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e was grinning from ear to ear as I headed
H towards him, his deep-set eyes beaming with

joy. All of a sudden, that look of love
vanished. He had spotted the man walking beside me,
my “bestie”, laughing deliriously over some awful
joke I'd just cracked. The look in his eyes changed
into a glare, full of jealousy, full of hate.

We often encounter such glares in public
places—they are not all the same, mind you. Neither
do they all bear the same meaning. We could roughly
categorise these glances as such:

Suspicious glares

It was 10:30 pm when [ bid farewell to my colleague
who dropped me home. As I was entering the building,
I was welcomed by the suspicious glare of my
neighbour aunty: “Are you new in this building?” she
asked. “Yes”, I replied, trying to walk away, but her
huge structure came between me and the lift. “Who else
is in your house?” she questioned. “My parents and my
brother”, I said trying hard to squeeze myself through
her side to get into the lift and end the discussion there.
“Where are you coming from?” she inquired. I told her
that [ am a journalist and [ work till 10 pm.

But [ am sure my answer did not make much
difference to her. She insisted that no office in this
country runs till 10 pm or later and kept on glaring at
me suspiciously as if I was doing something which her
generation considers “not nice”. I wasted 10 minutes
trying to explain, but finally gave up.

Curious glares

At home that night, and every other night, whenever
my Messenger ticks, I see three curious glares coming
my way—the three other people in my house are “very
interested to know” who | am talking to or messaging
with a “sweet smile” on my lips. These curious glares
usually come from them because they love to think that
I am seeing someone, or that the “unknown person” 1
am talking to could be a “prospective boyfriend”—and
a “prospective groom” in the long run. Alas! It usually
turns out to be a random joke from my best friend.

Arrogant glares

The next morning, when I head out for work, I know
the rickshaw-puller will give me a “glare of arrogance”.
I would keep requesting one after the other to take me
to a certain location, and they would all look at me with
pity and say “no” as coldly as possible. They won't just
stop there; they'd proceed to park their rickshaw, light a
biri, and watch me struggle with others. Even if, by
some miracle, they agree to go, they won't agree to the
fare, thereby ensuring that I am late for work. The same
applies to bus drivers when they leave me behind citing
“Mohila seat nai” and CNG-pullers who demand three
times the fare. Part of life, you see!

Disgusting glares

As I set out for work, I know hundreds of eyes are
glaring at me in the most inappropriate of ways,
popping out of their sockets, like in those animated
cartoons, and gluing onto me, on every inch and crevice
of my body, till I vanish from their sight. Sometimes I
glare back with anger; and in some cases, it works—but
in most cases, it doesn't. In such cases, I try to imagine
myself as a celebrity—after all, everyone loves watching
what celebrities do. It makes me feel less disgusted. But
only sometimes.

Glares of disbelief

As it turns out, I reach work late almost every morning.

In most, if not all, cases, my boss reaches the office
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earlier than I do, only to find my desk empty. Every
time I'm late, I have to think of a new excuse. Last time,
I told him that the boat I took from Hatirjheel to come
to Gulshan had broken down in the middle of the lake,
leaving me in the middle of nowhere for almost 30
minutes. Boss, who is always smarter, did not believe
my “detailed lie” and looked at me with sheer
disbelief. He knows, even though I don't want him to,
that [ have slept an extra hour. This also happens when
I attempt to leave early, citing “some work”. On some
occasions though, he smiles, as he knows it's
something “very urgent and personal” where he
should not intertere.

Sumaiya Zaman is a Sub-editor at The Daily Star.

Bus Fare Sharier
HEY! HEY! YOU DID NOT SORRY, I DON'T HAVE NO WORRIES! I WILL ARREST HIM
PAY THE F:rftuiropl STOP! ANY MONEY TODAY! AND MAKE HIM PAY!

LOOK- THIS IS JUST A 20-TAKA AFFAIR!
WOULD YOU SERIOUSLY ARREST ME?

L

0o [ 70

IF YOU
DON'T STOP,

I'LL SHOOT!

OKIOKI'I
SURRENDER!

RUN FASTER, IDIOTI I ALSO DON'T HAVE
THE MONEY TO PAY THE FARE!
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tried breathing in Dhaka and

honestly, if you haven't tried it

yourself, [ can't recommend it to you.
It's a waste of your time—simply the
worst.

Hanging around outside is an awful
idea because, firstly, the dust. Hanging
around inside is also a bad idea because
of all the dust on the floor and all over
your stuff. You can't keep it out. I mean, |
suppose you can live with your windows
shut all the time, but if you're anything
like me, you can stand just about 20
straight hours of your own accumulated
body smell. Any more and you'll crave
the sweet, cloying, choking sensation
brought to us by the rapidly accelerating
economic growth of our city.

Why is it exactly that all these
construction sites leave all that sand on
the footpaths? That's not what they're
for. I don't think any civic planner ever
woke up in the morning excited to lay
out some new areas designed to keep
several hundred tons of grey dirt lying
around for months on end. (This might
just be because no civic planner has ever
woken up excited.) If you're a real estate
mogul, please just grab all your sand and
throw it into the construction site where
it belongs. Just store it all in the water
tank until the building's ready, it's not
like it'll make a difference to the quality
of what your tenants end up drinking

anyway.

THAT SWEEI
DHAKA AIR
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It's not just the private sector that's to
blame, of course. We've all seen the
massive projects of infrastructural
improvement that mostly seem to involve
digging up roads, which, if not perfectly
good, were at least markedly superior to
big holes in the ground. Big holes in the
ground are bad for inner-city transport
and produce large quantities of dust, in
addition to the large quantities of sand
piled neatly along these holes. We all had
a good breathe on those, I can tell you.

I generally can't see the buildings on
the other end of the road anymore. Some
will say it is fog and speak romantically
of it. They are wrong and silly. It is
mostly dust, which, mixed with what fog
there is, transtforms into a little
something we call lung cancer.
Respiratory illnesses are very much on
the rise, which just adds to the potent
mix of heart trouble, diabetes and food

poisoning we've ordinarily had to
contend with.

One can't really give all the credit to
the dust and sandy dunes parked along
what remains of the roads, of course. A
huge part of the credit goes to the
roughly 1,030,864 registered vehicles
chugging along between the sandy
stretches, trying to avoid the big holes in
the ground. At least they wish they could
chug along—more often than not, the
powers-that-be have other plans. It turns
out that 1,030,864 vehicles can't do a
whole lot when a lot of the road network
is physically unusable at any given time,
when the traffic lights aren't worth their
weight in metal, the traffic police are
generally angry because of all the
sunshine and dust and bad pay, and the
general approach to traffic management
in the case of events is to simply shut the
roads down. Guzzling out gas from
unfiltered exhaust pipes, there they sit,
all these private cars and pockmarked
buses and trucks piled high with—quite
probably—more sand. The bouquet of

motor emissions wafting up from this
sedentary mass stews and broils and
makes a truly fantastic addition to the
fogegy, dusty air. It does make for some
excellent sunsets and night-time
photography, though.

Think and breathe deep as you while
away the hours in traffic, horns blaring
all around you for no discernible reason.

If you can afford to keep the air
conditioner running, there's no good
reason not to—once upon a time the
“real” air outside could have been called
fresh and character-building. However,
life-threatening illnesses aren't an
essential part of anyone's upbringing.
Exercise your bourgeois privilege and
lead the marginally healthier life the rest
of us can only dream of.

What is to be done? Some would say
we need to radically restructure our
urban planning. Decentralise the
government and disperse the institutions
across the country. Reduce the number of
vehicles on the road and improve public

We've been breathing for
years or so, and it's probably time we moved
onto something new. Evolution works unusually
quickly under pressure and Dhaka life is
definitely arranging matters such that respiration
is not only supertluous, but actively harmful.

STAR 4 -

December 29, 2017

*--

iy

.

CARTOON: OISHIK JAWAD

transport. Enforce sate, environmentally-
responsible construction practices. Put
more money on healthcare and run
awareness campaigns on the importance
of fresh air. Import large quantities of gas
masks—those flimsy things over your
face don't really do much. All of these are
good ideas, which means they will not
be happening in our lifetimes.

the past four billion

We've been breathing for the past four
billion years or so, and it's probably time
we moved onto something new.
Evolution works unusually quickly
under pressure and Dhaka life is
definitely arranging matters such that
respiration is not only superfluous, but
actively harmful. Dhaka-dwellers could
well go down in the fossil record one of
the first mammals to have switched their
physiologies to a completely alternate
form of energy obtainment. Perhaps we
will subsist on casual misogyny instead.
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