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You tell me stories of the sea—of its waves, of 
how it speaks to you in a language only you can 
understand—whenever you write back to me. 
You’re a funny man. It seems you’ve developed 
a fondness for soft-shell crabs and Loitta 
fries. We miss you. Ma’s thyroid condition has 
worsened. We will go see Dr. Titu Mia next 
weekend. Everything else is okay. I hope you 
get to come back soon. Your son is growing 
into quite a rebel. He’s just like you. Please eat 
well. I will be waiting for your reply. 

Ayman reads the last bit of the letter again 
and folds it with a sigh. He gazes intently at 
the sunset. It’s been almost 14-and-a-half 
months since he left home. As an independent 
journalist, he has traveled to many countries, 
seen many wars, and swallowed many of his 
emotions in the process of reporting and 
writing. 

“It will keep the love intact! You won’t 
forget that you are stuck with me when the 
parchment reaches your hands, Mr Journalist,” 
Rity smiled as she folded his clothes 14-and-a-
half months ago. She was talking about letters. 
She was always rather fond of letters because 
telephones are expensive. 

Ayman was never ambitious about his work, 
but he never actively went against the idea 
of it. What he wanted to pursue, he felt—the 
feeling—had died by the time he grew up. He 
was nothing more or less than a doe-eyed child 
who grew bitter as he tasted the spoils of life. 
As bitter as the chalta fruit his father used to 
bring home, the scent of tobacco on his clothes, 
and the longing he felt for his approval of his 
little poems, left only with the memories of 
the hot anger and disappointment in his gaze. 
As he grew older, he found himself becoming 
more reserved about anything and everything 
the whole world had to offer him, except his 
now wife, whom he met during his time in 
university—the bicycle rides, the packageable 
picnics under mango groves, the dispensable 
dreams they would conjure under the soft 
shade of spring. And as most sons do, he loved 
his mother. ‘Sabr’ is Ma’s favorite word. “You 
will see the world. You will travel to beautiful 
places and forget about this place. Have Sabr. 

This will all be over when you’re old enough. 
You’re not old enough to take responsibility. 
And we could not survive without your father. 
Have Sabr. You’re an impulsive child. Don’t 
speak against your father if he says or does 
something. I have spent 26 years living this 
life. I have grown used to it. Have Sabr. It’s not 
the end. Have Sabr, because the Almighty has 
plans for everyone. Have Sabr, my love, because 
it’s only the end when you allow it to be the 
end,” his mother said to him in a locked room 
on a cool and breezy day, with his back still red 
from the backhands of Abba’s belt. 

“Altaf bhai, my son will make the most 
beautiful cities,” announced his father when 
he was old enough to remember the conviction 
in his father’s gaze, but he didn’t have any 
intention of building cities. He disliked cities, 
swarmed by people, cesspools of vice. Growing 
up in Chittagong, his heart belonged to the 
mountains and the seas, but living so close 
to the scent of despair disillusions you of the 
veils of beauty. After traveling an hour from 
Khagrachari, he could see the camps and 
checkposts on the way to Sajek. As a teenager, 
he was fascinated by armed personnel 
gracefully flinging their weapons and making 
sure everything was okay. But the matter of 
things being okay or not was a matter that 
would be decided by some higher presence 
that eluded the human eye here. Were they 
protecting him, or were they protecting 
themselves from something terrible? But 
what is a more terrible thing for the gulp in 
someone’s throat than the truth?

His father served in the military. He 
enjoyed imposing authority, to which Ayman 
slowly exercised more and more defiance. He 
struggled to come to terms with the norms of 
discourse in his house. A place that turned all 
his propositions and questions to disrespect, a 
disrespect he struggled to understand, a term 
he was labeled that would slowly break all his 
patience. And it did, eventually, break all the 
Sabr his mother was piecing together bit by 
bit by bit. It happened on a warm summer 
morning. It was fast. It was loud. Words and 
fists flew everywhere. When the dust settled, 
he was still only a “beyadob”; but this time, he 
had his mother’s hand in his and a small bag of 

his precious things with him. He walked out of 
the door years ago, and he never went back. His 
father has a weak heart now, and Ayman sends 
him his expenses every month in a parchment, 
though he has no need for it; it is devoid of any 
semblance of love. 

He folds Rity’s letter and gets up on his feet, 
walks 10 paces to find a clean and smooth rock 
to sit on, and he holds his face with trembling 
hands. Maybe he has turned into the opposite 
of what anyone had aspirations for. Maybe the 
world is a terrible place. 

If there is beauty to be found in the world, he 
does not know of it yet. In 12th grade, he came 
across an excerpt by Ocean Vuong during one 
of his long escapades, “Let no one mistake us 
for the fruit of violence—but that violence, 
having passed through the fruit, failed to spoil 
it.” He fancied himself the survivor, the hard 
seed buried deep inside the fruit, obstinate 
in his defenses against the corrosion that 
surrounded his soft skin, attempting to spoil 
his insides. Maybe he got it all wrong, or maybe 
he got it right. Only his reflection in the water 
now can tell what he is. 

In these 14-and-half months away from 
home, he has held his breath without pause. 
And maybe he keeps going from one place to 
another to find parts of his heart he has lost 
in the process of trading his heroes for ghosts. 
And maybe he should breathe, for if he does 
not breathe to live another day, there will be 
another story buried under the rubble of chaos 
and destruction, hoping the rest coalesces into 
a form of existence that one can tolerate, if not 
love—an acceptable way of living, he thinks. 
And so, he tosses a rock into the sea and gets 
up from the one he had been sitting on, Rity’s 
letter still folded in his hand. He must go back 
to his hotel and pack his bags. He must also 
buy a one-way plane fare now if he hopes to 
catch the last plane home; home, where his 
heart still remains.

A.M. Fahad wants to become a more prolific 
poet and writer. He is based in Dhaka, and 
he loves creating stories out of the mundane. 
Send him tips at amfahad1747@gmail.com 
so that he can stop falling into slumps every 
other week.
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I’m but a butterfly, not a bird;
Why do I want to soar high?
Every time I see an eagle piercing the sky,
I find longing in my eyes 
When they fly, their feathers dazzle 
They dive from a higher space,
Float as carefree as bubbles!
And I stare at them being amazed 
Dream to fly the flights, ready to show my feathers!
But then I wake up; finding myself down here
I can’t reach them, neither I have feathers 
I have scales all over my body, my wings are fragile
How can I fly high? How come I dream?
But I’ve dreamt for a long while, none woke me up 
Now that I yearn to fly, here they come.
Dragonfly says,”Butterfly or bird, does that 
matter?”
May-fly says,”Why bother? Live the days as you are
But I still love the sky, want to leave the grassland 
Lady bug mocks me, grasshopper sighs
Sometimes I think it’s better to be a butterfly 
Rather than being a spider or a caterpillar 
They don’t even have wings, they don’t dream
But then again I hear a butterfly turned into a bird
I feel the urge again, that urge!
Winter passes, spring’s here
I still fly from one flower to another 
I fly all day, in a loop, can’t leave the prairie 
I’m but a butterfly, not a bird 
Why do I want to soar high?

Ayesha Absary Afifa is a student of Microbiology 
at Jagannath University.
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In an obscure restaurant in an anonymous 
suburb
During my midday meal,
A cloaked stranger will suddenly arrive and 
say,
“My name is Death. I have come to take you 
with me.”
I will call the waiter again, urging him to hurry,
Then turn to the stranger and say—
“Why the rush? Have a seat.
I just read an Irish joke. Let me tell you.”
I will tell him the joke.
Hearing it, he will burst into laughter.
And he will keep on laughing.
I will pay the bill and leave.
Even from outside, his laughter will be heard.
Then suddenly—
As if severed from the midday bustle—

The sound will vanish.
I will see three feline figures surrounding me
Chasing me into the day’s farthest abyss
Running, and running—
At the crossroads, I will find André Breton
Now, a police inspector,
Bent over tying his shoelaces.
Gasping for breath, I will utter—
“Mr. Breton,
I have killed Death with my joke.
Arrest me.”

Dr Shiblee Shahed is a public health 
specialist, essayist, poet, and translator. His 
debut poetry collection was published in 2013 
by Shuddhashar Publications. His poems and 
articles have appeared in numerous national 
and international outlets. He is a regular 
contributor to The Daily Star, The Business 
Standard, and The Daily Observer.
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