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Editorial Note  

 

Anybody who produces art, poetry or fiction adds to the meaning of our lives. In this 

pandemic world, every creative effort, little or big, is invaluable. This second issue of Qissa is 

filled with references to returns, ruins and shattering. The works here subtly reflect on the 

pain of a pandemic and our markedly altered lives.  

While the poems are inspiring, nostalgic and insightful, the essays are anecdotal and 

instructive. Smrithi’s piece on raising children explores quite honestly on how parenting that 

focuses on the negative leads to conflicts in children. We do not want to mediate between our 

children. We forget at times how to deal with conflict. Perhaps it is a generalisation, and a 

monstrous one at that, but it’s definitely something to ponder.  

The only fiction story we have for this issue is a translation of a story by Shihabiddin 

Poythumkadavu with Kafkaesque clarity and purpose. With metaphorical references to 

existence that is “cemented”, it is a story that leaves us with questions about our lives.  

The highlight, though, is the heart-rending poem by Khytul Abyad. As a Kashmiri scholar, 

poet and artist, she has crafted a poem that captures the pain of living under an oppressive 

regime before and during a pandemic.  

With all this, we give this to you, the second issue of Qissa. We hope it generates questions, 

empathy and constructive action from you in meaningful ways.  

 

Editorial Team 

[Athira Unni, Sukanya Shaji, Aiswarya Sanath, Lakshmi Prabha] 

Qissa  
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My boyfriend speaks again: when I don't keep in touch 
with you, how does it make you feel? 
 
Kiran Bhat, Guest Writer  
 

 
Art by Revathi Suresh 

 

Kiran says: it makes me worry. 
I think about you throughout the day. 
I miss your smile. 
I miss kissing your ear. 
When I am trying to sleep, 
I imagine your nipples, 
Your groin. 
 
Kiran confesses; 
I don't understand why two days have passed, 
And you have not spoken to me. 
 
You don't have a knife, 
You don't have a spear. 
You don't need them, either. 
Your silence has pierced me enough. 
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Raconteur Legacy 

Shobhana Kumar, A Sky Full of Bucket Lists, Red River, 2021, Rs. 230/- 

 

Aswin Vijayan, Guest Writer  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both Sonam Chhoki and Geethanjali Rajan mention the phrase “the human condition” in their 

blurbs to Shobhana Kumar’s third poetry collection, enticingly titled A Sky Full of Bucket Lists. 

It is no surprise that the poems in this collection remind one of the four sights Prince 

Siddhartha witnessed and which led to his Great Renunciation. Shobhana’s poems carefully 

observe the sights of old age, sickness, and death. The ascetic or the Buddha is out of sight, but 

the possibility of the ascetic is where the collection ends.  

A Sky Full of Bucket Lists is divided into six sections of eight or nine poems each. The sections 

open with small dramatic interludes that are thematically tangential to the rest of the 

collection, but add to the flavour of playfulness and experimentation. These interludes are 

imagined, Shobhana points out in an interview with the Bangalore Review, as an illustration 

of our lives lived in a bubble protected from the world around us.  

Being a book of haibun, there is a keen sense of shape and space on display. The prose passages 

and the haiku (that may appear at the beginning, in the middle, or more often at the end) 

tastefully shapeshift throughout the collection.  

The book has all the hallmarks of a Red River production. Dibyajyoti Sarma’s book design is 

as unique as the haibun contained therein. Shobhana has acknowledged, at the launch of A 

Image Credits: Goodreads 
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Sky Full of Bucket Lists, Dibyajyoti’s contribution in shaping the collection, specifically 

pointing out “In Passing” as an example. Placed at the end of the third section, it is the only 

poem appearing in landscape mode. This allows the poem the space it needs to stretch across 

the page. This meditation on ‘passing’, a ‘passing’ thought of mortality’s pervasiveness, is one 

of the best poems in the collection in terms of control, and it is aided and enhanced by the 

clever use of space.  

The changes in form work differently in different parts of the book. “Infontinence” switches 

up the font of the poem not only to add to the visual effects but also to emphasise the mother’s 

quality: “What you see is what you get. Sans fuss.” “Lethologica” phrases the questions and 

responses at two different margins, while the space in the middle is occupied by topically 

relevant haiku like this one: “period/ she misses the punctuation/ yet again”. The 

experimentation does not come through as effectively in some other places, like “One Hour 35 

Minutes” and “Lockdown Learnings.” The former, framed as time-stamped events of a flight, 

once again dwells on the mother-child relationship, but struggles with consistency. The same 

is true for “Lockdown Learnings.” It follows the most traditional lineation among all the poems 

in A Sky Full of Bucket Lists, yet it also deviates the most from the haibun form established as 

the internal norm of the collection. 

The spaces in the book are not merely visual or typographic, they are also the spaces and places 

where the poems happen. Shobhana tells us in the Introduction that A Sky Full of Bucket Lists 

intends to chronicle “what happens in the head, in one’s home, on the streets, and in 

abandoned spaces” and the book fulfils that promise. “Coming to Terms” is an excellent 

illustration of what happens in the mindspace. In this poem, a daughter struggles to come to 

terms with her father’s illness. A series of questions culminate in a poignant expression of 

helplessness: “She hears him fall a thousand times. She never reaches him in time when he 

calls out.”  

There are other poems that detail this dynamic of caring for the elderly in the home-space, in 

a neighbour’s home, or in the hospital. They are also littered with references to the street as 

the liminal, outside space. In section five, titled Streets, we are in close proximity to that life, 

portrayed vividly. There is an honesty to the poems in this section that is endearing, but 

occasionally the prose passages of the haibun tend to be too prosaic, creaking under the weight 

of their themes. On the other hand, they also best illustrate Shobhana’s preoccupation with 

abandonment captured masterfully in “Philosophy”: “You learn to look at the sky and believe 

you now have a bigger roof.” 

Abandonment is played out in this collection in contrast to the act of caring. The hostess of 

“Rorshach Test” takes care of an elderly neighbour, the son cares for his mother in “Roleplay”, 
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and the tired caretakers of “Another Kind of Dawn” tend to an old man hospitalised for the 

fourth time. Here, Shobhana draws extensively from her experience running Small 

Differences, an NGO dedicated to the care of the elderly, the abandoned, and the transgender 

community. There are many references to the members of the transgender community 

clearing a space for themselves, like in “Zen” and “Forgotten.” One of the most evocative 

haikus in the collection also reflects on this subject: “learning to tell/ the male from the female/ 

rose-ringed parakeets” (“Day Dream”).  

Shobhana writes in this particular historical moment we are living through as an empathetic 

witness. There are poems like “Confinement” that speak about the Covid-19 pandemic in 

subtle ways, and others like “Apocalypse” and “Remnants” that dwell on its impact on the 

people at the fringes of our economy and society.  

In the end, what we are left with is a sense of legacy, of handing down. We hear stories and 

crumbs of wisdom accumulated over generations. These stories take us back to what Shobhana 

says about her childhood in the Introduction, how she was raised under the blue sky of the 

Nilgiris by a raconteur father. The stories have changed and transformed, but the skill of the 

storyteller has remained intact and is on display here for all of us to partake in. 
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2020. Annus Horribilis! Has it been the worst year in 
History? 

Jayan Philip 

Annus Horribilis! On the 40th anniversary of her coronation, Queen Elizabeth II called 1992 

as Annus Horribilis meaning that it was the worst year. But 2020 would get that title if a world 

survey was taken. The year 2020 is something which everyone today will love to forget and the 

question in everyone’s mind is whether this catastrophe or unrelenting uncertainty will end. 

Governments are in a quandary as to how the COVID 19 can be overcome and the world 

economy in doldrums with massive unemployment can be brought back on track. Though we 

are not at war, we are fighting a losing battle with the numbers increasing and diminishing 

hopes of an effective vaccine which could stop this devastation for ever.. 2020 is not just a 

COVID year but many more natural calamities like the Californian Wildfires and military 

conflicts  between Armenia and Azerbaijan. 

Most historians would conclude that World War II was the worst in terms of lives lost. The 

centers of the war were confined to Europe till the 1940s but the Pearl harbour attack on 7 

December 1941 brought the US into the war which drastically altered the war’s course and 

World History. 85 million lives were lost at the end of the Second World War which included 

2 million Indians who fought for the then colonial power, Britain. The Spanish Flu of 1918 was 

much more disastrous than COVID 19 with 500 million being infected and 50 million 

succumbing to it. So has it been the worst year for India? My answer would be no. 

Most of us who were born after independence have only heard the agony of partition which 

made 15 million people displaced but were fortunate not to witness the horrors and inhuman 

acts which were created as a result of religious frenzy and intolerance. It exposed the dangers 

which Mahatma Gandhi warned against. He advised the importance of communal harmony 

and a single composite union called India. Before that, the Bengal famine of 1769- 73 wiped 

out 10 million from the Lower Gangetic plain.  

There are many natural calamities which have hit the planet during different eras and periods 

which are part of recorded History but fades from human memory as time passes by as the 

years move on. Mount Vesuvius explosion in AD 79 sunk the town of Pompeii and scientists 

believe that the Stratovolcano’s next explosion would be much more lethal and result in 

instantaneous deaths. The Great Depression was presumably taken to be the worst in terms of 

a large-scale economic fallout universally with a cascading effect intrinsically interwoven 

between the American economy and Europe. It saw the seeds of dissension and allowed Hitler 
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to emerge and capitalize on the economic misfortune which became one of the most 

threatening decisive phases in modernity.  

        

  

     Art by Aloufa K 

The 1940s was also one of the worst decades which the modern world witnessed, a genocide 

of unimaginable proportions - the Holocaust with the murder of 6 million Jews which remains 

a blot in our History to those who lost their lives and to those who survived to tell the gruesome 

tale. 

 The term and concept of being the worst year can differ according to the different prevalent 

mindsets, thought processes or perspectives if rationalized in terms of the numbers of lives 

lost or the destruction which it left behind. The COVID 19 pandemic saw a massive urban-

rural migration as the role and functions of the governments in power began to question the 

very important constitutional provision of economic equality which is far from reality in the 
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developing world. In India, it brought many into the forefront of humanitarian work, many 

unsung heroes whose deeds and acts saved lives. One of them being Sir Thomas Moore who 

raised 39 million pounds and was knighted.  These are true expressions of convictions which 

define the true inner being of a person and a world citizen. 

 On the other hand, it also became a slugfest between the opposition and the ruling parties in 

power as the blame game shifted politically without solving or addressing the problem at the 

grassroots level.  The vast economic inequity or divide was exposed and the poor urban 

migrant who served as the backbone of our economy helping build homes, vertical concrete 

structures of our cities and forming the main link of our supply chains stood alone with few 

Good Samaritans coming by. The medical professional waged a battle braving all odds and 

putting his or her life in jeopardy but answering the call of duty. The medical fraternity became 

a White Army around the world taking over the role of a soldier in the war against COVID 

19.     

 

2020 has also revealed something in very precise terms, that the new world economy would 

undergo major shifts in terms of productivity dictated by technical expertise and technological 

innovations digitally connecting the world making into a true Global village. Has the Internet 

been able to solve the multi-faceted, dimensional problems which humanity as a single entity 

encounters? The answers to the question can differ but the argument would remain 

inconclusive. Technology can supplement and enhance human labour or enterprise but cannot 

end wars which we created or designed with ulterior motives and selfish intentions. 

 None of the wars including the two World Wars of the 20th century did make the world safer 

or progressive but rather lead to an arms race with 640 million people going hungry every 

day.  2020 had also few positive developments, one of them being the WPF (World Food 

Programme) being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Since its inception in 1961, the WPF has 

been at the forefront of humanitarian assistance and provision of food to almost 100 million 

people in 80 countries. The Global food insecurity crisis is a major one like the COVID but gets 

less attention as it is mostly in the developing world which is either poverty-stricken or suffers 

from regional imbalances in terms of economic growth.  

  

The COVID crisis has left the world divided irrespective of the economic impacts which the 

poorer sections of the societies have faced and had to deal with. It highlights the reality that 

the planet is on the crossroads of a major catastrophe not just environmentally alone but 
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economically too with the developing world facing insurmountable challenges as never before 

which the Parliaments cannot ignore. 

For many of us who survived to tell the story of 2020 might say or sing the opposite to what 

Bryan Adams sang ‘The summer of 1969. Those were the best days of my life.’. There is always 

a silver lining and light at the end of the tunnel. As the world still awaits a vaccine which can 

effectively eliminate the COVID 19 and its variants and  prevent another catastrophe, the fact 

remains that none of us is immortal in this mortal world of jealousies, selfishness, arrogance 

and injustice nor in the beautiful world which God gifted us of crystal clear waters, 

unparalleled beauty amidst the plains and valleys, mountains and hills, green tops and snowy 

caps. 
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A South Asian and Child Free 

Nirupama Kondayya 

 

This article can end in one sentence - it means you’re rejecting your culture or traditions. 

 

But as a South Asian woman, I understand the need to normalise this narrative of wanting to 

be childfree BY CHOICE; which essentially means I have decided to do this. It does not mean 

I have issues that need to get checked by doctors, including a psychologist. I also understand 

why it is a problem.  

 

When someone comes from a culture that heavily relies upon its traditions and societal 

norms, a decision like this is abrupt/disrupting. 

 

To our community, not getting married and not wanting children - both by choice - are still 

concepts which don’t make sense. Of course, because it means we’re separating ourselves 

from a path, a cycle that has been existent for ages now. 

 

But here’s why we don’t want children vs why we are being asked to. 

 

We don’t feel ready:  

Frankly, marriage is something that came from the heart for me because I am immensely in 

love with this person and I want to spend a life with him (I know, should’ve had more guts to 

have a live-in but well). Both of us don’t feel the same way about having a child. I do not get 

motherly instincts that should apparently magically appear in women. I do not feel the wow 

factor of holding my child in my hands or watch it grow. 

Their counterpoint: In Hindi, it has been simply put as, “Bachche toh side mein pal jaate 

hain.” Which translates to, children grow up on the side. And it is absolutely horrific, the 

logic that they do not require a lot of effort. The other counterpoint is, “You’ll never feel 

ready.” Well, that is an excuse that people use for everything from marriage to this. If 

children tell you they’re not ready, it generally means they’re not ready. (That’s another 

article about trust issues of parents.) 

 

Childhood essentially shapes a person as an adult which most of the parents seem to ignore. 

Their checklists are to do with how well-provided, well-educated they are while absolutely 

ignoring every part of their emotional phases in the growing years. How does a growing 

human being not require full-time attention? 
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We like the freedom:   

I like the fact that I can prioritise myself over anything else in the world. I’ve learnt it the 

hard way, like all of us service class Indians, who live for others at one point or the another - 

and not in a good way. When I got married, the best part about us was what most 

relationships crave - individualistic freedom. We love the way we lead our life, we do our own 

things separately, we indulge in common interests together and we both like the freedom 

that comes with this.  

The biggest example I can give you is that we were able to move countries in a span of fifteen 

days because we didn’t have anything on our minds that qualified as a worry. Amongst many 

other things, I really don’t think it would’ve been possible with a child in hand. 

Their counterpoint: This is selfish. When in my opinion, the very act of wanting children 

to rely upon for everything since their conception till the very moment they are brought to 

the same junction of marriage and children - is highly selfish! Especially emotional 

dependency. I mean really, which South Asian parents provide you with full freedom even if 

you’re an adult? They expect us to listen to them even after we follow all the rules. The kind 

of attachment and emotional dependency/gaslighting that parents seek towards their 

children, is alarming, to say the least. We don’t see ourselves continuing that cycle. 

 

What will you do with so much time and freedom, they ask? Literally anything. 

 

 

  Art by Revathi Suresh  

 

Marriage ≄ Children: We got married because we love each other and THAT should be 

enough reason. It is for us. Given a chance, I would choose my husband over and over again, 

even with our shares of ups and downs. We appreciate each other, we have each other’s back 

a 100% no matter what, we’re still understanding each other after 8 years of marriage and 

there’s not a day I am not grateful to have him in my life. Ours is not the usual partnership of 

defined gender roles. We’re still growing alongside each other and I love that. 
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We don’t see ourselves as parents and we respect that. It was an unsaid, unanimous decision 

of sorts which eventually turned into a rock-solid one. We make each other happy and we 

don’t agree that a child or a third person can do that for us.  

The two of us are a family too. 

Their counterpoint: What will you do when you grow old? I had to point out to both sets 

of parents that we’re not living with them as well. Everyone is in a nuclear family situation. 

When we suggest to people that IF (a big if) we feel like having a child in the future, we will 

adopt one, the typically filmy dialogue that comes our way is, “Apna khoon apna khoon hota 

hai,” - all that talk about own blood. Facepalm moment. 

 

We care about the environment: This is the toughest to explain. It is evidently received 

with a scoff or a chuckle because it’s not important to people. But I and my husband find 

ourselves on the same page here as well. We care about the planet, we try to reduce our 

plastic footprint (we went 90% plastic-free for almost 2 years before moving to the UK this 

year), we get upset watching documentaries that tell us the truth, the climate IS changing 

every passing day and there are lacs of others who are still reproducing - we simply don’t 

want to add to that.  

 

We actually take pride in the fact that we’ve already avoided so much waste generation just 

by avoiding having a child. 

 

Plus, can we just acknowledge how unsafe the world in general is when it comes to crimes? I 

will live in constant fear if I birth a daughter! So there, personal fear is another one! 

Their counterpoint: You’re not the only one who can save the environment.  

Of course, we know that. At least we’re doing our bit and we’re proud about that. This 

reason, especially, comes much later (but is an important one) because we are okay about 

not having children in the first place. 

 

I have many other reasons that probably fall under the same umbrellas as above. Most of the 

times, the reasons to NOT have children are backed by logic as compared to reasons to have 

them. I’ve never received a good answer. If one ‘feels’ like having children, childfree people 

are allowed to not feel that way too. 

 

People have been mean to us in the process of making us change our decision. While others 

have told us how it has changed their perspective, some even said they didn’t know it was an 

option. Raising a child is hard, parenting is not all glamorous as it is portrayed to be. Just as 

I don’t badger people to have taken the decision of ‘having children’, I don’t deserve to be 

badgered too.  
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Shalimar Express 

Elias Sebin 

 

“Oi! Boy!”  

“Me?” 

“Yes, yes, you. What’s your name, little man?” 

“Sebin.” I had to shout again to make myself heard over the ruckus, “Se-bin!” 

“Shey-bin? What is that?”  

With most other strangers, I would act cheeky and say, “It rhymes with dustbin., but the 

questioner -in this case was a tiny, wrinkled old lady with a stern, no-nonsense face. With an 

attitude resembling the classic Indian granny we see onscreen (remember Surekha Sikri in 

Badhaai Ho?), she didn’t seem like she’d appreciate the humour. At Ernakulam Town station, 

she marched straight into the crowded Venad Express and commanded the child next to me 

to go and sit somewhere else. I wondered how she’d managed to manoeuvre through the jam-

packed compartment with a large, stuffed, orange cloth sack loaded on her back and a Kalyan 

Silks bag filled to the brim with food items. Little did I know that my incredulity would be 

shortly replaced by awe.  

“I really don’t know, Amma.” I decided to crack the joke after all, “Maybe my parents thought 

of the name near a dustbin.” It took some time for her to register this, thanks to the noise and 

her age, but once she did, she chuckled and immediately asked the person sitting beside her 

to exchange seats with me. She held my hand, “Avanti, Avanti Basu is my name, and I am from 

Kolkata.” “The land of Didi!” I was eager to show off my political knowledge.  

“Didi?” She looked quizzical. “Na, Na, the land of Maa Durga.” We shared a smile again and 

watched on as the train approached Aluva station. 

To this day, I do not know why I called a stranger Amma. I usually don’t like small talk when 

traveling, especially on trains, but with this lady, I felt a strange desire to ask questions and 

know more. Why is she not wearing slippers? Is that blood on her sari? Thrissur was fast 

approaching. I decided to begin with the easiest one. 

“So, what brings you so far from home, Amma?” 
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It was as if she had been waiting for somebody to ask her all along. There was a yearning in 

her eyes to tell her untold story. Thereafter, I was introduced, in turn to a teacher, a widow, 

and a woman in search of her estranged sister. 

 

 

Art by Akshatha Kelat  

 

Avanti Basu had left Shalimar, Kolkata for the first time in her life at the ripe age of eighty in 

search of her younger sister, whom she hadn't met in over fifty years. The only information 

her fragile mind could recollect was that she had been married to a labourer who lived 

somewhere in Salem and that she was fond of wearing a big bindi. With no contact or means 

of communication in her kitty, the widow set out on her maiden journey to the south of the 

Narmada with only one hope in her heart- meeting her little chichu.  

“What gave you the strength, Amma?”. She looked at me silently, then reached into her orange 

sack and took out a photo album.  

“Loneliness.”, she replied, gazing at a faded, black-and-white photograph of her family. After 

a while, she added, “Life was good while he was around, but once he left, I became a burden.” 

I wasn't sure what she meant by that, but the tremor in her hands and the solitary tear in her 

eye spoke volumes about the troubles she had gone through. I was about to end the 

conversation and leave her to it, but after a small pause, she continued, “I used to lead a simple 
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life, you know. My husband was a carpenter and I a homemaker. I also used to take tuitions 

for kids but I had to stop once my knees became fragile and my hands started to shake. My 

husband died a few years ago- our only child, who has not been on talking terms with us for a 

long time, didn’t even turn up for his last rites. When he did show up a few days later, it was 

only to kick me out of the house and claim the ownership papers. That is when I realised, I 

don’t have anyone anymore. I was all alone in this world filled with people. It’s a devastating 

feeling and I pray you don’t ever feel the same.”  

I was on the brink of tears- I couldn’t fathom how she’d survived all this while. “Where did you 

go after that?” 

“I stayed under bridges and at railway stations for some months. I had to keep moving to avoid 

the police-they keep saying, go home, go home. What home? Some time ago, I collapsed, and 

they took me to the hospital. There, a young fellow like you took pity and paid for some extra 

check-up. They say I have memory loss!” She laughed, pointing a finger towards her head. 

“Anyway, it didn’t matter much to me as I had given up on life. Before letting me go, the doctor 

asked me if I had anybody to contact; I said no but as soon as I left, I decided that before I 

forget everything, I will go meet my chichu.” 

But wait! She was already getting up to leave and I still hadn’t asked her why there was blood 

on her sari or what she was doing in Kerala instead of Salem, and countless other questions. 

We had been lost in our own world and before we could know it, the yellow signboard with 

black letters was drawing closer. Thrissur was here. As she took her sack and darted out 

without even a nod or goodbye, I ran after her, “But Amma, we have only reached the interval 

in your story! How will I ever know if you managed to find your sister?”  

She burst out laughing, “Don’t worry child, for I won't remember you, the same way I won’t 

remember my chichu.” 
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The malayali’s comprehensive guidebook to 

conflict,or how to raise your children properly vol I; 

A beginning  

smrithi  

I fucking hate the sound of the AC. It is like old motors running relentlessly, going 

somewhere, just going going going going. Running head first into old age, but never to 

death, never dying never dying, injured more by living. For fuck’s sake, stop. Fucking stop.  

continue eating, never take out your anger through food. be grateful you have food.  

It doesn’t stop.  

It never does.  

Fuck.  

there is no response better than silence, let it be your best and only response ever.  

There I am, awake.  

In the little rectangular space that is afforded to me by the space of your 

body. In the little space between the wall and you.  

In the little space between a well wrapped hug and total silence.  

That last space is not little at all - it is vast. There is a terribly vast amount of space between 

a hug and silence. Especially at night.  

tears are enticing, but it is a tactic. beware of this tactic, do not give into your 

children’s thoughts. it is 

all drama.  

But really, physically there isn’t much room for me. My left arm is pressed so close to me 

that the skin I feel on my arm starts seeming foreign. I don’t even know which part of my 
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body I am touching, but I am touching skin, an indistinguishable sheet of skin, and 

hopefully flesh underneath it. Who knows. At this point.  

think of all the times you have been let down. this can include academics, choice of 

college, marks, back answering, long telephone bills, unnecessary requests to buy things, 

the times they went out with their friends, the time your daughter decided to quit 

medicine and pursue theater etc.  

There she is, dissociating.  

No. I just like to be dramatic. 

It is my waist my left arm is touching. Shut up.  

storm out of the room, any room. torm out after finishing your food. make sure they know 

they troubled your 

eating time.  

My right arm is tucked underneath your body, comfortable. So I don't take it out. I am 

scared if I pull it, something will dislodge and the whole thing might just come crashing 

down. You’re lucky I am a human who doesn’t require a lot of space. Otherwise, I’d be 

creaking right now, with my organs bursting out. If indeed I do have organs. And no one 

likes to sleep in a bed full of organs. The stains, the fluids, the stench.  

No it is not bad at all. Please don’t worry.  

if you hear doors being slammed shut, this is where you draw the line. you must tell them 

that this kind of behaviour is not acceptable in this house, emphasise the ‘my’ in this 

sentence. for example, “MY house”. refer to ‘the malayali’s comprehensive speech 

guidebook, or how to make your children respect you’.  

There I am, awake.  

Your back rises and falls, slightly. Regularly. Consistently. It’s a good rhythm. There are 

small bumps on your back, small red bumps, not a lot, but there they are. Like the ones my 

sister got, a lifetime's worth of summers ago. The bumps came out of nowhere, and clung to 

her skin like leeches. As if birthed by some inauspicious moment that quietly passed us by. 
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But I guess, life happens that way. Inauspiciously birthed. They freaked her out so much, 

our parents rushed her to one dermatologist after another for each to say the same thing, 

“It’s just too hot, here, try this powder”.  

That’s desi talk for fixing anything, apply powder.  

apply powder.  

If only I could throw powder on us right now. I would.  

tell them how hard you work, specify the exact time when you went into work and when 

you came back. round up to the bigger numbers. do not let this be a conversation. refer 

to the ‘speech guidebook’ for clarification.  

 

       Art by Aloufa K                                

But it’s really not that bad.  

I can’t bear to look at you right now. Not because of anything, but just because I can’t. And 

don’t want to. You have a good rhythm going on for you, I don’t want to disturb that. And I 
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don’t know if I’ll ever get to ask you about those bumps.  

come back to your room, and change into your night suit. 

Why have I only ever slept next to humans who fall asleep faster than I do. It’s a 

terrible thing to  

love people who sleep faster than you.  

What does one do in a vacuum like that?  

What does one do in a vacuum like that?  

One hates the AC.  

The AC. It has become the default white noise in my head, it’s the noise of my thinking, it’s 

seeped into the gaps in my brain. I don’t know how to take it out. Yet I am not sure if I 

want to. What if the AC stops, and all that’s left is the deafening silence of everything dying 

at once and nothing existing forever. It’s all terrible.  

make sure you pass onto your children your stubborn loneliness. this is the only 

acceptable worldview. it must not be a quality, it must be 

their upbringing.  

There she is, awake.  

It’s not all bad. I just need to cry. But I’ve never been one to cry easily, it’s a struggle. Just 

one single tear would do, you know? I can make do with one - I just need to start crying, 

and then I can sustain it till I inevitably sleep out of effort. Just one tear just one just one 

just one.  

If I wallow enough in self pity, maybe it’ll come.  

It’s my second favorite thing to do.  

remember, after a month or so, to commit fully to the superficial, that you completely 

forget that there is unaddressed trauma underneath your relationship as a family. 

pretend there is love, and there will be love. when you visit that wedding reception as a 

family, you will certainly look like a family. that’s what matters, strangers’ wedding 

photographs.  
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The AC wheezes down my leg that’s spilling out of the blanket.  

I tug at the blanket, pulling a little from your side. Your side doesn’t resist. I sigh. There 

is truly nothing to do but to sit in the stale breaths of this AC and this light heaviness in 

my chest.  

trauma is for artists and therapists. do not let your child become either.  

Two summers ago I learnt that one can fit a human in the space between the shoulder and 

the chest. This night I would learn that the AC is too fucking loud. And I should invest in 

sleeping pills.  

now, sleep 

Nothing good happens after 1am. It should be illegal to be people after 1am. It’s bad for the 

heart. 
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Cemented 

Aswathy Senan 

 

 

Photo by Lakshmi Prabha 

You are a fascinating man.  

I said, containing my astonishment.  

No sooner had he heard my words, than he countered them.  

“Actually, you are the miracle for me. How can you continue like this without listening to the 

changing times at all, and not moving a bit from your old values and beliefs? And besides, 

you are still young!” 

I answered, guiltily.  

“Dear friend, I feel remorseful. But I can’t come to terms with the new ideas. I know. I know 

that the times are taking a U-turn moving from twentieth century to the twenty-first. Please 

allow me some time. I don’t have any qualms accepting that I am old-school.”  
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By then, a worker with cement-stained hands came there. He stood in front of him humbly.  

That was a sign.  

Work is over.  

I looked at him with disbelief.  

He got it done so fast. I didn’t know how to thank Sukarno, the Editor of the Open Page, who 

told me about this method. He is the one who introduced me to Mr. Denimic, standing in 

front of me. He knew the difficulty I was in, trying to build a new house. The more I tried to 

simplify the house construction, the more complicated it became. Not understanding the 

crux of it, I struggled with bank loans and high lending interest. When a poor man tries to 

build a house that should be called not construction but subduction!! It is then that Sukarno 

appeared in the scene.  

Being someone who sees things only in a cross-eyed way, he took a look around the nearly-

complete construction.  

He said: The work is almost done. Why are you tense? 

“How is one to move in here right after the walls are plastered? Over? How will an unmarried 

fellow like you even understand such things?”  

I was all heated up. 

“Dear chap, there are many things you haven’t noticed: we need an almirah in the bedroom, 

cupboards for the kitchen, a septic tank, the bathroom shelf and so many other things. How 

much do you think just the wood-work will cost? Shave off your beard, man. You will gain 

some wisdom.” 

“So, what is your problem?” 

He asked with the intolerance of a wise man.  

“What now? Work won’t move an inch now.”  

Can’t stand the sorrow of others. This terrible fellow. 

Pat comes the next query. 

“How much money do you have on you now?” 

Controlling my dismay, I said:  

“Nothing on me. In the bank, yes, loan!” 
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“Ok, do this. There is one Mr Denimic who works with a special technology using thin 

concrete slabs and other stuff. For example, take the case of the almirah. You don’t need 

wood for that at all! He’ll bring an inch-thick concrete slab and fit it. All the almirahs you 

need will be ready in minutes. And the cost, really low!” It is called Pherocement work or 

something like that.  

That discussion is what made the God-like Denimic here. Denimic is a civil engineer by 

trade, but someone who believes that in any profession, one needs to have one’s own 

experiences and standpoint. Denimic glanced through my almost-ready house and 

murmured with disgust:  

“Waste… waste… total waste.” 

I was confused.  

In the beginning, Denimic dodged my queries on what the matter was.  

When I insisted, he said thoughtfully,” I couldn’t help thinking of the material you used, and 

the losses you’ve had to suffer because of those. It’s ok. We should have met earlier.”  

I stood there, not able to grasp, and Denimic was eager to explain:  

“For instance, don’t the beds you use and the house’s window frames amount to one-third of 

the total expenses?” 

I agreed with amazement.  

He closed his eyes like a magician and recalling something, nodded his head. 

This is what I referred to as waste. We keep cutting trees from the forest, make houses with it 

and then lament about deforestation and environment. Am I right? 

This man is good. Although he is educated, he seems to be aware of environment issues.  

Malayalees are enraged at everything. They never think if they are right or not. It is endless if 

you start thinking. And if you start rectifying also, it is endless.  

As he talks, Denimic started to sound like a philosopher.  

We need practice, not just preaching. 

I am not boasting. For example, look at me. I am a civil engineer by profession. But by 

action, I am a social scientist (I call myself that— Denimic smiles, enjoying it, but 

immediately becomes serious). I am engrossed in experiments and practice. Medicine, 

philosophy, anthropology, politics, everything comes under my command. My work on 

cultural studies comes to around three thousand pages. It is getting ready to be published.  
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As I stood, totally amazed, he took me to the enormous continents of ideas that were his.  

“Plato was the one who attracted me first. However, Aristotle did not revise him much.” 

“But it was too simple”, he switched to English. Back to Malayalam, he continued, “There are 

some short cuts that were hidden in the long paths of history. Unfortunately, none of them 

could identify those.”  

My confusion made Denimic excited.  

“There is a paragraph in which I refute Plato. Let me take that as an example. Plato’s position 

on poetry and music was sloppy and filthy. We have eliminated so many deadly diseases 

from the face of the earth, like malaria, small pox and polio. Poetry and music should have 

also been wiped out of earth. Why this soft corner towards just poetry and music? Waste! 

There is no relation between Economics and Poetry. Still Marx wasted his time reading 

Puskin’s poetry. For Che Guevara too, the weakness was poetry. Nehru would stand slavishly 

in front of Subbulakshmi. Why? I ask because I can’t understand! We need to remember that 

he was one the Prime Ministers who ruled the country. These failings have made our 

thinking-processes quite diseased. My studies negate them and advance. I am not sure if you 

will understand if I say that the house-building material is the first step towards that.” 

Suddenly Deminic closed his eyes as if in an orgasm.  

“Concrete! Wow…! There is an integrity implied in the very name! It has the solution for all 

problems of the world. In Malayalam, we also refer to it as the real, the here-and-now. Like 

solid rock, it stays for centuries; can be moulded or shaped into any form; like deep-rooted 

belief, nothing can stain or move or dissolve it. It won’t be eaten by termites; it won’t go bad 

with dampness. These beds you have used, they are such a waste. If only you had used 

concrete beds! Windows, almirahs, stands, kitchen boards, septic tanks, stairs, stools, gate, 

courtyard, walls: I have launched many similar products made of concrete. For example: 

even if the walls are made of half inch or quarter inch slabs, no one would know. Even if, a 

bulldozer hits it, it won’t fall.”  

He enjoyed his own words for some time.  

“See, how fast my chaps have filled beautiful wall almirahs by drilling and screwing 

readymade concrete slabs in your house. It is a beautiful world where if you want, you can 

even make doors with concrete. Other than that, chairs, beds, even the potty for children can 

be made using concrete. That is my dream, my friend. The sole solution to all the problems 

in the world is concrete. I will challenge any scientist who argues in the contrary.” 

I had to say something in disagreement.  
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“Denimic, the heat in concrete houses…” 

He didn’t let me finish.  

“Who said this nonsense? If you build the roof higher, it won’t be hot. Don’t blame concrete. 

We only think about the width, not the height.”  

I couldn’t say a word after that.  

I wanted to ask my doubts about the potty that kids would shit into.  

“What about the weight of the stuff like potty, chair, table...” 

He burst out into laughter.  

“This is the misconception that all you people have about products made of concrete. The 

inside should be made hollow. I will make you chairs, table and furniture lighter than the 

wooden ones. Also, I am in the middle of conducting solid experiments to totally eliminate 

weight from concrete. Within three or four years, I would find the methodology for that. 

Come and see my lab; it’s a house. It is the grand, superior, gigantic manifestation of the 

integrity I attribute to Concrete. You must come. Please, I am inviting you. I will wait for you. 

You just have to decide when.  

Before leaving, Denimic held my hand and smiled nicely:  

“You were an SFI chap in your student days, right? 

“How did you know?” I was surprised.  

“From your confusion…” 

“Dear friend, don’t stray. Don’t lose your way. Please adopt more concrete notions instead of 

wasting time discussing political party, the movement and the like. If we can get others to 

come along, we’ll take any globalization head-on!” 

“Look around you. It is not Marx or Engels who changed the world around you. It is cement. 

Yes, it is cement that brought prosperity and fulfillment in the path of world history.”   

He started his vehicle with a thud and went off.  

The cement dust in the air made me choke.  

I entered my house after Denimic left. I was walking trying not to stumble on the scattered 

cement packets, rods, wood planks, pillars and  fall. I looked at Denimic’s bill. It was 

surprising! Very cheap! So, his statement that it is not for money, but for things that he 

believes in, is true.  
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I felt sad that I didn’t meet him when the construction started. He is wise. Denimic is not a 

boast or an arrogant fellow, or a crook, like some wealthy engineers. I ran my fingers on the 

almirah in the bedroom made with readymade concrete slab. It is so smooth. I felt an 

indescribable energy spreading into me from that smooth radiance entering me through that 

soft beauty. I definitely need to know this guy better. Could he have left suddenly 

summarizing what he had to say because I yawned while he was talking about his ideas 

excitedly? If that is the case, it was surely a mistake.  

I started searching for Denimic’s number on the telephone book.  

In the night, I dreamt of the imagined Universe of Concrete that Denimic envisioned.  

It was much more beautiful than how Denimic had described.  

Super highways made of concrete, concrete cars that would run fast through it—bridges, 

airplanes, hospitals, operation theatres, universities, libraries, books, pens, computers, even 

birds—of concrete! 

Denimic was waiting for me by his concrete gate. As he saw me, he took me in to his home 

happily. That massive palace was filled with every sort of thing, every sort. Every single thing 

infused with concrete!  

Smooth and finely-painted furniture, plates, sofa, stands, some of it was more wood-like 

than real wood.  

His wife brought some tea. 

In high spirits, he pointed out that the stunning ornaments she wore were also made of 

cement.  

He pointed at the teacup and said:  

“You tell me; doesn’t it look like glass?” 

I was surprised.  

“So, it isn’t?” 

He was more excited.  

“Do you understand how much the world needs to change?” 

“Don’t you hear how wildly my heart is thumping to actualize gloriously the empire that I 

have built here?” 
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He took me to see the unending variety of fine craftwork, all of concrete, as if leading me on 

to some magical other-world. His lab was quite a wonder.  

But the silence in the house left me really astonished.  

I asked:  

“What about your children?” 

He said:  

“Even after ten years, we didn’t have a baby. But two days back, I had a child: a son.” 

When I heard that, I got up from my chair and shook his hands and congratulated him. I 

conveyed my prayers and wished the baby long life.  

Then Denimic said proudly,  

“Shouldn’t we meet him?” 

‘Meet?’ 

That word puzzled me.  

“Mone, son, Itterknock…” 

As soon as he called out, a kid of around two years old came running to me.  

Denimic winked at me.  

Was it that he said it wrong? Maybe I heard wrong. Maybe he said two years…  

There was no childlike innocence or the throb of feeling in him. Still, when he came near me, 

I wanted to pick the little one up and give him a kiss.  

 But by then Denimic had leapt up angrily.  

“Don’t touch!” He yelled in English. Then he said, “it hasn’t set properly yet.”   
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Mary Missing  

Vinitta Matthew  

 

Art by Ranjinee Chetia 

 

The darkness before dawn-break enshrouds me.  

The tea seller’s stove lights up my path  

to Mother Mary’s votive shrine.  

Elaborate church altars unsettle me  

unlike unassuming roadside shrines. 

The flickering flame makes me avert my gaze. 

And lo Hail Mary, full of grace is missing  

from her celebrated pedestal!  

An obnoxious yellow garland  

sits there instead, smirking.  

The leering narrow crevice waits  
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for my meager offering.  

Deaf ears to all rifts & reconciliations,  

to pink & white noises,  

to the prodding & cajoling.  

Maybe she overslept?  

Maybe she left to wash off  

the dust of expectations  

that settled on her veil?  

When she returns, don’t forget  

speculations and hypotheticals.  

Don’t forget to ask  

if she still is the virgin that she was  

before she ventured out.  
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ഒരുവളുടെ പ്രതിവർഷരദ്ധതി  

Supriya Prasad 

 
 

 
Art by Revathi Suresh 

 
*** 
 

ഓര ോ വർഷവ ും  

മൂന്്ന കോമ കന്മോർ വീതും  

രവണമമനിക്ക്  

 

മഴക്കോലത്ത ്X  

വറ്റിയ ക ളവ ും 

വ ണ്ട മനല്പ്പോടവ ും 

രവണമവമെ ഹൃദയത്തില്പ്. 
 
 

മഞ്ഞ കോലത്ത് Y 

ഉടലില്പ് എ ിയ ന്ന അഗ്നിപർവതവ ും 

ഉയി ില്പ് ച ട കവിതയ ും 

ഉണ്ടോയി ിക്കണമവന്. 
 

രവനലില്പ് Z 

ആഴരമറിയ നീർചോല ും 

തണ ത്ത പചകള ും 

ഒഴ കണമവമെ മതോലിക്കടിയില്പ്. 
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To a City of Ruins  
 
Chamba 
 

 
Art by Revathi Suresh 

There’s a reason dear Delhi,  
you’re called a city of ruins.   

A walk around your Mehrauli heritage,   
And the broken remains   
that smell of long lost itr  
will tell us stories  
of descent and death.  

There is a reason why, dear Delhi,  
you will always be called a city of ruins.  

A step into the outside of our homes,  
and the remains of broken dreams,  
aspirations and rights  
of a people battered   
by ‘collective conscience’  
and state impunity   
will weave us narratives   
of a nation without its people.  
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The cousins are home 

Appu Ajith 
 
I sit silently among the trees.  
The mango has seen a few new leaves sprout,  
Since I last saw her.  
A promising new bough's ready to spring,  
Blooming season not so far away.  
I can only glimpse a little of the guava,  
Obscured as it is by  
The outstretched envy of morris bananas          On either side;  
A shriveling rind or two,  
Safekeeping bits of rotting, gooey flesh—left-over bat feed—stay put,  
Scattered around its foot.  
The coconuts sway a still way. A gentle way.  

The wind rhythms with the yellow leaves of the Ashoka.  
Deftly, a caterpillar negotiates the edges of a tamarind leaf.  
A fallen pod reminds me of its bittersweet.  
Two green moths flit past the turmeric in wee jocundity.  
And the sunbathing coucal coopcoopcoops. 

I remember when there used to be a chicken coop;  
The armchair where Appooppan would read  
The New Indian Express to sleep, little past repast.  
And Ammaamachi, with renewed vigour,  
Scrubbing away the last of a coconut shell against the grater.  
A phone would ring,  
Ammu chechi on the other end—on an inquisitive note— 
"Are the cousins home yet?" 
And we would jump and jolt straight to the gate,  
Throwing it open, unlocked, in gleeful abandon, 
And cutting across the road,  
Rampage into Velyamma's house,  
Yelling, "The cousins are,  
The cousins are, the cousins are home."  
Home and ready for playground pillage. 

 
Hide and seek and matches.  
Police and the robber.  
Badminton and athappoo. 
Indipindipaapatindithaaingthooingtthas 
The Onam swing.  
Tulsis lining the territory of ancestral graves.  
Picket fences, sacred groves.  
Gardens watching on.  
 
And the coconuts swaying a still way. A gentle way. 
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BUCKET LIST ITEM NO. 14 

Abbas Bagsarwala 
 

 

Art by Aloufa K 

 
 
There are things you need to do in life son, 
and one is to get off at Penn Station in New York 
and walk to the MOMA.  

Don't repeat our mistakes son, and do this early  

in the morning around 9 AM. 
The right way to do this is to zig through Broadway 
and then to zag back to the Rockefeller 
and then zag once again to St. Patrick's church, 
after which you ambulate slowly 
and, if you are like me, breathlessly to the MOMA. 
 
See everything. Walk slow if you have to, but see everything. 
Don't be an idiot and photograph. Just take it all in, insatiably. 
Rely on sight and sound and smell. 
Around the halfway mark, you'll be thirsty 
and hungry and irritable, especially  

if your 3.5 year old son perched on your shoulders 

 like a heavy conscience 
about not having done enough cardio before this trip. There will be a Starbucks 
around there. Buy yourself the cheapest milkshake 
so you and your family can use the washroom. 
 
When you get to the MOMA, fight the urge to go to the    canteen 
--that shit is outdoors. Get to someplace air-conditioned 
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even if it is a display of avante garde trash. 
Linger. Cool down. Make a smart comment about a piece 
that is supposed to be a dragon but looks like a dog. 
Smile at the blonde who will laugh at your comment 
and cherish that moment, because the next  

instance will be ruined by your son  

who is as hungry and tired as you. 
Feed him the granola bar and juice.  

 
It is now time for the important stuff. 
 
 

Don't rush. This is not sex. 
 
Gallery 1:This is the Bethlehem of the MOMA. Forget your wife 
or loved one who's gone to the architectural gallery.  

        Frikkin' crazy people. 
You be here. Look for the Klees, the Cezannes, and I will disown you 
if you don't see the Matisses. Loiter at the Lichtenstein and wonder why 
you haven't heard of him. Move then, as gingerly as you might, 
to The Jackson Pollock.  Take ten minutes here.   

Those gurgling sounds 
are your son acknowledging brilliance in his own way. Talk to him. 
 
 

This is the room of the Abstract Expressionists, 
the guys with all the good drugs. The guys you should have known 
when you were younger. 
 
You will be extremely tired now, because this is a big fucking museum 
and your tiny sweet, baby boy is weighing on you 
like a pyramid on the backs of the people of old Israel. 
You will want to chuck everything, including Gustav Klimt 
and go see what you came here for: 
 
Vincent Van Gogh's Starry Night. 
 
But wait for it. Suffer for it. Walk to your life's exhausted end  

for it, because when you get there 
it will all be worth it. 

 
Note: This was an ekphrastic poem written for a photograph of Leonardo Di Caprio holding 
his long-awaited, hard-earned Oscar. 
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When the Hill and the Sea Meet  

Akshay Balan 

 
Art by Nikita Taley 

If my paternal grandmother,  
Whom I call Achchamma,  
Is the hill,  
Then my maternal grandmother,  
Whom I call Ammamma,  
Is the sea.  

They're usually not close to each other—  
By which I mean they hate each other's guts.  
They never meet eye-to-eye.  
Something about not being on the same level,  
Something about one being too salty  
And the other being too high and mighty,  
Something about one causing a ruckus   
All the time and the other sitting so still  
She might just be a rock.  

But they never say these things out loud.  
In our family, we despise in secret.  
Our middle-class Mallu politeness is so strong,  
We compete in giving each other compliments.  
We smile through all the holes in our faces  
Just so our relatives know that we are  
relatively better relatives to them than they are to us.  
If the word 'humble' were a tree  
It would look like my family tree,  
With all the branches at each other's throats  
But smiling politely for the camera.  

Now. Achchamma is the hill.  
And Ammamma is the sea.  
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When a middle-class Mallu hill  
And a middle-class Mallu sea  
meet 
It is, in scientific terms  
Called a cataclysmic event.  

The weather forecast would ask the children   
To go play outside while the adults spoke.  
The birds would go silent,  
The trees would ignore the wind and stand still.  
An old dam somewhere would finally give up and break 
because of the tension in the air.  
A cousin in the room would whisper "oh damn,"  
And grin.  
My father and mother would share worried glances,  
My sister and I  
Would reach for the camera. 

The hill and the sea,  
For their part  
Do not disappoint  
Every time they meet;  
The hill, with her tobacco chewing teeth smiling 
widely, the sea, with her foamy white hair tied up  
In a bun, sit across each other on the verandah,  
And talk.  
Doing their best to kill each other with 
Kindness, it is a spectacle like no other  
Two veteran storytellers at the top of their 
Game, making our family's history  
On the porch.  

The headlines next day spoke:  
Hurricanes on the hill.  
Landslides in the sea.  
A tree named ‘humble’ witnessed both  
And lived to tell the tale. 
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കത്ത് 

 

Athul Danish 

 

 

കത്തത്തഴുതണത്തെത്തനൊരു പൂതികകറി, 

കടലിന്ത്തറ നിറെുള്ള ഇൻലന്റിൽ  

കളിവട്ടംകപൊലുള്ള  അക്ഷരങ്ങൾ  

വലിച്ചം നിവർത്തിയും നിരത്തിത്തവച്് 

കൂത്തടപിറനവൾത്തെഴുതി 

കുശലൊകനേഷണവും വികശഷങ്ങളചം   

തിെിനിറച്ച 

സ്കനഹപൂർവ്വം  സകഹൊദരൻ  

എനവസൊനിപ്പിച്ച 

പുറവും െറുപുറവും വിലൊസത്തെഴുതി  

ഇടനിലെൊരത്തനയകതല്പിച്ച.  

കൊത്തിരുനു ക ൊൺവിളിെൊയ്,  

കത്തവിത്തടത്തയത്തികയൊ എനറിയൊൻ.  
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Shattered with a Shout 

Sasha 

 

Art by Revathi Suresh 

 

I lay there on my back 

Staring at the starless night  

Suddenly I’m ensnared by  

Flying glitters around me 

I watch them vivaciously 

A burst of bizarre emotions 

Welling up inside me like blazes 

A surreal happiness takes birth in my heart 

And it spreads, pronto 

And while I’m in euphoria 

He shouts, his loud malevolent voice 

Making little sense 

And now, all I’m doing  

Is just lying on the dull greens 

Staring at the gloomy night. 
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If you see God 

Khytul Abyad 

 

Art by Khytul Abyad 

 

If you see God, tell Him we are tired. 

Tell Him we are shadowed by the grey cloud; 

Sky no longer belongs to the sun. 

Tell him.  

The only music we hear is the whimpering weeping willows. 

 

The birds - unwilling to be the only ones left with the burden of sight - have blindfolded 

themselves,  

Out of morbid fear of seclusion -  

their homes only ones left out of curfews -  

They don't leave their nests.  

Tell Him.  
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'bird' is no longer the metaphor - nobody fancies being called a recluse.  

 

We are greeted by the cold breeze He sends,  

But some mornings, fiery ashes accompany.  

Tell Him.  

We keep a count of all endangered - Sleep has just made to the list,  

And dreams... Extinct.  

 

Ask Him if He intends to keep a record of Us,  

the fallen people 

The mountains still standing tall, yet uninterested  

And oblivion might be the fate 

If/when you see the angels, ask if they would like 

To stop as they pass through the heavenly gates above us.  

Tell them the plastic flowers have made us forget how roses smell - and earth longs for the 

rain.  

Autumn loses its color soon, we suppose the season's palette has dried up.  

Ask if they would open heaven's gates soon, 

Our box with million wishes longs for His chamber. 

Ask them to tell God, if they see Him,  

We have been waiting.  

The wait is making us tired. 
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Scenes from a KSRTC Bus Window   
 
Krishnasruthi Srivalsan 
 
 
Perched precariously on a tattered leather seat 
In an ancient KSRTC bus, I see:   
Roadsides dotted with little shrines   
Mother Mary in a blue sari   
And St George with his lance   
Slaying a fierce dragon at his feet.   

Inside the bus, a holy troika of   
Krishna, Christ, and Kaaba   
Sparkles in red and green neon lights.   
The driver also hangs a Star of David:   
After all, isn’t this also home to   
A group of ship wrecked Jews   
Fleeing from the Iberian peninsula centuries ago?   
The wizened mutthashi seated next to me  
 Whatsapps her son in Dubai,   
Slowly nodding her head to   
Yesudas’s mellifluous voice.   

The rickety bus moves along potholes and bumps.   

The world is a whirr of men 
Chopping raw green bananas   
That fall into huge vats of sizzling coconut oil   
Transforming into yellow chips: the colour of sunshine.   
Teashops: loyal customers   
Sit on a bench to buy breakfast and gossip.   
Pazham pori wrapped in old Mathrubhumi newspaper,   
Oil stains on the newsprint.   

A disciplined bevy of alcoholics   
Queue up, uncharacteristically quiet,   
Waiting for the Indian made foreign liquor shop   
To pull up its steel shutters.   
The bus screeches to a halt.   
The samovar in the tea stall hisses.   
A lorry honks impatiently,   
The words on its bumper shriek 
“Tata! Bye Bye!” 
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Mother Tongue 
 
Amal Joseph 
 

 
Art by Revathi Suresh 

 
No, it didn’t ripen in classrooms                                                                
for syllabus and assignments. But 
somehow amidst the iron rusty  
windows of 28-rupee bus tickets  
from yellowed platform signs. From           

(Kayamkulam to Cantonment) 
No, not the gust, but visits a florid                                                               
breeze after 6 over my garnered age. 
Sliding beneath her gold embroidered 
curtains, under the ashen newspaper 
speaking of potholes and crows. 
How you commute in colored notes                                                                

(Adoor to Adoor) 
from district to the next is unfamiliar. 
Surely, spicy how it rolls from my  
tongue to hers/his/theirs. Carried on  
to the red slits on their skin. Fleshed. 
Pages, the her-story of breasted warriors, 
with ease. You slip off the sky’s night  
gown. On the same earth hurried kings, 
Queens, and ivory throned British malice.    

(Adoor to Thiruvananthapuram) 
Exiting from a throbbing earthen stilt  
kindness, a dry sandy footstep.  
From your 44 rivers, where song and dance,  
clamored from the shore. Must be that glued 
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pride, divine of your esteemed royalty  
(Periyar, Achankovil) 

 
Perhaps a brown rattlesnake, you slither  
in riding on health magazines, pamphlets  
and late news debates. In hymns of praise and  
folded envelopes of austerity from the rain dren- 
ched postbox. Like a drizzle at night. 
 
And if you were a spirit, you swim about  
in the death of fishes, in cat mouths begging  
around with crows in busy smelly harbors, stray dogs 
with their tongues out flicking ripened mango                                      

(Aluva Central Stn. To Thiruvalla) 
pickles on railroad tracks packed with rice and coconut milk. 
Children of mammal and mammal fighting out for  
a leaf foiled bundle of rice and rotten fish. 
 
You and I 
we share a familiar vision of spring  
bedding an acid sting like memory 

(Kottayam to Thrissur) 
of raw plantains in the mouth. Coconut oil                                                       
on head. Crying with my tooth on a  
string from my greasy door handle. 
There’s a way you roll off my mouth 
to his/hers/theirs. 
After all, it is the better language 
to kiss with. And later bury with.  

(Adoor to Ranni) 
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Facts 

M.S. Alphonze 

 

Photo by Lakshmi Prabha 

I 

The Sun rises in the East 

Nights occur when one half of the Earth faces the stars while the other is burning down 

A scorched hemisphere raises stargazers. 

II 

Two plus two is four 

Adding positive integers never results in heartbreak 

Why does the sum of defeat and guilt feel infinitely larger than the sum of one’s mistakes? 

III 

At 0°C, ice and water co-exist 

The freezing point at which lies crystallize into facts 

Is equal to the melting point at which solid hate flows into liquid violence. 

IV 

Earth is round 

The view of the past recedes at the speed of forgetting 

After navigating the circumference of the hurt, do pleasant memories eventually return? 
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Bios 

 

Authors 

 

Kiran Bhat 

I am primarily known as the author of the English-language story cycle, we of the forsaken 

world... (Iguana Books, 2020), but am also the author of the Spanish-language poetry 

collection Autobiografia (Letrame Editorial, 2019) the Mandarin-language poetry collection 

Kiran Speaks (White Elephant Press, 2019), the Portuguese-language story collection Afora, 

Adentro (Editorial Labrador, 2020), and the Kannada-language travelogue Tirugaatha 

(Chiranthana Media Solutions, 2019). I also have work out in The Kenyon Review, The 

Brooklyn Rail, The Colorado Review, The Florida Review, Eclectica, Waxwing,The Free 

State Review, Cha, The Mascara Literary Review, The Chakkar, and several other places. I 

currently live in Melbourne. 

 

Aswin Vijayan 

 

Aswin Vijayan has an MA in Poetry from the 

Seamus Heaney Centre, Queen's University Belfast 

and is an Assistant Professor at the Zamorin’s 

Guruvayurappan College, Calicut. His poems have 

been published in The Bombay Literary Magazine, 

Verse of Silence, The Tangerine, and Coldnoon 

among others. He is also the Managing Editor at 

The Quarantine Train and the curator of New in 

Poetry section of Nether Quarterly. 
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smrithi 

smrithi is an artist, a fourth-year student at NYU Abu 

Dhabi, making art out of India and the UAE. Her 

practice has been informed by working with the Bhasha 

Centre for the Performing Arts in Bangalore, The 

Humboldt Forum curators in Berlin, and The Atlantic 

Theater Company in New York. In her practice, 

massively influenced by Disability Studies, she’s been 

involved in creating pieces that seek to mess with 

structures that are held a little too closely, in order to 

point to the changeability of our existence. She uses the 

lens of research, care and honesty to envision a radically 

kind world through her arts practise. 

 

 

 

 

Elias Sebin 

 

 

Elias is a twenty-three-year-old writer from Kerala with a love for chai, 

the mountains, and walking impossible distances. His work has 

previously been published by LiveWire and ReadingRoomCo. 

 

 

 

 

Nirupama Kondayya 

 

 

 

 

A freelance writer who's a lover of languages, especially Urdu. 

A feminist-in-progress, she's also questioning societal norms 

in all ways possible, including deciding to be childfree. Tea-

rex, foodie, green warrior and a book lover. 
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Jayan Philip 

Jayan Philip is presently teaching in Neev Academy in Bangalore 

and is pursuing Phd from Jain University Bangalore.  Jayan has 

been a teacher for the past 26 years and is also an accomplished 

Quiz master.  He has been a faculty member in the Department of 

History of The Westminster School, Dubai from 1997-2007. He also 

served as the Dean in Amber valley Residential School, 

Chikmagalur and served in Indus International, Canadian 

International and Greenwood Schools in Bangalore. 

 

 

 

Aswathy Senan 

Aswathy Senan is an independent researcher, translator and 

activist based out of Delhi, India. The story “Cemented” by 

Shihabuddin Poiythumkadavu (b. 1963) was translated as part 

of the Emerging Translator Programme, Norwich Writing 

Centre, England.  

[Translator’s Note: As part of the programme, she has 

translated 15 of his stories that are placed in the everyday and 

the fantastical at the same time. Placed contextually in North 

Malabar locale, these stories are manifestations of the lived 

experiences of a Muslim Malayali male who is a product of 

modernity and his negotiations with the postmodern world that defines the religious identity 

in a particular fashion. Translating these stories raises various challenges which exist for 

most Malayalam translators since Malayalam as a language produces a lot of words that 

merge two or three words into one, and I have taken the liberty to coin experimental words 

that reflect the same.] 

 

Vinitta Mathew 

Vinitta Mathew from Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, India, writes 

for a living, writes to stay sane and to make sense of the chaos 

around. Vinitta has a Masters in Mass communication and is 

currently a freelance writer. She uses Instagram as her sounding 

board and hopes to bring out a book of poems. Her works have 

been published in the Gulmohur Quarterly Inaugural Issue 

(March 2021), Wingword Poetry Prize 2019 Anthology, Strokes 

Stories Publishing Anthology, Writer's Pocket Publishing 

Anthology, OOPSS Official and on The Delhiwalla website. 
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Supriya Prasad 

"I am an old soul who loves nature and everything green. I scribble 

random things in this blog 

https://vakkintepachha.wordpress.com/.I think I am a mean poet 

who writes for self-pleasure. Sometimes I forget to remember about 

the readers. But I am not sorry as long as I am happy." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chamba 

Chamba is a research scholar from JNU, New Delhi. When not reading and writing for work 

or otherwise, she cooks, paints, watches the Arabian sea at Muzhappilangad beach or escapes 

into world movies. 

 

 

Appu Ajith 

 

Appu Ajith is a writer based in Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala. He was 

formerly a Deputy Editorial Manager at The Caravan. He is an alumnus 

of NIFT, Hyderabad and Azim Premji University, Bangalore. 
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Akshay Balan 

 

Akshay Balan is a 24-year-old writer based out of Bangalore 

and Delhi. He previously worked as a journalist, but at 

present, is a student of Sociology at the Delhi School of 

Economics, Delhi University. His work has appeared in The 

Bombay Review and has also been published in the 

anthology titled 'A Letter a Poem a Home' by the Airplane 

Poetry Movement. 

 

 

Abbas Bagasrawala 

 

Abbas Bagasrawala is a writer of food blogs, non-fiction, 

fiction and even less frequently, poetry. He’s had the privilege 

of being one of the few people published at The Bombay 

Literary Magazine for fiction as well as for poetry. He lives in 

Pune with his family where his day-to-day involves dealing 

with the travails of an engineering business and life in 

general. 

 

 

 

 

Athul Danish 

 

അക്ഷ ങ്ങരളയ ും അത് സൃഷ്ടിക്ക ന്ന ശബ്ദങ്ങരളയ ും 

ഇഷ്ടമപട ന്ന ഒ   കോസറര ോഡ കോ ൻ. 
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Shaima EK 

 

Final year BA English Literature student at Farook College 

(Autonomous), Calicut, Kerala. An aspiring poet who finds solace 

in words in this judgy but beautiful world; and a hardcore 

humanist aka feminist. 

 

 

 

 

 

Krishna Sruthi Srivalsan 

Krishna Sruthi Srivalsan was born in Delhi and raised in the 

Nilgiris of southern India, and the Middle East (Bahrain and the 

United Arab Emirates). Having moved to Singapore for 

university, she graduated with an honors degree in accounting. 

She is a chartered accountant by profession and is passionate 

about books, writing, travel, and celebrating diversities, not in 

any particular order. She firmly believes that human beings 

should not strive to "fit in" when they are designed to "stand 

out". She reads on a variety of subjects and genres and hopes to 

publish a novel someday. 

 

 

 

 

Khytul Abyad 

 

Khytul Abyad is a visual artist whose work spans around 

the cultural history of her birthplace, Kashmir. She 

pursued her Master's degree in Art and Design from 

Beaconhouse National University Lahore. She is currently 

based in Kashmir where she is writing and drawing her 

first graphic novel. 
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Amal Mathew 

 

Amal Mathew is a Communication major from Bangalore. His 

writings have appeared in nether Quarterly, VAYAVYA and 

LiveWire among other places. 

 

 

 

 

 

M.S. Alphonze 

M.S. Alphonze is an aspiring space pirate who sometimes 

wonders if 2020 happened because Prufrock finally dared to 

disturb the universe. A postgraduate in English Literature from 

the University of Delhi, he is currently part of the founding team 

of a content startup, Kauntent Connect. 
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Athira Unni 

Sukanya Shaji 

Aiswarya Sanath 

Lakshmi Prabha 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 59 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-      fin   -  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


