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In my wildest imagination, away from all 
rhyme or reason,
I weave my realm, unbridled and free, 
craving for the unfelt and extreme, by all 
standards but my own.
I drift past the obvious, and I leap beyond 
the stage and its ugly frown, its gray and 
brown.
My tune is forever.
Eager to be reshaped a million times 
wrapped in the unknown.
Let me flee, only for thee, unsure of 
destiny, and assured of mystery.
The moment arrives to embrace what I 
hold dear to me in my moments of solitude 
and awakening, and in my moments of 
introspection.
Like a truant, I feel free of any convention 
for my soul purges me of all the strings of 
attachment and sets me up for only pure 
flirtation.
I love being wicked in the rain and the 
scent of the wet grass beneath me, lost in 
the mystery of that mischievous smile that 
tickles me, invites me, but never promises 
me.
The sense of emptiness and fulfillment 

reigns supreme and my senses are full to 
the brim.
I live in the south breeze to playfully ruffle 
your shiny tress.
I live in the warmest kiss that wets the lips 
of your lovely face.
I serenade you with the sweetest tune I 
know in the crimson afterglow, in the slim 
hope that your affection might follow.
I toy with the spreading wave of colors 
left behind by your sublime departure, 
as I intertwine my emotions with the 
kaleidoscope of nature.
You return with a veil, again, and I feel a 
deep sense of longing with all the passion 
I possess at this divine height.
You turn me and toss me aimlessly with 
bitter sweet cruelty as I juxtapose you with 
the sights and sounds of a starry night.
I hold you, as the star holds her fleeting 
light, and dance with you as the sunflowers 
do with the sun, cheek to cheek in 
flickering candle light, only to be one.
Your glossy red lips, reminds me of my 
long-lost rain-drenched red rose and 
strips me of the last vestiges of any reason.
This is my page, this is my stage.
Oh, the strong wind returns, window 
closes, the page turns, a flower vase drops 

and breaks into pieces to divulge what I 
dare not hear.
Do I have to wear my face, to be a 
pretender, and to cease to be a weaver?
Do you have to turn the page to return my 
bondage?
The stage has changed but I am expected 
to play roles to their satisfaction. 
I now have defined dreams and follow the 
set path to their benediction.
Another sun sets, another story ends in 
applause.
The nest is secure and warm, and the 
resolve is solid and firm.
Why am I then so hollow inside and feel 
the urge to unwind to weave a new one?
I scurry to gather the sand to build the 
castle again, any which way I can. 
With the fear of a deer I reach behind the 
curtain.
I segue into a deep coma to bid goodbye 
to all the goals I have, while I keep my eyes 
still wide open. 
Fly me home, and take me to the memory 
lane where I act insane.
That’s my stage, that’s my page.

Arif Shahjahan is an IT professional 
currently working in the United States.

POETRY

BACKSTAGE

PHOTO: COLLECTED

HAROONUZZAMAN

The afternoon sun presses down on 
Dhaka like a heavy hand. Heat rises 
from the asphalt in shimmers; buses 
wheeze as though gasping for breath. 
Rickshaw bells jangle against each 
other in the thick, damp air.

In front of the National Press Club, 
a crowd gathers. Reporters with 
notepads, Camerapersons hoisting 
tripods. Curious passersby wiping 
sweat from their temples.

At the center of it all stands Abdul 
Karim—Karim Bhai to almost everyone 
who knows him. Not a politician, not an 
activist, not even a wealthy man. Just a 
tea-seller from Motijheel, sleeves always 
stained with milk and tea leaves. But his 
laugh—it booms like a dhol in an empty 
courtyard. His moustache curls with 
mischief, and his eyes glint as if he’s 
carrying a private joke about the whole 
world.

Today he has put on a long white 
panjabi, though tea stains still mark 
the cuffs. He clambers onto a plastic 
chair, clears his throat, and announces: 
“Brothers and sisters, today I reveal my 
Election Manifesto—for the People!”

The crowd breaks into laughter. 
Everyone knows Karim: the joker, the 
street philosopher, the tea-seller who 
shouts across the road to ministers as 
if calling after rickshaw-pullers. Yet the 
journalists hold out microphones. They 
know what others know too: Karim 

draws bigger crowds than many real 
candidates.

“First promise,” Karim declares, 
holding up a finger. “Free rickshaw 
rides for all politicians. Why? Because 
if they suffer once in traffic, they’ll 
fix it in a week!” Laughter ripples 
outward. A woman fans her child with 
her dupatta; the policemen stationed 
nearby try to hide their grins. Karim 
drinks in the heat, the sweat, the roar 
of voices.

“Second promise: every MP will live 
in a tin-shed house six months of the 
year. Let rain drip on their heads, let 
mosquitoes sing in their ears. Then 
they will know what real Bangladeshis 
live with before signing our fates!”

Pens scratch furiously. Cameras 
click. Karim wipes nothing, not even 
the sweat rolling down his jaw.

“Third promise: if a minister lies, he 
must wear a clown’s nose in parliament 
for seven days. We’ll call it the Lal Nak 
Policy.”

The crowd roars. A boy perched on a 
rickshaw starts chanting: “Lal Nak! Lal 
Nak!” Soon, voices echo the chant up 
and down the street.

Karim bows with both arms wide, as 
though hosting a circus. “I don’t seek 
power. I only remind you: power is a 
joke. And you are the punchline only if 
you forget to laugh.”

To most, he is only a fool with clever 
words. But those who sit at his tea 
stall know differently. He once studied 

literature at Dhaka University—
until clashes left him beaten and 
disillusioned. He dropped out, turned 
to tea-selling for survival, yet never 
stopped observing.

Every evening, clerks, workers, 
rickshawpullers, even an occasional 
official stop at his stall. Between 
steaming cups of dudh cha and 
clinking saucers, Karim spins stories. 
He takes tragedies from the day’s 
headlines and reshapes them into 
comedies. His laughter, rough and 
contagious, doesn’t just entertain. 
It gives relief. Sometimes, it gives 
courage.

“Laughter is like a mirror,” he tells his 
customers one rainy night. The tin-roof 
rattles above them. “Hold it up, and the 
king will see his own crooked teeth.”

One evening, a sleek black Prado 
stops by his stall. Out steps a man in a 
crisp sherwani, wrist heavy with gold—
Farid Khan, the special advisor to the 
government.

“Karim Bhai,” Farid says, his voice 
smooth, “your jokes are famous. Our 
party needs voices like yours. Why 
not come and work with us? Write 
speeches. Make people laugh for us.”

Karim studies him over the rim of 
his tea glass. His eyes flicker—not anger, 
not temptation, just weary amusement. 
“So you want me to be your jester in the 
king’s court?”

“Not a jester—strategist,” Farid 
corrects. “Think of the money, the safety.”

Karim throws back his head and 
laughs, a laugh so loud heads turn 
from across the street. “My parliament 
is the footpath, bhai. Here, nobody can 
cut my microphone.”

Farid leaves, his smile stiff as starch. 
Karim watches the taillights fade. 
Something unsettles him—danger, yes, 
but also opportunity.

A week later, Karim stages another 
“press conference.” This time he 
arrives with props: empty rice sacks, 
fake currency notes, even a rubber 
chicken. He declares the founding of 
Hashi Shangha—the People’s Party of 
Laughter (PPL).

He names a rickshawpuller as 
finance minister, a garment worker as 
foreign minister, and a street dog as 
home minister. The dog barks on cue, 
and the crowd erupts.

But amid the laughter, sharp 
truths cut through. Karim shakes the 
empty rice sack: “This is our reserve, 
brothers. Always empty—except in 
the minister’s godown.” He waves 
the fake notes: “Inflation! Looks like 
money, buys nothing. Just like their 
promises.”

The next morning, headlines carry 
his antics. Memes flood Facebook, 
WhatsApp, TikTok. Students chant his 
slogans at tea stalls. Garment workers 
repeat his jokes in crowded buses. The 
ruling party grows nervous. Jokes, they 
know, travel faster than manifestos.

One humid night, plainclothes 

officers appear at Karim’s stall. Their 
boots crush cigarette butts on the 
ground.

“You talk too much, Karim Bhai,” 
one mutters. “Careful, or you’ll laugh 
yourself into jail.”

Karim serves them tea anyway, 
smiling. “Tell your masters—even in 
jail, I’ll laugh. And my laughter will 
reach farther than their speeches.”

His customers glance nervously, but 
Karim winks. “Don’t fear. A trickster 
survives because power cannot predict 
laughter.”

Two weeks later, at Suhrawardy 
Udyan, a ruling party rally thunders 
with speeches about ‘development’. 
Suddenly, the sound system crackles—
and Karim’s voice booms through 
every loudspeaker: “Brothers and 
sisters! I, your humble candidate from 
PPL, announce my first act: replace 
ministerial convoys with rickshaws. 
Honking will be replaced with 
harmoniums!”

The crowd explodes in laughter. 
The minister flails angrily, but Karim’s 
voice continues: “Second act: every MP 
will sleep at Kamalapur station one 
night a year. Then they’ll know the 
state of our shelters.”

Phones record. Livestreams spread. 
People cheer more for the unseen joker 
than the sweating minister. Later, 
security learns: Karim had bribed the 
sound technician with nothing but tea 
and laughter.

As elections near, posters bloom 
across Dhaka. A cartoon of Karim’s 
smiling face, moustache twirled, with 
the words: Vote for the Lal Nak Policy!

People laugh, assuming it’s a 
prank—until the Election Commission 
confirms Karim has officially filed 
as an independent candidate for 
Dhaka-7. His paperwork is  flawless.

On election day, queues stretch 
outside polling centers. To everyone’s 
astonishment, Karim secures nearly 
fifty thousand votes. He doesn’t 
win, but his name eclipses seasoned 
politicians. Journalists call it a 
political earthquake.

That night, when results flash on 
television, reporters rush to his tea 
stall. But the shutters are down. A 
scrap of paper flutters on the wall. In 
neat handwriting, it reads: “The real 
victory is not the seat. The real victory 
is when people laugh at power instead 
of fearing it. Don’t look for me—I’m 
already among you, in your jokes, your 
tea, your courage.”

No one sees him again.
Weeks later, in parliament, during 

a heated debate, an MP stumbles. A 
red clown’s nose rolls onto his desk. 
Cameras catch it. The chamber bursts 
into laughter.

Somewhere in Dhaka, perhaps in 
another tea stall, perhaps in disguise, 
Abdul Karim is surely laughing too.
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