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The scorching pain

JHARNA DAS PURKAYASTHA
TRANSLATION: ISHRAT JAHAN BAKI

ROM her childhood, the girl has

been like this. She is always hungry.

She does not want dresses, bangles
or ribbons. She just wants rice. Chipped
enamel plates and earthen bowls filled
with rice, rice and more rice.

How can the widow, Motijan, provide so
much rice? She says angrily, “You pig! It's
good your father died after your birth. He
was saved.”

These words do not have any effect at all
on Atarjan. She laughs aloud at her mother.

In the dark narrow room of the slum, her
two younger brothers, Abul and Habul,
wail at the top of their voice.

"Oh, Mother, Bubu has eaten all the rice.
What will we eat? We are hungry. Oh,
Mother, give us rice.”

Itis late afternoon. Motijan has just
returned home after washing dishes, grind-
ing spices, wiping floors, washing clothes
at four houses. She never cooks lunch. The
family usually shares the food she gets
from the houses she works at. She cooks
only once in the evening. Habul or Abul
buys the things from the shop at the end of
the alley. With her three children, Motijan
eats to her fill at night. She covers the rest
of the rice with water. In the morning, she
eats the panta bhat with burnt chillies, salt
and onion and then goes to work.

Atari -- Atarjan -- looks after Habul and
Abul. Now that they have grown up, they
spend their time playing gulli with a stick
and a wooden puck on the streets. The
moment they spot their mother returning,
they come running home in the hope that
they all eat lunch together.

Before Atari used to clean the room, fill
the pitcher with water, hang out the quilts
and clothes. She used to tidy the room and
keep it clean. But these days she doesn't
bother any more.

She has become even more gluttonous
than before. Her two younger brothers can
never keep packets of chira and muri at
home. After returning home Motijan has to
listen to all their complaints. She feels that
her head is going to burst.

While at work, she has to endure all
manner of rebuke from her employers. She
feels her body is going to collapse under
the load of work. Can't she have a moment
of peace even after returning home?
Motijan shouts, “Why the hell do I work in
so many houses? For your sake only. You
are a big girl. How can you act like this?”

Atari says laughing, "When did I eat?”

Habul shouts back, "No, you didn't eat.
Then where did the muri go?”

Motijan says with pain and anger,
“Come on, eat me up!”

Atari just laughs, "Can one eat a human
being?

Motijan feels like strangling this girl who
is always hungry.

Atari doesn’t care about her mother’s
feelings. She says laughing, “Can one eat a
human being? If | could then I would have
smeared you with oil, salt, and chillies and
eaten you up long ago.”
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ZEENAT KHAN

recent edition of Time magazine had a short

featured article under Postcard: Kolkata, written

by Nilanjana Bhowmick. The bi-line says "The
fight for Mother Teresa's remains.” Mother Teresa is
synonymous to India or in the context of the slums of
Calcurta. On the eve of her upcoming centenary of birth
in August 2010, Albania has demanded that her body be
exhumed and flown back to Albania to be buried next to
her mother and sister at the Albanian capital, Tirana.

Maymuna, the woman who lives in the
shake beside theirs, is shocked when she
comes out to fetch her baby's quilt and
overhears Atari's words. Staring at Atari,
she puts her hand on her cheek with aston-
ishment.

"Listen to this girl, what the hell is she
saying? What man will ever marry her?” .

Atari blushes and says, “Forget it. I don’t
need anyone to marry me.” &

Habul forgets his grief over the muri. His
eyes shine with happiness. “Is Bubu going
to get married?”

Atari rushes towards her brother. “If you
talk of marriage again, I will break you
jaws.” ;

Motijan catches her daughter's hand
and pulls her close. She runs her hand '
through the bird's nest of her daughter's
hair and says, “Come, let me comb your
hair. Look, how untidy you hair is.”

She makes her daughter sit near her and
then runs her hand lovingly through her
hair. She puts a handful of oil in Atari’s hair
and combs it and rolls it into a tight bun.

Crazy Atari now looks very pretty.
Motijan runs her oily hand over Atari’s
heart-shaped face. She tells her daughter
affectionately, “Women should not eat so
much. Do you understand?”

“Why? What happens?”

Her mother says angrily, “I can't say
what happens. You are always asking ques-
tions.”

Atari does not pay any heed to her
mother's irritation. Looking at the sky
indifferently, she says, “I always feel hun-
gry. My stomach aches when I feel very
hungry. I feel like vomiting and I feel dizzy.”

“What did you say, Atari? Your stomach
aches.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Motijan starts sobbing. She says in a
choked voice, “Oh, my dear girl, the poor
have to endure all. Hunger, stomach
aches.”

Looking at her daughter, Motijan real-
izes that her daughter has grown up. From
a small girl, she is almost a woman now.

The marriage date is settled. Atari is
getting married to Rahmat from the
Khilgaon slum. He is a strapping young
man and wears colourful shirts and jeans.
Round his neck he sports a jaunty scarf.
Although he pedals his rickshaw the whole
day, he doesn't get tired. He earns a lot of
money daily. Even after paying the owner,
he has managed to save a lot of money.
Atari will be happy with him.

Atari has seen Rahman from a distance,
and she likes him

Rahman has rented a shack in the
Agargaon slum. After their marriage, they
are going to live there.

Kaliman from the slum says, "You've got
a nice son-in-law, Motjjan Bu.”

Abdul says laughing, “He has plenty of
strength. He can come to Bailey Road and
Kakrail from Agargaon playing his rick-
shaw. He says that it is not a rickshw but a
baby taxi.”

Abul and Habul are also very excited.
“Mia Bhai is very handsome.”
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The struggle for Mother Teresa

request as absurd.

Mother Teresa was born Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu to her
ethnic Albanian parents, who went to Albania from
Macedonia. She was born in Skopje, Albania, which is
now part of Macedonia, on August 26, 1910. She left
Albania at age 18 when she felt there was a higher calling
for her to go and to help others in a distant part of the
world. Upon arriving in Calcutta, she joined the sisters of
Loreto convent and taught there. That school was
primarily for the privileged children of Calcutta. She later
roamed through the streets of Calcutta and was very
saddened by the plight of the "untouchables”, the poor

Albanian Prime Minister Sali Berisha made this demand
to the government of India. It is predicted that Albania
will most probably campaign with more intensity to claim
her remains before her upcoming birthday. Since this
official request was made, the entire nation of India is
appalled. There have been protests and the nuns of
Mother Teresa's order are wondering why Albania would
raise the issue since Mother Teresa had little connection
with the country, where she spent her adolescent years

only. Fearing that Macedonia may also make such an
unreasonable request, West Bengal's million member

state forum has called for a mass protest, according to the
gazine. The Indian foreign office has issued a
statement saying, “Mother Teresa was an Indian citizen

ma

and she is resting in her own country, her own land.” Her

own Missionaries of Charity order has described such a

and the hungry. She decided to leave the convent to help
the poor. She later founded the Missionaries of Charity.
From then on the poor and the needy in Calcutta had
Mother Teresa, who relentlessly tried her best to help by
taking care of them. She was a symbol of grace who
helped others to overcome struggle and tragedy and
taught them to replace them with promise and dignity. To
her each life was precious. Given an opportunity one can
overcome all sorrows and difficulty and can fulfill their
lives with hope. To her life was an adventure, and through
her non-stop work to improve the quality of human life
she worked unfailingly until the very end of her life.
Mother Teresa died at eighty-seven. Without her there
was no one to fight for the destitute, She tried her best to
restore the concept of human dignity with those who
forgot about it because of their status and position in
society. She frequented the leper colony and helped its
inhabitants with whatever they needed, even with
massage oil that was scarce to them. With that those
people got relief when they applied it to their deformed
hands without fingers. She touched and embraced them
without any fear. She taught India many lessons and her
voice was heard. Pope John Paul Il and the Vatican
accorded her a lot of respect and supported her cause.
Mother Teresa does not belong only to Calcutta; she
belongs to the wider world where there is suffering and
injustice against the poor, the helpless and the sick. She
attained recognition in life and in death. She appeared on
the cover of Time magazine way back in December 1975
("A Living Saint"). A Nobel laureate, she died in Calcutta
on 5 September 1997. She donated the money that was
awarded to her when she received the Nobel Peace Prize
to the destitutes of Calcutta. In her own words, "By blood
I am Albanian. By citizenship I am Indian. By faith, | am a
Catholic nun. As to my calling, I belong to the world."
Itis ironic that Mother Teresa, who fought to eradicate
poverty, disease and human suffering by roaming the
streets of Calcutta should be disturbed in death, Someone
who at night went looking for the poor, the hungry and
the sick and took them with her and gave them food,
shelter and endless love, should not be a subject for
governmental wrangling. We should all join in protest
and raise the demand that her remains not be disturbed.

Zeenat Khan is a freelance writer who resides in the United States, In her spare
time she tutors children with reading disabilities.

It has been a long time sonce Motijan
has cooked with a smiling face. After work-
ing so hard, she nearly always has a hot
temper. But for some days now, her heart
has been filled with boundless love,

The marriage will take place tomorrow
night. Tonight Motijan fries whole eggs in
onion, oil and garlic.

Atarjan starts her new life in the

argaon slum. She looks beautiful these
days. She cooks so many things with plea-
sure. Rahmat buys rice, lentils, spices, and
chicken. The whole room is filled with the
aroma of food. Sitting in the empty room,
she breathes deeply. She remembers her
poor mother and her two little brothers.
She does not have to go hungry any more
She is so happy now that she can eat to her
heart's content. Mother said that she had
married her off so that she could eat well.

Rahmat is moody. He has to get hot
steaming rice with his favourite curry the
moment he returns home. If the food is not
to his liking, he just flings away the whole
plateful of rice. Atari has to cook again after
cleaning the floor. Then she cajoles him
and makes him eat.

Occasionally she feels very angry. Can he
show his anger whenever he pleases, just
because he is a man? Atari can be angry
too. She has to pick up the grains of rice
one by one from the floor. Doesn't she feel
the pain? But the sweet damp smell of rice
sweeps away all her grief.

Mother, Aunt Kaliman, and Grandma
Monowara say, “Men are supposed to be
bad-tempered.”

Can men do whatever they want?
Looking at the moonlit sky, Atari sighs.

Just the other day, her whole heart had
burned with indignation.

It was morning. She was cleaning small
fish. Rahmat was wiping the rickshaw with
a torn piece of cloth in a corner of the
slum. He was supposed to go out to ply the
rickshaw after eating. Rahmat was singing
happily while cleaning the rickshaw, “O
Sakhina, you have forgotten me? Now I ply
rickshaws on the streets of Dhaka.”

Pushing aside the hessian curtain hang-
ing at the door, Atari saw Sakhina, a girl
from the slum, going to fetch water from
the roadside tubewell with a pitcher on her
hip. The teenage Sakhina was almost roll-
ing over with laughter at Rahmat's song.
“Mia Bhai can sing very well.”

Atari didn't have the courage to say
anything to Rahmat. She stared fixedly at
the rice boiling on the stove.

She cried out in anger, “Shut up, shut up.
Isn't there any other song in this world
than this?”

Rahmat rushed into the room. He said
angrily, “What is it to you if I sing this
song?”

She didn't know from where she got the
courage but she screamed aloud, “It does-
n't bother me. But that whore, the way she
was laughing, didn't you see?”

Rahmat was surprised. The gluttonous
hag didn't pay attention to anything other
than food. But she had started noticing
everything.
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Fakrul Alam refl

RiMLA CHOWDHURY

N his second visit
to Independent
University,

Bangladesh (IUB) as a
guest speaker at the
Lecture Series on English
Studies organized by the
Department of English,
Dr. Fakrul Alam was
clearly happy at being
able to address his old
friends, students past
and present and school
friends and thanked [UB
for its hospitability. The
topic of the discussion
was “Postmodern American Fiction and the Visual Arts”. He
started off by describing himself as a teacher of the theory of
postmodernism as opposed to being a specialist. He held forth on
the beginning and end of modernism and the eventual rise of
postmodernism in the 1960s. He also noted that it is preposterous
to think of what is to come after postmodernism since there was
just no way of knowing what was to be. In his view,
postmodernism is a part of what is broadly called post-
structuralism.

Dr. Alam focused on the emergence of postmodernism, the
first signs of such emergence being in the form of a massive
disillusionment in the West which resulting from the
consequences of the Vietnam War, two decades of the Cold War
and incidents involving students in Paris. Ideologies such as those
put forward by religion, rationalism and Marxism were no longer
to hold. He broadly explained postmodernism to be concerned
with a questioning as well as a subversion of structures which
appear to be absolute.

[n his analysis of the postmodernist thinkers, Dr. Fakrul Alam
spoke of Leotard and his concept of the breaking of the grand
narratives that is one of the foundations of postmodernism. He
explained how stories promising a beginning, a middle and an
end which also end with happiness were seen skeptically at this
point and the ideal world, depicted by religion, rationalism,
Marxism, humanism and other theories, also facing challenges.

He quoted Roland Barthes (“Fragments are the only form I trust”) |
and noted Leotard's belief in narrating stories in the form of
micro-narratives, which means that only small stories made any
impact at this point and unlike before, big stories with big and
pleasant endings no longer made effect.

Baudelaire, another critic of post-modernism, was also
mentioned in the speech. Here, Dr. Alam spoke about the
adoption of Plato’s concept of a world of imitations by
Baudelaire, who challenges the traditional view put forth by
Aristotle that works of art always reflect reality.

In the power-point presentation, the reputed academic first
indicated the key differences in the works of novelists of the
modernist and post-modernist eras. He drew from Ihab
Hasssan's “Towards a Concept of Modernism” and also from
“Postmodernism: The Para-critical Bibliography" to point out the
differences in form and content in the works of the two eras. He
wenton to speak on Tristram Shandy by Laurence Sterne,
Breakfast of Champions by Kurt Vonnegut and Krazy Kat by Jay
Canter to exemplify the breaking of any well-defined boundaries

“What the hell are you saying?” Rahmat
grabbed Atari by her curly hair. “What did
you say? Say it again.”

Atari became limp with fear. Her throat

and tongue felt parched.

Rahmat's beatings, his angry abusive
words -- these are nothing new. Why, just a
few days after their marriage, Rahmat went
out with his rickshaw. He said that he
would return at noon and they would have
their meal together.

But noon advanced into afternoon, still
he didn't come. Her stomach rumbled with
hunger. “Eh, do you think this is my man-
sion? You have absolutely nothing to do all
day except eat.”

Rahmat doesn't eat cold rice. She had
cooked the rice at noon. She thought after
eating she would soak the rest of the rice in
water. It was cheap, coarse rice. It would
start to smell if left for sometime in the hot
weather. Rahmat never eats stale rice. He
only eats hot fresh rice. Anu Bu, who lived
in the next shack, said, “Men are moody
and hot-tempered, Atari Bhabi.”

But why so much?

Kicking the plate aside, Rahmat said,
"You just waste your time the whole day,
don't you?"

0, Ma, when does she waste her time?
Rahmat warns her, “Never go outside the
room. I have a good reputation.”

Atari cannot agree with Rahmat. She
wants to give him a rude answer. But an icy
fear chokes her. They don't have anything
except reputation.

Atari takes up the plate she has put aside
and starts eating. She has to cook fresh rice
for Rahmat.

Deep in the night, she wakes up. Rahmat
is pulling her to him. His hard, iron-like
hands are tender. The angry tone that is
always in his voice is not there. His voice is
filled with fondness and love,

"My darling, my dear Atari, Atarjan, my
mayna’.

Atari melts like soft butter on Rahmat's
chest. Her breathing becomes deeper and
heavier. Rahmat whispers something in her
ears just when she is about to surrender
herself completely to him.

Atari asks in a voice, still heavy with
desire, “What did you say?”

“I want to marry Sakhina. All you have to
do is give your consent. I will keep you
happy, you can eat as much as you like....."

Rice, rice, and more rice.

In the dark room, Atari can imagine the
grains of rice white as jasmine blossoms
dancing before her eyes. But her mouth
doesn't water at all at the thought of rice.
The old desire for food has disappeared
completely. Her body becomes cold under
the sticky sheet. All of a sudden, her
twenty-year-old body loses all desire. Her
heavy breathing becomes normal. In the
darkness, Atari hisses, "You dog, you son of
a bitch.”

Rahmat shakes the body clad in a
striped sari. “What's the matter?”

Atarjan, turning away, tells him, “It's
very cold.”
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"What do you mean, cold? Are you
crazy? Tonight is so full of fun.”

Outside, the last rains of Sravan are
pouring down. The continuous sourd of
the rain fills the room with a strange intoxi-
cation. Rahmat is burning with desire. He
feels a shiver run through his whole body.
Just when he was about to have this girl
like an obedient waiting maid, Atari had
turned cold as ice.

Above the sound of the rain, Atari can
hear the imminent wedding music. Faced
with the maddening music of Rahmat and
Sakhina's union, the promise of food does
not stir her any more. Between her two
breasts, where the silver locket that
Motijan gave her swings, she can feel wave
after wave of anger swirling, just like the
sea at high tide during a full moon.

In the morning, she does not do her
usual work. She packs all her things in a
small bundle. Inside are her comb, mirror,
cheap powder and lipstick.

Rahmat asks angrily, “Where are you
going?”

“Khilgaon.”

Rahmat laughs loudly. “Your mother
works as a maid in people’s houses. She
can't even feed you properly once a day.”

Rahmat goes to the neighbour's shack
and says, “She is angry. Give me a plate of
rice, Anu Bu, Her anger will go away when
she sees the rice.”

Garrulous Latifa enters the shack. “What
is the matter, Atarjan Bhabi? Are you very
angry? What's it to you if Sakhina Bibi
comes as your sotin, as your co-wife? It's
okay with us if we get enough food to eat.
What do you say?”

Banu says, “Oh, only food won't do. She
has to have her husband as well.”

Amena says, “Shut up, just shut up,
don't talk so much. The husband will be
Cross.”

Anwara Bu Places a big plate of rice in
front of Atari. The hot steaming rice 1s
heaped on the plate. Around the mound of
rice are spoonfuls of curries cooked in

« different shacks of the slum. It is as if

Rahmat wants to intoxicate her with rice.,
There is dried fish cooked with kochu lat,
thick massur dal with plenty of onion and
chillies, small fish, aloo bharta pungent
with mustard oil.

Rahmat says cajolingly, “Come on, Atari,
eat. Anu Bu, there are chillies on the stove,
roast them for her.”

Grandma Amena says, running her hand
over Atari's head, “You have to listen to
your husband. Otherwise, you will be
committing a sin. Come on, eat.”

Atari looks at everyone around her. Yes,
today she will commit a sin. She will not
listen to her husband. Today her mouth
does not water, but there are tears in her
eyes, She looks with loathing at the plate of
rice. Taking the small bundle in her hand,
she stands up. Stepping outside the door,
she says loud and clear, “You and your rice
can go to hell.”

The story, abridged, is part of Jhama Das Purkayastha's
collection of short stones, The Blue House, edited by Niaz
Zaman and published by writers.ink
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Last Mughal, the Fall of a
Dynasty, Delhi 1857, an
account of the last Mughal
Emperor of Delhi during
the Indian Mutiny, and
White Mughals, which
tells the story of a love
affair between a colonial
British officer and an
Indian princess. He has
also written and presented
several documentaries
such as Stones of the Raj
and Sufi Soul.

White Mughals won the
Scottish Book of the Year
Prize (2003) and the
Wolfson Prize for History
(2003). The Last Mughal
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River and maiden

If
the

river

can roll on and on till it
meets the sea,

then

when
will you, o wild maiden,

be mine?

Silchar
That Cloud-nymph had
leant forward
so near my lips, saying
“The weather is stifling
here in the town now
Stay back for a day or two
and we shall wade
together .
in sea-less saline waters.”

I gazed out at the endless
horizon

through that fathomless
window.

Not far from here

loom the shadows of
those blue mountains

at whose feet nestles that
town of poets. j

The skiff of the moon
The skiff of the moon
floated
on the waters of the lake,
while with me there was

none
but Labonyo.

Labonyo, on top of your |
nose |
have gathered droplets of |
perspiration 1_
and before the last poetry |
sounds l
there is only but separa-

tion |

The suburb
The City wed the Village
next door.
And the Village -- a spi-
dery mother --
died in childbirth.
The newborn babe was
named the Suburb.
The child began to grow

gradually..... ‘A

Rimla Chowdhury is a student at IUB

Dalrymple in Dhaka

William Dalrymple, an eminent Scottish historian and writer,
spoke at the Independent University, Bangladesh (IUB), on
Friday, 13 November, on his latest book, Nine Lives: in Search of
the Sacred in Modern India. Dalrymple was invested as the sec-
ond scholar in residence at IUB and presented with a sash. He
will be conducting a creative writing workshop with the faculty
and students of Independent University, Bangladesh.

William Dalrymple is the author of the critically acclaimed The

ts on post-modernism

which is the form followed by all post-modern writers in their

In the question-answer round, Prof. Alam responded to
questions put forward by Ms. Yasmine Mahmud, Associate Dean
of IUB, Dr. Niaz Zaman, Advisor of the English Department (IUB)
and Dr. Tanvir A. Khan, Registrar of IUB.

The event ended with a vote of thanks by Dr Razia Sultana
Khan, Head of the Department of English, IlUB. The Lecture Series
is organized by Mr. Shaiful Islam, Senior Lecturer, Department of

won the Duff Cooper Prize for History and Biography (2007).
Dalrymple is a recipient of the Mungo Park Medal from the Royal
Scottish Geographic Society for his “outstanding contribution to
travel literature”. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature
and of the Royal Asiatic Society. His interests include South Asia,
the Middle East and the Muslim world. He is currently living in

Delhi where he is rumored to be engaged in his latest literary

endeavor,

Shahityabisharod lecture

Samaj-Rupantar Odhyo-on Kendra has organized the Seventh

Abdul Karim Shahityabisharod Memorial Lecture for today, 14
November, at 11 am. This year's lecture, on the theme "Economic

Crisis of Capitalism’', will be delivered by the veteran political

Choudhurv.

leader Haider Akbar Khan Rano at RC Majumdar auditorium,
Lecture Theatre Bhaban, Dhaka University.

The session will be presided over by the Kendra President and
Professor Emeritus, Dhaka University, Dr. Serajul Islam



