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FAIZA RAMIM

It’s been so long since we last spoke that I don’t 
think I can talk to you without confessing 
something.
There you were, standing before me
Returning from the dead in an unsolicited 
resurrection.
Or maybe it wasn’t unsolicited.
I was a long way from the shore
This pen in my hand, the only thing keeping me 
afloat
And i held on to it so tightly, my knuckles turned 
white
but the grip became loose
The farther i went into solitude, the more i could 
feel myself liquify
Until i became the body of water.
that deceives.
that never looks the same.
This is what solitude is to me.
To become farther than the farthest thing until I 
became a body of darkness
And they kept asking me why i looked so blue all 
the time
Maybe ‘cause no one came close to see anything 
underneath.
“You know, for the longest time i wanted to be 
left alone.
Something about kafka and venturing too deep 
into solitude.
And i was content.
At least i think so.
Or maybe i had become accustomed to it.

I found no reason to look for an out or be sad 
about it
“You know how it is. It is what it it is.”
“And what do you want now?”
I don’t look at you
I don’t think about it too much.
Too much time alone with yourself, doesn’t let you 
get away with lies.
There isn’t much room for secrets and i would tell 
you anything needed you only ask.
“I think I resurrected you”
You look at me like I’m insane. Maybe I am.
“I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry it must have been 
an inconvenience for you; being brought from 
the dead. I think I only wanted you hard enough 
when there was a pen in my hand”
“You didn’t answer my question”
And I remember being liquid,
being deeper than the deepest blue.
I remember being so sick of it all that
at dusk I swallowed the sun and became it.
Because then I was still alone but i burned.
I was destructive, I was intimidating
I was far but i was powerful.
I was hiding in plain sight.
Because only a fool would challenge a sun into a 
staring contest.
Until now.
Until you.
So I confess, my Icarus, I’ve never had anything to 
hide anyway.
“Love me”
“What?”
“Love me.
I want to know how it feels”.
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Wishing you a happy new year!
The coming year? No, years ahead—
soar high, catch clouds and be a tree
now and then or forever,
and make promises to see 
the best sunrise the following year
or rake your thoughts
with the leaves stirring in breeze.
That’s the way I wish you
on the first day of the year;
that’s how discursive thoughts
rally within my mind
and land in pages at midnight.
Do not forget to behold
how fast the hands of clock move
and remind you of life
you want to live—in wonder,
in mirth and memories.
Every time a new year raps
at my door, I make promises
despite knowing they’re fleeting.
I make promises to keep 

the mirror clean, to view the face
that faces prowling bats gnawing at
bones of bonds day after day.
I make a tree of promises 
like I won’t waste time
in the rat race of capitalist minds,
among idiots circulating their
own dogmas and comfort zones.
The new year comes
and I make promises knowing well
promises are made and broken.
Still I continue making promises
to witness the world and you
through the vines of verse and
the loupe of love, in weal and woe,
amidst fog during biting cold,
amongst multitudes on the mid-sea.

Mohammad Shafiqul Islam, poet, 
translator, and academic, is Professor of 
English literature at Shahjalal University 
of Science and Technology, Sylhet, 
Bangladesh. Email: msislam-eng@sust.
edu.

POETRY

New Year resolutions

ILLUSTRATION: AMREETA LETHE

NADIM SILVERMAN

Nuri had just swallowed a little orange pill 
dry, when she noticed that the portrait of ‘The 
Sexual Revolutionary’ had been taken down 
from the wall of her childhood bedroom. The 
Revolutionary had hung there since she was 
a child. Her mom would tell her stories of his 
escapades before bed, brimming with pride, 
about his time at the helm of his civil service 
and his heroic, principled fall from grace. 
Without him, the room seemed empty. 

Then the shouting started. Nuri traced the 
sound back to the living room. There, Safu, 
Nuri’s older sister, who was usually the last 
person to lose her temper, was gesticulating 
wildly, her golden bangles rattling, her voice 
crackling like thunder. Her dad was turned 
away from the drama, hunched over his 
work table in the corner. And her mother, 
Afifa, was standing, resolute, by the kitchen 
door, holding in her arms the picture of The 
Revolutionary.

The family had spent most of the morning 
cleaning the apartment, trying their best to 
present an image of ‘middle class respectability’ 
as Nuri’s father had put it. It wasn’t enough. 
The wallpaper was still peeling, the adhesive 
completely dried out, and the plastic sofa 
covers were still ripped and bunched up at the 
corners. 

“Amma, please don’t show them that,” Safu 
begged.

But Afifa was unmoved by Safu’s histrionics 
and refused to put down the photo. 

“Please,” Safu pleaded, two freshly hennaed 
hands outstretched. “Give it to me. You’re 
going to scare them away.”

“What are you so worked up about? They’ll 
be impressed. Your great grandfather was a 
very important man.”

Nuri didn’t understand why Safu was so 
upset. The Sexual Revolutionary had been 
outspoken in life, some 150 years ago, circa 
1925, regularly interrupting dinner parties by 
discussing the importance of female pleasure. 
But, he had become much more reserved now 
that he was confined to the borders of a picture 
frame, and posed no threat to the discussions 
of Safu’s upcoming nuptials. 

“It’s not appropriate,” interjected Nuri’s 
father. He had been tinkering with one of 
his favorite analog clocks, trying to right 
the mechanism that operated its minute 
hand, when this talk of The Revolutionary 
had started. To him, The Revolutionary was 

no hero, but a rotten branch on his wife’s 
otherwise pristine family tree; a branch that 
he hoped would soon be overshadowed by the 
addition of Maniv Bilal and the golden leaves, 
fair skin, clear blood, and fresh waters of his 
family. 

“What do you know? ‘Appropriate.’ Maniv’s 
parents are worldly. They go to Moscow, 
Shanghai, Paris. I’ve seen the pictures. They’re 
modern Muslims, like we should be. Tell them 
Nuri!”

Nuri had been busy trying to make herself 
invisible. She was convinced this was the only 
way she would make it through the day, and 
was crushed to discover that her efforts had 
been in vain.

Discreetly, she swallowed another orange 
pill. 

“What did you say? Something about 
Paris?” Nuri asked, winching her voice up like 
water from a well.

“What are you doing over in that corner 
anyway?” said Nuri’s father.

“Trying to disappear…” she mumbled back. 
“Shona, where are the samosas?” her mother 

asked.
“Oh,” Nuri said with a rueful glance towards 

the kitchen door. If it was going to rain, as 
Imran had predicted, she hoped it would 
start now. Maybe then her family would be 
so distracted that they wouldn’t notice the 
complete and utter absence of fried goods. 

But the Bilals would notice. 
As most people struggled to afford the 

cheapest synthetic foods, the Bilals’ inner 
circle ate lavish four-course meals, and dined 
with Sheikh Wazed and his cronies in grand 
halls, under chandelier light—glass and gold.

“Nuri?” prompted her father, his voice 
sliding into that ominous, rasping register 
Nuri had spent most of her childhood fearing. 
He had worked over time at the plant for three 
weeks so that he could buy the oil, ghee, and 
fresh vegetables needed for the recipe. After 
the marriage, he’d never have to work again.

“The filling is done,” Nuri offered, rather 
feebly.

“Oh good. The filling is done.” said her 
mother. “We can feed them mushy potatoes 
and green peas. That’ll give them a rosy picture, 
won’t it? Of what Maniv can expect to eat for 
the rest of his life.”

“I won’t be the one cooking for him…” Nuri 
muttered. In truth, she still hoped that Safu 
wouldn’t be cooking for him either.

“Amma, don’t worry, I can make them,” 

Safu offered—always ready to give. 
Pretending to cough, Nuri took a third pill. 
“Nuri, that’s not the point,” lectured her 

father. “And Safu, you can’t be handling food. 
Your henna has barely dried.”

“I’ll go finish them now,” said Nuri. 
“It’s too late. They’ll be here any second,” 

her mother said, her knuckles turning white as 
she clenched The Revolutionary’s frame ever 
tighter.

“What are we going to feed them? We have 
to give them something,” asked her father, 
who looked not at his wife or his daughters, 
but at his beloved wall of clocks—the analogs 
and cuckoos, the quartzes and atomics, and 
the hourglass that flipped itself around on the 
hour every hour. 

There was something a little self-flagellating 
about her father’s obsession with time. It 
didn’t matter if he was waiting for his food at 
a restaurant or using the bathroom, he was 
always counting the minutes and seconds, 
and said that since he was a child, as young as 
four years old, he had felt like his time on earth 
was quickly draining away, ‘like water from a 
bucket.’ The fact that he had defied his own 
premonition, living 72 long years, through 
floods and droughts and viral plagues, his 
heart still pumping, his clock still ticking, 
provided little comfort.

“We said 10:15? It’s already 10,” her father 
said.

It’s quintessential masochism, said The 
Revolutionary. He enjoys the pain.

In a strange way, Nuri hoped The 
Revolutionary was right, though she wasn’t 
convinced.

“Are you really not going to make the 
samosas?” her mother asked.

“Oh, I thought you said—” Nuri said. 
The Revolutionary stared out at Nuri from 

the picture frame clutched at her mother’s 
chest. 

Go make the samosas, he seemed to be 
saying with his articulate, bespectacled eyes. 
Or you’ll end up like me—all head and no 
body. 

This is an excerpt from the story “Pills, 
water, trees, and blood”.
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