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We couldn’t
take home
any of the
money we
saved, though.
In shipment
cartons, with
the clothes
came very
unwelcome
“guests” and
infested the
homes of the
residents of
Shantinagar
Goli. We spent
hundreds
weekly

on insect
repellent.

As no spray
could fully
eliminate the
unceasing,
cyclic
shipments of
cockroach,
we shared our
homes with
the survivors
amongst
them.

CREATIVE NONFICTION

PeaceCity alley

AMRIN TASNIM RAFA

The Notorious Loverboy, Slum Boy and
Millionaire’s Daughter, My Bride or My
Mother, My Mother’s Body in a Wedding Saree,
The World is but a Slave to Money: ranging
from melodramatic, to very questionable, to
staunch philosophical critiques of capitalism,
we could never guess what new film title and
its vibrant, maximalist collage-style poster
would greet us as our silver Toyota Corolla
would swerve into a narrow alleyway and stop
in front of a wholesale clothing market. We
were home from school.

The entryway to Shantinagar Goli, on which
my childhood home stood, was sandwiched
between two of these wholesale clothing
markets. On top of Gazi Bhaban market stood
a 15-floor apartment building, and on Pallwel
Supermarket stood Jonaki Cinema Hall,
boasting the aforementioned posters on its
facade. We rented a 2450 sq feet flat on the
14th floor for 20,000 taka per month from the
Gazis. The Gazis were an influential old Dhaka
family. According to urban legend, their
forefathers had fought off tigers with their
bare hands from the land where Gazi Bhaban
stood.

I spent my days after school longing for the
weekend, when a parent could accompany me
outside. No little girl was allowed to go out into
these streets unaccompanied. Past midnight
on Fridays, we heard sports cars speed out of
Shantinagar Goli, the children of the Gazis
going out for the night. My parents pursed
their lips. Preparations for the Friday prayer
started early: road swept clean, open drains
closed with lids (which would be stolen by the
end of the day), cinema hall posters covered
with black fabric, and a long roll of white fabric
covering the length of the road; the goli was
transformed into a communal prayer space.
The mosque was on the main road, and by the
time one o’clock struck, all the alleyways in the
neighbourhood were filled with panjabi and
tupi-clad men arranged in uniform rows, ready
for the weekly Jummah Namaz. The story of
this street is the story of its coexisting duality.

A good couple of hours post prayer, when
the crowds were cleared and the prayer mat
rolled up, I clutched Ammu’s hand as we
swerved and swivelled through the swarming
crowds on Shantinagar Goli. Back to back
and wall to wall, we passed more apartment
buildings: several “Ma groceries”; “Ma’s Salon”;
a small beauty parlour; a dentist’s office;
and a tandoori chicken shop where the nice
uncle (but a wifebeater behind closed doors)
rhythmically rolled out dough, aggressively
stuffed it with potatoes, and directly dropped
it into bubbling oil, frying endless samosas
under open air. Throughout the length of the
goli, bundles of electrical wires, tangled and
bulging, hazardously hung roughly 12 inches
above our heads. As we walked, questions
regarding Baba’s health and my school were
yelled at Ammu from all around, everyone
addressing her as bhabi, and Ammu cordially
yelled back her answers. In Shantinagar
Goli, people from all walks of life and socio-
economic backgrounds shared its constricted
space. The story of Shantinagar Goli is the
story of flourishing in its unprecedented
collaboration.

Finally, at the far end of the street, we
approached the hawkers selling second-hand
books from wicker baskets—Bangla ones for 20
o 40 taka each, but open to haggling, and the
second-hand, locally pirated English books for
100 taka each, fixed price. The hawker uncles
demonstrated a metaphor for our society. We
valued a language that was once imposed on
us in return for the riches of our motherland
over the language steeped in the history
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of our land and our roots. Roughly three
kilometres from Shantinagar Goli, students at
the University of Dhaka had given their lives
during the Language Movement of 1952, for
Bangla (o be restored as the state language of
then East Pakistan. At 10, I lamented what had
caused us to lose that glorious sense of pride in
who we are and what is ours. The story of this
street is the story of its subtle betrayals.

On very special occasions—Fid, birthdays,
and the good report card days—we entered
a three-storey high-end bookstore selling
imported, brand-new English books, starting
from 800 taka each. The aforementioned
hawker uncles sat at the foot of this building.
At this store, I would only buy a book I wouldn’t
find on the baskets outside.

We shopped for our clothes during Eid from
the malls beneath our home, feeling very proud
of ourselves when friends and family bought
less nice clothing for over three times the price
from elsewhere. Owing to the malls in our area

being wholesale, we could buy directly from
the supplier before they supplied to retailers all
over Dhaka. The story of this street is the story
of its intricate economic choices.

We couldn’t take home any of the money
we saved, though. In shipment cartons, with
the clothes came very unwelcome “guests”
and infested the homes of the residents of
Shantinagar Goli. We spent hundreds weekly
on insect repellent. As no spray could fully
eliminate the unceasing, cyclic shipments
of cockroach, we shared our homes with
the survivors amongst them. One day, at six
months old, as I sat on the kitchen floor while
Ammu cooked, I grabbed a scuttling object
from the floor with lightning speed. The story
of this street is the story of how my first solid
food was a cockroach.

The name Shantinagar Goli is ironic, as
cockroaches were the least of the sources of
o-shanti at Shantinagar Goli. The goli opened
into a road on which administrative offices
of the Bangladesh National Party stood. BNP
was then the only surviving opposition to the
Awami League, which has been the ruling
party of Bangladesh since 2009. Periodically,
BNP would call for strike action. By virtue of its
location at the eye of the storm, for the children
of Shantinagar Goli, such an announcement
meant no school. Party workers would gather
before the offices hoisting placards. The police
would charge at them with batons and tear gas;
the Party workers would return the favour and

set fire to many rickshaws, a few buses, and a
couple of private cars. The more an uninvolved
civilian had to lose from the violence for the
sake of it, the higher their chances of being
affected would be.

In my naive selfishness of childhood, I would
scan the rolling news updates beneath Ammu’s
nightly soaps, anticipating a leisurely day at
home under my parents’ protective watch, and
rejoice at news of imminent strike days. The
story of this street is a story of deriving joy
from the most contradictory of sources.

One time, it rained sugar on Shantinagar
Goli. But it only fell on me. Aunty on the Other
Side of The Street was making a rich payesh,
spiced with cardamom, cinnamon sticks, and
grated coconut. Rice in the milk boiling on
her stove, she realised she was out of sugar.
Aunty on This Side of The Street took the only
natural course of action, tying a half kg bag
of sugar to the end of a pole and extending it
towards Aunty on the Other Side of The Street
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through her kitchen window. Except that a
pack of crows attacked the foreign object in
the sky, and I was blessed with Divine Sugar.

Where we now live, we get missing
ingredients promptly home-delivered to cook
piping hot meals that lack the warmth of
community spirit. The people of Shantinagar
Goli kept no score of the ingredients, acts of
service, and cooked dishes they shared. The
story of this street is the story of its unchecked
generosity.

Every year, it became increasingly
unfashionable to live in South Dhaka.
Businesses and schools shifted to the suburbs,
like the localities of North Dhaka, and many
families with young children, including mine,
went with. I feel that if Twere born and raised in
these parts, I'd always have playgrounds, better
schools, and cockroach-free homes, but never
really feel the essence of being a Dhaka-ite and
a Bangladeshi. Nor would I be bi-deshi, and live
somewhere in between. I'd complain about the
country, its traffic and its bureaucracy—as I
still do now—but I never would have lived a life
so aligned with my country’s beating heart. In
one of the most densely populated golis of the
world’s sixth most populous city, the story of
this street is the story of my gratitude.

Amrin Tasnim Rafa is a former Sub editor
at the Campus, Star Youth, and Rising Stars
pages of The Daily Star and a soon-to-be

Jreshman at Kenyon College.
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POETRY

[.one house

around the
bend

Your grief rusts the
ancient pipes, and rotting
awnings over cracked
windows. It flows through
your bowels and seeps

out onto the pavement.
Every day, there’s a puddle
forming by the time the
sun hangs low on the
horizon.

WASIMA AZIZ

Your grief rots the decades old paint and
the lakhri no one bothered to replace.
Even across the road, it reeks of death.

Perhaps you hold onto memories of
the old, when wives wept as one, and men
went to war for the country, to war against
themselves. Perhaps the rot pervading in
their slurred words and heavy breathing
never quite left your walls, no matter the
layers of paint or mildew.

Take care, old friend. There was a
time when your rooms echoed with
the laughter of children, as the smell
of khichuri wafted through your halls.
When, after all the children were put to
bed, mothers, fathers, uncles and aunts
sat around that ancient dinner table; the
mirth in that room more than made up
for the kids’ going to bed. Those children
dreamt dreams of you and are dreaming
still.

Wasima Aziz is an amateur writer living
in Chattogram, who recently finished
her HSC exams.
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form of flash fiction and poetry, Selected pieces
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POETRY

The three day wake

IFFAT NAWAZ

‘You must bury
yourself

Every three days’

She said,

‘Corpses are of

No use

They Will

Rot you instead.’

‘You can burn

Also, if you wish

Or immerse your
Dead selves in water
If you so please.

Then she walked away
And became ordinary
While I pulled out
My shoes,

To head to the river
Where wet soil

Had already dug up
Burial beds

With invisible tombstones
And a torn noose.
The trees were
Speaking differently
After the rain,

I heard them exchange
Something about

Someone’s futile burden
Of shame.

They said the

Tug of war between
Orthodox and non
Ispointlessand mundane.
‘Keep walking’

The leaves motioned,
‘Stop eavesdropping

Be touched by everything
But remain uninfluenced.’
I don’t know what that
meant

Plants were (0o cryptic at
times.

I half slid down

A muddy slope

To watch the river
And its ripples
They taught me
The day’s rhythm
I'stalled a bit

Then brought out
My dead selves

Tied neatly with
Jute ribbons.
I'leaned in close

To grieve my deaths
Gains and losses,
With short eulogies

’

I closed them

Into the mouths of
Earth’s tiny crevasses.
In the spaces

Where the deads

Had resided,

Two centimetres
Below my skin,

Grass and moss
Rushingly filled in.
My breaths

Were now wildflowers
My toes were

Dew rinsed.

For I fear fire,

I contemplated

The next dead’s
Ritual,

The trees commanded
To pause a bit

Before killing

What's not old.

With a new face

I walk back

To a home

That isn’t mine

A thousand deaths
Have passed

And a thousand deaths
Wait in line.

Every three days

I will look for a grave
Between olive trees
And green vines

I will be born again
And yet again

Till this voice
Becomes a

Silent wind’s
Dutiful chime.
While my

Heart mourns

To rejoice

A deathless

Self’s shine.

Iffat Nawaz is a
Bangladeshi-American
writer based in
Pondicherry, India.
Her first novel Shurjo’s
Clan was published by
Penguin India (Vintage)
in 2022, and was
shortlisted for the Best
First Book Award by
Tata Lit Live/Mumbai
Literature Festival in
2023.



