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SUMAYA MASHRUFA

Smoother violence fills our hearts 
like charming splinters. 
The irony is I am the first of my women 
to have the luxury to heal. 
I could’ve put that to good use. 
I could’ve made the bison my pet. 
I could’ve planted trees right beside my 
shadow and seen them grow.
I could’ve loved you without fear. 
The irony is I am the last of my kind 
to have the audacity to know this story. 
I could’ve really uttered words. 
I could’ve made them shockingly sharp 
and shamelessly tender. 
I could’ve made the lightning my pet. 
I could’ve cried more confidently. 
But I know, 
there’s no way I’ll outrun the bear.

Sumaya Mashrufa is a Sub editor at 
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Be a tree
QUAZI JOHIRUL ISLAM; translated from Bangla by FAKRUL ALAM 

Be a tree
Get wet in sorrow’s shower and you’ll recover.
From envy’s scorching sun gather strength
For then your trunk’s fruits will ripen sweetly
And your leaves will clap in sheer excitement,
Shading all of your stretched out parts.
Truth be told, they are the world’s first lovers!
Never ever fall in love with the birds
They’ll eat your fruits only when the season suits them
During raging storms you may expose your body’s cracks to shelter 
them
But don’t expect anything in return for such gestures from the birds
For they will come to you only as they fly past you.
The fruits on your trunk will attract new birds for sure
But your enchanting branches aren’t meant to shelter migratory 
birds.
Having rested in your shade, wayfarers will pick your flowers and 
leaves
Some of them will break a branch or two without any reason.
If such things pain you, no worries!
Don’t collapse at the feet of such cruel wayfarers. 
O tree, always, hold your head up high
And keep giggling in the southern breeze!

Quazi Johirul Islam is a poet who is currently residing in New 
York due to a job posting in UN Headquarters. 

Fakrul Alam is Bangabandhu Chair Professor, Department of 
History, University of Dhaka.

HASIB UR RASHID IFTI

Umar stood in line with all the patience in the 
world. He could smell the anxiety and fear in 
the air. The room was filled with people once 
glorifying death and taking pride in solitude, 
now filled with panic in the face of reality. 

The government declared the new 
amendment 11 months 28 days ago. It stated 
a new elimination method to deal with the 
overpopulation. It came after months of 
discussion among an elite panel of intellectuals 
who reached the unanimous decision that 
it would be best to let go of the anti-social 
elements of our society. 

For survival, each citizen above the age 
of 18 would need to submit certificates of 
socialisation attested by at least five different 
citizens, excluding near or distant family 
members. They can be friends, colleagues, 
classmates or anyone who thinks you’re 
valuable enough. But every citizen could only 
give away four such certificates, making their 
attestations extremely valuable. This made 
such certificates the most valuable commodity 
in the country. 

The rich anti-socials could, of course, buy 
their way out of it. Attestations were being 
sold for millions. But for the poor social 
outcasts, survival was a race against time. One 
couldn’t just go ahead and start socialising for 
10 months with someone, only to demand a 
certificate in November. Soon enough, a black 
market rose where fake certificates were being 
sold at slightly lower prices. The entire process 
was foolproof and heavily scrutinised by the 
state and any event of getting caught with 
fake certificates would mean death. But by 
December, the anti-socials were desperate to 
try out anything. 

When the amendment was declared in early 
January, Umar thought he’d easily survive. 
Sure, he was a bit quiet but there was no way 
there weren’t five people in this world who 
wouldn’t vouch for him. He gave away all four 
of his certificates by the end of March: two 
to his friends–Khalid and Zubair, one to his 
maid–Ratna, and another to his neighbour–
Mr Zunaid. The obvious approach would be to 

ask them to vouch for him in return but Khalid 
and Zubair had their reasons. Each of them had 
one certificate left in April when Umar finally 
asked them. Khalid had been in a relationship 
for four years then and Zubair had recently 
taken a lover, so it was obvious that they’d save 
their last certificate for their girlfriends. 

“Hridita is still looking for someone else to 
vouch for her”, Zubair reassured Umar, “I’ll 
let you know in a month or two. I’m trying my 
best to save the last one for you, Umar. Don’t 
you worry! Hridita is a social girl, she’ll find 
someone and you can take my last one then.”

But that was the problem. Over the last 
year, people started to realise how much they 
overestimated their essentiality. Sure, they 
had friends but their friendships were only 
valued by their presence in a situation. Their 
presence was appreciated but not imperative 
to anyone. Their absence didn’t create a 
vacuum anywhere and would barely put a dent 
in the lives around them. They were present 
but not present enough for someone to miss 
their non-existence. It was harder for these 
people to accept the reality than for someone 
like Umar who was always in acceptance of his 
insignificance. 

But even then, Umar was confident of the 
few relations he had. Apart from Khalid and 
Zubair, there was Rukhsana. Since Rukhsana 
wasn’t officially his wife anymore after their 
divorce last year, she could lawfully vouch for 
him. Umar was quiet, boring and unexciting 
as a husband. That may be reason enough to 
cheat on your husband but clearly not enough 
to let him die. 

“Umar, I can’t”, she said after a long pause, 
“I gave two to my friends and another one to 
Ashfaque.”

“Which still leaves you with one”, Umar tried 
to pretend he didn’t hear Ashfaque’s name.

“Well, I got an offer of five million from my 
manager”, Rukhsana sighed, “I took the offer. 
Look, Umar, it’s October now. Nobody’s got 
their certificates left! You should’ve asked me 
earlier. Of course, I’d have saved the last one for 
you.” 

Umar couldn’t get Ashfaque’s name out 
of his head. He had managed to get three by 

then–Ratna, Mr Zunaid and one he’d won in a 
promotional contest for a restaurant, back in 
May. Soon, it was November and a nationwide 
panic arose. Curfews and blockades made 
movement restricted and the police were 
getting less and less tolerant of the protestors. 
Shooting people was no longer a cause for 
debate since people were the problem, to 
begin with. Kidnappings, robbery, hostage 
situations–certificates were the new currency 
of negotiation. The population was already 
decreasing owing to all the suicides, murders 
and shootings and the per capita income rose 
like never before. The government could do 
nothing but wait for December 31, after which 
all certificates issued would be null and void. 

“Shut off the gates!” a voice shouted 
from inside. Men in bomber jackets started 
battering the crowd away from the gates, while 
guards closed the tall metal gates. Three days 
before New Year’s, people couldn’t care less 
about getting beaten up. Umar was thrown 
under the raging crowd as people behind him 
started running over him and up front. While 
some were busy bludgeoning the guards and 
smashing their skulls in with whatever they 
could find, others kept pushing the giant 
metal gate, barely putting a dent on the steel 
structure. 

When Umar regained his consciousness 
hours later, the field was all quiet. There were 
a few wails in the distance, soon-to-be corpses 
looking for corpses of their loved ones. It was 
just before dawn. People will start forming 
queues for the next day in a few hours. The 
cleaners kept sweeping away the bodies into 
the truck, throwing bleach all across the floor. 

Umar saw a man stand up from a heap 
of bodies in the distance. Head already 
bludgeoned in and portions of his brain 
pouring out, the man wiped the blood on his 
face and limped to the front of the gate. Two 
days left before New Year’s; he couldn’t waste 
any more time.
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