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"Maybe. The weather’s looking about to glow

The Sky to HASAN MARUF
the west and The old man slammed the door back, shook his
overhead - .
. . . grandson, and blurted out in a rush, "Get up
is mired in Jerry, you're burning daylight!”
dark“eSS;,but "Daylight? It's as dark as midnight,
to the east, light Grandpa!”
is gl.eamil.lg out "Hurry, get dressed, we haven't got long. The
like a jasper snow outside is clover bud so dress warm.”
stone, as clear "You mean, we are heading out this
as crystal. morning?"
Dark as night,
to a gray, to as musky moss rose. Be a fleeting angel, or we'll
the palest miss it. Here, wear your long johns and double
of pink, and socks.” o )
finally, there Grunting and struggling into clothes, still
in the center, half z?sleep, Jerr_y finally reaches down, grabs
a pinprick of a the zipper on his boots, pulls the{n up, and )
diamond flash buckles the strap across the top. "Ok, I'm ready.
* "Good. No time for breakfast. Let’s get.”
Itis what the : &

. Through the kitchen, the past smells of
two huddling baking cookies mixed with the aroma of fresh
figures have brewing coffee. Out the back door, they rush
come (o see. into a crisp New England morning. Down the

flagstone path with the topsy-turvy stone in
the middle, and out the gate, scuttling into a
fresh field of snow, so cold and so dry every

-the-Wisp-
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step squeaks as they step. A slight nor-easterly
breeze brings the tingle of salt, ocean, and
distant fishing boats.

Almost running they hasten their steps,
Jerry keeping close to his grandfather, helping
the old man where he was unsteady, running
ahead when the way was clear, but never more
than a few feet ahead.

"Today Grandpa? You sure?’, Jerry says,
blowing steam into the air so cold he can feel
the inside of his nose crinkle and crackle.

Panting, breathing like the bellows of the
frogs, Grandpa says, "Maybe. Never can tell.
Lots of things are needed to make it happen.
Doesn't work sometimes on even the best days.”
He nods towards the point. "Over there. Your
grandma and I saw it the first time. Been back
umpteenth times and only seen it a few, and all
those with her.”

Both, the elder aided by the younger, dash to
the point of land and stare to the east.

"Don't blink Jerry. Don't blink."

"Tknow, I know", says the impatience of
youth. "You have got to use your peripheral
vision."

"That's right, use your peripheral vision,”
the old man snarls and finally stops on the

pinnacle of the point gazing to the east. Jerry
idles up next to him, and the old man places
his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Feeling the
warmth of his grandson, even through all the
winter clothing, he hugs Jerry close, feeling the
quivering of a grandson about to share what
his grandfather has yearned (o see for so long.
Maybe today, maybe...

Softly, so softly Grandpa says, "Wait for it ...
Wait forit...”

The sky to the west and overhead is mired
in darkness; but to the east, light is gleaming
out like a jasper stone, as clear as crystal. No,
no, do not look at it. Look slightly to the side,
or slightly up, or slightly down, and there
hovering on the absolute edge, is the barest
visible line of a brightening eastern horizon.
Slowly that curve brightens and becomes a line.
Dark as night, to a gray, to the palest of pink,
and finally, there in the center, a pinprick of
a diamond flash. It is what the two huddling
figures have come to see.

"Wow," Jerry says, awestruck as a flash of
green erupts from the emerging sun and then
is gone, faster than a flash. "Wow."

John, feeling the bewilderment of his
grandson, finally beholds what he has not seen,
finally feels what he has not felt in a hundred
trips to this point.

Fairy tales do come true, for with the true
love of his grandson’s touch, the magic he has
sought for so long is before him. His Helen,
illuminated in that brief flash of green, stands
before him, as he had forgotten her, and nippily
vanishes in that green glow. The memory,
refreshed by that brief flash of green, lingers,
and he feels the marvel he and Helen felt every
time they saw the flash. The wonderment he
had forgotten until Jerry's eager anticipation
awakened that long-forgotten feeling.

"Holy shh-cow, Grandpa, do it again.”

"I'wish I could, grandson, I wish I could...
Maybe another morning, on another day, when
the conditions are just right, we'll see green
again.”

Another few moments, and slowly the two
turned and walked back down the point. Back
onto the snow squeaking with cold, and back
to the warmth of home.

Hasan Maruf teaches English in DPS STS School,
Dhaka. What influences him to lift the pen is not
only his adoration for creative writing, but a need
to seek spiritual salvation.
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Heathen
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Spirit breaks at home along with love
mingled with innocence.

Love births something contrary!
Breeding ground it is, breeding bottled
anger, unforgiving solace.

Hath it not been hard caging vexed
anger?

Halt a pace, hold that lot,

Hone the edges of their hollow thought.
I am a heathen of the method of
followed flow

A criminal to sobriety

A pagan at the law

Where do they draw the lines?

Their lines blur into reality and drip
onto the hearts.

It is malady that is a sweet melody to
them!

Afnan Bintey Helal is a graduate of
English Literature and Linguistics
Jrom the East West University.

BEGUM ROKEYA AND BEGUM SUFIA
An enduring “mother-daughter” bond

MOHAMMAD A QUAYUM

Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain (1880-
1932) and Begum Sufia Kamal (1911-1999),
two icons in Bangla literature and culture,
were not kins but kindred spirits. Their
relationship grew from strength to strength
through their interactions and shared
commitments to humanitarian principles
and practices, especially the emancipation
of women, which can best be imagined and
encapsulated in a mother-daughter trope.

Certain apparent parallels in their lives
likely triggered this lasting relationship
of mutual love and admiration. Both
Rokeya and Sufia were born in aristocratic
Muslim families and raised in a privileged
but patriarchal and Urdu-speaking
environment. Moreover, the duo were
deprived of formal education in childhood
and became victims of gender segregation
and child marriage. Although prohibited
from attending school, both became
educators in adult life: Rokeya founded
a school for Muslim girls in Calcutta in
1911, and Sufia taught at the Calcutta
Corporation Free Primary School for Girls
from 1933 to 1941.

Rokeya was married off as the second
wife of an English-educated Deputy
Magistrate, Syed Sakhawat Hossain, at the
age of 16 (1896); Sufia was married to her
cousin, Nehal Hossain, a student of law,
at age 12 (1923). Thankfully, both their
husbands were benevolent and liberal,
opening the doors for their future success
as writers and activists. They supported and
even inspired their wives to write in Bangla,
although Urdu was their family language—
an exception that no doubt helped tilt the
language preference of Bengali Muslim
women from Urdu to Bangla.

Sufia first met Rokeya at her maternal
aunt’s home in Calcutta at age eight,
where she had gone with her mother to
visit her ailing elder brother. One day
Rokeya casually dropped by the aunt’s
house as part of her routine visit to Muslim
households in search of students. She
struggled to find students for her school
as Muslims were dogmatic and hostile to
women’s education. Therefore, when she
saw little Sufia, she implored her mother to
enroll the young girl at her school.

Sufia was hugely excited by this prospect
and instantly expressed willingness to
become Rokeya’s student. However, Sufia’s
mother could not accept Rokeya’s overture
as they were visitors only and would soon
have to return to their village home in
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Shyestabad, Barisal. Nevertheless, before
their return, they toured the school, much to
Sufia’s excitement. Rokeya was a trailblazer
in Muslim women’s education; therefore,
her presence must have cast a spell on the
precocious Sufia, such that she could recall
the details of this chance meeting with the
luminary in her memoir, Fkale Amader
Kaal, published about 70 years later (1988).

The second time Sufia met Rokeya was
in 1928, when she moved to Calcutta with
her husband. Though an adolescent, she
probably still harboured the desire to study
at Rokeya’s school, as getting a formal
education was Sufia’s lifelong dream.
But realising that it was impractical and
wishful thinking, she decided to work as
a volunteer in Rokeya’s two organisations
for the education and welfare of children
and women: Anjuman-i-Khawtin-i-Islam,
founded in 1916, and the Bengal chapter of
All India Women'’s Conference, established
in 1919.

These wo organisations  were
groundbreaking initiatives by Rokeya to
help the abused, oppressed and distressed
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women of all cultures and religions in
British India—be they divorced and,
therefore, unwarranted Catholic White
women; indigent and illiterate Muslim
women; women who had lost their caste in
Hinduism for whatever frivolous reason; or
the most ostracised, vilified and persecuted
of all, the Untouchables (Dalits) in
Hinduism. Sufia reminisces in her memoir
how Rokeya would repeatedly advise her
not to discriminate against any woman
or child, whatever their background, and
to treat everyone with equal respect and
dignity as fellow human beings. This noble,
humanitarian and philanthropic outlook
of Rokeya made her the embodiment of
all that Sufia aspired to be, so she began
to regard her as a role model and mother
figure.

Sufia was already a published writer
and activist before becoming Rokeya’s
“intern” and “warrior” in her two altruistic
networks. She published her first short
story, “Sainik Bodhu,” in 1923 and her
first poem, “Basanti,” in 1925. Her reform
activities, some of them intuitively, began
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even earlier.

For example, although prohibited from
school education, the “bad girl” maverick
hoodwinked the family to challenge this
patriarchal norm, albeit unknowingly, by
attending school with her brother for some
time disguised as a boy. She also continued
to read Bangla magazines, including
Tagore’s Prabasi, in contravention of their
family custom and the wishes of her elders.
In 1925, she joined “Matri Mangal” as the
first Muslim member of an organisation
in Barisal run by Hindus and Brahmos for
the welfare of women and children. She
also met the nationalist leader Mahatma
Gandhi the same year, disguised as a Hindu
woman. Such activities suggest that, like
Rokeya, Sufia was bold, dynamic, far-
sighted and determined, even in childhood
and adolescence, to change society by
making it a level playing field.

Sufia worked with Rokeya for about
four years until Rokeya’s sudden death
in 1932. The same year Sufia also lost her
first husband to tuberculosis (she married
Kamaluddin Ahmad in 1939). These two

tragic incidents rattled her so profoundly
that she confessed to writer Mahbubul
Alam that she contemplated suicide.

However, during this short period of
their association, Rokeya instilled the
skills and values that Sufia cherished all
her life. She taught her that as a feminist
reformist, one must shun religious and
cultural parochialism and be inclusive and
cosmopolitan: help all abused and exploited
women without prejudice.

She also taught her to be a practical
idealist: be committed to the vision and
mission but act so that they could attain
their goal without riling the majority in
society. On the subject of purdah, her advice
was to be circumspect, as the extremists
would exploit any potential irreverence.
And as for the religious extremists, her
recommendation was stoic indifference and
silent persistence without rising to their bait.
These are some of the strategies Sufia held in
high regard and adopted in later life.

Rokeya’s influence on Sufia’s life and
imagination was deep-seated, and she never
downplayed it. Instead, she did everything
to lionise Rokeya and project her true
greatness as a writer and women’s rights
advocate. Sufia’s reverence for Rokeya is
evident in how she tried to nurture her
memory in the hearts and minds of the
Bengali people. For example, in 1946, Sufia
initiated a kindergarten school with friends
at Park Circus, Calcutta, calling it “Rokeya
Memorial School.” In 1949, she launched
a new magazine as co-editor and titled it
after the fictional character of Rokeya’s
“Sultana’s Dream,” the Weekly Sultana.

In 1950, she named her newly born
daughter (now an Advocate and human
rights activist) “Sultana,” also after this
fictional character. In 1960, she led a
memorandum committee to name Dhaka
University’s first women’s hostel “Rokeya
Hall.” In 1970, Sufia dedicated her eighth
volume of poetry, Mrittikar Ghran, to
Begum Rokeya. She also played a crucial
role with the Bangladesh Mahila Parishad
in establishing a Memorial for Rokeya in her
native village of Pairabad, Rangpur.

She devoted almost one-third of
her memoir to affirming her love and
admiration for her mentor, who, by
grooming her for four years, brought Sufia’s
blossoming talents to full bloom.

Mohammad A Quayum is a professor
at the College of Humanities, Arts and
Social Sciences, Flinders University,
Adelaide.



