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Dear Readers, 

I hope to address you as ‘Dear Monsooners’ at the soonest. The site, www.
monsoonletters.com, is open to all, starting from a young mind down to those 
who seek to retire today. 

MonsoonLetters is a platform to encourage writing. The reason to launch 
it primarily as a website is to make a statement: we believe in frugality and 
optimum efficiency. ML has also set up a target to translate the enormous 
treasure in our contemporary Bangla literature. Therefore, stories, poems, 
non-fiction in Bangla are all welcome for submission. 

We are an active site and will be updating our issues fortnightly. As for the 
print edition, we will be bringing it out once a month only. 

Sign up and become a Monsooner today!
Meantime, enjoy reading us online and of course through the newsprint 

edition that should be in your hands by now.

Best, 
Rubana Huq
Editor 
www.monsoonletters.com

‘Onions make me cry.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I meant what I just said – “onions make me cry”.’
‘Oh you are so prosaic.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘I meant what I just said – “you are prosaic”.’
‘Prose-ike! Well, there is no poetry in onion for 
sure!’
‘On the contrary, onion is poetry.’
‘Only if you think tear as the essence of verse.’
‘Not at all…it’s all in the layers!’
‘Layers?’
‘Yes, layers. Layer after layer. You peel till you 
reach the core. The mystery of life coded in 
layers. You peel off one layer, get to the next, 
then another …’
‘I guess you have never peeled an onion. Once 
you are done with the skin, you just chop… 
Chop, chop, chop!’
‘Ugh, that’s vulgar!’
‘What? Chopping?’
‘The very image.’
‘But that’s what you do to onions.  Chop them 
and off they go into the frying pan. Watch them 
sizzle in hot oil.’
‘How ritualistic! And I assume you still have 
tears in your eyes.’
‘I hear if you keep the tap running nearby, your 
eyes don’t hurt that much!’
‘So why don’t you?’
‘That‘s the fun part. I always remember it after 
I have those tears in my eyes.’
‘You like tears, don’t you?’
‘no I just want to get over with the onions as 
quickly as possible.’
‘What about the running of water thing?’
‘Well, the acid, or whatever, that is in the onions, 
chemically bonds with water. So the moist in the 
eyes attracts the onion juice. So if you have a larger 
source of water, the juice flies towards the tap.’
‘Like the river runs to the ocean.’
‘What?’
‘I am beginning to think, onion is life.’
‘Only if you want to live in the underground!’
‘Was that a rhetoric or a statement?’
‘Who do you think you are? Tom Stoppard?’
‘Stop art!’
‘Stoppard.’
‘Absurd!’

‘Absurd?’
‘Absurd.’

‘What are you doing?’
‘Drawing.’
‘You call that drawing?’
‘You are right. Sketching is a better 
word.’
‘Let’s order.’
‘Why - you don’t like onions?’
‘Only where it should be...’
‘You mean not in conversation.’
‘not in conversation.’

‘Con Verse Ate On.’
‘What?’
‘That’s onion!’
‘What?’
‘Con, i.e. Underground; verse, i.e. poetry; eat 
on, i.e. food. Conversation for consumption!’
‘I know what you need - chopping, sizzling, 
and then being eaten.’
‘Precisely.’
‘What?’
‘Life is to be eaten. Poetry is to be eaten. 
Onion’
‘Poetry eaten?’
‘Metaphor, my dear.’
‘Get a life.’
‘Or get an onion.’
‘You know I have been thinking…’
‘Good for you!’
‘Seriously, I have been thinking. This is not 
going anywhere.’
‘What this conversation.’
‘no this between you and me.’
‘Layers.’
‘Stop it.’
‘You just removed the skin. You are entering 
layer 1.’
‘I am not playing.’
‘Dig deep. Layer 2. What lies beneath. Oh! 
have you seen the movie? Creepy.’
‘What are you trying to do?’
‘Giving you one more layer of skin.’
‘You don’t want this conversation, do you?’
‘Very much so.’
‘Very much what? Yes or no.’
‘That was a tag question, wasn’t it? I get 
confused too when people use tag questions...
as if they are seeking approval to what they 
already know. Always seeking affirmation!’
‘You just used one.’
‘I did, didn’t I?’
‘You are digressing.’
‘no moving to the next layer.’
‘how many layers do I need to get to the core?’
‘That depends.’
‘On what?’
‘You can just chop and crack it open. The centre 
will be there under the burden of stratified 
layers.’
‘You want me to do that?’
‘Chop it, hell no. That will destroy the pattern. 
You need beginning, middle and end.’
‘With a touch of tears that will be tragedy. 
The grand version of human poetry. Master of 
form, slave to content.’

‘What are you doing?’
‘You know where the north-circular ends, 
the south-circular begins. One sphere gets to 
another.’
‘exactly, what do you mean?’
‘I mean what I just said.’
‘What?’
‘Counter circle.’
‘Counter?’
‘Encounter, to be precise! You know I can play 
the game too.’
‘Game?’
‘You and I.’
‘ You and me?’
‘Subject or object?’
‘What  are you doing?’
‘Working on your drawing.’

‘You are not exactly Picasso, you know!’
‘I am just giving it another layer of circle - the 
frying pan.’
‘Why?’
‘I want to see it end in smoke….the mystic 
smoke rising to other spheres….the physical 
making connection with the metaphysical…’
‘You are crazy.’
‘no I am talking the talk. You know I am 
beginning to think onion is life, too.’

[The waiter enters with a bowl of soup and a 
plate]
‘Your onion soup!’
‘It‘s about time.’
‘And your Caesar salad.’ 
‘Are you ready to order?’
‘The main menu…’
‘I’ll skip it. I think I’ve just lost my appetite’
‘Me too, the salad looks quite big.’
‘Can I have another paper napkin?’ 
‘Yes, the last one has become a masterpiece!’
[The waiter leaves]
 

‘So, onion soup…’
‘We begin where we end.’
‘Let’s split the salad.’
‘Into two.’

_________________________

Shamsad Mortuza teaches English at the 
University of Dhaka

IGNORANCE
Saffron indulges
of the sensual mind.
I left when hearts would not beat
any longer for
You or I,
I walked till the ash of love
resurfaced from ‘neath the ground
and left with every step,
a forest,
unnoticed.

Peeling the Onioneditor’s note

Two poems
by Shehzar Doja

Satin
Where are we ?
And what would you ask of me?
you nor i can say,
and i cannot repay you
with tales of archetypal destiny,
for i simply cannot perceive any.
walking down a narrow street
with smells ever amorous,
it greets my senses with a foreboding applause.
i see a lonely man
wrapped in white satin
stood up against the wall,
standing tall,
then horizontal
on a pyre.
his ashes to be spread
and all around
beggars begging for sanctimonious bread,
or chapatis as it is better known here.

TheSe DAYS we celebrate a very glossy, mul-
tihued and extravagant Pahela Baishakh. We 
arrange everything meticulously and the least 
mistake makes us terribly upset. We need exclu-

sive saree and panjabi matching jewelry, food, transport, 
concert everything according to individual choice. And it 
has no other way to be anything but fulfilling our utmost 
satisfaction. Although Pahela Baishakh is supposed to be 
an occasion for all classes of people, still the lower class 
can’t enjoy it with full relish. however, it is encouraging 
to note that there are a lot of arrangements like open air 
concert, Baishakhi mela and so on which can be enjoyed 
without any cost (if only you can avoid the luxury of buy-
ing anything from mela). Dhaka residents never miss the 

celebration of Pahela Baishakh. Their not leaving Dhaka 
during the occasion no doubt contributes to more traffic 
jam but we face it with the true spirit of Baishakh. 

Some religious fundamentalists define the celebration of 
Baishakh as a part of hinduism with which Islam 
has no connection at all. But culture is something 
which cannot be hemmed in any bondage. Cul-
ture is the existence of a nation itself on which 
its own national tradition is established. Those 
who are continuously active in creating a 
conflict between religion and culture are in 
fact behind all sorts of unlawful activities 
in the name of religion.

When I was a student there was no fear 
of such extremist elements. The places of 
Baishakh celebration were also limited. 
Dhaka University campus, Charukola 
Institute and Ramna Botomul were 
the only places for me. But now 
even with the terror of fundamen-
talists, Baishakhi programmes take 
place in a number of places like 
Rabindra Shorobor, Boshundhara 
Shopping Mall, different academic 

institutions, different clubs, different cultural academy 
premises, different theme parks, different restaurants and 
so on. The increasing rate of participation is also appar-
ently a manifestation of Bangali’s cultured mentality. For 
enjoying this day they buy clothes, decorate homes, cook 
special food and join cultural programmes. Many of them 
are seen to indulge into a lot of extravagance that they 
never had before. however, I am not here to preach to 
people that a penny saved is a penny earned. The question 

which bothers me is that should we keep 
the flow of capitalism in the name of pro-
moting Bangali fashion on some special 
occasions only? Aren’t we playing games 

with our own cultural self-respect? how 
many of us think of promoting a local prod-

uct all through the year? how many of us 
know the significance of celebrating Pahela 

Baishakh itself? It seems, to have Panta for one 
day in 365 days is better than not to have tasted 

Panta ever. It is good that at least people  have 
the taste of Panta putting on traditional dress for 

the sake of Baishakh celebration, wouldn’t it be 
better if they did something for the regular Panta 

eaters so that they could also have the flavor of 
enjoying Panta on the first day of Baishakh?
I have no intention to hamper the enjoyment and 

merrymaking to the least pondering over the signifi-
cance but I think it is our national duty to notify our 

new generation that Pahela Baishakh is something to feel 
with your heart, something to be absorbed and infused in, 

something to be proud of, something which will give you 

courage to dream and revolt against all sorts of ugliness. 
Whenever I hear my students saying that they do not 
know what is Mongol Shovajatra, or what is the signifi-
cance of ‘esho hey Baishakh esho esho’, I just feel de-
jected. Still I can’t blame them as it is our responsibility to 
enlighten them about it. It is positive that we are heading 
for internationalism but at the same time we not only have 
to protect but also have to promote our own cultural, our 
own traditional dedication. When I join a Baishakhi Mela 
with someone from the new generation, I am sorry to say, 
although I find everything here as like as a super-shop, I 
miss the tenderness, the profundity, and the hospitality-
the very basics on which my Bangali identity hinges.

I would like to end my write-up with an anecdote: the 
day I first wanted to join Mongol Shovajatra launched by 
Charukola Institute on Pahela Baishakh, I did not have a 
white saree with a red border which I was supposed to 
wear. As my mother was a sincere government service 
holder, she could not manage time to buy a saree for me. 
It is tough to express in words how upset I was. Just the 
day before the big occasion she however managed to fetch 
a sareewala from whom she bought a saree for me. But 
unfortunately there was no blouse to wear with it. My 
heart was broken. I could not sleep. After a lot of trying, I 
don’t remember when I slept but I do still remember the 
interruption of my sleep caused by a terrible (?) sound of 
an old sewing machine with which my mother was sew-
ing my blouse in the middle of the night. z

_______________________________
Shamsi Ara Huda is a Senior Lecturer at Daffodil 

International University 

A day not to be missed
 MuSInGS on PAHELA BAISHAKH

by Shamsi Ara Huda

_________________________________
Shehzar Doja is currently studying English Literature,

Psychology and Philosophy at Fergusson College, Pune.

by Shamsad Mortuza
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I. Ophelia Mansion
There is a girl in our apartment block; she was ‘plucked’ 
from the streets by the family of a Jawj Sahib. her age is 
hardly written in her face, and with each passing year she 
remains the same height.  Until two years ago, we would 
only come to Bangladesh to visit.  During those summers, 
I had seen the boy she replaced-- a boy who wouldn’t 
grow as well, almost dwarfish with his big head and eyes 
full of mischief.  Once he threw something at me from 
the balcony. Once, my badminton cork, as I played in the 
narrow alley in front of our gate, got lost up there in the 
balcony protruding widely above the entry to Ophelia 
Mansion. I laughed.  he roared.  he was gone by the time 
my parents settled back here again.  

 I first learned whom she ‘belonged to’ the day the fire 
ambulance came to cajole her out of her hiding place. Or was 
it an exit?  She was hiding by the verandah: fire escape?  

A year later, her older half, another girl plucked off the 
street and raised as ‘one of their own’ created a stir by 
leaving altogether.  It was a feat, since neither of them, nor 
anyone who worked at the judge’s daughter’s flat, was 
allowed to leave the flat or building.  (Though I had once 
seen them in the roof.  Yes, they had work in the roof).  
The daughter was married to an inspector of police.  The 
heroine of the ‘premer kahini’ had the casteless name, Alo.

The story was that the driver had seduced her -- promised 
marriage. The police walked away with the driver the 
evening she disappeared. I heard of it after returning from 
work from the anxious, frazzled guards. I took it in.  For a 
few days I had felt something impending. I used to walk 
around the driveway at odd hours of the day and night, 
and could feel the songs the driver in question released 
into the air up the vertical corridor that stood between 
the kitchens and toilets. ‘Tomar amar chetona…’  ‘Tomake je 
legeche ato bhalo, chad buji tai jane.’ The first time I saw Alo, 
a thin, ‘fair’ girl in a wide skirt, dusting the sweet space 
before the entrance under a decorative parrot and bell, her 
face was indistinguishable from the ineffable afternoon 
light —a dim yellow the color of her skirt -- as I descended 
from the roof.  She had thin shoulder-length hair and sharp 
features; anyone would look twice.  I couldn’t take my eyes 
off the bliss in her lips.  It made me think of the music-
happy driver with his mobile resonating.  

Why hadn’t the driver run away as well?  If it was a plan?  
They said his friend was waiting for her in a CnG, to whisk 
her away to some Kazi office. KAZI OFFICE. Indira Road 
and the whole stretch facing Monipur road seemed to 
be full of unemployed wedding officers. At my office in 
Banani, nestled in a house surrounded by buying houses, the 
reaction was quick: ‘Feshe diyeche. Tumi kichu korte parba 
na.’  At home, stories travelled up the vertical corridor and 
kitchen nets.

‘he is from Khulna — from the border.’  
My mind tried to grapple with the possibility that he really 

had wanted to ‘sell’ her--- to others, if not himself.  But the 
judge’s daughter’s face would replace this bad dream:  I 
already know which market she belongs to.  I spent fitful 
nights trying to figure out—what had happened, what to 
do.  I almost sent someone to the prison near Sadarghat. I 
looked at legal services. They said, we can’t do anything — 
they have to come to us. After three months, the driver was 
freed. Crying….his mother had come, again.  They had 
relinquished this time. he had been ‘punished’ enough.

But the girl?  I couldn’t tell if it was a case of a sale gone 
wrong: was he going to also sell her to the border?  Was 
she one day going to be dropped by him?  how badly had 
they beaten him?  And what about the remaining little one? 
What to do?

Months passed. I didn’t see much of the little one.  I 
remember her face the day I tried to talk to the policeman’s 
wife about the incident.  She looked desperate: her friend 
in the kitchen dark, gone.  Then, one day, the caretaker 
was summoned up to find the girl who was nowhere to 
be found.  he found her in the storage space above the 
bathroom door.  They said he knew, they locked him in to 
put the fear of ‘God’ in him.

We had a meeting- the elders spoke--this is unacceptable, 
they cannot lock in someone who works for All of us:  we 

will record this.  But what more needs to happen before 
we turn the judge and the police into the----?  And what 
about the plucked imp?  Might she return to the forest?  I 
hear they once beat someone so bad, they had to take them 
to the hospital.  We’ll document. next topic: Koothobag 
Dorbar.  I go to rallies, I meet law students.  

‘Since when did you take part in these movements?
 ‘Since I understood politics.’    But…  Where is the 

tribunal?  
her face is darker now.  She seems ashen.  As though 

the stove had replaced the sunlight altogether, as though 
the borders of her being could no longer hold out against 
the cold octopus that claimed her.  I sit here wondering… 
how to pluck her out of the job they chose for her?  She 
sometimes messes around with the garbage put outside.  
When she gets to run down the stairs to send some message 
or other.  After Alo’s infamy, she is no longer allowed on 
the roof to dry clothes and bring them down the narrow 
ladder.  I have to defend any claims I make on the key 
too—presumably, the driver promised her all sorts of 
freedom, there.  And the entire building has become more 
vigilant of their domestics.  And since we keep none, I am 
the sole refractor of my mother’s watchful eye.

Like the tokais, her impish face.  Once I saw her with Alo 
staring at a newly lit aquarium, arching from the knees, on 
the two sofas placed haphazardly for guests waiting in the 
‘reception.’  She had a sleeveless frock on, with thin straps.  
her skin was a bright warm rose, like a cup of discolored 
milk.  She looked like any spoiled child of the middle 
classes.

The days close in.  I am lost in my aquarium.  I switch 
jobs, in hope of some dream breaking sea; waterfall poems 
suffocate me.  I notice the aquarium. One fish went half-
blind, I was told.  It’s one eye doing the seeing of double 
next to its twin catatonic light-hole. But the garden of fish 
in water grows more decorous. Ophelia Mansion now 
has clay tigers and plants; a bowl of fake lotus flowers in 
water. Like a girl who now has good clothes, our pale pink 
apartment building is more pink.  

I watch the doors close and open; the garbage man…
The small wagon full of leftovers and mixed heroes of the 
salvagers.  Sooner or later, I get on a secluded vehicle—I 
watch the middle class girls tightly hovering in the maxis; 
office?  Shadow of flesh, sweat, intermingling genders, a 
face-full ride to a faceless place and back.  

They confused the power over this and the power over 

that.
You watch from the bridge; you read the paper.
A rich girl drowned today.  A poor one hanged.
And you, in the middle—movies are made about you, 

and your aspiring disciples: the escort, the call center girl, 
the new staff in the bank.

The danger of dying never occurs to you.  It is life, life, 
that poisons your breath. The imps beg and are bought, 
and sold; you look for a job, a man, or both.  Men welcome 
you in the job (your sari becomes you, your jeans and fatwa 
free your legs, the breasts harden in their fragile purdah of 
a token shawl); women watch as you dream the first child, 
or not.

II. God’s Away on Business
(jobless DJ)
Leda and the swan.   I read a page of Parabola, the magazine 
of myth and the quest for meaning that I had plucked off 
my friend’s apartment. 

‘You can take it. I’ll leave lots of books around.’ Grace 
Iman was leaving. She’d had enough of Bangladesh. The 
administration at Chittagong Leaders’ School; the men—
everywhere. The ‘nnnice’  howdodyoudo’’s-- All of it.  
It was hard to ‘be’ when ‘what you are’ was advertised 
without your knowledge. even a Karate master insisted 
on giving her booty calls. Terminated without cause, she 
had returned stubborn to experience the country and what 
it called her to do; a year after, taxed double due to sheer 
incompetence, sleepless as the construction cooed day and 
night…sicker in her asthma from the pollution, she was 
going to leave amar sonar bangla, unseduced.  ‘I’ll get out as 
soon as I can,’ I told her. 

 cause it’s a…bittersweet symphony, this life…Try to make 
ends meet, be a slave to money, then you die…

I remember it playing when I first landed in America. Now 
Grace was returning there with the intention of Kissing the 
Ground as soon as she hit Oregon’s mountainous terrain: I 
want to live inside the glow…

My life has been in limbo for almost a year now.  The 
three years of exposing my conscience to the Asian 
(globalized) economy since I left my literature degree 
from the University of Geneva ( a fifteenth century beauty 
swimming inside Les Bastions  with wall-etched figures of 
the Reformation) in search of ‘real work’ had left me dry, 
if not mute. One unconscionable job to another, one good 
job swallowed by a tiny man in charge of big things;  one 
unraveling stream in the strategies of power, after another.  
I had become the flux of distributaries.  And I kept saying 
no. I had left Thailand with its good opportunities and its 
private and Catholic schools and its local Thai schools with 
their behind the scenes transactions with a broken record… 
playing in the background of my absurd stage: ‘God’s away 
on Business…’ Then, a year into a deeper Rohosho—at the 
Asian University for Women--somewhere between right 
and wrong, the hellish surrender to my ‘desh’ and my 
‘bastobata’ saw me do what I had never done before.  I 
started accepting the shapes and sounds of my prisons. I 
returned to Dhaka, decided to keep still and see. I didn’t 
know the record would keep playing.  

I was reading on my way back from Chittagong.  An 
article by a monk on the realization of God in us entwines 
with flashes of the image of Joan Osborne What if God…. 
was….one of us… The dyed, golden curly hair of a masseuse 
I had met—a Thai woman who worked at a spa in the port 
city—came to me in her likeness.  Yes, she looks like her.

‘Thai men are bad, they take second—minor and Major-- 

wives,’ she said. 
 And Bangali men?
‘They want to touch my breasts when I am working. 

Then, when their wife calls, they tell me to hurry up with 
the massage. If I wanted to be that, I could just stay in 
Thailand. I came to work here.’

I smirked in my sympathy.  Didn’t she know what ‘she 
was’ was signaled long before the man arrived to confirm 
his suspicions that ‘nice, modern women’ exist outside the 
comfort zone of home and work.

But then…caricature of Das Kapital…the writers of 
invocations are scarecrows! But here among puppets, the 
shadowboxers…

Free-wage labour has always been about the power that is 
reproduced controlling the power that produces.  And as a 
woman, that means controlling what you ‘mean’, what you 
‘are’ so that the question of ‘can I’ never comes up.

I think of the Meghe dkhaka tara heroines—and the 
Bangali middle classes working in offices. Of their middle/
intellectual class employers who hope to glimpse the huri 
of ‘modernity’—that easier woman..for a split second 
inside the glass office doors.

What difference—the garments worker, man or woman, 
controlled by the rhythm of the profit-punch machine and 
the woman newly ‘competent’ in her smart pants and faint 
gloss?

‘I can’t see you..’  The man says, when the girl wears a 
kamese instead of her jeans.

Yes, perhaps you can’t.
The fraternity of brothers smile, work or pray.
The month of Ramadan comes and goes.  ‘no woman 

could like the Quran.’
Are you sure they were talking of flesh and blood—in 

paradise?  Which of my fruits will you deny?
‘If you had a real root, grounded in the need for money, 

you couldn’t leave.’ The employer expects turnover 
(disguised as sacred Shikors) to keep a ‘level playing field’ 
for the shy, powerful field player.

‘exactly. So my bastobata and your patriarchy are 
intimate.  But like bitches and queens, bullshit gets on my 
nerves. Professionalism—when it tells me to efface myself 
in the service of work here—is just subterfuge.’

Men have ever asked women ‘how can you think of 
Yourself?’ Submit yourself to the Greater Cause (of the 
family, of reproduction, of inertia and subjugation).  

‘Activists are similar,’ says my sister,’ Back in Montreal, I 
knew one who would tell my friend to forget the patriarchal 
regime that insisted his girlfriend keep mum, for the greater 
good of the resistance.

I go home, and hear a song I had almost forgotten from 
the Pussycat Dolls and a hip-hop rapper.

‘You got real big brains but I’ll be thinking ‘bout your…’
The streets are just as ‘fraternal.’  I think of Grace, like the 

mythological swan…giving birth to herself as a changeling, 
to the horror of Zeus.

The transactional soul is more convenient and natural in the 
psychology that sustains power relations than the embracing 
openness that gives space…The question ’Can I?’ is lost.  Yet 
without it, the equal and opposite principle cannot unfold: 
whatever the official decorum is, whatever what is apparent 
seems.  But all communion and embrace is impossible.  

God’s away, god’s away….my black market baby… god’s away 
(tud tud tud) on business.  

I hear hegel coaxing history in the shower; perchance, 
the contradiction overcomes itself. z

____________________
Seema Nusrat Amin works for

Depart - The Art Magazine
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Sketches in limbo
by Seema Amin
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Ben ROBeRTS, president of the 
World Science Congress, had just 
called. he congratulated Dr Rizvi 
Khan of Bangladesh on his success. 

A video conference has been scheduled for 
this evening. All the TV channels in home 
and abroad have prepared to telecast this 
program live. Some nobel laureates have 
also congratulated Dr Rizvi by emails. he 
wanted to reply to those emails as soon as 
he could. his personal assistant had already 
made the drafts. Another assistant was 
attending the phone and was having a hard 
time taking all the messages.

After receiving the appreciations 
gracefully, Rizvi walked into his lab. he 
wanted to spend some time with Mumu. 
everyone was crazy about her; it was Mumu 
who was the centre of all the commotion. 
She was present at the news conference in 
the morning. She had met journalists from 
different countries. everyone just loved her. 
They were all awestruck by her behavior. It 
was her appearance that attracted them the 
most. She had a beautiful face. Seemed like 
an artwork of a painter. A heavenly smile 
always lingered on her lips.

Mumu was resting in her room which was 
at one corner of the lab. Rizvi came and sat 
in front of her. he kept gazing at his own 
creation. Mumu was a bit alarmed. She asked 
him,

“What are you looking at?”
“You.”
“What is there to see me?”
“You are very beautiful!”
Mumu blushed while she said,
“It’s your eyes! You have beautiful eyes to 

see things.”
“It seems as though you are made up of 

imagination.”
“People love to appreciate their own 

creation, don’t they?”
“Why do you say that?”
“It’s because you created me. Whatever I 

am is it’s because of you.”
“Listen, you must forget that I created you, 

think of yourself as a biogenetic.”
“There are some things one cannot forget. 

It would almost be like lying if one did.”
Rizvi was stunned to hear Mumu talk like 

that. She was talking as though her faculties 
were functioning on their own.

Scientists in different countries had been 
competing to make robots for years. They 
were trying to make robots so that they could 
be used to do work. They would help in 
household works and in battlefields. Rizvi 
Khan from Bangladesh was the first to come 
up with the idea of making a human-like 
robot. he wanted such a robot that would 
have both brains and beauty of a woman. 
A woman men dreamt of, one who would 
satisfy both the physical and mental needs 
of a man. Scientist Rizvi had consciously 
materialized his dream.      

Rizvi had paid much attention in 
constructing the skin and the sense organs. 
When someone hugged Mumu it was 
impossible for them to differentiate her from 
any real woman. It was found in a survey 
that if people knew that Mumu was a robot 
then they were very conscious. On the 
contrary if they didn’t know anything about 
her background then they treated her like a 
normal human being.

Rizvi first wanted to invent a loving female 
human form. It’s better to use the word make 
rather than invent. Rizvi’s plan was to make 
a companion for the lonely men. he knew 
that would be a revolution in science if he 
could really do that. What he really wanted 
to do was to make a real human. It took him 
quite a few years of toil to materialize his 
dream. All inquisitive eyes were awaiting 
his endeavor, after he published a research 
paper on his primary success. All the sectors 
concerned were optimistic about his research.

The second stage in his research was that 
Rizvi wanted to develop the robot as an 
artificial sex partner. Even though he used 
the word ‘artificial’ he wanted to make 
her as close to natural as he could. So he 
programmed her with all the information 
about sex. That would make her act like a 
woman while having intercourse. It wouldn’t 
occur to the man that it was a robot he was 
making love to.   

Dr Rizvi anticipated he would 
be praised when he finished 
his work. But in reality there 
was a mixed reaction among 
the scientists. There was a clear 
division among the people; 
for and against. The logic for 
the creation was that Dr Rizvi 
had saved the humanity from 
moral degradation. This would 

definitely reduce sexual harassment and 
rape. But then the cost of the sexual partners 
like Mumu had to be reduced. The middle 
class would have to be able to get Mumu’s 
company. even though it is a revolutionary 
act, the people against it said that it had 
hit hard on the root of civilization. It was 
enough to ruin the age old respect on the 
man-woman relationship. People would get 
used to satiating their sexual desire with the 
help of a machine. no one would appreciate 
the normal, god-given blessings of love 
making anymore. This would in fact lead 
the human civilization towards its ruin. It 
was the second worst scientific invention 
after Alfred nobel that would destroy the 
human race. Was science really taking us 
forward or backwards? This was a question 
to be addressed. no one in their right frame 
of mind would support an invention that 
would be destructive for the human race. 
Dr Rizvi should destroy Mumu, his new 
invention.

There was a message for him from 
naureen. She was waiting for him at home. 
no matter how busy he was, he always spent 
an hour in the afternoon 
with his wife. This was 
a very old habit of his. 
naureen complained on 
the dining table, 

“You didn’t tell me about 
your invention.”

“What do you mean? I 
don’t understand!”

“You are planning to 
use Mumu as your sex 
partner, this is your sexual 
perversion. how can you 
let a woman be used like 
that?”

There was anger in her 
voice.

“Mumu is not a woman!”
“This is something very 

immoral, even though 
Mumu is a robot, she is a 
woman. I wouldn’t mind if 
you used her as a machine. 
But what you are doing 
is absolutely illegal. You 
are making her work like 
a sex worker.  This would 
increase sexual abuse in 
the country.”

“how can you say it’s 
illegal? You can’t call 
anything illegal without 
any proof.”

“Your logic is really strange! Do you have 
to go to legal procedures in order to prove 
legality?” 

“Isn’t there anything called human 
conscience?”

“That is exactly what I am talking about!”
“You are making sure that people are 

headed towards mechanical sex?”
“You don’t understand!”
“Well then make me understand!”
“Suppose a wife is ill physically while the 

husband is perfectly physically fit. What’s the 
problem if he satiates his sexual desire with 
the robot?”

“Wow! I am amazed at your logic! You 
should have been an advocate by profession. 
You could easily transform night into day 
and day into night.”

Rizvi remained quiet.
“When a husband has sex with another 

woman, he undermines his own wife’s 
dignity. Don’t you understand that?” 

“Where does the wife come in the scene?”
“Are you completely losing it or what? 

now, if you became ill and I had sex with a 
male robot how would you react?”

“I would be cool about it. he wouldn’t be a 
man now, would he?”

“So what if he is a real human?” naureen 
was furious by now.

Rizvi left the matters at that. It’s true that 
he had informed naureen that he was trying 
to invent a female robot. he wanted the 
robot to have feelings as close to humans as 
possible. She would experience pain, love 
and sorrow like any human. naureen didn’t 
mind her husband’s endeavor in making 
such a robot. She had to manage all the 

household work on her own. It would be 
good if she got a helping hand. There would 
be a revolution all around the world. People 
would love to have robots to help them with 
household works. Rizvi would have his 
name on the list of the richest people in the 
world. But naureen was shocked to see her 
husband’s interview on television where he 
mentioned Mumu working as a sex partner. 
her heart was broken into pieces hearing the 
news. She didn’t know how to handle her 
husband regarding this.

As he walked into the lab Mumu asked,
“Where did you go? I have been sitting all 

by myself for so long.”
“What’s wrong with being on your own?”
“how can humans stay all by themselves?”
“But you are not a human.”
“Tell me what you really want? earlier you 

said that I should have all the qualities of a 
human. But now you are saying that I am not 
a human being!” Mumu complained.

“I was just joking.”
“That is a crude joke!”
“Sorry, I won’t do it again!”
“Okay!”
Rizvi sat next to her. “You could play video 

game or read the newspaper to spend time. 
You could even watch television.”

“Good that you reminded me! Tell me why 
is there such a commotion on television? It is 
about me isn’t it?”

“Well in a way it’s your birthday. Or you 
could call it your day of emergence. You are 
the first in the world!”

“First what?”
“First mechanical human.”
“But you said that I was a robot!”
“Your predecessors were robots! Your only 

difference with human being is that they are 
subjects and you are an object. ”  

“But I am not automatic!”
Rizvi put his hand on Mumu’s hand. It was 

soft and inviting. Mumu stared at him with 
desire in her eyes. her look would attract any 
man and touch him to the core. Rizvi was a 
bit embarrassed by her look. he wondered 
if she still stared at him. he didn’t have the 
courage to find out.

Mumu asked,
“Do you want to make love to me now?”
Rizvi wanted to say yes but stopped.
“What does it mean? Love making?”
“Physical exercise?”
“no it’s not just that? It’s much more than 

that.” 
“You don’t have to tell me that sir! But it 

seems you pay more attention to the physical 
exchange! Men love to have women as their 
partners in bed. not anything more than that. 
It’s not only you but all men.”

“What do you mean all men? how many 
men do you know? You haven’t met anyone 
yet.”

“That may be! I met a lot of journalists and 
quite understood this fact by the questions 
I was asked. everybody was interested 
about my sex life. no one seemed to care 
that I have other qualities; they didn’t bother 
about the fact that I have all the other human 
qualities. One of them winked at me while 
going.”

“What did you do?”
“I did the same!”
“He may have wanted to find out about 

your sexual desires.”
“May be or may be not!”
“What do you mean?”
“This gentleman who was a journalist was 

projecting his desires.”
“You still address him as a gentleman?”
“Why shouldn’t I? All journalists are 

gentlemen. And just because he is a journalist 
you can’t expect him to be devoid of any 
physical desire.”

“What was your reaction to that?”
“I enjoyed it.”
Rizvi moved close to Mumu. he took her 

in her arms. At once he was welcomed by the 
warmth of Mumu’s body. he was attracted 
by her virgin body. he started kissing her. 
Mumu pushed him away and asked,

“how come you are so excited?”
“Why did the journalist wink at you?”
“how do I know why he winked at me? 

Why do men do it? I have had no experience 
regarding that. Why are you jealous?”

Mumu sounded a bit mysterious.

“I am not jealous of him winking at you but 
am jealous of you winking at him.”

“But shouldn’t I greet someone back? Why 
are you such a jealous guy?”

“You are a bad girl!”
“Don’t you dare call me bad!” Mumu was 

getting angry.

Rizvi got cautious. ‘Bad’ could mean 
anything. Mumu may start saying that she 
wouldn’t mix with anyone, talk with anyone 
and all that. Rizvi would really be in trouble 

then. he had a plan 
while making her. That 
was to make use of her 
commercially. Mumu is 
not aware of the fact that 
she would not be alone. 
There would be lots of 
them all over the world. 
It would be a new kind of 
revolution with machine 
and human working 
together. Rizvi is not 
really worried about its 
result at the moment. his 
motto is to take things as 
they happened.

“Do you want to have 
sex now?” Mumu asked.

“I didn’t expect such 
question. I thought we 
would walk towards the 
bed gradually.”

“how can we go the 
bed gradually? May be I 
shouldn’t have asked the 
question.”

“You know one should 
never declare that he 
loves someone. Similarly 
when you make love to 
someone it just should 
happen automatically.”

“My god! I am not familiar with so many 
rules and regulations. But what I do know 
is that you are not interested in making love 
right now!”

Rizvi kept quiet. he kissed her again. he 
undressed her. his lips moved to her breasts. 
It was as if they were both on fire. When 
Rizvi undressed her completely and touched 
her very intimately, all Mumu could just 
manage to utter in a faint voice is,

“Please take me to bed. Someone might see 
us here.”

 
When he returned home, naureen was 

waiting for him. She tried to read his 
expression. She asked,

“Did you sleep with that woman?”
“What woman?”
“The woman you invented! Your lover 

Mumu!”
“Mumu is my invention but not my lover!”
“Okay! She is not your lover. But did you 

have sex with her or not?”
“Are you Crazy?” he gesticulated in such 

a way that naureen thought that she was 
wrong in thinking that Rizvi might have 
some physical relationship with Mumu. 
Rizvi on the other hand thought that 
the word ‘crazy’ could have ambiguous 
meaning. It doesn’t have any meaning 
according to him. he was pleased with 
himself, too. he loved Bangla, no wonder so 
many people died for it.

But it was quite clear at night that naureen 
may still have her doubts with Mumu. She 
questioned him

“Are you absolutely sure that you haven’t 
done anything with her?”

“I told you!”

“Then how do you know that the girl is so 
sexy and that she would be able to satisfy 
any man.?”

“What do you mean?”
“how do you know that she would be a 

sex goddess? And that she would satisfy 
men?”

“I have loaded all the information about 
sex in her memory.”

“What if she wanted to have sex with 
you?”

“So what if she wanted that?”
“You didn’t have to make her so pretty!”
“That’s like a virtual reality!”
“What’s that?”
“It means that her face is there again it’s 

not there!”
“Anyway I am really scared!”
“Why? Why are you scared?”
“What if she ruins my family?”
“Are you crazy or what?”
“Why are you using the phrase “are you 

crazy” all the time?
“Just like that!”

It was a long day for Rizvi! He had to 
attend the press conference in the morning. 
he had a meeting with the chairman of 
World Science Congress. Then his special 
session with Mumu. now his body just 
wanted to yield to sleep. But that wasn’t 
easy to come by. naureen was waiting for, 
she wanted him physically. She wanted to 
find out if he had sex with Mumu. He was 
definite that if he didn’t give the test then 
he would be in trouble. But he was worried 
that he might be in trouble if he gave in also. 
But he was lucky. naureen was happy with 
the results. She was tried but relieved that 
everything was just the way they should be.

Rizvi had to run to the lab next morning. 
Mumu was reluctant to leave him the 
previous night. She wanted him to spend the 
night with her. She tried to allure him with 
her looks. But Rizvi knew he had to return 
home. he told Mumu about his family, about 
naureen. Mumu was upset hearing all that. 
Rizvi asked her to go to sleep. he gave her 
the tips about how to fall asleep. he told her 
that humans needed to sleep and that Mumu 
should also try to sleep. Mumu was angry 
when she finally told him

“Please go! You want to go home, what is 
there for me to say.”

There was a small apartment for Mumu 
next to the lab. It was neatly decorated. 
She was sitting there in melancholy. Didn’t 
she sleep at all last night? Rizvi thought to 
himself.

“Good morning! I have a good news for 
you!”

“What is it?” Mumu’s voice was dry.
“The Chairman of World Science Congress 

Roberts Ben has invited us. We are going to 
America.”

“Who is us?”
“You and me. It could be a very important 

trip for the two of us.”
“Why?”
“You have not yet been introduced to the 

outside world. What you saw on television is 
not all. The world is much more beautiful.”

“I think so, too.”
“It’s a good feeling to travel around the 

world, to see new places. We could go by 
road or rail or by air. You will love to see the 
new cities.”

“Okay.”
“Both the sea and hills would amaze you. 

You would simply love it.
“Okay.”
“Both the animals and plants have their 

own world. They are both friends forever.”

“May be! But why am I being informed 
about it?”

“I am telling you once you go outside you 
will have immense amount of experience. 
You will see how beautiful the world is. And 
the people are much more beautiful.”

“Really?”
“You don’t seem to like the idea!”
“Says who?”
“You were not like this yesterday. Are you 

sure you are okay? Physically I mean.”
“I am really upset!”
“What can I do to make you feel better? I 

will do whatever is necessary to make you 
feel better.”

“Really?” Mumu came to where Rizvi was 
sitting. She took his hands in hers. She said,

“Please make an automatic male human. 
he would have all the human qualities. 
he would be exactly like me. Just my male 
counterpart.” z

_______________________________
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When I woke up that morning, it seemed 
like any other day. If I had known, perhaps 
I would have done things a little differently. 
Perhaps I would have spent less effort on 

trying to scrub the blackened grease off the cooking pots, 
and snatched a few more moments looking out of the jali* 
in the veranda, hoping to catch a glimpse of the parrots 
that sometimes played in the mango trees at the back of the 
compound.

But I didn’t, so when the begumshaheb* nudged me awake 
with her foot, I scrambled to get up quickly. I had been 
dreaming of my mother - it was eid, and she had made she-
mai for Shawon, Shyamal, Shiraj and me. We didn’t have she-
mai very often, but we were all convinced that Ma’s cooking 
was the best in our para. Sometimes the women from other 
houses asked her for advice on how to cook something, be-
cause Ma’s father had been a well-known baburchi* in Dhaka. 
We had never met our nana, and the glory days of his time 
in Dhaka were long past by the time I was born. By then, Ma 
was just a pretty girl from a family which had seen better 
days, chosen by my Dada as a bride for his youngest son.

even so, the early years of my childhood were happy 
ones. I was the first child - and the first grandchild - in the 
family, so it didn’t matter so much that I was a girl. Indeed, 
my name, Shahazadi*, was given to me by my Dada; though 
everyone called me by my daknam*, which was Onu. I had 
other names too, pet-names given by my father: shonamoni, 
janer tukra. When my father came home at the end of the day, 
he would call out “Where is Onu? Amar shonamoni koi-re?” 
My father and my grandparents loved me so much that my 
mother often told me that I was too spoilt. But I knew she 
didn’t mean it. She was happy in those days, too.

Besides, I knew that my situation was unusual. My friend 
Rekha’s family were very poor. She had eight brothers and 
sisters, and when the ninth child was born, they named her 
“China”. The foreigners who came to visit one of the local 
NGO offices were very impressed. They thought that she 
had been named after the country China, which we call 
“Cheen”. Actually, her name meant “unwanted”.

By the time my third brother, Shiraj, was born, things had 
changed a lot for our family. My grandparents were both 
dead, their sons had fallen out with each other, and two of 
my father’s brothers, Shahed and Jabbar, had successfully 
cheated him and his other brother out of any claims to my 
grandfather’s property. My father was a proud man - he said 
he had his manshonman*, so he refused to go on fighting them, 
or to beg for his share. he had asked the village matbars* to 
intervene in the matter, but my uncle Shahed was married 
to Selim Matbar’s daughter, so they all sided with him.

Our family moved out of the compound into a small shack 
on another relative’s land, but my parents found it increas-
ingly difficult to feed their growing family. When my Dada 
was alive, he had ruled the family with an iron hand, and my 
mother often lamented to our female neighbours that he had 
not allowed any of his daughters-in-law to use jonmoniyon-
tron*. At the time of my grandfather’s death, my third brother 
was already on the way, and none of us could have imagined 
how our financial circumstances would change.

Within three years, my father could no longer afford to 
send us to school, and my brother Shawon and I, as the eld-
est children, were expected to help our parents in any way 
we could. My brother started to work at the village tea stand, 
serving the locals as well as the truck drivers who regularly 
passed through. I helped my mother with the household 
work, and looking after our cow and chickens. But things 
just kept getting worse.

My father worked as a day-labourer for one of the 
landowners nearby, but we could not manage on what 
he earned, and the humiliation he felt at doing this work 
changed him. My mother said it had made him bitter - 
“Bhalo manushtarey noshto koira disey”. It was mostly she who 
suffered the brunt of his anger, although he never hit any of 
us, the children. Sometimes I felt as though he just looked 
for reasons to become angry with my mother, and despite 
the regular beatings, my mother seemed to accept this as her 
fate. In all the hours I spent bathing her bruises with cold 
water, she never said a word against my father.

I remained my father’s favourite, however, his janer tukra. 
So it was a shock to me, when one day one of my khalas sug-
gested that my parents send me to work for a family in Dhaka. 

My aunt actually raised the issue with my mother, pointing 
out that it would mean one less mouth to feed at home, and 
that whatever payment my parents received for my work 
could help meet the family’s expenses. “I know it will be hard 
for you to manage without her, but think about the benefits. It 
is just a small sacrifice! And you will have her back for the Eid 
holidays, anyway. It will mean that you can look after your 
boys better. They are the ones who will take care of you in 
your old age.” My mother did not respond to what my kha-
la said, but her comment about the boys being more important 
made me feel bad, even though I knew it was true.

I need not have worried too much about that, though. My 
father was enraged when my mother raised the subject with 
him. “Do you think I’m a beggar?” he shouted, “that I have 
to send my only daughter to another man’s house to work as 
a servant?” It’s true that I didn’t want to go to Dhaka either, 
but I felt bad that night; I knew my mother had received a 
beating because of me.

A few months after that, after my khala had repeatedly 
promised him that I would be sent to a good family, that 
they would feed and clothe me well, and that they had 
promised to send me to a local school, my father finally gave 
in. I knew he didn’t want me to go - nor did my mother - but 
somehow this had become something we could not avoid.

I think that in the beginning I had hoped that the family in 
Dhaka would be kind. It was not long after I arrived there, 
that I realised that all the promises that my khala had made 
to my parents were lies. I don’t know whether she knew 
the truth herself. I don’t believe my parents knew it - but 
perhaps I would have had to come to Dhaka anyway. We 
just couldn’t manage at home anymore.

I consoled myself with the thought that I would be home 
for Eid. But Rojar Eid came and went six months later, and 
the begumshaheb insisted that she needed my help preparing 
for the festivities. They had promised that I could go home 
for Korbanir eid, but I couldn’t help wondering how she 
would manage without my help at that time. Still, I didn’t 
want to think about the implications of that too deeply, so I 
clung to the hope that this time, they would keep their prom-
ise. And surely my father would not let them keep me away 
from him for so long…

The family I lived with had two children - Ronnie, a few 
years older than me and Shoma, who was younger. But their 
lives were very different from mine. Ronnie was a skinny 
boy, who loved to play all kinds of sports, and the begum-
shaheb worried constantly that he didn’t eat enough. She 
spent a lot of time preparing good food to tempt his appetite. 
Both the children had nice clothes, and Shoma had many 
dresses. The begumshaheb liked her to look pretty.

At home, only Shawon and I got new clothes, and that 
was usually a couple of times a year. Our two younger 
brothers mostly made do with Shawon’s old clothes. Shoma 
had one dress that I particularly liked. It was red, with puffy 
sleeves, and was edged with white lace. I didn’t tell anyone, 
but I secretly hoped that someday, when Shoma grew out of 
the dress, they would give it to me. Shoma was tall for her 
age, so it would definitely fit me.

They both went to school, and sometimes it reminded 
me of the time when my brother and I were still studying. I 
had enjoyed lessons, especially in the early years of school. 
Even after it became difficult to manage the cost of uniforms 
and books, I was able to manage alright. The teachers mostly 

liked me, because I worked hard, and I found many of the 
things we studied interesting. The only subject I had diffi-
culty with was english. no one at home could help me with 
that! Still, after Afshin master allowed me to sit at the back 
of his tutorial class, I improved in that, too. And I was really 
happy the day that I came third in the annual exam, in my 
last year at school.

now, I helped the begumshaheb to make breakfast each 
morning, and ironed the children’s clothes, and got their 
schoolbags ready. I woke up in the morning long before they 
did, and usually went to bed after them, too. Once in a while, 
I would stand in the corner and watch television when they 
did. Ronnie never said anything to me, he was too busy with 
his own things, but Shoma used to make me fetch her things 
and get me to scratch her back or braid her hair. She would 
also complain to her mother if she ever saw me watching 
television. I couldn’t understand why she hated me so much. 
She was like her mother, that one.

And while they were at school, I did the household work 
as the begumshaheb instructed me to. The work never seemed 
to finish, and she was rarely happy with me. “What kind 
of donkey from the village are you? Do I have to show you 
everything? Can’t you do anything right?” she would often 
scream at me. She had already told me to call her begum-
shaheb instead of khalamma* and to call her husband shaheb. 
I tried to do things the way she wanted, but often, she 
changed her mind. And somehow, I never seemed to get it 
right however hard I tried.

In the beginning, she didn’t hit me that often. But after 
she started, it got worse and worse. One time, when I was 
cleaning the fish, she slapped me so hard that I cut my hand 
on the boti. That time she was scared that the shaheb would 
find out, so she told me to lie and tell him that my hand had 
slipped. he didn’t like it when she shouted at the children, 
or slapped me, so she never did it in front of him. It wasn’t 
that the shaheb was particularly kind, but he liked peace and 
quiet in the house. he got irritated at any type of noise or 
commotion. But he was usually at work, so he didn’t know 
how often I got beaten.

The begumshaheb was a strange woman. She had many 
friends, and sometimes they would come over for tea in the 
mid-morning or late afternoon, before shaheb came home 
from work. Sometimes one of her friends would compliment 
her how well I did my work, which usually pleased her. She 
would say “I have taught her everything she knows. When 
she came here, she was such a khat*!” I always felt bad when 
she said that. But at those times, she seemed happy, and 
they would all laugh and gossip about their neighbours. Yet 
when the shaheb was home, she was much quieter, and was 
often sullen. She even snapped at Ronnie and Shoma.

I couldn’t understand why  the begumshaheb sometimes 
got so angry. She had everything she could want. I thought 
about how excited my family would be to see all the things 
that these people had. Their flat was large and had lots of 
fancy things; they had a fridge, a VCR, a big TV, even a car 
that the shaheb used each day to get to his office. When I first 
came to Dhaka, I was amazed to see that they had a beauti-
ful paka bathroom - I had never used an indoor toilet before. 
In the village, some people had sanitary latrines - a porcelain 
basin at ground-level with a footrest on either side - but there 
were no “chair” toilets.

Sometimes, when begumshaheb was resting in the after-
noons, I would sit on the verandah by myself and think 
about home - imagining what my parents and my brothers 
were doing, and how my friends were. I would daydream 
about how we used to play ekka-dokka and chhi-buri, splash 
about in the cool water of the village pond as the sun blazed 
overhead (my mother was always worried that I would 
become kalo*!), sneak about trying to identify the trees from 
which we could steal a few kacha aam, to devour as bhar-
ta with chilli powder and salt - nothing ever tasted as good 
as those stolen green mangoes!

Sometimes a whole afternoon would go by while I 
was daydreaming, and the begumshaheb was sleeping. But 
once the children came back from school at three o’clock, 
things got really busy. And it was at that time, and before 
the shaheb came home at six-thirty, that I was most likely to 
be on the receiving end of the begumshaheb’s wrath. Things 
were never done quickly enough for her, and in the kitchen, 
I was always worried about dropping one of the heavy pots, 
or spilling something, which really made her angry.

This morning, things started badly because the children 
awoke late, and the begumshaheb and I were rushing around, 
trying to get them ready in time to leave with the shaheb, as he 
set off to work. In the hurry, I dropped one of the teacups, and 
it smashed on the ground, spilling the dregs of the tea. The be-
gumshaheb dealt me a stinging blow to my cheek - so hard, that 
my ears started ringing, and tears sprang to my eyes.

“It is only a teacup, for heav-
en’s sake! You don’t have to hit her for                                                                                                                                  
that!” the shaheb rebuked her sharply. “What do you know? 
She never does anything properly! It’s all right for you. You 
don’t have to deal with her stupidity all the time!” The beg-
umshaheb shouted back. To my amazement, the shaheb’s hand 
flew out and delivered a sharp blow to her cheek. “Don’t 
you ever raise your voice to me like that again!” he thun-
dered, before stalking out of the room. As she lifted her face 
to look at me, her reddened cheek clearly marked by the 
force of his slap, I saw the hatred in her eyes, and I knew that 
I would pay for this; both for being the cause of her injury, 
and more importantly, for being a witness to it.

The door slammed as the shaheb and the children left. I 
didn’t dare look at the begumshaheb. There was a moment of 
utter silence, and then it was as if a kalbaisakhi* storm came 
down on my head. A hail of blows landed all over my body, 
and although I lifted my arms in a futile gesture to shield 
myself, it was useless. She seemed crazed by her rage, and I 
knew that there was nothing I could do to stop her. I had a 
sudden fleeting hope, that if she beat me very badly perhaps 
they would have to send me home. It would be a small sacri-
fice, and well worth it to see my family again after so long.

But then I had no time to think anymore. Somehow, I 
stumbled into the kitchen, followed by the begumshaheb, 
hurling shrill abuse at me, “Haramjadi*, I’ll show you! I’ll 
teach you a lesson you’ll never forget!” I looked up in hor-
ror, to see that she had picked up the heavy belon* and was 
coming at me. The first blow landed on my leg, and I heard a 
sickening crack, and felt an indescribable burning pain shoot 
through my leg. Another blow landed on my back. As I 
screamed in agony, I saw her raise the rolling pin again, and 
I closed my eyes in anticipation of the blow.

As the belon landed against my ear, a red haze seemed 
to flood through my head. When I opened my eyes again, 
my vision was blurred. I could see the begumshaheb’s mouth 
moving, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. I won-
dered - with a surge of terror - whether the blow on my head 
had made me deaf.

And that was my last thought before, mercifully, every-
thing faded away, and I felt myself falling into a deep, dark 
blackness… z

GLOSSARY:
* Wire-mesh 
* Mistress, lady of the house 
* Cook 
* Princess 
* nickname 
* Pride, honour 
* Community leaders 
* Contraception 
* ”It has ruined a good man” 
* Auntie 
* Kitchen implement for slicing 
* Ignorant peasant 
* Dark-skinned, literally “black” 
* Fierce spring storms that come from the north-West, com-
monly known as “nor-westers” 
* Bastard 
* Rolling-pin

____________________
Farah Ghuznavi is a columnist for
the Star magazine, The Daily Star

A Small Sacrifice

A neW ADDITIOn to the 
english creative writing 
scenario of Bangladesh is 
Spring Moon by Quamrul 

hassan. This is a unique collection 
of the poet’s 43 haiku with colourful 
illustration with each piece by artist 
Rubaba Mohsin, a graduate from the 
Institute of Fine Arts, University of 
Dhaka.

haiku is a traditional form of 
Japanese poem which has three short 
lines where the first line has five 
syllables, the second has seven syllables 
and the last line has five syllables. 
The main challenge of a haiku is that 
it does not rhyme and the poet has 
to create a meaningful imagery and 
complete sense through the three lines. 

nowadays, all 
over the world, 
the modern 
form of haiku is 
written mostly 
where the rule of 
the 5-7-5 syllables 
is not followed 
thoroughly. All 
haiku of hassan 

are modern in form as 17 syllables in 
english do not match with the Japanese 
syllables or “mora”.

Themes of hassan’s haiku range 
from the beauty of Bangladesh’s 
nature and seasons to his personal 
observations of life. A simple lipstick 
has become extraordinary as the poet 
mentioned how its kiss on a baby’s 
cheek makes a “half moon” in one of 
these haiku. his experience of writing 
has come out in several of them as well. 
Juxtaposition of two social systems and 
cruel irony of the present materialistic 
society can be seen in the following 
haiku and also in many others,

five star hotel
someone reads

the das capital

The following haiku was voted 
among the best ten in the 9th World 
haiku Festival held in Bangalore, 
India in 2008. It’s on a stolen kiss 
and it forces the reader to become a 
romantic. 

spring moon --
the sole witness of
the stolen kiss

Around seven haiku of the book 
have been published in two famous 
Japanese dailies named Aashi 
Shimbun and Mainichi Daily news. 
The anonymous characters of all 
haiku are either enthralled by the 
beauty of spring moon, ecstatic 
after winning in a football match, 
struck by loneliness, content to fall 
in love with the right person or 
glad to come home from abroad. It 
seems that he has managed to pour 
all kinds of human emotions in this 
collection. For instance, the first 
night of bashor ghor is captured in 
the haiku below,

bridal night
his lips unlocking
her secrets

Repetition of words, puns and irony 
of two different things have been 
captured in the poems. For example 
the following poem shows how an 
atheist remembers God when he falls 
in trouble. 

minor earthquake-
the atheist says
oh my god!

Among the 43 pieces of haiku, only 
one is written in a straight, single 
line. The poet has used lower case of 
letters intentionally in all the pieces. 

The illustrations often complement 
the poems by portraying their main 
subjects exactly, and again sometimes 
represent a scene not directly related 
to the main theme. The most unique 
feature of the book is that it is shaped 
like a long strip, and when a reader 
flips the cover page, the pages open 
up as a Japanese folded fan “Ogi”. 
Khademul Jahan, who did the cover 
and the designs, deserves special 
credit for this unique feature. 

each book comes in a box and it is a 
very good gift item as well.  The book 
is a fantastic combination of artistic 
creativity and a poet’s imagination. 
That is why poet Kaiser haq said in 
the preface of the book that “This 
collection of poems in the exacting 

minimalist form invented by the 
image-loving Japanese is ample 
evidence that the muse has been kind 
to the poet.” 

The book is priced TK.120 only 
and the readers will be able to grab 
a copy in Janantik at Aziz Super 
Market, Bookworm on Old Airport 
Road (beside Jahangir Gate of 
Dhaka Cantonment), Geetanjali at 
Bashundhara City (Level 6) and 
Bishaud Bangla in Chittagong. 

The poet deserves a big applause 
indeed for experimenting with such a 
difficult form of poetry in English for 
the first time in Bangladesh. z

____________________
Sabreena Ahmed is a Lecturer of

English, Brac University
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