‘I saw her walking on the street.’
And I will look like a fool. Personally, I don’t mind if you go out, but these people are so ignorant. What can you
do?”
She never said anything to this.
“Besides, I get everything for you that you need from the shops. Anything you want, you only have to ask.”
She never said anything to this.
“I don’t stop you from doing anything. I am westernized now: it is lucky for you that you married an educated
man. That was a stroke of luck.”
She carried on with her chores.
“And anyway, if you were in Bangladesh you would not go out. Coming here you are not missing anything,
only broadening your horizons.”
She razored away the dead flesh around his corns. She did not let the razor slip.
*
The days passed more easily now than at first. It was just a matter of waiting, as Amma always said. She had
waited and now they passed more easily. If it wasn’t for worrying about Hasina, she could call herself calm.
Just wait and see, that’s all we can do.
How often she had heard those words. Amma always wiped away her tears with those words. When the harvest
was poor, when her own mother was taken ill, when floods threatened, when Abba disappeared and stayed away
for days at a time. She cried because crying was called for, but she accepted it, whatever it was.
“Such a saint,” Abba said.
And then she died, and in dying proved life unpredictable and beyond control.
Mumtaz found her leaning low over the sacks of rice in the store hut, staked through the heart by a spear.
“She had fallen,” said Mumtaz, “and the spear was the only thing holding her up. It looked. It looked as if she
was still falling.” At the funeral, Mumtaz said,
“Your mother was wearing her best sari. I think that’s nice, don't you?”
After a mourning period, Abba took another wife. She appeared suddenly out of nowhere and Abba said,
“This is your new mother.”
Four weeks later, just as suddenly, she went. She was never mentioned again.
“Your mother was wearing her best sari,” said Mumtaz. “It’s strange. It wasn’t a special day after all.”
She never spoke to Abba after that, not that Nazneen saw. She always kept back the choicest bits of meat for
Nazneen and Hasina. She kissed them all the time, even though they were fourteen and twelve. And she talked
about Amma, over and over, as if you could change something by talking about it.
“I don’t know why those spears were in the store, and wedged like that. So dangerous.”
Hasina always ran off when she started, but Nazneen just stayed and listened.
*
Razia moved to Rosemead block, two floors beneath the tattoo lady. Staying on the estate did not count as
going out. Nazneen, on the short journey over from Seasalter House, began to strike up acquaintances. She
nodded to the apoplectic man in undershirt and shorts who flung open his door every time she passed it in the
harshly lit corridor. She smiled at the Bengali girls who chattered about boys at top volume on the stairs but fell
silent as she passed.
Razia introduced her to other Bengali wives on the estate. Sometimes they would call and drink tea with her.
She enjoyed the company, although most times she did not mention it to Chanu.
She did not look at the group of young Bengali men who stood in the bottom of the stairwell, combing their
hair and smoking or making loud, sudden hoots so that their voices bounded around the concrete shell of the
building and rained down on her like firecrackers. In the summer evenings they stood outside next to the big
metal bins and played with the iron shutters that should have kept the bins out of sight. They rattled them up and
down or kicked against them, and appeared to find pleasure in these simple activities.
Nazneen did not look directly at them, but they were respectful as she passed, standing aside and extending
salaam.
She enjoyed seeing Razia the most. Razia always had stories to tell. She was a mimic, a big bony clown. And
there was no harm in her. She looked funny and she looked at you funny too, but really she was kindhearted. It
took Nazneen’s mind off Hasina when she went to visit Razia. The last letter she got from Hasina had been nearly
six months ago. It was short and it was written in a scrawl, not her usual neat hand.
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My sister I have your letter.
It mean so much to me know you are well and husband also. Love is grow between you. I feel it. And you are good
wife. I maybe not good wife but is how I try for always. Only it very hard sometime.
Husband is do very well at his work. He have already promotion. He is good man and very patient. Sometime I
make him lose patience without I mean to. He comes soon to home and I getting ready for him now.
God bless you. Hasina

Nazneen had written three more times, but nothing came back.
“It’s the postal system,” Chanu told her. “Maybe she doesn’t get your letters either.”
It was beginning to eat [at] her. Razia was a good distraction.
“You know the one—with the big puffed-up fringe that goes over to the side like this.” Razia made a dramatic
sweeping gesture across her forehead with her big-knuckled hand.
“He hangs around the staircase on your block, even though he’s supposed to be at college.”
She broke off to cuff Tariq around the back of the head for pulling his sister’s hair, then cuffed at Shefali for
trying to grab her teacup. The children ran off to console each other.
“His father saw him in a pub with a white girl. He was just walking down the street and there they were in the
window, drinking and everything in full view: You’ll recognize the boy next time you see him. He has two black
eyes.:
“These kids!” said Nazneen.
Razia smiled and looked sideways at her through narrowed eyes. Nazneen felt her neck get warm. The boys
were probably her age, maybe a year or two younger.
“Well, Jorina’s boy is in trouble. I heard that he drinks alcohol every day, even for breakfast. He can’t get out
of bed unless he has a drink first, and then he’s good for nothing.” Razia shivered her large bony shoulders.
“It makes me fear for my own children.”
“But Jorina goes out to work, and you are at home. Anyway, Tariq and Shefali are so well behaved. And only
very small.”
“Yes, but growing so fast. Did you see Tariq’s trousers, up around his ankles?”
“Jorina has a daughter as well, I think.”
“Aaah,” said Razia.
Her eyes lit up. She crossed one ankle over the other, both legs sticking straight out in front of her on the floor.
She adjusted the folds of her sari. The folds were never right: too bunched, too loose, too far to the side, too low
or too high. Razia would look better in overalls. Overalls would match her big shoes.
“She does have a daughter. You met her. She was here one day when you came. She had her school uniform on
—maroon sweater and gray skirt. You remember? But she won’t be coming anymore. They have sent her back.”
“To be married?”
“Of course, to be married and to live in the village.”
“They took her out of school?”
“She is sixteen. She begged them to let her stay and take her exams …”
Razia went quiet and knocked her shoes together.
“Anyway,” she said briskly, “the son has gone bad, and they wanted to save the daughter. So there it is. Now
she can’t run off for a love marriage.”
Nazneen put her hand on the radiator. It was off although there were icy patterns on the window. The room was
almost square, like her own sitting room, with a door to the hallway and another to the bathroom. Half the space
was filled with children’s paraphernalia: plastic toys, colonies of dismembered dolls, a small and rusting bike, a
high chair folded against the wall, two neat piles of children’s clothes, an array of footballs in various states of
deflation, a child-size wooden table covered in crayon scribbles. A twin-size bed stood against one wall, and the
other furniture crowded together beneath the window, so that the arms of the chairs and sofa touched one another.
Tariq slept in the twin bed, and Shefali still slept with her parents. There was space to grow.
Three point five people to one room. That’s a council statistic, Chanu had told Nazneen. All crammed together.
They can’t stop having children, or they bring over all their relatives and pack them in like little fish in a tin. It’s a
Tower Hamlets official statistic: three point five Bangladeshis to one room.
”The heating’s broken. My husband called the council but no one has come.” Razia shrugged and pointed to a
two-bar electric heater in the corner.
“That’s it, for now.”
*
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“My sister made a love marriage.” Nazneen looked at the lacy frost on the glass.
“Wait,” said Razia. She got to her feet. “Let me check on the children. I want to hear everything. So when I
come back, you can start at the beginning.”
Nazneen told her everything. About Hasina and her heart-shaped face, her pomegranate-pink lips and liquid
eyes. How everyone stared at her, women and men and children, even when Hasina was only six years old.
And how the older women began to say, even before she turned eleven, that such beauty could have no earthly
purpose but trouble.
Amma would cry, and say it was no fault of hers.
Abba looked grim, and said that was certainly true, which made her cry harder.
And, all in all, it was a fact that being beautiful brought hardship, though nobody would think it, and it was
sheer good luck that the marriage turned out all right.
“Her husband has a first-class job with the railway company.”
“Any children?”
Nazneen hesitated. Perhaps there was a baby. That was why Hasina was too busy to write. She might have sent
another letter saying she was expecting, and the letter got lost and then she didn’t have time to write again.
“Perhaps. Yes, that’s possible,” she said, and wanted to add something more but did not.
Razia was not really listening. She sighed.
“It’s so romantic.” She stiffened her back, then pretended to rummage in the sleeve of her cardigan and blow
her nose.
“But when I was a young girl,” she said, making her voice hard and pumping out the words like darts from a
blowpipe, “we didn’t have any of this nonsense. I only left our family compound with my mother and we rode in
a palanquin. Four bearers carried us to the house of my mother’s father. And it was a journey of six hours. If one
of them had dared lift the curtain and catch a glimpse, that man …”
Razia made a strangled screech and slashed a finger across her throat. Nazneen laughed.
“But poor Mrs. Islam. We shouldn’t make fun.”
“Poor Mrs. Islam, nothing,” said Razia, dabbing her eyes. “So romantic.”
She got up because her daughter was calling from the bedroom.
“But Shefali will make a love marriage over my dead body.”
*
Regular prayer, regular housework, regular visits with Razia. She told her mind to be still. She told her heart,
Do not beat with fear; do not beat with desire.
Sometimes she managed it, when she stopped thinking of her sister. If she wanted something, she asked her
husband. But she deferred to him. Like this:
“The bed is so soft. Does it make your back ache?”
“No.”
“It is not too soft for you?”
“No.”
“Good.”
“I am making a sketch.”
“Let me see. What is it?”
“A plan for the house I will build in Dhaka. What do you think of it?”
“What shall I say? I am only a girl from the village and I know nothing of big houses.”
“Do you think it is too grand?”
“I don’t know anything about houses, or beds.”
“What about the bed? Is it too soft for you?”
“It does not matter.”
“Tell me if it makes your back hurt.”
“It does not matter.”
“Can’t you tell me anything?”
“I don’t mind. I can sleep on the floor.”
“Now you are being ridiculous.”
“I’ll get a bedroll. That is what we village girls are used to. Of course, when our child is born, he will sleep on
the floor with his mother.”
“What? Are you …?”
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“…”
“You are?”
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you say?”
“I am saying.”
“It’s definite?”
“I went to see Dr. Azad. Mrs. Islam took me.”
“Hah. Hah. Good. Hah.”
“I will put the bedroll in the sitting room. There isn’t space for it in the bedroom.”
“Nonsense. What are you talking about, bedroll? I’ll get a new mattress. I’ll fill it with bricks if you like.”
“Well. I don’t need anything. If you want to get it, I don’t mind.”
“It’s settled then. What about a pond here—I’ll just draw it in. And a guest bungalow in the grounds.”
He licked the end of his pencil and drew.
“Now I have to get the promotion; they can’t keep delaying. I will tell them, I will tell Mr. Dalloway, ‘Look
here, I am about to have a son. I am going to be a father. Give me a proper job, fit for a real man, a father.’ And if
he does not do it, I will tell him to go to hell.” …
178.1 Excerpt from A Golden Age\fn{by Tahmima Anam (1975- )}Dhaka, Bangladesh (F) 20
1
Dear Husband,
I lost our children today.

Outside the courthouse Rehana bought two kites, one red and one blue, from Khan Brothers Variety Store and
Confectioners. The man behind the counter wrapped them up in brown paper and jute ribbon. Rehana tucked the
packets under her arm and hailed a rickshaw. As she was climbing in, she saw the lawyer running towards her.
“Mrs. Haque, I am very sorry.”
He sounded sincere. Rehana couldn’t bring herself to say it was all right.
“You must find some money. That is the only way. Find some money, and then we will try again. These
bastards don’t move without a little grease.”
Money. Rehana stepped into the rickshaw and lifted the hood over her head.
“Dhanmondi,” she said, her voice in a thin quiver. “Road Number 5.”
*
When she got home, the children were sitting together on the sofa with their knees lined up. Maya’s feet
hovered above the floor. Sohail was looking down at his palms and counting the very small lines. He saw Rehana
and smiled but did not rise from his chair, or call out, as Maya did:
“Ammoo! Why were you so long?”
Rehana had decided it would not be wise to cry in front of the children, so she had done her crying in the
rickshaw, in sobs that caused her to hold on to the narrow frame of the seat and open her mouth in a loud, wailing
O. The rickshaw-puller had turned around and asked, as if he was genuinely concerned, whether she would like to
stop for a glass of water. Rehana had never tasted roadside water. She refused him mutely, wondering if he had
children, a thought that made her lean her head against the side of the rickshaw hood and knock repeatedly in time
to the bumps on the road. Now, confronted with the sight of them, she fought the pinch in her jaw and the acrid
taste that flooded her mouth. She fought the fierce stinging of her eyes, the closing of her throat. She fought all of
these as she handed them the wrapped-up, triangular packets.
“Thank you, Ammoo jaan,” Maya said, ripping into hers. Sohail did not open his. He rested it on his lap and
stroked the brown paper.
“You are going to live with Faiz Chacha,” Rehana said evenly. “In Lahore.”
“Lahore!” Maya said.
“I’m so sorry,” Rehana said to her son.
“When will we come back?”
“Soon, I promise.” Pray to God, she wanted to say. “They are coming for you on Thursday.”
“I don’t want to.” Rehana bit down on her tongue.
“You have to go,” she said. “Go and be brave. You can fly your kite, beta, and I will see it, all the way from
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Lahore. It’s a special kite. You have to be very good. Very good and very brave. Only the bravest children get
windy days. And one day it will be so windy you will fly all the way back to me. You don’t believe me? Wait and
see.”
*
Dear Husband,
Our children are no longer our children.

How would she begin to tell him?
She got back into the rickshaw with the children.
“Azimpur Koborstan,” she said.
The graveyard was dotted with dusk mourners. They tossed flowers on the wet pelts of grass that grew over
their loved ones. In the next row a man wIth a white cap cried into his hands. Beside him, an old woman clutched
a spray of bokul. Rehana held the round palms of her children.
“Say goodbye to your father,” she said, pointing to Iqbal’s grave. Sohail raised his fingers to his face.
“La-ill’ahah. Ill’allah.”
“Maya, you too.”
My children are no longer my children.

The judge said Rehana had not properly coped with the death of her husband. She was too young to take care
of the children on her own. She had not taught them the proper lessons about Jannat and the afterlife.
Maya chased a butterfly into the next row. Rehana seized her elbow.
“Say goodbye to your father.”
“Goodbye, Abboo,” Maya said, her eyes liquid, moving with the butterfly;
*
“Mrs. Haque,” the judge had asked, “what would your husband want?”
He would want them to be safe, she had said. Yes, he would want them to be safe. Faiz had said,
“It’s not safe here, milord.\fn{The Bangladesh legal system was set up by the British during their administration of India, when
that country and the Indian State of West Bengal were one province (Bengal), and it and India [and, here, West Pakistan (now Pakistan)],
Ceylon (now Sri Lankh), and (briefly) Burma (now Myanmar), were part of a single political entity, British India. Among the trappings of
that system which have been retained is the customary address to the presiding officer in the courts, “my lord,” still used in Britain, and
probably all these South Asia former British colonies } Martial law, strikes, people on the streets—not safe. That is why my

wife and I want to take the children to Lahore.”
Lahore, the garden city with new roads and perfect buildings. It was a thousand miles away on the other side of
India. Faiz was her husband’s elder brother. He was a barrister, and very rich. His wife was tall, pouty-lipped and
barren. She looked hungrily at the children.
Faiz had never liked Rehana. It had something to do with Iqbal’s devotion to her. Leaving her slippers outside
the bathroom door when she went to bathe. Pressing her feet with olive oil. Speaking only in gentle tones.
Everyone noticed; Faiz would say, Brother, you are spoiling your wife, and Mrs. Chowdhury, who lived opposite
their house in Dhanmondi, would sigh and declare, Your husband is a saint.
Faiz told the judge about Cleopatra. Rehana had taken the children to see Cleopatra. Was Cleopatra a suitable
film for young children? She saw the judge picturing Elizabeth Taylor’s breasts.
And then Faiz told the story about the coin. That eight years ago Iqbal had been presented with a proposal of
marriage to one Rehana Ali of Calcutta, a young woman from an aristocratic family whose father had lost an
immense fortune to bad counsel and even worse luck. Iqbal was already thirty-six; he had a successful insurance
business—why not marry? Why not indeed. He had tossed a coin, glanced quickly at the result and gone to sleep.
The next morning he sent a message to say he agreed.
Rehana had never believed this story, because Iqbal was not the type to gamble. He was an insurance man; he
dealt in security. The avoidance of accident. The sidestepping of consequence. Perhaps he had been different
before he married. Perhaps that was why Faiz was upset. His brother was no longer his brother.
She should have burned some chillies and circled them over his head. Or slaughtered a goat, at the very least.
But she hadn’t done either, and so he had died, sinking to his knees in front of the house one January day, his
walking stick rolling into the gutter, his hand over his waistcoat searching for the pocket watch, as though he
wanted to record the hour of his leaving her.
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“Maf kar do,” he whispered to her. Forgive me.
And there she was, a widow, nothing to recommend her, no family near by. Her parents were dead; her three
sisters lived in Karachi.\fn{The great seaport city of Pakistan, and former national capital } That was when Faiz and Parveen
had offered to take the children. Rehana could see them during the holidays.
“Just for a few years,” Parveen said. “Give you time to recover.”
As though it were an illness, something curable, like what was happening to the country. When Rehana
refused, Faiz and Parveen had taken the matter to court.
“Milord,” Faiz said to the judge, “Mrs. Haque is distressed; she needs her rest. We are thinking only of the
children.”
She had married a man she had not expected to love; loved a man she had not expected to lose, lived a life of
moderation, a life of few surprises. She had asked her father to find her a husband with little ambition. Someone
whose fortunes had nowhere to go.
*
It was getting dark; the gravestone shadows lapped at their feet.
“Ammoo, I’m hungry,” Maya said.
Rehana had thought to bring a packet of glucose biscuits.
“Here,” she said, peeling away the pink wrapper. Sohail stood statue-still and stared into his father’s grave.
“Let’s go home,” he said.
“Just a few minutes.” She hadn’t finished explaining it to Iqbal. “Why don’t you see if you can get those kites
up?”
The children drifted to an empty field at the edge of the graveyard, unwinding the spools of thread attached to
their kites. Rehana began again.
*
Dear Husband,
I have given up the only thing you left me. When the judge asked me if I knew for certain whether I would be able
to care for them, I could not bring myself to say yes. I was mute, and in my silence he saw my hesitation. That is why
he gave them away; It was me; my fault. No other’s. I don’t blame your brother for wanting them. Who would not want
them? They are the spitting image of you.

*
After the verdict, in that hot room with the dust-furred ceiling fans, the black shine of velvet benches, the
tattered grsy wig of the judge, she had fallen to her knees. She had not been able to convince anyone that even
though she was poor, and friendless in this town and the only thing left to her was a wild, untamed plot of land so
recently reclaimed from the paddy she had to burn the insects that marched on to her small bungalow porch every
morning when she woke to pray, she could still be a mother to her children. She had not explained to the children
where exactly their father had gone, and she had let them stay home from school, and she had taken them to watch
Cleopatra, but she could still be their mother; she would find a way to overcome her grief, her poverty, her youth;
she would find a way to love them all alone. But no one had believed her, and in a few weeks they would travel
across the continent, and she didn’t know when she would ever see them again.
*
Faiz and Parveen took the children to Lahore a few days later on Pakistan International Airlines Flight 010.
Rehana watched them leave from an airport window made foggy by hair oil and goodbye fingerprints. She waved
a small wave, wondering when the world would stop ending. Maya and Sohail, their kites tucked under their
arms, fastened their seatbelts and sailed gracefully into the sky, crossing the flooded delta below.
The next day Parveen called to say they had arrived safely, but Rehana could hear very little aside from the
crackle of the long-distance line, and the cultivated, genteel laugh that conveyed both confidence and an awkward
regret.
*
In the days that followed, people came to see her: Iqbal’s business acquaintances; old men claiming to be
friends of her father; distant relatives with wagging, so-sorry tongues; her gin-rummy friends from the Dhaka
Gymkhana Club; even the lawyer. Grief tourists, Rehana thought, and pretended not to hear them scratching at the
door.
All but Mrs Chowdhury, who came dragging a sad, tearful daughter. She held Rehana in the rolling fat of her
arms and scolded her daughter for sulking.
“Silvi, it’s not the end of the world. They’ll be back.” And then she turned to Rehana.
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“At least you had a few good years. My bastard husband left me when I couldn’t give him a son. Took one
look at this one, and I never saw him again.”
Rehana sat immobile, staring into the garden. Mrs. Chowdhury finally said,
“We should let the poor girl rest.” Silvi idled behind the kitchen door.
“Nine years old!” Mrs. Chowdhury cried out. “Too old to sulk, too young to be heartbroken. What, you think
no boy will ever ask to marry you again?”
“Let her stay,” Rehana said; “we can eat together.” She tried to imagine what she might feed the child. She
hadn’t been shopping. There was just a weak, watery dal and some bitter gourd.
“You said we would see Roman Holiday.”
“Next time, Silvi, OK?”
“If they ever come back. OK.”
She left. Rehana didn’t see her to the door.
*
Rehana watched the days go by. She began letters to Sohail and Maya:
The mangoes will be perfect this year. It has been hot and raining at all the right times. I can already smell the tree.

She threw that one away. She also threw away the one that began:
My dearest children, how I miss you.

She wrote cheerful, newsy letters. The children should not be confused. They should know these important
facts: She was going to get them back soon. The world was still a generally friendly place. Silvi had not forgotten
them. The neighbourhood was exactly as it had always been.
Her memories of the children were scrambled and vague. The more she clutched at them, the more distant they
became. She tried to stick to facts: Maya’s favourite colour is blue, Sohail’s is red. Sohail has a small scar on his
chin, just below the ridge. She had teased him and said, “This is a scar only your wife will see, because she will
stand just beneath you and look up,” and he had said, very seriously, “What if she is a very tall girl?”
Her son had a sense of humour. No, he was completely unfunny; He barely ever smiled. Which was it?
She took comfort in telling them apart. She remembered which was the loud, demanding child, which the
quiet, watchful one. The one who sang to birds to see if they would sing back. The one whose fingernails she had
to check, because she liked the taste of mud. The one who caught chills, whether the day was cold or fiercely hot.
The one who sucked red juice from the tiny flowers of the ixora bush. The one who spoke; the one who wouldn’t;
the one who loved Clark Gable; the one who loved Dilip Kumar, and stray dogs, and crows that landed on the gate
with sharp, clicking talons, and milk-rice, and Baby Ice-cream.
And she couldn’t get off her mind all the times Iqbal had fretted over them, making them wear sweaters when
it wasn’t even cold, having the doctor visit every month to put his ear to their little chests, holding hands on busy
roads and empty roads—just in case, just in case, just in case. And then there was that train journey that they
almost didn’t take.
It was Maya’s fourth birthday; and Iqbal’s new Vauxhall had just arrived from England. It was on a special
consignment of fifty cars brought to Dhaka from the Vauxhall factory in Wandsworth, London, in 1957. Iqbal had
seen an advertisement that told him about the smart new car with the restyled radiator and the winding handles.
There was a photograph. He fell in love with the car: the smooth curves, the side-view mirrors that jutted out of
the frame. He imagined driving it into their garage, a big ribbon tied around the top, the horn blaring. But when it
arrived, he was too nervous to drive the car and decided to leave it in the hands of a driver he hired for the
purpose, an ex-employee of the British Consul-General who had driven His Excellency’s Rolls-Royce and was an
expert behind the wheel. His name was Kamal. It was Kamal who was driving the Vauxhall the day Maya waved
to her father from the window of the Tejgaon-Phulbaria rail carriage.
As a special birthday treat for Maya, they had decided to take a train ride between a new station on the fringes
of the city and Phulbaria Central; tracks had just been opened, and it was now a short trip from the brightly
painted station built by a hopeful government to the crumbling colonial building that housed the old carriages of
the Raj. It was to be their very first train ride.
On the appointed day Rehana made kabab rolls and Iqbal counted clouds, hoping to declare an incoming storm
and cancel the whole affair. But there was only a cool October breeze and a scattering of lacy, translucent threads
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in the sky. Kamal started the car and opened the doors for them. Iqbal instructed everyone to sit in the back. Maya
entered first, in her birthday dress, which Rehana had sewn of pale blue satin. There was a netted petticoat, which
made the dress puff out at an unlikely angle. Blue ribbons were fastened to her hair, and she had managed to
convince Rehana to dab her mouth with the lightest frost of pink lipstick; this she attempted to safeguard by
keeping her lips held in a stiff pout.
Rehana settled into the car, balancing the food on her lap, and motioned for Iqbal and Sohail to hurry up. But
they were having some sort of argument outside.
“Abboo, there’s no space at the back.”
“You can’t sit in front, it’s too dangerous.”
“Oof, Abboo, I’m riot a baby any more!” Sohail stomped a foot on the ground.
“Accidents can happen, doesn’t matter if you are big boy or small. Accident doesn’t discriminate.” Rehana
rolled down the window.
“Sohail, do as your abboo says.”
In the end Sohail piled sullenly into the car, with Iqbal following. It was tight, with all four of them in the
back. Maya’s dress swelled out in front of her like a small blue high-tide. Iqbal’s white sharkskin suit was getting
crumpled. Really, Rehana thought, he should have just let the poor boy sit in front with the driver. It was so hot.
She rolled down the window defiantly and motioned for Sohail to do the same on his side. Maya’s ribbons lapped
gently in the breeze.
By the time they had reached Tejgaon, Iqbal had begun to worry about the journey again. If they were stuck on
the train, how would anyone know? What if Kamal was late in arriving at the station? He mentally calculated the
odds of this happening. As Kamal drove them up to the Tejgaon Station, he had an idea.
“Rehana, you go with the children. I have decided to stay.”
“What’s that?”
“I will stay in the car with Kamal. We’ll drive beside the train. That way, if anything happens, you can just
leave the train and ride in the car.” Ingenious!
So that is what they did. She remembered it clearly: the man in the car, his family on the train, the train
carriage on the new rail line and the new foreign car on the adjacent road, the taste of kabab rolls and lemonade
lingering lazily on their tongues, and her husband, beaming to himself, satisfied at last that no harm would come
to his family, because he, Iqbal, had made absolutely sure.
2
Every year, Rehana held a party at Road 5 to mark the day she had returned to Dhaka with the children. She
saved her meat rations and made biryani. She rented chairs and called the jilapi-wallah to fry the hot, looping
sweets in the garden. There was a red-and-yellow tent in case of rain, lemonade in case of heat, cucumber salad,
spicy yoghurt. The guests were always the same: her neighbour Mrs. Chowdhury and her daughter Silvi; her
tenants, the Senguptas, and their son, Mithun; and Mrs. Rahman and Mrs. Akram, better known as the gin-rummy
ladies.
So, on the first morning of March, as on the first morning of every March for a decade, Rehana rose before
dawn and slipped into the garden. She shivered a little and rubbed her elbows as she made her way across the
lawn. Winter still lingered on the leaves and in the wisps of fog that rolled over the delta and hung low over the
bungalow.
She dipped her fingers into the rosebush, heavy. with dew, and plucked a flower. She held it in her hand as she
wandered through the rest of the garden, ducking between the wall-hugging jasmine and the hibiscus, crossing the
tiny vegetable patch that was giving them the last of the season’s cauliflower, zigzagging past the mango tree, the
lemon tree, the shouting-green banana tree.
She looked up at the building that would slowly, over the course of the day, cast a long shadow over her little
bungalow. Shona. She could still hear Mrs. Chowdhury telling her to build the new house at the back of her
property:
“Such a big plot,” she’d said, peering out of the window; “you can’t even see the boundary it’s so far away;
You don’t need all that space.”
“Should I sell it?” Mrs. Chowdhury snapped her tongue.
“Na, don’t sell it.”
“Then what?”
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“Build another house.”
“What would I do with another house?”
“Rent, my dear. Rent it out.”
Now there were two gates, two driveways, two houses. The new driveway was a narrow passage that opened
into the back of Rehana’s plot. On the plot stood the house she had built to save her children. It towered above the
bungalow, its two whitewashed storeys overlooking the smaller house. Like the bungalow, it had been built with
its back to the sun. The house was nearly ten years old now, and a little faded. Ten monsoons had softened its
edges and drawn meandering, old-age seams into the walls. But every day, as Rehana woke for the dawn Azaan,
or when she went to put the washing in the garden, or when, after bathing, she fanned out her long hair on the
back of a veranda chair, Rehana looked at the house with pride and a little ache. It was there to remind her of what
she had lost, and what she had won. And how much the victory had cost. That is why she had named it Shona,
gold. It wasn’t just because of what it had taken to build the house, but for all the precious things she wanted
never to lose again.
Rehana turned back to the bungalow and entered the drawing room. She ran her palm across the flat fur of the
velvet sofa, the dimpled wood of the dining table. The scratched, loved, faded whitewash of the veranda wall.
She unfurled her prayer mat, pointed it westwards and sank to her knees.
This was the start of the ritual: wake before sunrise, feel her way around the house; pray; wake the children.
They were not children any more. She had to keep reminding herself of this fact. At nineteen and seventeen,
they were almost grown up. She clung greedily to the almost, but she knew it would not last long, this hovering,
flirting with adulthood. Already they were beings apart, fast on their way to shedding the fierce, hungry motherneed.
*
Rehana lifted the mosquito net and nudged Maya’s shoulder.
“Wake up, jaan,” she said. “It’s our anniversary!” She went to Sohail’s room and knocked, but he was already
awake.
“For you,” she said, holding out the rose.
While the children took turns in the bath, Rehana ironed their new clothes. This year she had chosen an eggblue sari for herself and a blue georgette with yellow polka dots for Maya. For Sohail there was a brown kurtapyjama. She had embroidered the purple flowers on the collar herself.
“Ammoo,” Maya said, “I have to go to campus after the party—I can’t wear this.”
“I’m sure your activist friends won’t mind if you don’t wear white for one day.”
“You wouldn’t understand,” she retorted, tucking the sari under her elbow anyway. After they had all bathed
and put on their new clothes, the children took turns touching Rehana’s feet.
“God bless you,” she said, hugging them tightly, their strong, tanned arms around her neck almost beyond her
imagination.
They were both taller than her. Maya had passed Rehana by a few inches, and Sohail was a full head and
shoulders above them both; Rehana was often reminded of the moment she’d met Iqbal, hunched over the
wedding dais, how he had towered over her like a thunder cloud. But in fact Sohail had grown to resemble
Rehana. He was pale and had her small nose and her slightly crooked teeth; his hair was fashioned into a wave at
the top of his head, the crest threatening to tip over his eyelids. Sometimes, like today, he wore kurta-pyjamas, but
usually he was seen in more fashionable attire: tight, long-collared shirts and even tighter trousers that hung over
his shoes and drew tracks in the dust.
It was Maya who looked more like her father. She had his chestnut skin and deep-set eyes that made her look
serious even when she was trying to say something funny or make a joke—which rarely happened—but Rehana
had often seen her friends pause and look at each other, wondering whether to laugh.
They took two rickshaws. Maya and Sohail climbed into the first and Rehana followed. She liked being behind
them, watching their shoulders knocking through the rolled-up flap on the back of the rickshaw.
She hadn’t seen her own sisters for years now. Marzia had come to Dhaka a few years after the children’s
return. She had brought photos of her own children, plump twin boys with big faces and windswept hair. She kept
talking about the smell of salt in the Karachi streets, and the burned taste of kababs on Clifton Beach, and, even
though she devoured Rehana’s dinner halwa and swallowed the sweet Dhaka air with relish, she kept asking,
again and again, why Rehana hadn’t gone to live in Karachi when her husband had died.
“Everyone is there,” she’d said. “Your whole family.”
When they parted at the airport Rehana had felt empty; she wanted to long for Marzia to stay, to cry and beg to
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be taken with her, but in the end she was just relieved to see her go. Marzia had behaved as though Rehana had
betrayed them all; she had said things like,
“Your Urdu is not as good as it used to be; must be all that Bengali you’re speaking.” She had pronounced it
Bungali. And when she had referred to the servants at her house, she had said,
“Yes, we’re very lucky, we have two Bungalis; Rokeya only has one and it’s never enough, you know, the
houses out there are so big.”
Still, there wasn’t a day that went by that Rehana didn’t think of them, out there in the sprawling, parched
western wing of their country. She held them to her by a loose bit of feeling, not fully connected, not entirely
severed. She wrote them letters. Dear sisters, she would begin. She never finished one; she never sent one. She
kept the letters in a biscuit tin under her bed, beside the winteer blankets and the dried rice balls.
The rickshaws crossed Road 5 and made their way through Mirpur Road, blue-black and newly paved. The
shops nudging the road were beginning to open, their shutters rattling up, the shopkeepers clearing their noses in
the outside gutters.
*
A sign above the graveyard said WOMEN NO ADMITTANCE. Beside it, the caretaker leaned his elbow on a new
length of wooden fencing painted a dull yellow and already smattered with flecks of mud. He gave Rehana a
salaam and said,
“Hot day.” She nodded and gave him five annas. They wove through the gravestones. As she passed them,
Rehana recognized old friends and noted a few new arrivals.
There was a man who had been visiting his wife every day for forty-three years. She had died, it was
rumoured, in childbirth. The man was very old now, but he made the unsteady walk to his wife’s grave, laid down
a small square of pati and sat facing her for hours at a time. So Rehana had always considered herself the secondmost devoted mourner at the graveyard. She had never met the man, but once, after he’d left, she had approached
his wife’s grave.
BEGUM HAKIM ULLAH HOSSAIN, the headstone read, WIFE AND MOTHER.
Over the years Rehana had made sure Iqbal’s was one of the best-tended squares in the graveyard. She began
by doing what everyone else did: laying roses on his gravestone. But every time she came back to find the sight of
the rotten flowers, she felt she had somehow betrayed him. She didn’t want to see dead things when she came to
visit. So she planted a few seeds around the edge of the plot, and a few weeks later the tiny white jasmine flowers
appeared, casting themselves resolutely upwards, as though pointing the way; Rehana came back regularly with
her trowel and her watering can, trimming and perfecting the little white border.
Now she stood at the foot of Iqbal’s grave, facing the headstone that said, in black letters, MUHAMMAD IQBAL
HAQUE. Sohail was on her left, Maya on her right. They cupped their hands and held them up.
This was the part when her throat always tightened.
My dear Husband,

she began.
Here are your two grown children. Mahshallah, it is the tenth year of their return. Your son is now nineteen. Your
daughter is seventeen. They are healthy and obedient.
Last time I was here I told you about the elections. Right now we are waiting for Mujib to be declared Prime
Minister. There have been many delays. Your children are waiting for the government to change. Inshallah, once that
happens they will be able to return to their studies.

She paused, took a deep breath. Steadied herself. There was so much more she could say; I still miss you every
day; Why did you leave me all alone? Why?
But she didn’t. If he was listening he would know it all anyway.
She pressed her palms to her face.
Goodbye, Husband.

When she looked up, Rehana saw Sohail brush a few tears from his cheek. Maya was stroking the headstone.
Then she bent down and kissed it at the top, where the dome was highest.
*
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They returned to the bungalow to get ready for the guests. Maya dusted the drawing-room furniture, and Sohail
helped the decorators to put up the tent in the garden. Rehana had made the biryani the night before, layering the
ingredients and sealing the pot with flour paste. It had taken six or seven hours to cook; now she peeled back the
seal, lifted the lid, and mixed up the layers of meat, potato and rice so that they were evenly distributed.
She counted out the plates. There would be about twenty people altogether. She was always nervous before this
party; since she’d stopped going to the Gymkhana Club, it was one of the few times a year she saw her friends.
They had understood her absence from the club after Iqbal’s death. They came to her instead; Mrs. Rahman,
Rehana remembered, often brought cake. Hard, inedible cake that would sit brick-like on the dining table,
collecting flies and scraps of dust. Mrs. Chowdhury brought Silvio. And Mrs. Akram, the youngest of them,
skirted awkwardly around her, brushing the stink of bad fortune from the air with a flapping hand-fan.
After the children came back, there was, the gin-rummy ladies said, no reason for Rehana to stay away. So she
tried once, a few months after she returned from Lahore, to revive the old group.
Mrs. Chowdhury had been in a particularly festive mood that day, a smile playing in her eyes.
“I have a surprise!” she said to Rehana.
Rehana had ignored her. Must be a new sweetshop she’d discovered. Best laddoos in town, she could almost
hear her say. She felt awkward and nervous; it was hot inside, and the fans pulsing from the ceiling didn’t seem to
be doing much good. She had been to the club many times before, but suddenly it was all very strange, and she
was a little annoyed with Mrs. Chowdhury for appearing so cheerful.
The square card table was decorated with flower-patterned tiles. The names of the flowers were written
underneath with a curling, feminine hand. Bougainvillea, they declared. English rose. Daffodil.
Rehana had sat facing a row of yellow tulips. Across from her, Mrs. Chowdhury was perched between the
asters and the lilacs. Mrs. Rahman shuffled over a row of dahlias. Mrs. Akram made up the fourth, reapplying her
lipstick in a thin sliver of mirror.
“OK,” Mrs. Rahman said to Rehana. “Cut.”
Rehana divided the stack in two. Mrs. Rahman shuffled again, raising her arm high and bringing it down again
with a slap.
“Face cards ten, low ace, as usual,” she said, tossing cards to the four corners of the table.
There was a knock. A waiter wearing a coat that used to be Iwhite came in with a tray of teacups and a plate of
biscuits.
“Finally,” Mrs. Chowdhury giggled. “Just leave it here. No need to pour. Go. Go.”
She lifted her bag from where it sat on the floor and pulled out a small silver flask. She unscrewed the top and
tipped its tea-coloured contents into the four cups. She topped up the cups with real tea. Then like a chemist, she
added milk.
“There we are!” she said with a flourish.
“What is it?” Mrs. Akram asked, looking up from her mirror.
“Whisky, you idiot,” Mrs. Rahman said. “What’s the matter with you—drink. God knows we deserve it.”
Rehana saw Mrs. Rahman trying to catch her eye. No one moved. Mrs Chowdhury sighed and lifted a cup
from the tray.
“All right, then, as you wish.” She looked up at the ceiling with its furry cornice.
“I just thought Rehana needed a little mischief. After all, she won’t get married!”
This last statement caused Mrs. Akram to giggle. She did it nervously, in muffled, half-snorting bursts, with a
hand over her mouth. Rehana could smell the sugary aroma of the whisky rising from the cups. '
“All right,” she said. “I’ll have one.”
“Really?” Mrs. Chowdhury almost squealed with joy.
“Yes, sure. I’ve tried it before.”
Iqbal had once given her a taste. He’d held the glass to her mouth, withdrawing it as soon as the liquid touched
her lips. It was like a feverish kiss. She picked up the teacup now and sipped tentatively. The others saw her doing
it and followed, smiling into their cups. Mrs. Chowdhury gulped hers down and clapped.
They began to play. Rehana won the first game with four aces and a suite of hearts. Mrs. Rahman won the
second, and at the end of the third Mrs. Chowdhury said, “Rummy!” but there was a four missing in her row of
spades. She said it didn't matter, she’d brought the whisky, that had to count for something. Then Mrs. Akram,
who had to use two hands to hold up all of her cards, said,
“But it’s still a mystery, no, why our Rehana here refuses to choose a bridegroom?” Rehana thought Mrs.
Chowdhury would come to her defence, but she said,
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“It’s true, Rehana, we are always worried about you—what’s the matter?”
Rehana found they were all pointing their faces at her with fixed, devouring stares. The whisky flooded into
her stomach at that moment, as Rehana realized she no longer had the energy to laugh it off and be cheerful; she
didn’t want to blush and bite her lip and pretend to be coy; The truth was, she had no intention of remarrying.
There was that one time she had considered it, before she’d built Shona. But ever since the children had returned,
the urge to be loved in that way had disappeared from her altogether. It was too risky; it could too easily go
wrong. And the thought that some man might be cruel to her children was enough to make the bile rise in her
throat.
She didn’t say any of this to the gin-rummy ladies. She just stopped attending the card parties. She complained
of a headache, and then Maya caught the chicken pox, and so of course Sohail had to have it too, and soon they
stopped asking altogether. By then Mrs. Sengupta had taken her place at the table. Rehana tried to ignore her
certainty that they were muttering about her refusal to marry and her general aloofness as they tossed the cards to
the middle of the table and sipped their whisky-studded tea. She knew she must seem strange and remote to them.
That they must wonder what was wrong. But even if she tried to explain it to them she knew they could never
understand. It had never happened to anyone else.
*
Mrs. Chowdhury arrived first. From the kitchen Rehana heard her twisting the latch on the gate.
“Maya, keep an eye on the biryani,” she said, and hurried to the front door.
“Sweeten your tongue, Rehana,” Mrs. Chowdhury said, squeezing through the doorway, “I have some news!”
She held out a box of laddoos. A tall man in a military uniform followed her in. Behind him was Mrs.
Chowdhury’s daughter, Silvi, overdressed for the occasion in a ropy gold necklace and a pair of ruby earrings.
Mrs. Chowdhury waved towards the uniformed man.
“My son-in-law!” she giggled, causing a ripple through her neck, her chin and her bottom lip. She stuffed a
piece of laddoo into Rehana’s mouth.
“Really—oh.” The laddoo was like a lump of candy; it travelled coldly down Rehana’s throat. “You told me
you were accepting proposals, but I didn’t know things would happen so quickly.” She swallowed and tried to
smile.
“Congratulations.”
“Well—they’re not engaged yet. But I wanted you to be the first to know.” The uniformed man greeted her.
“As-Salaam Alaikum.” His mouth was rubber-band tight. Just above was the neatly sewn scar of a cleft lip.
“Walaikum As-Salaam,” Rehana replied. “Please, come in, sit down.” She didn't quite know what to say next,
so settled on more pleasantries.
“I’m very glad you could come.”
“Silvi, you sit here,” Mrs. Chowdhury instructed, “and jamai-babu, you sit beside her.”
Silvi and the uniformed man did as they were told.
“The boy came over last week,” Mrs. Chowdhury whispered, “with his mother and his aunt. Very handsome,
don’t you think? Doesn’t talk very much, but then I was thinking, that is just perfect for my shy Silvio They’re
two of a kind—and he’s a lieutenant!” She tittered and the ripples returned, spreading to her cheeks.
Just as Rehana was trying to think of how she would break the news to Sohail, the Senguptas crossed the
garden and knocked on the drawing-room window. Their son Mithun was in tow, dragging his feet in the grass.
“Hello—it’s us.”
“Come in, come in,” Rehana said, grateful for the distraction. Mrs. Sengupta was wearing a peacock-blue sari
and a sleeveless blouse that showed off her gleaming, ebony shoulders. Taller than her husband by at least three
inches, she took advantage of her height by mounting a pair of platform heels and cutting her hair short so that it
revealed the ridged length of her neck, which was adorned with a heavy gold mangalsutra, the ornament that
identified her as married, and Hindu, and rich. Her husband,. by contrast, was a squat man with tiny, wringing
hands.
“Mithun, would you like some lemonade?” Rehana asked, turning her attention to the boy. Mithun put a hot
hand on Rehana’s wrist.
“Tea, please. I have a headache.”
“I don’t think you’re allowed tea, beta.”
“No—that’s right,” his mother said. “What’s got into you?”
“You said it was a special occasion.”
“True,” Rehana said. “It is a special occasion. How about an orange cola?”
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She left to get the drinks while Mrs. Chowdhury repeated her news to the Senguptas. Sohail and Maya were
slicing cucumbers in the kitchen. Rehana’s only thought was to get Sohail out of the house. She couldn’t think
beyond that; eventually he would have to return, but she just needed time to come up with a way to tell him the
news first, to somehow soften the blow.
“Sohail,” she said, “I need you to pick up some sweets from Alauddin.”
“Aren’t we having jilapi?” She cleared her throat and attempted to sound bossy.
“I don’t think it’ll be enough—you know how people like a little something sweet after biryani.”
“It’s all the way on the other side of town—I’ll be at least an hour.”
“Don’t worry, people will stay all afternoon. You’ll be back in time.” She gave him a few notes.
“Take a rickshaw,” she said. He turned towards the drawing room, more irritated than suspicious.
“No, go out through the back or you’ll be held up for hours if Mrs. Chowdhury gets hold of you.” She watched
him guiltily as he shrugged and ducked out of the kitchen.
Maya could not be duped.
“What’s going on, Ammoo?” She sat squatting behind the curved blade of the boti, her polka-dot sari wound
around her ankles. Rehana peered out of the kitchen window to make sure Sohail was out of earshot.
“Silvi’s getting married.”
“I know. It’s all of a sudden. I knew Mrs. Chowdhury was looking for a boy, but they’ve hardly met.”
“And Silvi agreed?”
Maya jabbed aggressively at her cucumber. Rehana nodded.
“God. My poor brother. What should we do?”
“I don’t know. Just make sure he doesn’t bump into them when he comes back.”
*
In the drawing room Rehana found that Mrs. Rahman and Mrs. Akram had already arrived. The two went
everywhere together, and always without their husbands or their children, wearing fugitive looks and sighing
about escaping from home. Rehana was happy to see the room filling up; it made her resist the urge to stare at
Silvi and her fiance. And now there was the food to distract them all.
“Lunch is ready,” she announced, setting the heavy tray of biryani on the table. The guests made their way
across the room as Rehana filled up the plates and passed them around.
“A wedding in the neighbourhood,” Mrs. Akram said; “you must be the first—what fun we’ll have!”
Rehana piled on the biryani.
“Let me take your plate, Mr. Sengupta. You must have some more.” Rehana had prepared a special vegetarian
dish for the Senguptas.
“Enough! Your tenants will be eating you out of house and home,” he protested, putting his hand over his
plate.
“It’s been ten years,” Rehana said. “Time you stopped calling yourselves tenants.”
She made for the kitchen to replenish the biryani. Rehana found Silvi lingering in the corridor.
“It’s really good this year, khala-moni.” She always addressed Rehana as khala-moni, as though Mrs.
Chowdhury and Rehana were real sisters. Silvi still had a pale, ashen complexion, though the pallor suited her;
without it, her light eyes might have been eclipsed, but, as it was, they reflected the sun and shone like bright,
chalky pin-points.
“Thank you—I made it in such a hurry.” Rehana’s eyes lingered on Silvi, searching for an answer to the
question she couldn’t bring herself to ask.
“I wouldn’t have guessed—it’s delicious. You make the best biryani in Dhaka.”
Rehana nodded, accepting the compliment. Silvi glanced down at herself and straightened her necklace. There
was a long silence.
“So. You’re getting married,” Rehana said finally. She tried to sound cheerful.
“Yes, I …” Silvi stammered, “well, my mother was worried. I don’t like her to worry. She has high blood
pressure, you know.”
“Well, she looks very pleased,” Rehana said. She cupped Silvi’s cheek, felt it yielding under her fingers.
“You’ve made her very happy.”
*
Sohail arrived with the sweets after the guests had collapsed under the shade of the tent. Rehana tried to
intercept him at the gate, but she was carrying a handful of plates and Mrs. Chowdhury got to him first.
“Sohail!” Mrs. Chowdhury grabbed Sohail’s arm. “Where have you been? I have news. Silvi’s getting
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married!”
Rehana saw Sohail brushing the hair back from his forehead with raking fingers. His other hand, holding the
sweets box, rocked back and forth.
“Come, come, you must meet him. Sabeer, this is Mrs. Haque’s son, Sohail. A very old friend of Silvi—they
were inseparable as children—Sohail, baba, this is Lieutenant Sabeei Mustafa.”
“Welcome to the family,” Sohail said.
“Thank you,” Sabeer replied, standing up and straightening his uniform.
“Sohail, jaan, will you help me with these plates?” Rehana attempted to hand him the stack.
“Well,” he said, ignoring her, “I’ve just got tickets to tomorrow’s cricket match. Pakistan vs England MCC.”
He fanned out the tickets and waved them in the air.
“Who wants to come? Lieutenant, will you join us?”
“No, I’m afraid I’m on duty tomorrow,” Sabeer said.
“Silvi? Will you?” Sohail pointed the tickets at her.
“I don’t think so,” Mrs. Chowdhury said, jumping in. “We have a lot of preparations to make.”
“I’ll come,” Mrs. Sengupta said cheerfully. “Your mother will come too, won’t you, Rehana?”
“I’ll come as well. I’m afraid there’s no room for you after all, Silvi,” Maya said pointedly. “Another time
perhaps.”
There was a long silence as Maya and Rehana finished clearing the rest of the plates. Rehana was hoping
someone would begin a conversation, something to change the subject, but no one was saying anything. Mrs.
Rahman and Mrs. Akram passed around the box of sweets. Finally Mr. Sengupta brought up everyone’s favorite
topic: the election.
“How are things on the student front, Sohail?” he asked.
“It’s uncertain, Uncle,” Sohail replied, his eyes darting around the garden. “It’s been two months since Mujib
won the election. They should have convened the National Assembly by now and made him Prime Minister, but
they keep delaying. Some of the students are urging Mujib to take more drastic action.”
He suddenly looked weary; his shirtsleeves were crumpled, as though someone had grabbed his arms and
pulled him into a tight embrace.
“Drastic action?”
“He should declare independence.”
“But he’s won the election—surely now his demands will be met?” Mr. Sengupta said.
“Yes,” Sohail said. “But they’ve postponed the assembly too many times.”
Sohaillooked as if he were about to start speechifying again. Rehana felt her face growing hot.
“Mujib is a canny politician,” Mrs. Rahman interjected. “He must know something we don’t.”
“Perhaps there’s still a chance for diplomacy,” Mr. Sengupta said.
“Diplomacy? Forgive me, Chacha. You think Bhutto and Yahya want diplomacy?”
Sohail seemed on the point of turning away from the conversation when Sabeer raised his hand.
“You think we can make it as our own country?” he asked.
Rehana wondered if Sohail would take the bait. He did.
“If you knew anything about the country you would know that West Pakistan is bleeding us out. We earn most
of the foreign exchange. We grow the rice, we make the jute, and yet we get nothing—no schools, no hospitals, no
army. We can’t even speak our own bloody language!”
Rehana waited for Sabeer to say something, something aggressive and blunt; his military training would have
taught him that, but he turned away instead, fingering the buttons on his uniform.
“Cyclone, young fellow,” Mr. Sengupta interrupted, attempting to make peace. “Nature. We live in a low-lying
delta. And we have bad luck.”
“Starvation is not caused by God. It is caused by irresponsible governments.”
Sohail rolled and unrolled the sleeve of his kurta. Rehana wondered if he was going to go on talking about the
country’s fortunes, the jute money, the cyclone. But he looked as though he’d run out of air.
“What we have here is an emergency,” he said in a tired voice. “There is no possibility of reconciliation now.
Mujib should have declared independence.”
Rehana had ordered two crates of orange cola, which she hurriedly passed around. She had to get the party
back on course. The guests gratefully accepted the drinks and began to sip. They clinked the small glass bottles
and smiled hesitantly into their straws. Their saris and kurtas flapped in the sugary March breeze, and the evening
regained its still feeling, like the heavy pause before a mighty thunderclap.
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*
The gin-rummy ladies offered to help Rehana put away the biryani. She wasn’t sure she wanted the company,
but they insisted, and she was too tired to protest.
“You didn’t do a very good job of finishing the food,” Rehana complained, examining the trays of rice. “I’ll
have to send all of this to the mosque.”
“You might make up a packet for me,” Mrs. Chowdhury said. “You know how much I love it the next day.”
“I’ve already put some aside for you,” Rehana said, presenting her with a cardboard box. She saw Mrs.
Chowdhury eyeing it for size, calculating the number of meals she might make of it.
“There’s still a lot left over.” Perhaps she hadn’t done such a good job with the biryani this year after all.
“Just invite a few of Sohail’s friends to dinner,” Mrs. Rahman said. “I’m sure they’ll have no trouble finishing
up the lot.”
“You know, I had no idea he was so involved in student politics,” Mrs. Akram said, sorting through the glasses
and the empty bottles of soda.
“He isn’t,” Rehana replied, heaving a pile of plates into the washbasin. “He’s been trying to stay out of it.” She
picked up the top plate and began to circulate a sponge around its rim.
“Sounded quite heated to me,” Mrs. Rahman said.
“Well, you know, he’s young and full of ideas.”
Rehana felt a bit defensive. It was always difficult for the rest of them to understand: Mrs. Akram’s children
were still in school, Mrs. Rahman’s three children had all married sensibly, and Silvi hardly strayed our of her
mother’s grasp. Her own children seemed a little out of control by comparison.
“It’s just in the air—all this talk about delaying the Assembly—the students are getting nervous, they’re
worried the elections won’t be honoured.”
“He sounds quite involved to me,” Mrs. Rahman insisted. “And your Maya is in the Chattra League, no?”
Mrs. Chowdhury decided to come to Rehana’s rescue.
“What she’s saying is—why doesn’t the boy waste his time chasing girls instead!”
The kitchen suddenly grew quiet. Rehana turned around and caught Mrs Chowdhury’s eye.
“What?” she said. “What?”
No one replied. Rehana realized they were making a space for her to say something. She opened her mouth
and tried, but she couldn’t think of the right sequence of words. Mrs. Rahman broke the silence.
“Are you the last to know?” she said.
“Know what?” Rehana thought she might still be able to stop the conversation there, but something kept her
swirling the plates with her back to the room. Let them have it out.
“Sohail is in love with your daughter,” she heard Mrs. Rahman say;
“Ohhhh,” Mrs. Chowdhury laughed, “that. Don’t be silly—that was just a childish thing.”
Rehana kept moving the sponge in circles. No one said anything; Rehana thought she could hear them all
holding their breath, waiting tor her to speak, but she was mesmerized by her plate and her sponge and the little
orange flecks of rice that floated like petals in the dishwater.
“Well,” Mrs. Chowdhury said finally, noisily heaving herself upright. “I didn’t know. The girl never told me.”
“You had no idea?” Mrs. Rahman said.
“Of course I had no idea!”
Just then they heard heavy, running footsteps approaching the kitchen.
“Ammoo!”
It was Maya.
“Ammoo,” she said, panting and red-faced from the effort, “Bhaiya’s just sitting in the garden with his head in
his hands.”
Lemonade, he needs lemonade. Rehana handed her daughter a clean glass.
“Here. Get some shorbot from the fridge.”
Maya must have sensed there was something going on in the kitchen because for once she just set off
obediently, her chappals clacking behind her as she ran.
“Rehana,” Mrs. Chowdhury said, “you must believe me. I really didn’t know.”
Rehana turned back to the washbasin and picked up another plate.
“She didn’t say anything,” Mrs. Chowdhury repeated, “and he’s so young—just a student—surely it’s foolish
to think—”
“So you did know,” Mrs. Akram said.
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“No, I didn’t.” Rehana felt Mrs. Chowdhury approach her. “Rehana agrees with me, don’t you, my dear—that
it would be a bad idea? I’m sure she discouraged her son as well.”
Rehana swallowed the lump in her throat.
“Yes, of course you’re right.” What could she do now? Just save her son from any further humiliation.
“See—she agrees,” Mrs. Chowdhury announced.
Mrs. Rahman shook her head. She began spooning the leftover biryani out of the giant metal pot it had been
cooked in. The kitchen swelled with its perfume, and quickly the room shrank and the air was tight, filled with the
remains of the afternoon heat, the buzzing of the bulb, Mrs. Chowdhury’s loud sighing.
“I don’t know what the fuss is about. There’s no way—no way—they couldn’t be serious.”
Rehana finished rinsing her plate and began working on another. She thought that it must be the cleanest plate
in the world. Mrs. Akram picked it up and wiped it with the end of her san.
“He’s too busy with his politics—he’ll never make a good husband. Anyway, he’s younger than her.”
Rehana couldn’t bear the conversation any longer.
“Please, Mrs. Chowdhury—don’t worry. It was just a misunderstanding.”
“That’s right,” Mrs. Chowdhury said, satisfied. “Nobody forced Silvi.” Then she turned abruptly on her heel.
“I’m tired. Goodnight, everyone. Khoda Hafez.”
She bustled away, knocking a row of empty pickle jars as she rounded the corner. Mrs. Rahman was elbowdeep in the biryani pot.
“Rehana,” she began, “I’m so sorry—”
“Let’s not speak of it.”
Mrs. Rahman and Mrs. Akram looked at each other as though this was exactly what they’;d expected her to
say.
“You don’t speak of it. But I can say it’s a shame.”
“Please.” Rehana chewed the inside of her lip. She gripped her plate; the soap slipped between her fingers.
“I’ll take care of the rest—the children will help—it’s getting late, I shouldn’t keep you.” She brushed her cheek
with the back of her wrist, where it itched.
“Let’s go,” Mrs. Akram said. “Come on.” She peeled Mrs. Rahman’s arm out of the biryani dish.
“Goodnight, Rehana,” they said softly.
“Goodnight, friends,” she whispered back. She wasn’t sure if they’d heard her.
*
Later, after the children had fallen asleep, Rehana climbed under her mosquito net and pulled the katha up to
her chin.
She lingered over the Silvi episode, wondering if there was something she could have done. Sohail had
avoided her all evening and gone to bed without his tea. She thought she saw a small accusation in the set of his
mouth as he said goodnight.
He’ll never make a good husband, she heard Mrs. Chowdhury say. Too much politics.
The comment had stung because it was probably true. Lately the children had little time for anything but the
struggle. It had started when Sohail entered the university. Ever since ’48, the Pakistani authorities had ruled the
eastern wing of the country like a colony. First they tried to force everyone to speak Urdu instead of Bengali.
They took the jute money from Bengal and spent it on factories in Karachi and Islamabad. One general after
another made promises they had no intention of keeping. The Dhaka University students had been involved in the
protests from the very beginning, so it was no surprise Sohail had got caught up, and Maya too. Even Rehana
could see the logic: what sense did it make to have a country in two halves, poised on either side of India like a
pair of horns?
But in I970, when the cyclone hit, it was as though everything came into focus. Rehana remembered the day
Sohail and Maya had returned from the rescue operation: the red in their eyes as they told her how they had
waited for the food trucks to come and watched as the water rose and the bodies washed up on the shore; how
they had realized, with mounting panic, that the food wouldn’t come because it had never been sent.
The next day Maya had joined the student Communist Party. She donated all of her clothes to the cyclone
victims and began wearing only white saris. Rehana hated to see the white saris on her daughter, but Maya didn’t
notice. She swallowed, like sugar, every idea passed to her by the party elders. Uprising. Revolution. She bandied
the words about as though she had discovered a lost, ancient language.
As for Sohail, he would have made a powerful student leader. But he had refused to join any of the student
movements, claiming he couldn’t be swayed by one faction or another. He was unmoved by the differences
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between the various Communist parties: the parties that sided with Peking, the ones that sided with Moscow, the
Mao-lovers, the Mao-haters, the Marxist-Leninists, the Stalinists, the Bolshevists.
It might have been a problem, but Sohail collected friends and offended no one. He was popular and well loved
by everyone. Mullahs and bad-boys. Communists and bullies and good-for-nothings. Arts faculty, science faculty,
physicists, engineers, painters, anthropologists. Girls and boys. Girls, especially. His fellow students might have
interpreted Sohail’s absence from their meetings as a sign of disloyalty, but no one who knew him doubted his
commitment to the cause. Sohail loved Bengal. He may have inherited his mother’s love of Urdu poetry, but it
was nothing to the love he had for all things Bengali: the swimming mud of the delta; the translucent, bony river
fish; the shocking green palette of the paddy and the open, aching blue of the sky over flat land.
People said his popularity had something to do with his being handsome, but Rehana was convinced it had
more to do with the sound of his voice and the manner in which he spoke, a gentle, whispering baritone. And he
always held his hands behind his back in a posture of deference, fixing his gaze on whomever he was addressing,
the effect disarming and magical and the reason women followed him from Curzon Hall to Madhu’s Canteen
every afternoon when he went to meet his friends under the giant banyan tree where every major student
movement in Dhaka had ever been born.
But Sohail loved Silvio He had loved her when they had watched Cleopatra in the summer after his father
died, and he loved her when he came back from Lahore and they saw Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday; he
loved her at school, where her roll number was 33 and her uniform slate and blue, and he loved her when her
breasts began pushing against the V of her school uniform dupatta; he loved her still when he discovered poetry
and when she wrote him letters sealed with India ink lip prints; he loved her at the university when they rode
home together in rickshaws, their knees knocking together over potholes; and he loved her when she started to
read the Qur’an, and he loved her when she agreed to marry according to her mother’s wishes; and he even loved
her after that, when she closed the shutters of her bedroom and refused to come to the window when he rapped,
gently, with the rubber end of his pencil.
Yes, it was probably true. He was still a student, and too young. And he would recover from this first
heartache, as men so easily do. Still, Rehana thought, the party could hardly be called a success. It was supposed
to be a celebration of the children’s return, that ten-year-old day when she brought them back.
As she lay in the dark, the story of their return began to play itself out like an old film reel, rusty and clicking
but with the images still intact, still potent. This was the end of the ritual: a recounting of the past, an attempt at a
reckoning.
*
First, Rehana had sold Iqbal’s precious Vauxhall. Mrs. Akram had convinced her husband to buy it.
“Sell us the car,” she said to Rehana, “it’s almost new—I’ve seen my husband eyeing it. I could convince him
to give you a thousand.”
At first Rehana refused, but after paying the lawyer she had exactly 250 rupees left. She said yes.
“Tell your husband to take it away when I’m at the bazaar tomorrow morning,” she told Mrs. Akram. “I don’t
want to see it go.”
And when she returned that afternoon it was gone, leaving only a dark oily stain in the middle of the driveway
and four bare patches where the wheels had been. The Vauxhall brought her a thousand rupees. Still not enough
money to bring the children back, raise them, keep them in ribbons and socks and uniforms. Not nearly enough.
She pawned the rest of her jewels: the sun-shaped locket and matching earrings, the ruby ring, a few gold chains.
She counted the total: 2,652. Still not enough. She sold the carved teak mirror frame above her dressing table, an
antique from the house in Wellington Square, sent on a cart to Dhaka after her wedding, with a note from her
father: I’m sorry, this is all I could save. The mirror always reminded her of her father’s last days in the Calcutta
mansion, knocking around the empty rooms, his footsteps spelling defeat, as one truckload after another
disappeared down the alley, bound for the coffers of the people to whom he owed money, or gold, or acres.
Then Mrs. Chowdhury had her idea.
Rehana hired an architect. It was May, two months after the court case.
Make the house as big as possible, was Rehana’s only request. Make it grand.
The workers arrived in July and began to dig the foundations, their backs like black pearls in the dense
midsummer heat. They poured cement into the hole. Metal girders to support the structure. Wooden scaffolding
for the walls. But by August the money was gone.
She went to the bank for a loan. She tried Habib Bank first, then United and National banks. She had no
guarantor. She could mortgage the land, they said. She wouldn’t mortgage the land.
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Then a round-faced man with an oily forehead said yes and took her to his office at the back of a building,
where he slipped his hand under her elbow like a question mark, to which she too almost said yes, until he came
close and she smelled his curry breath and saw the cigarette tracks on his teeth. She leaped out of the room, still
gripping the instrument she had brought along to sign the papers, a green metal fountain pen with a letter opener
at the top.
Months passed. A stubble of moss covered the cement foundations. September, October. The monsoon washed
through, turning the bricks to sand, the sandbags to bricks, forming a fetid, stagnant pond where the mosaic floor
of the house should have been. Rehana stood at its edge and watched the tadpoles swimming like lines of ink, the
thin garden snakes curling around the girders, snapping the mosquito-laced air.
And then she found the money.
Exactly how was a secret she had kept all these years, because she wanted to remember what she had done,
how far she had gone, to get her children back, and also because the burden of it, she knew, should be only hers.
After that the house seemed to go up on its own: by the end of the year the walls had been raised; two months
later the plaster was smooth; by March the fierce spring heat was drying the blue-gray whitewash, and Rehana
was looking on as her carpenter Abdul scratched the letters on to a smoothed piece of mahogany she had saved
from the building of .the front door. Shona, she said, and he asked,
“Your mother’s name?”
“No,” she replied, “just the name of the house.” Fot all that he had lost, and all that she wanted never to lose
again.
Mr. and Mrs. Sengupta had replied to Rehana’s advertisement in the Pakistan Observer.
BRAND-NEW 4-BED HOUSE IN DHANMONDI.
DRAWING-DINING, KITCHEN, LARGE LAWN.
6-MONTH ADVANCE REQUIRED.
Mr Sengupta owned a tea plantation in Sylhet. He would be away for weeks at a time and would be grateful if
Rehana could look in on his young wife. They had been married a few months; he was looking for just such a
place, where the neighbours might provide his wife with some companionship.
Supriya Sengupta did not appear to need looking after. She was writing a novel, she said to Rehana. She
wanted to be just like Royeya Sakhawat Hossain—had Rehana read Sultana’s Dream?
Rehana had not read Sultana’s Dream. But she nodded and told them she needed six months’ rent in advance.
Mr. Sengupta handed her the money in a toffee-coloured envelope. She passed him a set of keys. The next day she
paid a visit to the judge, and then, clutching the court order in her hands, she packed her bags, boarded the next
morning’s PIA\fn{Pakistan International Airways} flight and set off to rescue her children.
She remembered the reunion exactly. They were playing hula hoops on the lawn. Their faces were darker and
their legs were longer and her heart had stopped at the sight of them, and even now, a decade later, she was
sometimes frozen in that moment of disbelief, at the possibility that she might discover them, repossess them,
bring them home and become their mother again.
And that was how it had happened. Rehana finished telling herself the story and waited for the tears to dry up
on her cheeks.
*
By some miracle they were in the lead.
When Azmat Rana scored his first half-century, dashing past the stumps with his knees raised high and the dust
swirling around his feet, the stadium pitched and roared. People stood up and howled, thumped their feet and beat
crude drums they had brought along, all the while whistling and chanting “Joy Bangla! Joy BangIa! Joy Bangla!”
By the time he had scored his second, the announcer could not be heard over the shouting, the air electric with the
shock and pleasure of victory.
The oval-shaped stadium was packed with families who’d arrived with picnics and cones full of spicy puffed
rice, come to clap, feel the sun burning the tops of their heads, peer into the glittering afternoon and watch their
heroes at play. Rehana had made chicken sandwiches. She opened the paper-wrapped package and passed it to
Sohail, who was sitting in the next row with his friend Aref and Aref’s brother, Joy.
“Very nice,” Sohail said, taking a bite. He gave her the barest hint of a smile and passed the sandwiches to his
friends. Rehana, Maya and Mrs. Sengupta were sitting together.
“Have they set a wedding date?” Mrs. Sengupta asked.
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“No,” Rehana muttered.
“She’s so young,” Mrs Sengupta said, rolling her sunglasses to the top of her head. “What’s the rush?”
Rehana wanted to agree, but instead she squeezed Mrs. Sengupta’s elbow.
“Let’s have some drinks,” she said. Sohail waved to the drinks boy.
“Who wants lemonade and who wants orange?” He counted the raised hands and reached into his pocket.
“No, please, I insist,” Mrs Sengupta said, holding out her hand.
“Oh,” Sohail said, “all right.” And he sat down.
Now the crowd was cheering and blocking Rehana’s view with its waving arms. She wanted to get a good look
at Azmat while he was still at the crease, so she climbed up on to the bench and peered over the long rows of dark
heads in front of her, her hand raised to her eyes. Giddiness was everywhere. Rehana felt a laugh start at her feet
and climb up her legs. She began to giggle with her mouth open. She tilted her head back and squinted at the sun,
brilliant, invisible in its mid-afternoon blaze. It might be, she thought, the happiest day of her life. Never mind all
that hangama with Silvi; Sohail would soon forget it. Look at him now, linking hands with his friends and
cheering at the cricket. Rehana fanned her face, heating up as the afternoon bloomed on. Maya, turning to look
beside her, was startled to find her mother climbing down from the bench.
“Ammoo, what are you doing?”
“I told you before, I love Azmat Rana. So handsome, he reminds me of your father. We are definitely winning
today. Have some more lemonade, Maya,” she said, passing her daughter the bottle. Always too sober, she thought
to herself. What’s the big deal? Only a little cheering.
*
Nigel Gifford, arm wooden against his side, prepared to run at Azmat Rana.
Maya settled back into her seat and stared at the pitch with her arms crossed in front of her. In the next row
Sohail was arguing with his friends. They were saying something about the military-industrial complex.\fn{ The
phrase was first used by President Eisenhower in the 1950s:H } Sohail was insisting it didn’t matter whether they were a part
of Pakistan or not; the injustices towards the poor would continue unless they changed the way the economy was
organized. Rehana could almost recite the speech from memory; Aref said the important thing was that the
Assembly should convene as soon as possible and make Mujib Prime Minister. Without that, the whole election
would be revealed as a sham, and who knew what would happen.
Just as Nigel Gifford raised his right hand and prepared to release the worn red ball from his fingertips and
send it, straight as a bullet, through the air to Azmat, who waited with bent knees and bat tilted against the sharp,
cloudless afternoon sun, the crowd shifted, tensed. They felt it together, in the open intimacy of the packed
stadium.
People began to get up and wave their fists in the air. A roar climbed through the stadium. They didn’t appear
to be cheering for the players. The players stared up from the pitch, their shoulders raised in confusion. Rehana
looked around her, and the crowd; a moment ago a mass of cheering fans, looked restless; their eyes were angry
white specks; the cricket was forgotten, the puffed rice, the picnics, the drums. It was as though everyone knew
before they knew; it almost didn’t matter what, just that their huge, runaway joy suddenly had to go.
Someone threw a brick on to the field. Someone else threw a cracked wooden stick. Bits of torn newspaper
floated down from an aisle above them.
“What’s happening?” Rehana heard Sohail ask. He nudged the knot of men who had already begun to clog the
aisle.
“We don’t know,” one of them answered, “something on the radio—”
Rehana began to pack up the sandwiches.
“Let's go, Ammoo,” Sohail said; “forget the things.”
People were climbing over the stalls. The throng heaved towards the doors, choking the exits. Sohail, Aref and
Joy pushed against the crowd and cleared a path.
The cricket stopped, and the players, peeling off their gloves and their caps, scattered to the edge of the field.
No one saw the sun breaking through the clouds and shining on Azmat Rana, who gazed in the direction of the
Ramna Racecourse, where they had all gathered a few weeks before to celebrate Sheikh Mujib’s victory. And they
did not hear the announcer trying to calm them down and remind them to Please Remain Seated.
As they moved towards the exits, they were jostled and pushed against one another. Rehana, holding Maya’s
slippery elbow, lost sight of Mrs. Sengupta. She tried to keep track of Sohail’s head, the thick brushstroke of his
hair. The smell of sweat and stale breath enveloped her. She resisted the urge to panic and run back inside.
Armpits and elbows collided; backs met faces and dangling children’s feet. Rehana held tightly to Maya’s arm
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and pushed her way through the tunnel and down the stairs. In the car park Sohail was waving and gathering them
together.
“Stay behind me!” he was saying. “I know where the car is.” His voice was flattened by the lost and searching
people.
Sohail took the wheel of Mrs. Sengupta’s 1959 Skoda Octavia. Joy and Aref crowded into the front seat.
Rehana, Maya and Mrs. Sengupta squeezed into the back. Rehana saw Maya reaching for the handle and said,
“Keep the window up.” They turned out of the stadium and on to Paltan Road.
“I want to see what’s happening,” Maya said.
“You can see from here.”
It was stuffy inside the car, but at least they were safe. Rehana was used to seeing crowds on the streets—
they’d had so many processions in the months leading up to the election—yet today was somehow different; there
was a hint of calamity in the air. She tried to catch Sohail’s eye in the mirror, but he was concentrating on the
road, his hands curled around the steering wheel.
They entered the university compound. The car sped past Curzon Hall, Rokeya Hall, Iqbal Hall. In front of the
Teacher-Student Centre, they saw a wave of people in white clothes and black armbands carrying banners, making
fists and chanting in circular, overlapping beats. Maya cupped her hands against the window and shouted,
“Joy BangIa! Joy Sheikh Mujib!”
The procession was heading towards them. Sohail looked over his shoulder and tried to back up, but they were
stuck in front of a line of cars. The chants rose, the words slowly becoming audible. Maya tried to identify the
people in the crowd.
“Who is it? Chattra League?”
“I can’t tell,” Sohail said; “should we get out?” Rehana shook her head.
“We’re safer in the car. Let’s stay inside.”
Mrs. Sengupta nodded in agreement. Maya kept shifting between her seat and the rear window, pressing her
face against the glass. Rehana knew it was no use telling her to stop; she was just grateful the girl didn’t break
open the door.
Within minutes they were swallowed. As they snaked past, people knocked against the hood of the car. They
pounded the boot. Bared their teeth and pressed their faces against the glass.
“Joy BangIa!” they shouted. “Death to Pakistan! Death to dictatorship!” Their breaths made clouds on the
glass. Someone recognized Sohail. He rapped with his knuckles.
“Dost!” Maya slapped the window.
“Jhinu!” The boy made binoculars with his hands and peered inside.
“What are you doing in the car?” he shouted. Sohail opened his window and the boy stuck his fingers through
the gap.
“I’m just taking my mother and my sister home,” Sohail said. “What’s going on?”
“You haven’t heard? Assembly postponed indefinitely.”
“What?”
“Sala. Bastard Bhutto’s convinced Yahya there can’t be a Bengali running Pakistan.”
“What?” Maya said. “Election cancelled?”
Joy and Aref started firing questions at Jhinu, asking what he thought Mujib was going to do. They all kept
saying we knew, we knew this was going to happen. It was only a few moments, a few sentences, but Rehana had
the feeling they were deciding something important. She kept telling herself she was still in charge, that nothing
would be done without her consent. She pitched forward on the seat.
“Sohail, beta, the crowd is thinning, perhaps we should go?” Sohail was rapping the steering wheel with his
fingers, whispering something to Joy. He turned around.
“OK, Ammoo, let’s go.”
Good. She would find a way to make sure he didn’t go back.
“We’ll join you,” he said to the boy in the window; “we’re just commg.”
“Hurry up—we’ll be at the TSC later.”
“Why don’t you boys go ahead? I’ll drive,” Mrs. Sengupta said.
“Na, Supriya, let the boys take us home,” Rehana said.
“Nonsense,” Mrs. Sengupta insisted. “They’ll just have to come all the way back. Pull over, Sohail.”
Rehana cursed the day Mr. Sengupta had taught his wife to drive. She just wanted them all home.
“Really,” she said, “do you think it’s safe for us to go by ourselves?”
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“Of course it’s safe. We’ll be in the car, what could happen?”
“Ammoo,” Sohail said a little eager1y, “you’ll be OK?”
“Yes,” Rehana replied. It came out weakly, but he didn’t seem to need much convincing.
They waited until the last of the procession passed. Sohail parked the car in front of Rokeya Hall and left the
engine running.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes, don’t worry,” Mrs. Sengupta said. “I’ll get them home. You join your friends. Jao.”
“OK. Ammoo—I’ll just find out what’s happening and come straight home.”
Rehana fought off a wave of panic.
“Be careful, beta.”
“Don’t worry; Bye!”
“Khoda Hafez.”
Mrs. Sengupta was already at the front of the car, waiting to take the wheel. She held out the door for Rehana
with a flourish.
“Don’t worry so much!” she said.
Suddenly a thin, lungi-clad boy bolted past. Mrs. Sengupta’s sari slid from her shoulder, exposing her blouse
and her bare stomach, and, as she bent to rearrange herself, she slipped and tumbled forward, her head knocking
against the wheel before she could stretch out her arms to break the fall.
Rehana rushed to her side and struggled to lift her up.
“Are you hurt?” She pulled Mrs. Sengupta into the driver’s seat and slammed the doors.
“Are you hurt?” she repeated.
“No, it’s nothing,” Mrs. Sengupta said, “just a little dirty.”
“Here, take my handkerchief.”
“Just an accident. Nothing to worry.” She took the handkerchief and began to wipe the mud from her palms.
“Supriya,” Rehana said, “you’ve lost your teep.”
“Oh.” Mrs. Sengupta touched her forehead and then looked into the folds of her sari. “I hadn’t realized.” She
rolled down her window and hurriedly brushed a few stray tears from her eyes.
“Just a little startled,” she said, laughing nervously. Then she adjusted her seat, checked her reflection in the
mirror and cupped her palm over the gear. Rehana looked back to check on Maya. Her daughter was watching the
retreating procession as it crossed the university intersection and headed towards Nilkhet.
*
Waiting for them in front of the bungalow gate was Sharmeen, a tall young woman with broad shoulders and a
tough, ageless face. She was a student at the art college, famous on campus for her political posters, and Maya’s
best friend, or comrade, as she liked to be called.
“Where’ve you been?” Sharmeen said, as they tumbled out of the car. She was struggling with a giant roll of
paper. Mrs. Sengupta smoothed the back of her head. From across the road, Mrs. Chowdhury’s cocker spaniels,
Romeo and Juliet, began to bark. Maya hugged Sharmeen.
“We were driving back from the cricket match. We got stuck in Paltan.”
“I came to find you as soon as I heard. Help me with this?”
“I don’t think you can get back,” Maya said, catching one end of the roll.
“Don’t worry,” Rehana said, unlatching the gate, “you can stay here.” It was an unnecessary invitation;
Sharmeen was always staying over. There was a mattress under Rehana’s bed that hardly ever gathered dust. Her
toothbrush was in the cabinet behind the bathroom mirror.
They’d been best friends since Maya’s first day at Vikarunnessa Noon School. The children had just arrived
from Lahore, and Rehana decided it was time for them to learn Bengali. Not the fractured Bengali they picked up
at the sweet shop and the playground but proper, school Bengali. So Maya was sent to Vikarunnessa, where the
nuns were weathered and the girls wore hard braids and white knee socks. On that first day Maya stood up behind
her desk and announced:
“My name is Sheherezade Haque Maya. I was named after a famous storyteller. My father is dead. I am
Lahore-returned. We have a big house called Shona.”
She was met with a vibrating silence as the girls shuffled and cocked their ears at her strained, accented
Bengali. And then, chased by cries of “Bihari! Bihari!”, she fled into a far corner of the hockey field, her uniform
skirt billowing around her legs, and that is where Sharmeen had found her, sitting inside her hula hoop, chewing
on a piece of dried mango.
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“Can I have some?”
“I already licked the whole thing.”
“Doesn’t matter.” Sharmeen pinched with two fingers the wet leather of mango and popped it into her mouth.
“So. Your father’s dead? Mine too.”
“How did yours go?”
“Typhoid. Yours?”
“Heart-attack.”
And their friendship was sealed. Maya had always regarded Sharmeen with awe, as though she could never
quite figure out why Sharmeen chose her when there were so many other stern young women in the movement.
But Maya had underestimated Sharmeen’s need to be adored. She didn’t question, as, Rehana often did, the fact
that Sharmeen spent so many of her holidays at the bungalow in Dhanmondi instead of at home with her own
family.
It appeared the girl had nowhere else to go. Rehana accepted Sharmeen’s presence in the house, and, even
though she wasn’t particularly fond of her, she liked to think of herself as the kind of person who took in strays.
In the drawing room Sharmeen and Maya locked arms and surveyed the poster.
“It’s perfect,” Maya said.
“I think it needs more colour here,” Sharmeen said, pointing with her brush to a blank area of the canvas. Her
hands were amphibious, the fingers green and stuck together with paint.
“Maybe—but it could signify, you know, the space of possibility—the future,” Maya said.
“You don’t think that’s too abstract?”
“Probably.” She shrugged her shoulders to indicate that people who didn’t understand the significance of the
blank space didn’t deserve to know the meaning of the poster.
Rehana retreated to her room; her head was throbbing, and she couldn’t get the sight of Mrs. Sengupta’s fallen
sari and her shocked mouth out of her head. And Sohail, drumming his fingers against that steering wheel. What
was he doing now? Probably adding a voice of reason, she told herself. That was what he always did. He was so
persuasive. If the students wanted to riot, he would tell them they shouldn’t tear down their own classrooms just
to prove a point. He would slowly shift the language of the conversation, so that they were no longer shouting
about revenge and saying things like who do they think they are.
Rehana stroked her forehead in time to the rotating ceiling fan. I’ll just close my eyes for one minute, she
thought. And then I’ll wake up and worry again.
*
By the time she emerged from her room a few hours later it was dark outside, the hum of a gentle storm
rustling the leaves in the garden. She followed the voices to the drawing room and found it crammed with Sohail’s
friends.
“Salaam-Alaikum, Auntie,” they said in scattered chorus. No one was smoking, but the cigarette stink clung to
the air. Maya and Sharmeen were bent over another sheet of paper. Aref was unpacking his guitar.
“Ammoo,” Sohail said, raising his voice over the throng, “Mujib has called a meeting on the 7 th. You should
come.”
“Me? Why?”
“Because history will be made.”
“Yes, Auntie,” Aref said, twisting a knob on his guitar. “You must be there—it’s going to be even bigger than
the last one.”
“You go,” Rehana said a little nervously. “Tell me about it afterwards.” She suddenly felt awkward, like she
had stumbled into the Men Only room at the Gymkhana.
“Ma, seriously,” Maya interjected, “you can’t miss it—Mujib might declare independence.”
“I don’t know—we’ll see, OK? Do you all need anything? Are you hungry?”
“Don’t worry about us, Ammoo,” Sohail said, waving to her. “We feed on the revolution.”
As she turned back to the kitchten, Rehana wondered if she should attend the meeting. They were always
telling her to come with them to their rallies and their get-togethers, but, not being young or part of the student
movement, and not having attended the conferences of the Nationalist Party or the elections of the student unions,
and not, like Sohail and Maya, having read the Communist Manifesto and sat for hours under the banyan tree
debating the finer points of the resistance, she did not have the proper trappings of a nationalist. She did not have
the youth or the appearance or the words. The correct words, though by now familiar to her, did not glide easily
from her tongue: “comrade”, “proletariat”, “revolution”. They were hard, precise words and did not capture
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Rehana’s ambiguous feelings about the country she had adopted. She spoke, with fluency, the Urdu of the enemy;
She was unable to pretend, as she saw so many others doing, that she could replace her mixed tongue with a pure
Bengali one, so that the Muslim salutation, As-Salaam Alaikum was replaced by the neutral Adaab, or even
Nomoshkar, the Hindu greeting. Rehana’s tongue was too confused for these changes. She could not give up her
love of Urdu, its lyrical lilts, its double meanings, its furrowed beat.
No, Rehana did not have the exactness to become a true revolutionary. But she had realized long ago that,
while the children would remain fixed at the centre of her life, she would gradually fade out of theirs. In the
meantime she wanted to hold on for as long as she could, especially now that their dreams had suddenly grown so
spacious. She turned into the kitchen and wondered how she would feed all those hungry dreamers.
“Ammoo, we have a present for you,” Sohail said, after they’d all eaten.
Rehana had decided on khichuri, which was quick and meant there was no need to cook the dal separately;
And she’d made omelettes with chilli and fried onions. The whole lot had been devoured in seconds.
“What?” Rehana said.
Sohail pulled out a large bag from underneath his chair. He unfolded the packet and held up a rectangular
length of cloth. It was a rich, muddy green, the colour of the lowest leaves in the mangrove. Sewn into the middle
was a circle, a little uneven, in red. Inside the circle was a yellow cut-out map of East Pakistan.
“This is our flag, Ammoo.”
And he opened his arms to show her its full length. Aref took hold of one side, and they stretched it across the
room. A few people clapped. “Joy Bangla!” someone shouted.
A flag without a country, Rehana thought, but didn’t say. Maya whooped, draped the flag around her shoulders
and ran to find a bamboo pole so they could secure it to the rooftop.
*
The days following the cricket match were full of strikes and processions, curfews disobeyed and slogans
shouted from blaring megaphones. Sohail and Maya spent most of their days at the university, returning home late
every night, talking excitedly about the change in the air. But Dhanmondi was quiet, and things mostly went on as
normal. Occasionally Mrs. Chowdhury would arrive at Rehana’s doorstep with a mountain of small brown
packets containing the latest shopping for Silvi’s wedding. One sari after another was purchased, then the blouses
and petticoats to match, and the lace trim to go around the sleeves of the blouses, and the matching clips for her
hair. One day Mrs. Chowdhury appeared with only her handbag, and on that day Rehana knew she’d been to the
jeweller. She pulled out two red boxes covered in velvet and opened them with a snap, and Rehana had to ooh and
aah at the locket and the pair of earrings that winked from inside.
Despite her initial reluctance, Rehana found herself at the racecourse on the 7 th of March. She arrived early but
the field was already full. It was as though the whole country had turned up: people flooded the grounds and all
Rehana could see for miles was a vast sea of shining black heads, glowing in the sunshine like a restless horizon
of darkness.
Sheikh Mujib was a tiny white figure in the distance. 1n the years since he’d become the leader of the
movement, his short black coat, his reedy voice and the finger he always pointed at the sky had become familiar
sights, but there was still a thrill at seeing him in the flesh. As he made his way on to the stage, the crowd bucked,
and Rehana watched as he waved his arms to quiet and reassure his people.
His. They belonged to him now; they were his charge, his children. They called him father. They loved him the
way orphans dream of their lost parents: without promise, only hope.
He cleared his throat and began to speak. Rehana could barely hear him amid the shouts of the crowd, the
whistles and the cheers; the afternoon sun beating down on the cloud of flags that dotted the racecourse ground
seemed to make his words bend and quiver in the heat.
“Make every home a fortress,” she could just hear him say.
The scene appeared before Rehana like a glamorous black-and-white picture; there was the white of Mujib’s
kurta-pyjama, the black of his short coat, the black—she knew, though she could not see—of his thick-framed
glasses, the white of the tent pitched to cover the stage.
By the end she found herself shouting Joy Bangia, Joy Bangia, Joy Bangia with the crowd, the rhythm of her
words chiming with the hard thump of her chest, and she recognized, at once, the incendiary thrill of shouting.
Maya looked over at her mother and flashed her a wIde, encouragIng smile.
Rehana suddenly felt young, plunged into a world of limitless possibility. At thirty-eight, Rehana’s body had
finally caught up with its history. People who did not know used to assume she was a student, or that she was
unmarried, because she didn’t wear a wedding ring or a single piece of gold jewellery, but no longer. She had
430

gained a little weight, and she enjoyed the occasional heaviness of her limbs, the stubborn, outward curve of her
belly, the slight effort of movement, an awareness of breath and bone. Her new, comfortable shape came with new
imperfections: the bowed line between nose and chin, the slight shadow above her lip, the thickening of her waist
and ankles. All fortunate developments for Rehana, as they signified the battle-weary body of a woman who had
passed years in the effort to raise her children.
Maya leaned over and held her mother's hand—not, as she sometimes did, for a reassuring squeeze but in
solidarity, and suddenly Rehana felt sure it would all resolve itself: Sheikh Mujib would be Prime Minister, and
the country would go on being her home, and the children would go on being her children.
In no time at all the world would right itself, and they would go on living ordinary, unexceptional lives. …

The Baitul Mukarram (Holy House) Mosque (1968), National Mosque of Bangladesh, Dhaka City, Dhaka
Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Khan Mohammad Mirdha Mosque (1706), Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Bait Ur Rouf Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division Bangladesh

The Lalbagh Fort Mosque (1679), Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Tara, or Star Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Thomas, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Satgumbad Mosque (c.1680), Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Dhakeshwari Hindu Temple (11th century), Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Koshaituli Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
436

Caption: “Mosque in Old Dhaka” [Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh]

A mosque in Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Mohakhali Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Tajmahal Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Saat Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Gulshan Mosque, Dhaka City, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Krishna Temple, Rajbari District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

Domes of the Chand Tara Mosque, Narsingdi District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Atia Mosque, Tangail District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Burir Hat Mosque, Shariatpur District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Gombuj Mosque, Tangail District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Biswa Zaker Mosque, Faridpur District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Gazipur Central Mosque, Gazipur District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Noor Mosque, Narayanganj District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Baba Adam Mosque (1453), Munshiganj District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Shrine of Motter Moth, Manikganj District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Minar Mosque, Sonabazu, Manikganj District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Jangalbari Mosque, Kishoretganj District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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The Central Friday Mosque, Gopalganj District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh

The Friday Mosque of Faridpur, Faridpur District, Dhaka Division, Bangladesh
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A mosque in Richi, Habiganj District, Sylhet Division, Bangladesh

The Shankarpasha Mosque, Habiganj District, Sylhet Division, Bangladesh
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A Shia mosque, Pritim Pasha, Moulvibazar District, Sylhet Division, Bangladesh

A Friday Mosque, Sunamganj, Sunamganj District, Sylhet Division, Bangladesh
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A mosque in Sylhet, Sylhet District, Sylhet Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Jamidarbari Mosque (1867), Jamalpur District, Mymensingh Division, Bangladsh: two views
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The Mysaheba Friday Mosque, Sherpur District, Mymensingh Division, Bangladesh

The Baro-Duari Mosque, Sherpur District, Mymensingh Division, Bangladesh
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The Boro Mosque, Mymensing, Mymensingh District, Mymensingh Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Dhanbari Nawab Mosque, Mymensing, Mymensingh District, Mymensingh Division, Bangladesh

The church of Birishiri, Netrokona District, Mymensingh Division, Bangladesh
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The Chini Mosque, Saidpur, Nilphamari District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh: detail below

455

A mosque in Gaibandha District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh

The Chandamary Mosque, Rajarhat, Kurigram District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh
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The Naybad Mosque, Dinajpur District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Keramatiya Mosque, Rangpur, Rangpur District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh

The Kantaji Temple, Dinajpur, Dinjapur District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh: details below
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The Chaprajhat Mosque, Paharvanga Village, Panchagarh District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh

The Mithapukur Mosque, Rangpur District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh
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The Lalmonirhat Catholic Church, Lalmonirhat District, Rangpur Division, Bangladesh

A mosque in Bhulli, Sadar Upazila, Thakurgaon District, Ranjpur Division, Bangladesh
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The Guthia Mosque, Wazirpur, Barisal District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh: three views
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The Bangla Bazar Central Mosque, Bhola District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh
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The Momin Mosque, Pirojpur, Pirojpur District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh

The Church of St, Peter, Barisal, Barisal District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh
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The Mia Bari Mosque, Utator Korapur Town, Barisal District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh: two views
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The Sadar Buddha Temple, Barguna District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh

The Joy Tara Mandir and Shitala Khola, Nutan Bazar, Patuakhali District, Barisal Division, Bangladesh
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The Bazra Shahi Mosque, Nokhali District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh

The Shrine of Pagla Miah, Sardar, Feni District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh
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A mosque near Brahmanbaria, Brahmanbaria District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh.

The Chandanpura Buddhist Temple, Bandarban District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh: three views
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A Rajbon Bihar Temple, Moitri Vihar, Rangamati, Rangamati District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh
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Calling the faithful to prayer (below) from the Chandanpura Mosque, Chittagong, Chittagong District,
Chittagong Division, Bangladesh: two details
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A Rajbon Bihar Temple, Moitri Vihar, Rangamati, Rangamati District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh

The Takepara Jame Mosque, Cox’s Bazar District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh
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The Panichari Buddha, Kagrahchari District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh

A mosque in Gunaighor, Comilla District, Chittagong Region, Bangladesh: complete view below:
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The Haziganj Boro Mosque, Chandpur, Chandpur District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh

The Safia Darbar Sharif Mosque, Lakshmipur District, Chittagong Division, Bangladesh
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The Hinda Koshba Shahi Mosque, Joypurhat District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh

The Kherua Mosque, Bogra District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh
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The Somapura Buddhist Monastery (8th century), Paharpur, Naogaon District, Rajshahi Division,
Bangladesh. View of the central shrine. Below, a modern restoration, followed by a small site plan
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Shah Niamatullah Mosque, Shibanj, Chapainawabganj District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh: two views

Caption: “The ancient temple at Sirajganj” [Sirajganj District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh]
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The Central Mosque, Bagdhani Village, Pabna District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh

The Hosenigonj Mosque, Rajshahi City, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh
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The Bagha Mosque (14th century), Rajshahi City, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh: two views
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A mosque, Shaheb Bazar, Rajshahi City, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh

The Central Mosque, Daffodil International University, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh
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The Central Mosque, Seroil Town, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh

The Central Mosque, Uposhohor, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh,

481

The Puthia Temple Complex, Rajshahi District, Rajshahi Division, Bangladesh
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A mosque in Bagerhat, Bagerhat District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh

The Shat Gumbuj Mosque, Bagerhat, District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh
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The Shahid Minar, Islamic University, Kushtia, Khulna Division, Bangladesh

The Shrine of Lalon, Chuadanga District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh
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The Kodla Temple, Bagerhat District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh

The Parnanduali Jamey Mosque, Magura District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh
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The Dhankhola Miah Bari Mosque, Gangni, Meherpur District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh

The Bus Stand Mosque (so called), Krishnakati, Shatkhira District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh
486

The Galakata Mosque, Baro Bazar, Jhenaidah District, Khulna Division, Bangladesh

The Dhormo Sova Temple, Khunla, Khunla District, Khunla Division, Bangladesh
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