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The Female 
Companion 
TRANSLATED BY MASUD MAHMOOD

Not so easy to assure someone 
It isn’t easy to bear the burden lifelong 
It is simple truth but who doesn’t know
Simple truth can’t be so simply told.

It’s drunk inside my feet, beneath my feet
It’s all drunk, and to this booz we’re all beholden
Even at refulgent high noon accompanies agape
That corpse-burner woman on the river Ganges.

That ageless, helpless, tearless woman
Aren’t you my very companion of all time?
It isn’t easy that you’d make me happy
It isn’t so easy that you’d give me pain.
—
Red lights weren’t there
Yet the stormily speeding Kolkata city
Came to a dead stop

The Old Man
TRANSLATED BY MASUD MAHMOOD

After cremation everyone returned
To their respective destination.
The neighborhood was desolate 
And jackals were howling nearby.
Wiping off bloodstains on the wall
Mumbling was the solitary old man.
Keeping awake
Even keeping awake
Is a religion.

Masud Mahmood is a professor (retd) of English at 

Chittagong University. He is also a poet and translator.

HERMIT-CRAB FICTION

THE GREATEST 
IRONY OF LAL 

MIAH’S LIFE

MARZIA RAHMAN

JHALMURI (Puffed rice chaat)
Preparation time: 2 minutes
Serving: 1 

Ingredients:
2 cups of muri (puffed rice). Lal Miah 

has two white cups, one of them has a 
broken handle.                                                                                                           

2 cups of chanachur. Chanachur costs 
him more than muri, so Lal Miah uses 
muri more than chanachur.                                                                                                                       

1 tsp of mustard oil. Lal Miah buys 
mustard oil from a local shop; he uses the 
oil both on his hair and in the jhalmuri.                                                                                                                      

1 or 2 onoins, chopped finely. 
2 green chillies, chopped. Onions 
are costly, chillis are cheap; still 
he has to use more onions, fewer 
chillis.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Salt (to taste), and 2 tsp coriander 
leaves, chopped; he brings them from 
home.

METHOD
Lal Miah mixes muri and chanchur in 
a bowl and thinks of Ghetur Ma whose 
husband recently left with another 
woman but Ghetur Ma doesn’t seem to 
be sad or even slightly worried. 

Lal Miah cuts onions and cries, but he 
is not sad and these are not tears; there 
is no great tragedy or solid heartbreaks 
in his life though he sometimes likes to 
imagine himeslf as a heartbroken lover. 

Lal Miah cuts green chilis; the green 
trees rustle in the light breeze which 
reminds him of his village home where he 
has been wanting to go for two summers 
and one monsoon.  

Lal Miah pours one teaspoon of 
mustard oil and hopes it does not rain 
today; whether it’s a light rain or a heavy 
shower, both are bothersome and he has 
to run abruptly, carrying the stand on his 
shoulder. 

Lal Miah mixes all the ingredients 
and shakes; he heard from someone 
that there is a song called Shake, Shake, 
Shake, though he himself never listened 
to it. 

SERVING: He folds papers and pours 
the mixture into it. He puts spices 
according to the taste of the customers. 
If he is in a good mood, he serves with a 
gennerous dollop of grin which always 
goes unnoticed. 

THINK AHEAD: Lal Miah doesn’t 
like selling jhalmuri and he is looking 
for another job. He, however, will keep 
the recipe and if Ghetur Ma becomes 
his lover, he will sometimes make her  
jhalmuri. 

Marzia Rahman  is a fiction writer and 

translator. Her translations have appeared 

in  Six Seasons Review, Writing Places 
Anthology  (UK), The Book of Dhaka, The 
Demoness,  and  When the Mango Tree 
Blossomed.

NOTE: Lal Miah never liked jhalmuri; he doesn’t even like eating 
them, but he sells them all year round and this is, perhaps, my 

friend, the greatest irony of Lal Miah’s life.
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SABIHA HUQ

“Are you sure he can make it? The Rupsha in 
March is not safe, nor are the Sundarbans.”

“Madam, I am worried too, but he is 
indomitable in his resolve.”

Back in 2015, amidst the din and bustle of 
hosting an international conference, the trail 
of my conversation with a junior colleague 
from Khulna University, was broken by none 
other than the subject of our apprehensions – 
not just the indomitable but also the inimitable 
Hasan Azizul Huq himself. With that familiar 
broad smile, the man of the moment had 
clearly got whiff of our fears, and blowing it 
all to the winds, he said with a curious glint 
of humour in his eyes:“Ki, tumi bhoy paccho? 
Amar kissu hobena. Parle tumio cholo sathe 
…” (Are you afraid? Rest assured; nothing will 
happen to me. Come with us if you can).

While work fettered me in the office, my 
mind travelled in august company and pristine 
surroundings all day. And by evening, while 
the young lecturer was too tired even to attend 
the conference dinner, Hasan Sir was back in 
his jovial self, holding the audience in rapt 
attention with enlivening details of the day! 

As in his unsurpassable body of work, so was 
he in his daily life of which he savoured every 
moment– such was the vivacity of Hasan 
Azizul Huq.

I am fortunate to have known Huq beyond 
his writerly self; frequent visits to Rajshahi 
made me almost an insider at his place. 
Even when I was not so frequent, we’d have 
telephone conversations that began with his 
health, and moved on to what he was writing, 
or what I was researching on. I do not have a 
name for this bonding we shared -- a daughter, 
or a confidante, but his calls always soothed 
me. I still remember the exact words of the first 

time he called me:
“Tumi bolo ami tomay mone korina, ami 

kintu tomay shob shomoyei mone kori, ei 
dekho kemon proman diloom” (You say I do 
not remember you, but that’s not it. See I have 
proven it now).

His Burdwan accent, the simplicity of his 
ways, and a never-ending nostalgia hung like 
a silhouette around him. In 2017 when I was 
working on a Partition project, he guided me 
to his Savitri Upakhyan, which he considered 
his best writing on women’s situation during 

the Partition. As I read through it, I found it 
too painful for a woman to narrate in words. 
Agunpakhi, by popular acclaim, is his magnum 
opus, while his autobiography Smritikahan 
represents vivid memories of the apocalypse; 
but Savitri Upakhyan is indeed one of a kind, 
and deserves greater research. 

I would often take my children to visit 
him; his study full of books was a haven to 
my daughter. I was particularly attracted to 
the old wooden table with its musty smell, 
the sweet fragrance of blossoms wafting in 
from the adjacent balcony creating a magical 
ambience. Amidst such pure bliss, I have 
been privy to his narrations – of childhood, 
the land he left behind, his old workplace 
and his personal life, and of the new nation 
he witnessed in evolution. While the distant 
gaze in his eyes would say he was transported 
elsewhere, even the slightest response from 
his audience would at once sharply bring him 
back to the present. Hasan Sir had his share of 
grouses too, which he would share with a close 
circle of friends who often visited him. In fact, 
I met many of the famous teachers of Rajshahi 
at his residence. 

I still recall fondly his ardent wish to regain 
physical strength to visit Khulna, a place 
he loved to the core. His love for Khulna 
visibly emerged from memories of his first 
Bangladeshi home in Daulatpur. Almost a year 
since his demise, I have still not been able to 
get past our heartfelt conversation where he 
promised that he would surely come when he 
was able to travel.

Our wishes remained unfulfilled. He was 
weak, ailing, and had supposedly lost powers 
of cognition when I last met him at his place 
on September 30, 2021. As I entered his living 

room, he was sitting there, albeit a shadow of 
his past but the same old glint in his eyes. His 
unforgettable smile rendered my question on 
recognition redundant, and he shot back:

“Why won’t I?” 
He uttered my name and where I lived to 

prove he did, as usual. Khulna after all was in 
his blood, and so was I his kin, who I daresay 
had Hasan Sir’s unconditional affection. 

In closing this remembrance on a befitting 
note, I recall the first ever International 
Conference hosted by the Humanities Faculty 
of Rajshahi University. I was presenting a paper 
on Smritikahan in connection with my oral 
history project, and Sir had promised to be in 
the audience. His failing health, security issues 
and inimical weather made the organizers 
write off his presence in the audience. I had 
barely begun my presentation when the heavy 
wooden door of the classroom swung open to 
let in none other than Hasan Azizul Huq, who 
had come with assistance to keep the word 
he’d given to me. 

I was reading from his autobiography to 
relate experiences of people I had interviewed, 
with the author’s felt uncertainties of settling 
in a new land –

I do not know if I would be able to love 
the villages of Jashore or Khulna. So much 
shades, such darkness, so many muddy 
tunnels, earthen verandas, golpata-covered 
huts of the poor, beels and marshes – would 
these ever be my darlings! (Smritikahan 581; 
tr. mine). 

It was an emotional moment for me, in the 
presence of the septuagenarian author, the 
inner thoughts of a sixteen-year-old travelling 
on a crowded train, amidst harsh treatment 
and shouts in Urdu from the non-Bengali 
immigration officers, yet looking forward to 
a supposedly brighter prospects in a country 
for Muslims. Perhaps, the troubles of the new 
country that would culminate in a bloody war, 
were then beyond his imagination; but he was 
already sensitive enough to feel the unease in 
the air. I was wondering what thoughts were 
crossing his mind at that moment, while I 
offered this throwback into the very long road 
he had traversed in life. Teary-eyed nostalgia is 
what I saw in those ever-bright eyes! 

An otherwise ordinary presentation at 
once turned into a dream come true for a 
Bangladeshi academic who has always reveled 
in being a daughter of the soil. He even 
expressed a desire to read the paper when 
it was published. While that didn’t happen 
in his lifetime, I look for an opportunity to 
translate his work for newer generations in 
search of their history. Somewhere there is 
also a reverie in this, for I often have wistful 
thoughts of a telephone call from somewhere 
saying, “I haven’t forgotten you. I have read 
your translation of my work!” A writer of his 
ilk indeed merits more informed translation, 
inclusion in South Asian anthologies, critique 
and appreciation too.

Sabiha Huq is a professor of English at Khulna 
University.

REMEMBERING HASAN AZIZUL HUQ

Oh Firebird, Can You 
Ever Fly Away from Us!

He uttered 
my name and 
where I lived 

to prove he 
did, as usual. 
Khulna after 
all was in his 

blood, and 
so was I his 

kin, who I 
daresay had 
Hasan Sir’s 

unconditional 
affection.


