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Professor Aslam sahib

I. Introduction
Shafaq Sopori (uses Shafaq 

as a pen name) is a contempo-
rary Urdu poet, fiction writer, 
critic, and linguist from Kash-
mir. Born in 1959, Shafaq holds 
an MA and a PhD in Urdu. 
For his doctoral research, 
he chose an unexplored field 
of study: Elements of Indian 
Music in the Urdu Ghazal. To 
ensure the authenticity of his 
research, he spent five years 
studying Hindustani classical 
music and earned a Senior 
Diploma. Shafaq tells me: 

Without practical knowl-
edge of music, it would have 
been impossible to undertake 
meaningful research on this 
subject…The intricate rela-
tionship between music and 
poetry subsequently became 
the central focus of my aca-
demic pursuits…no other 
scholar writing in Urdu has 
explored this subject with the 
same combination of practi-
cal musical training and sus-
tained academic research.

Shafaq joined the Higher 
Education Department as 
an Assistant Professor in 
1993 and retired in 2019. He 
writes primarily in Urdu and 
has published eight novels, a 
collection of short stories, a 
collection of humorous and 
satirical writings, and a dic-
tionary. 

His debut Kashmiri poetry 
collection rath yetee akh basti 
aes (Only Yesterday, a Settle-
ment Stood Here) appeared in 
2021, followed by the bilingual 
(Urdu-Hindi) anthology yaad 
ki ajnabi munderun par (Upon 
the Unfamiliar Parapets of 
Memory) in 2022. These two 
collections form the principal 
sources for the present study.

Transforming the lived 
realities of his homeland into 
a poetic vision that is at once 
regional and universal, Shafaq 
weaves words into images 
in his poetry, which emerg-
es from a landscape that has 
experienced beauty, violence, 
intimacy, and loss for decades. 
He is apolitical. He meditates 
on human existence, where 
memory acquires metaphys-
ical depth, nature assumes 
spiritual significance, and 
everyday life is illuminated 
through quiet transcendence.

Shafaq is a master of imag-
ery. His images resist fixed 

meanings and remain open 
to multiple interpretations. 
Although not a mystic, Shafaq 
often reveals a mystical sensi-
bility. An indirect divine pres-
ence permeates his imagery, 
transforming ordinary expe-
rience into a metaphysical 
insight.

Memory is central to Sha-
faq’s poetry. It shapes the 
present and functions as a 
moral force against forget-
ting. He gives voice to ordi-
nary people whose experienc-
es transcend the particular 
history of Kashmir to express 
universal human suffering.

Structurally, his diction is 
simple yet lucid. His poems 
are short and rely on paradox, 
juxtaposition, and suggestive 
silence. Contrasting images 
such as fire and unbearable 
cold, or grief and choral sing-
ing, coexist to reveal the com-
plexity of the human condi-
tion.

This essay examines how 
Sopori blends memory, lyri-
cism, mysticism, and history, 
transforming Kashmir’s lived 
realities into enduring reflec-
tions on the human condition.

II. Memory, Loss, and the 
Ruins of History

Shafaq’s poetry is funda-
mentally an art of remem-
brance. Memory is a central 
force in poetry, bridging past 

and present, absence and 
presence. Rather than simply 
recalling events, it transforms 
experience into emotional, 
symbolic, and often spiritual 
meaning. Shafaq’s poems nei-
ther recount historical events 
as documentaries nor recon-
struct the past chronological-
ly. Instead, memory survives 
as a mode of existence: the 
past continues to inhabit the 
present, shaping identity long 
after events have disappeared. 
Wordsworth defined poetry as 
emotions recollected in tran-
quility long after they have 
disappeared.

Yaad ki Ajnabi Munderun 
Par (Upon the Unfamiliar 
Parapets of Memory) presents 
remembrance as a lived real-
ity. One of the most evocative 
images reads (p. 57):

kitne qarnu ka hijr jhela hai
in darkhton main kuch 

makanon ne
yaad ki ajnabi munderun 

par
ham ko pehchana aashy-

anon ne
The exile of countless ages 

has been borne by
A few homes among these 

trees.
Upon the strange parapets 

of remembrance,
It was the forsaken nests 

that still knew who we were.
These couplets express the 

enduring pain of displace-
ment while affirming the 
permanence of belonging. 
Through the images of darkh-
ton (trees), makanun/aashya-
nun (homes or houses; mark 
the use of synonyms), and the 
yaad ki muderon (parapets of 
memory) shafaq suggests that 
although people may be sepa-
rated from their homeland by 
migration, conflict, or time, 
their homes continue to recog-
nise them. Separation estrang-
es the past, but it cannot erase 
belonging.

Rather than narrating his-
torical catastrophes directly, 
Shafaq evokes their emotional 
aftermath through absence. In 
Only Yesterday, a Settlement 
Stood Here (p. 50), he writes:

baskeenah kanh vuch na 
magar

raath yeti akh basti aes
Not a single resident was in 

sight—
Only yesterday, a settle-

ment stood here.
The poem juxtaposes two 

moments— “today,” when the 
settlement has vanished, and 
“yesterday,” when it flour-
ished—without explaining 
what caused its disappear-
ance. The omission intensi-
fies the emotional impact, 
compelling readers to imagine 
the catastrophe themselves. 
Although rooted in Kashmir, 
the poem transcends its local 
setting, recalling every place 
where violence, migration, or 
disaster has erased commu-
nities while leaving memory 
intact.

The same vision recurs else-
where (p. 65): 

yemi basti haenz tshopa che 
vanaan

yeti kar taamath aara 
grezaan aes

The silence of this settle-
ment bears witness:

Once, its rivers and streams 
surged with untamed life.

Here silence itself becomes 
testimony. What survives is 
not physical habitation but 
memory.

Memory also appears as 
an intimate, living presence 
when Sopori writes (p. 61):

ae meri yaad ki udaas 
zameen,

kyon mera bojh dho rahi hai 
tu?

O melancholy soil of my 
memories,
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Why do you still shoulder the weight of 
my existence?

Memory is no passive recollection; 
it bears the burden of existence itself. 
Equally significant is Shafaq’s refusal to 
assign blame. In Only Yesterday, a Settle-
ment Stood Here, he writes (p. 50):

poz gov donvaen marzi aes
kyah taamath majboori aes
The truth is that both of them wanted 

it.
There must have been some compelling 

reason.
The phrase kyah taamath (“some”) 

deliberately preserves ambiguity. Rather 
than simplifying history into heroes and 
villains, Sopori recognises hidden politi-
cal, historical, social, and psychological 
compulsions that resist easy explanation. 
This ambiguity is reinforced by another 
striking image:

The day the village was consumed by 
flames,

It was terribly cold that day.
The paradox of fire and cold conveys 

the emotional numbness that accompa-
nies catastrophe more powerfully than 
historical description.

Throughout the collection, Sopori 
remembers villages, homes, forests, 
roads, bazaars, and streams not for their 
scenic beauty but because they have 
become repositories of human experi-
ence. Geography and memory are insep-
arable; identity itself is rooted in remem-
bered places. As he writes (p. 91):

jaane kin khoyi manzilon ka patah
puchte hain udaas tailon se
Who can tell traces of which vanished 

destinations;
We seek from desolate hillocks, steeped 

in quiet sorrow.
Memory thus becomes the moral 

centre of Shafaq’s poetics. With remark-
able economy of language and emotional 
restraint, he transforms personal remem-
brance into a profound meditation on his-
tory, displacement, and human identi-
ty. Mosab Abu Taha, a Palestinian poet, 
writes:

I am neither in nor out. 
I am in between. 
I am not part of anything. 
I am a shadow of something. 
At best, 
I am a thing that 
does not really 
exist. 
I am weightless, 
a speck of time
in Gaza. 
But I will remain
where I am.
III. Nature, Mysticism, and the Symbol-

ic Imagination
Nature occupies a central place in 

Shafaq’s symbolic language. His poems 
frequently evoke Chinar trees, streams, 
forests, moonlight, hillocks, mountains, 

rain, birds, and fields. These are not dec-
orative pieces but active participants in 
shaping his imaginative world. Nature 
is not portrayed merely for its aesthetic 
beauty; rather, it undergoes a symbol-
ic transformation, giving his poetry a 
metaphysical rather than a geographical 
essence. In Only Yesterday, a Settlement 
Stood Here, Shafaq expresses his inner 
world through trees, rivers, streams, 
and skies, while external phenomena 
disclose ethical and spiritual realities. 
In this way, he joins the long tradition 
of mystical poetry, where philosophical 
truths are apprehended through symbols 
and images.

In a Kashmiri poem (p. 61), he writes:
saeri khalqat pata laaran aes
naav bathis peth asi praraan aes
People were running close behind,
As the boat waited on the shore.
Apparently, a simple image, it conceals 

a profound philosophical idea. Humani-
ty runs restlessly, driven by desire and 
worldly pursuits, while the boat remains 
motionless, embodying silence, patience, 
and possibility. In Persian and Urdu 
poetry, safina (naav in Kashmiri, kashti 
in Urdu) symbolises the soul’s spiritual 
journey (the Tariqah), the spiritual guide 
(murshid), or Divine Grace. A Persian 
saying reminds us: “The ship is meant to 
float upon the water, not to let the water 
enter it.”

In an Urdu couplet, Sopori employs the 
boat as a reflection of his inner state:

kashtiyon ka dhundlaka rota hai
chandni ky udaas dhaare par
Hazy boats are weeping,
On moonlight's mournful stream.
This is a classic example of pathetic 

fallacy: the external world mirrors inner 
emotion. The moonlit landscape symbo-
lises loneliness and the silent sorrow of 
the human journey.

For the Sufis, Noah’s Ark signifies 
Divine Grace carrying humanity safely 
across the turbulent floods of existence. 
Shafaq’s boat, however, does not sail—it 
awaits. Ironically, while human beings 
pursue worldly concerns, the means of 
spiritual salvation (naav) remains quietly 
available all along.

The same symbolic method appears in 
the following couplet:

boni panas peth mas vahraevith
theren pata kani zoon vadaan aes
Hair dishevelled on Chinar leaves—
The moon weeping behind the bushes.
The moon (zoon) is personified to 

evoke human emotions. The “dishevelled 
hair” (mas vahraevith) suggests sorrow, 
danger, and abandonment, while the 
moon hiding behind the bushes evokes 
modesty and spiritual veiling.

Within Kashmiri cultural imagina-
tion, the Chinar symbolises rootedness, 
fortitude, and civilisational continuity. 
The woman with dishevelled hair and the 
moon establishes an intimate dialogue 
between earth and heaven. The moon, 

only partially visible, suggests that Divine 
Radiance cannot be perceived directly by 
ordinary vision. One recalls the Qur’anic 
account of Moses asking God to reveal His 
Glory. God replied, “lan taraani” (“You 
will not see Me”) and, instead, instructed 
him to look at the mountain, which crum-
bled into dust when touched by a small 
manifestation of Divine Majesty, causing 
Moses to faint (Qur’an 7:143).

Sopori gently leads readers into the 
mystical world through suggestive imag-
ery rather than doctrinal assertion. In 
another couplet from the same ghazal, he 
invokes, though implicitly, the Qur’anic 
symbolism of nur and the niche (Qur'an 
24:35):

taaqas peth maenz’ maenz’ tael’ taarev
tsaangich reh asi kun ti vuchan aes
Perched upon the niche, the candle’s 

flame 
would now and then lift its eyelids and 

cast a glance in our direction.
The lifting of the eyelids suggests 

drowsiness with the approach of night, 
yet the lamp never ceases its vigil. Sopori 
leaves the image open, inviting readers to 
think about the meaning of the lamp and 
its unending light. Somebody has said: 

The little room was silent, and the 
flame

Wavered and looked upon me.
The ghazal continues with images 

expressing the same spiritual vision:
Somewhere, the call to prayer touched 

our ears;
Somewhere, a devout mother whis-

pered her thanks.
The repetition of “Somewhere” is sig-

nificant. It not only indicates physical 
distance but also universalises the expe-
rience: worship is not confined to a par-
ticular place but occurs throughout the 
world. The mother’s gratitude embodies 
the humility necessary for approaching 
the Creator.

In the concluding couplet, Sopori unex-
pectedly broadens his imaginative hori-
zon beyond Kashmir without losing its 
local setting:

asi bronh bronh akh sheena aabaech kol
roos kaeta hish jangla vasaan aes
Ahead of us flowed an icy stream,
Darting from the woods like a musk 

deer.
These lines sound like Coleridge’s in 

‘Kubla Khan’: 
Five miles meandering with a mazy 

motion 
Through wood and dale the sacred 

river ran, 
Then reached the caverns measureless 

to man, 
And sank in tumult to a lifeless ocean
Shafaq compares the stream’s beauty, 

grace, purity, and radiance with a musk 
deer (roos’ kaet). Unlike a stagnant pool, 
the flowing stream suggests that memory 
and spiritual life remain dynamic and 
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continuous. Shafaq’s mystical experience 
is similarly unending; there is no closure 
either to the experience or to his poetry.

In short, Shafaq’s poetry reveals a pro-
found sacramental vision of the world. 
His symbols—tree, lamp, flower, moon-
light, boat, current, and stream—invite 
readers to move beyond surface appear-
ances and contemplate deeper spiritual 
realities.

IV. Love, Violence, and the Human 
Condition

Shafaq tells me that “the subject matter 
of most of the poems and ghazals included 
in rath yeti akh basti aes (Only Yesterday, 
a Settlement Stood Here) is closely con-
nected with [the circumstances in Kash-
mir)” and that he “chose to express [his] 
emotions and feelings in Kashmiri,” a fact 
which “[u]nfortunately, the critics over-
looked.” Shafaq is apolitical, yet he could 
not remain untouched by the violence 
of the 1990s, when surveillance, curfew, 
displacement and constant awareness of 
mortality transformed everyday life in 
Kashmir. His Kashmiri anthology opens 
with the following ghazal (p. 9):

1 asi hey shaman nerun os 
raatas baazar myenun os 
2 kaalai log kaerfyu, subhan 
vaarah kael’ asi samkhun os 
3 manza baasan zan vadan lahar 
manz baasan zan vanavun os 
4 pheranuk naal kalas peth heth 
rooda jeren manz pherun os 
5 kotah mushkil golen manz 
paan khodayas pushrun os 
1 We were supposed to leave at 

fading light, 
To wander the bazaar through the 

night. 
2 A curfew fell and everything went 

wrong—
Just as we were to meet again after so 

long. 
3 At times, I seem to hear weeping;
At times, a chorus singing.
4 With the pheran collar drawn over 

the head, 
We had to wander through the pouring 

rain. 
5 Amid the hail of bullets, hard it 

was 
To leave ourselves unto the mercy of 

God.
In just five couplets, Sopori evokes one 

of the darkest periods of Kashmir’s histo-
ry, when violence claimed lives and rap-
idly eroded the region’s social fabric. The 
ghazal is a moving meditation on love, 
separation and violence, blending person-
al longing with the realities of curfew and 
militarisation, so that individual grief 
becomes a reflection of collective suffer-
ing.

The opening couplet recalls an ordi-
nary social world before militancy: “step-
ping out at dusk” and “wandering in the 
bazaar” suggest companionship and 

everyday freedom. The expression asi 
hey (“we were supposed to”) immediately 
signals that such simple acts have become 
impossible. Although baazar myenun is 
colloquially used for aimless wandering, 
here it signifies the intimacy of shared 
time.

The second couplet explains why the 
anticipated meeting never takes place. 
Curfew descends just as the long-awaited 
reunion is to occur, transforming hope 
into denial and revealing how political 
violence intrudes upon the most intimate 
aspects of life.

The third couplet juxtaposes “weeping” 
with vanavun (the traditional Kashmiri 
women’s wedding chorus), suggesting 
that grief and celebration coexist in con-
flict zones. As a Kashmiri poet Janbaz 
Kishtiwari writes:

kaensi hinz baraat yivan
kaensi hyund jinaza nivan
kaensi aasaan maeziraat
naazneen yara myani yi chu mulaqat
Here, bridal songs fill every street;
There, a coffin passes by in peace.
Somewhere, it is a henna night.
My sweetheart, such is mortal life:
A ceaseless dance of bond and flight..
The fourth couplet captures life under 

surveillance. The pheran ( a tradition-
al Kashmiri loose cloak worn mostly in 
winters), symbolizes both vulnerability 
and protection; pulling its collar over 
one’s head shields against the rain while 
expressing the determination to continue 
despite fear and uncertainty.

The final couplet brings together 
helplessness and faith. Amid flying bul-
lets, the poet finds it difficult to entrust 
himself entirely to God’s mercy. Islamic 
thought teaches that trust in God (tawak-
kul) must be accompanied by prudent 
action. Prophet Muhammad expressed 
this principle when he advised, “Tie her 
[the camel] and trust in Allah” (Sunan 
al-Tirmidhi 2517). Similarly, Shafaq sug-
gests that survival demands both human 
effort and divine reliance. The ghazal 
ultimately stands as a testimony to the 
endurance of love and faith in the face of 
prolonged political upheaval.

Throughout the poem, Sopori inte-
grates love, suffering and faith, affirm-
ing that violence may wound human life 
but cannot extinguish the possibility of 
affection, hope and spiritual trust.

Conclusion
Shafaq’s poetry represents one of the 

most compelling achievements in con-
temporary literature because it unites 
regional specificity with universal 
human significance. His poems emerge 
unmistakably from the cultural land-
scape of Kashmir, yet they never remain 
confined within geographical bound-
aries. Through symbolic richness and 
emotional precision, these local realities 
become vehicles for exploring questions 
that concern humanity as a whole: the 
persistence of memory, the fragility of 

home, the endurance of love, the mystery 
of faith, and the ethical demands imposed 
by suffering.

The unifying principle of Shafaq’s 
poetic universe is the transforma-
tion of lived experience into symbol-
ic insight. His landscapes are at once 
physical and spiritual; flowers signify 
both beauty and innocence; lamps illu-
minate domestic interiors while evok-
ing divine consciousness; rivers flow 
through Kashmir even as they suggest 
perpetual renewal; and homes shelter 
families while embodying civilisation 
itself. The deepest truths are expressed 
not through abstract propositions but 
through concrete images.

Equally remarkable is Shafaq’s moral 
imagination. He restores individuali-
ty to those whom violence threatens to 
render anonymous. The abandoned vil-
lage, the praying mother, and the lovers 
walking through rain remain unforget-
table because they are presented not as 
political emblems but as fully human 
presences whose dignity resides in their 
ordinariness.

His poetry is also profoundly shaped 
by a mystical sensibility rooted in the 
spiritual traditions of Kashmir and 
the wider Indo-Persian world. With-
out becoming doctrinal or didactic, his 
poems suggest that visible reality is 
permeated by unseen meanings. Nature 
becomes revelation, memory becomes 
prayer, silence becomes contemplation, 
and love becomes an expression of divine 
trust. Transcendence is encountered not 
apart from daily life but within it.

Stylistically, Shafaq’s work is distin-
guished by remarkable economy. He 
relies on suggestion rather than expla-
nation, paradox rather than assertion, 
and symbolic imagery rather than rhe-
torical ornament, inviting readers to 
contemplate in order to unfold deeper 
meanings.

Ultimately, Shafaq is a poet of ethi-
cal remembrance. His work resists the 
erasures of history through a compas-
sionate attention to ordinary lives. By 
preserving villages, flowers, lamps, chil-
dren, prayers, streams, and forgotten 
blessings within the enduring space of 
poetry, he preserves something even 
more fundamental: the moral imagina-
tion through which humanity continues 
to recognise beauty amid suffering, hope 
amid loss, and light amid encroaching 
darkness.

This rare fusion of lyric grace, sym-
bolic subtlety, spiritual depth, and eth-
ical seriousness places Shafaq among 
the most significant contemporary 
voices in Urdu and Kashmiri litera-
tures. His poetry reminds us that liter-
ature reaches its highest purpose not 
merely by recording the world as it is, 
but by revealing the deeper humanity 
that endures even when history appears 
determined to extinguish it.

CONT. FROM PAGE 3
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Pigeon Series Part 16

Mushtaque B Barq

A surprise dashed onto our balcony: 
a stray cat started to roam around. 
It was a clear indication of a threat 

to our family’s darling pigeon. We ignored 
it initially, but after a moment’s pause, the 
children were the first to react. 

“If that cat comes anywhere near our 
balcony again, she’s going to regret it,” 
my son announced, his verdict loud and 
clear.

Taking cues from her brother, the little 
princess hopped onto the table. “He’s 
right. We have to protect the pigeon. That 
cat has to go!”

I was shocked at how hasty their deci-
sions could be.

“Maybe the little cat was roaming ran-
domly and seeking our attention,” I sug-
gested.

“Maybe the cat had her eyes on the 
pigeon,” my better half broadcast her will.

We were divided in opinion. The chil-
dren ran back toward the balcony, ready 
to ambush the poor cat. They believed it 
was a full-blown infiltration. At times I 
wonder why children make decisions to 
eliminate things without seeking a peace-
ful solution first.

I started again, “What if the cat won’t 
harm the pigeon?”

There was a stern response: “What if 
she had a plan to do so?” my wife remind-
ed me.

“But why should a cat pounce on a 
pigeon? She too has wings to fly,” my 
daughter raised a query.

“I heard that pigeons shut their eyes 
when they see a predator, believing that 
if they can’t see him, he can’t see them. 
This is where they make a mistake and 
make the predator’s job easier,” my wife 
narrated a tale, God knows where she’d 
heard it from, or maybe she’d cooked it 
up like her unusual concoctions in the 
kitchen on weekends. Sometimes, a spon-
taneous response acts as the tiny key that 
unlocks the heaviest of doors. She had 
done it before, and once again, her uncon-
ventional imagination calmed my restless 
mind. Such notions work wonders when 
you embrace them, yet they only deepen 
the agony when cast aside. In a jiffy, a 
stick, a coil of rope, and a water pistol 
were placed on the balcony. I had no idea 
what they were exactly planning, but one 
thing was clear: they weren’t taking any 
chances with the bird’s security. All of 
this was being done based on assump-
tions. In the meantime, the cat returned, 
limping in pain. We were all taken by sur-
prise: her leg was bleeding. The one who 

had brought the water gun to shoot at her 
was the first to grab the first aid box. The 
next move was even more humane: my 
son rushed to the kitchen and came out 
with a mug of milk, hardly realizing it was 
my favorite mug, the one I had received 
as a birthday gift from my wife, with our 
wedding photo printed on its side.

The cat was received with such love 
that I felt the pigeon had flown clean out of 
their imaginations. Once the dressing was 
done, the milk was offered and taken in 
the living room. There was no fear of her 
now; they had entirely forgotten their own 
plans for war. What I loved deeply in that 
moment was the tenderness they offered. 
Just a while ago, this same cat was public 
enemy number one. Now, a simple wound 
had melted their fierce resolve, and they 
were applying medicine with the focused 
dedication of experts.

While the cat was being nursed, the 
pigeon perched nearby. As my daugh-
ter moved the injured cat onto her lap, 
the pigeon hesitated and flew away. But 
once she kept the cat indoors, the pigeon 
swooped back down for its grains, though 
the tension in the bird was visible. She 
ran back and took the cat outside; the cat, 
looking at the pigeon, had her bristles 
erect. The bird sensed it too. We were just 
watching how animals and birds react 
in the presence of human beings. It took 
them only a jiffy to understand that they 
were in safe hands. The pigeon came down 
and took the grains while the cat sat there 
watching it all. The unusual tale my wife 
had narrated now lay scattered on the 
floor; the bird kept its eyes open, and the 
cat simply sat there enjoying the sheen of 
its feathers.

Just after the pigeon had its fill, the cat 
once again became the talk of the living 
room.

“How can we leave the cat in such a 
situation?” my daughter suggested. I read 
the plea written on her face; she was look-
ing for my approval.

“Yes, how can we afford to let her go?” 
I responded.

Her face lit up, her eyes filled with joy. 

My son was still in a dilemma, wondering 
whether to let the bird stay exposed to 
danger or to encourage his sister in find-
ing a new pet.

“I wonder how an old love can be put at 
risk by nursing a new one,” he whispered.

It took my children a minute to decide 
that the cat would be adopted, just like 
the pigeon. I approved it. My better half, 
realizing her disagreement would not be 
entertained, took the safest way out and 
stood by the decision.

God knows why I felt a bit sad finding 
the mug bearing our wedding picture left 
over there on the kitchen counter. I picked 
it up and started to wash it, but my wife 
almost pounced on me and snatched it 
from my hand. She felt my pulse.

“Don’t scold the kids,” I requested.
Her wrath found a freezer within her, 

and she calmed her nerves. But the mug 
that had sat there for so many months was 
removed and placed high up on the shelf. 
My son sensed it; he nudged his sister, and 
they decided on a secret plan I couldn’t quite 
decipher.

Life settled into a new rhythm with both 
our pets, but a few days later, a different 
mystery emerged. Our shared piggy bank 
went missing from the living room, which 
shocked me as it was a family fixture. The 
next tremor that shook me was when a 
brand new pair of mugs appeared on the 
table, painted with our favorite pictures. A 
message inscribed on them melted my heart.

Whenever a need arose, they had their 
eyes on that piggy bank. In response, we 
will gladly fill its belly with currency 
notes as a return gift. You can give even 
your life to your children when they move 
you so deeply, both emotionally and ratio-
nally.

(Dr Mushtaque B. Barq is a noted writer, 
poet, translator and currently serves as an 

English Mentor at Cambridge School. A 
recipient of several honours, including the 
G.N. Firaq Memorial Award and the Kalidas 

Literary Award, Ahad Zargar Award. He is 
known for his poetic fi nesse and for promot-

ing Kashmiri literary heritage through his 
work.)
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Chander M Bhat

There are friendships that begin 
with introductions, grow through 
companionship and gradually 

acquire meaning with the passage of 
time. And then there are some friend-
ships that seem to have existed even 
before two people meet, as if desti-
ny merely brings together two souls 
already familiar with one another. The 
friendship of Chetan and Shabir (names 
changed) belonged to the latter kind.

They were different in many ways.
Their homes were different, their reli-
gious traditions were different and 
the circumstances in which they were 
growing up were vastly different. Yet 

none of these differences ever entered 
their friendship.They never needed to 
discuss tolerance, harmony or brother-
hood.They simply lived it.

This was in Murran, Pulwama, during 
those years when villages still possessed 
an intimacy that modern life has slowly 
taken away. Every lane had a memory, 
every neighbour had a relationship with 
the next household, and doors remained 
open not merely for guests but for 
anyone who needed help.

In Karafoli Mohalla, Habba Kadal 
stood a small kiryana shop.

It was a modest little establishment 
with wooden shelves, glass jars, tin 
boxes, weighing scales and sacks of rice, 
flour, pulses and sugar arranged wher-
ever space permitted. To an outsider it 
was merely another mohalla  grocery 
shop. But for Shabir, it was the centre 
of his family’s survival.

Shabir came from a poor family.
His father was blind. Age and blind-

ness had taken away his ability to earn, 
and the responsibility of keeping the 

household running had fallen largely 
upon Shabir’s young shoulders. He also 
had a sister whose future remained 
another quiet concern of the family.

Poverty had taught Shabir responsi-
bility much earlier than it teaches most 
young men.

He could not afford the luxury of idle-
ness. While boys of his age might spend 
their afternoons wandering through 
lanes, sitting near Jhelum or playing 
cricket at Id-Gah, Shabir spent long 
hours behind the counter of his little 
shop, measuring rice, weighing sugar, 
making small entries in notebooks and 
patiently attending to customers.

Yet poverty had never made him 
bitter. He possessed a warmth that drew 
people towards him. His smile came 
easily, and whatever little he had, he 
shared without calculation.

Across from the shop, beyond a long 
narrow lane, stood Chetan’s house. The 
lane became the silent bridge between 

CONT. ON PAGE 7
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two lives.
Chetan had spent his earlier years in 

village Murran, Pulwama but in Septem-
ber 1976 his father shifted to Srinagar. 
Chetan continued his studies there 
and joined S.P. College. Yet Murran 
remained the place to which his heart 
returned. Whenever he came to the vil-
lage, it was almost certain that sooner 
or later he would be found sitting at 
Shabir’s shop.

The shop gradually became their 
meeting place.

Chetan did not go there merely to buy 
something. Often he bought nothing at 
all. He would simply sit beside Shabir 
and talk. They spoke about college life, 
village affairs, films, family matters, 
dreams, worries and the countless little 
things that occupy the minds of young 
men who believe that life stretches end-
lessly before them.

Sometimes there was laughter. Some-
times there were long silences. And 
because they understood each other so 
well, even silence became a form of con-
versation.

Shabir had to travel occasionally to 
Maharaj Ganj in Srinagar to purchase 
goods for his shop. Maharaj Ganj was 
then one of the great commercial centres 
of the city, crowded with wholesalers 
dealing in groceries and commodities 
that supplied shops across the Valley.

Such journeys were important for 
Shabir. His small business depended 
upon them. But whenever he had to 
leave the shop unattended, there was 
a simple solution. Chetan would sit 
behind the counter.There was never 
any formality. “Look after the shop till 
I return,” Shabir would say.

And Chetan would take his place as 
naturally as if the shop belonged to his 
own family. He would weigh sugar, hand 
over packets of salt, measure pulses and 
attend to customers. Some customers 
would smile upon seeing him behind 
the counter.

“Where is Shabir?”
“Gone to Maharaj Ganj.” “And you are 

the shopkeeper today?” Chetan would 
laugh. “For today.” But in truth, he was 
much more than someone temporarily 
minding a shop. He was protecting the 
livelihood of a friend.

Neither of them ever considered this 
remarkable.There was no sense that one 
was doing a favour to the other.That was 
perhaps the beauty of their friendship: 
help was never counted, gratitude was 
never demanded and obligations were 
never recorded.

If Shabir needed Chetan, Chetan was 
there. If Chetan needed Shabir, Shabir 
was there.That was enough.

Sundays had a special meaning for 
them.

Shabir's shop remained closed on 

Sundays, freeing him from the wooden 
counter and shelves that otherwise held 
him captive throughout the week. Those 
Sundays often became their days of 
adventure. They loved watching films.

Going to a cinema in those days was 
not merely entertainment. It was an 
event. Plans were made beforehand, 
timings discussed and small amounts of 
money carefully kept aside. Chetan and 
Shabir would set out together to watch 
a movie.

For a few hours, Shabir was no 
longer the poor shopkeeper worrying 
about household expenses. Chetan was 
no longer the college student think-
ing about studies and the future. They 
were simply two young friends enjoy-
ing themselves.They laughed together at 
comic scenes, discussed heroes and vil-
lains afterwards and sometimes argued 
over whether the film had been worth 
watching.

On their way back, they might stop 
somewhere for tea or something inex-
pensive to eat. Money was never plenti-
ful, particularly for Shabir, but compan-
ionship made even the simplest outing 
memorable.The pleasure was not in 
what they could afford. It was in being 
together.

Years later, Chetan would forget the 
plots of many of those films. He might 
forget the names of theatres, the songs 
played during intervals and even the 
exact dates of those outings. But he 
would never forget the young man walk-
ing beside him.That is how memory 
works. It discards the decoration and 
preserves the heart. Their friendship 
reached far beyond cinema halls and 
casual conversation. They knew each 
other's sorrows.

Chetan understood what it meant 
for Shabir to have a blind father and a 
household dependent upon a small shop. 
He saw the burdens his friend carried 
silently. Shabir, in turn, understood 
Chetan's concerns and stood beside 
him through the ordinary difficulties 
of youth. Whenever one of them was 
troubled, the other sensed it.

“What happened?”
“Nothing.”
But between real friends, “nothing” 

is rarely accepted as an answer. Soon 
the worry would be shared. A burden 
spoken before a friend becomes lighter. 
A sorrow divided between two hearts 
somehow loses part of its weight.

They had reached a stage where 
people in the neighbourhood no longer 
thought of them separately. If some-
one saw Chetan, they might ask about 
Shabir. If someone met Shabir, they 
might enquire after Chetan.

They were two young men, yet in 
the emotional world of friendship they 
seemed to possess one heart. Neither 
imagined that history was quietly 
moving towards them.

No one in those peaceful afternoons 
at the kiryana shop could have foreseen 
that a time would come when familiar 
lanes would become empty, neighbours 
would be separated and friendships 
built over generations would be tested 
by forces far beyond the control of ordi-
nary people.

Then came the dark years. By 1990, 
fear had entered the Valley.The world 
that Chetan and Shabir had known 
began to change with frightening speed.

For the Chetan's community, the 
atmosphere became unbearable. Fam-
ilies who had lived in their ancestral 
homes for generations began leaving the 
Valley.They did not leave as travellers 
leave.They left uncertain whether they 
would ever return. Chetan's family too 
moved to the plains.

There was no proper farewell between 
the two friends. How could there have 
been? Farewells require time.They 
require the luxury of knowing that sep-
aration is coming.This separation came 
like a storm.

One day, familiar faces were there.
Then they were gone.The long lane lead-
ing to Chetan's house remained where it 
had always been, but the footsteps that 
Shabir knew so well gradually disap-
peared from it.

The kiryana shop remained.The 
shelves remained.The sacks of rice and 
flour remained. Customers continued 
to come and go. But something invisible 
had vanished.There are absences that 
occupy more space than presence.

For Shabir, Chetan became such an 
absence.

Perhaps on some quiet afternoons, 
while sitting behind the counter, he 
would look towards the lane almost 
instinctively. For years, that lane had 
brought Chetan to him. Now it brought 
only silence.There would be no famil-
iar figure walking towards the shop. No 
voice calling his name. No one taking 
his place behind the counter while he 
travelled to Maharaj Ganj. No Sunday 
plan for a movie. Life, however, does not 
stop because the heart is lonely.

Shabir had responsibilities. His father 
remained blind. His family needed him. 
The shop had to open every morning. So 
he continued.

Chetan too entered another world. 
Life in displacement imposed its own 
struggles. A person removed from his 
homeland does not merely change res-
idence; something within him becomes 
permanently divided. One part lives 
where the body has gone, while anoth-
er remains behind among abandoned 
homes, temples,  friends and lanes.

Years passed. One year became five. 
Five became ten.Ten became fifteen. In 
those fifteen years, both men grew older.
Their youth slowly receded. Life gave 
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them new responsibilities, perhaps new 
joys and certainly new disappointments. 
But neither time nor distance erased the 
memory of the other.

Some friendships do not require daily 
meetings to survive.They remain qui-
etly preserved within us, untouched by 
absence.

Then, one day after nearly fifteen 
years, Chetan came to Srinagar on an 
official tour. By then he was no longer 
the carefree college student who had 
once sat behind the counter of his 
friend's shop. He was a government 
officer carrying official files, responsi-
bilities and the appearance of a man who 
had travelled a considerable distance 
through life.

Yet beneath all that remained the boy 
from Murran.The boy who had walked 
down a long lane towards a little kiry-
ana shop. Something stirred within him. 
Perhaps it was not even a conscious 
decision at first.

Memories have their own geography. 
A familiar road begins to pull the heart 
in a particular direction. And so, after 
all those years, Chetan found himself 
returning towards the world of his 
youth.The landscape was familiar, yet 
not the same. Some houses had changed. 
Some people were no longer there. New 
faces appeared where old ones had once 
stood.

Time had written itself upon every-
thing. But he remembered the way. One 
does not forget the road to a friend's 
house. Or to a friend's shop. As he 
approached Karafoli Mohalla, Chetan's 
heartbeat quickened.

And then he saw it.The shop. Perhaps 
the signboard had changed. Perhaps the 
shelves were different. Perhaps time had 
darkened the wood. But to Chetan, it was 
instantly the same little universe he had 
known in his youth.

And there was Shabir. For a brief 
moment neither spoke. Fifteen years 
collapsed between them. They looked 
at one another as if trying to recognise 
not merely the faces before them but the 
young boys hidden behind those older 
faces.

Shabir stood motionless. Chetan too 
could not move.

Then one of them whispered the oth-
er's name.

“Chetan…”
“Shabir…”
There are moments for which lan-

guage is too small.They moved towards 
each other and embraced. Not like 
acquaintances meeting after many 
years. Not like two former neighbours. 
They embraced like brothers who had 
once been torn apart without being 
given the chance to say goodbye.

Their eyes filled with tears. No one 
tried to hide them. What meaning does 

embarrassment have before a friend 
who has known your heart? For some 
time they could say nothing.

Fifteen years of memories stood 
between them, the shop, Maharaj Ganj, 
Sundays, films, college days, the long 
lane, Shabir's blind father, shared wor-
ries, laughter and the sudden separation 
that had ended a whole chapter of their 
lives.

Perhaps customers in the shop 
watched silently. Perhaps somebody 
smiled. Perhaps someone turned away 
respectfully.

But for Chetan and Shabir, the world 
had disappeared.They were young 
again. For a fleeting instant, Chetan 
was no longer an officer on tour. Shabir 
was no longer a man hardened by 
years of struggle. They were the same 
two friends who had once sat together 
behind a wooden counter and believed, 
without ever saying it, that they would 
always remain near one another.

They finally sat down. Questions came 
one after another. “Where were you all 
these years?” “How is your family?” 
“Do you remember…?” And every “Do 
you remember?” opened another locked 
room of memory.

They remembered their Sunday films.
They remembered Chetan managing 
the shop.They remembered journeys to 
Maharaj Ganj.They remembered people 
who were no more.They remembered 
the mohalla as it once had been. There 
was laughter too.

Real friendships are strange that way. 
Even after years of pain, a single forgot-
ten incident can make old friends laugh 
like boys. But behind every laugh was 
the awareness of lost time. Fifteen years 
could not be returned. No friendship, 
however deep, can recover the after-
noons that history has taken away.

Eventually the hour of departure 
arrived. Chetan had official obliga-
tions. He had to leave. Once again, the 
two friends stood facing each other. But 
this farewell was different from the one 
that had never happened fifteen years 
earlier.This time they could see separa-
tion approaching. Perhaps that made it 
harder. They embraced again.

“Come again,” Shabir said. Chetan 
nodded. Neither needed elaborate words.

As Chetan stepped outside the shop, 
he looked towards the old lane leading 
to his house.

For a moment he could almost see his 
younger self walking through it, books 
under his arm, calling out to Shabir, 
unaware of exile, unaware of separation, 
unaware that one day those ordinary 
afternoons would become some of the 
most precious treasures of his life.

He turned once more towards the 
shop. Shabir was still standing there. 
Their eyes met. And suddenly Chetan 
realised that homes are not made of 
walls alone. Sometimes a homeland 

survives inside another human being.
Years had taken away their daily com-

panionship. History had placed moun-
tains of distance between two commu-
nities that had once lived side by side. 
Houses had emptied, neighbourhoods 
had changed and an entire generation 
had learned the meaning of separation.

Yet one thing had survived untouched. 
Friendship. Chetan walked away, but 
his eyes were wet. Behind him stood 
Shabir, watching the friend who had 
returned after fifteen years and was now 
disappearing again down the road.

Perhaps he too remembered those 
Sundays. Perhaps he remembered leav-
ing the shop in Chetan's hands. Perhaps 
he remembered the carefree laughter of 
two young men who never once won-
dered whether one was a Pandit and the 
other a Muslim.

To them such identities had never 
needed to be forgotten; they had simply 
never stood between their hearts.

And somewhere between the little 
kiryana shop and the long lane lead-
ing to Chetan's deserted home lay the 
invisible remains of a Kashmir that both 
men had known, a Kashmir in which 
friendship was sometimes stronger than 
blood, a neighbour's sorrow belonged 
to everyone and a poor Muslim shop-
keeper could entrust his livelihood to 
his Kashmiri Pandit friend without a 
second thought.

Chetan continued walking. He did not 
turn again. Perhaps he feared that if he 
did, he would not be able to control his 
tears.

Behind him, Shabir remained stand-
ing at the door of the shop for a long 
time. And the old lane watched them 
both. It had once carried Chetan towards 
Shabir every day. Then, for fifteen long 
years, it had waited in silence.

That day it had brought him back. 
But only for a little while. The two 
friends had met again, yet somewhere 
deep inside both of them remained the 
unbearable knowledge that they could 
never truly return to the years from 
which they had been separated.

Time had allowed them an embrace. 
It could not give them back their youth. 
It could not return the Sundays. It could 
not restore those simple afternoons when 
Shabir could casually say, “Chetan, look 
after the shop till I return,” and walk 
away without the slightest fear, know-
ing that his brother was there.

Perhaps that is why some memories 
bring tears. Not because they were pain-
ful when they happened, but because 
they were so beautiful, and we did not 
know that they would one day happen 
for the last time.

(Chander M. Bhat, a former Assistant 
Director, Postal Services, Jammu & Kash-

mir, is a prolifi c writer and researcher 
with over 21 published books. He can be 

reached at chander.1831@gmail.com)
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Deepak Budki

‘Jehangir House and Other Stories’, by 
Humera Ahmed, was published in July 
2025. Previously, her short story collec-
tion ‘Checkmate and Other Stories’ and 
her travelogue ‘A Year in Himachal–
Memories of an Incredible State’ were 
published in 1994 and 2016, respectively. 
Her novel, ‘The Role Model’, was pub-
lished during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
followed by ‘Living on Her Terms’. In 
June 2026, a memoir titled ‘Beraris’ was 
released at the Hyderabad Literary Fes-
tival. 

Humera Ahmed was born in Yavat-
mal, Maharashtra, and earned her 
postgraduate degree before joining the 
Indian Postal Service. She retired as 
Chief Postmaster General, West Bengal. 
Her association with the Post Office 

appears in a few stories in the book, such 
as Renunciation and Post Office Clerk 
turns into Guava. Her stories have been 
published in many journals across the 
country. She also publishes an online 
e-magazine, ‘ehsasforwomen’. 

The present collection contains eigh-
teen short stories, most of which are set 
in Muslim society and portray its glo-
rious past, conservatism, and gradual 
decline, which prevents it from adapting 
to the demands of modern society. Her 
focus is mainly on middle-class Muslim 
women who have not been able to free 
themselves from the octopus-like tenta-
cles of the male patriarchy. Some stories 
recollect the past glory of many well-to-
do families that are unable to adjust to 
the changed circumstances post-inde-
pendence. Many of them preferred to 
migrate out of the country. 

Love takes many forms in Humera's 
stories. Altruistic lovers care for their 
beloved more than for themselves. In 
our society, besides domestic violence, 
women are also subjected to external 
violence such as abduction, rape and 
killing. ‘The Healing’ is the story of a 
woman raped and banished by society, 

yet owned by Tahir, who makes her his 
life partner despite his parents' wishes.
To help her overcome her guilt, he dis-
plays utmost patience and perseverance, 
bringing her back to normal. Another 
story, ‘The Sunset’, shows the devotion 
of a woman who consoles her husband, 
a handsome and highly promising pro-
fessional, but unfortunately bedridden 
due to cancer, on their twelfth wedding 
anniversary. Aware of life's ephemerali-
ty, the couple forgets the future and lives 
in the present, enjoying every moment. 
‘The Anniversary’ is a story of Laila, a 
self-effacing, unobtrusive and reticent 
hairstylist, who is persuaded to trans-
form her personality by cutting her hair 
short with facial make-up, a colourful 
dress bedecked with jewellery, and con-
sequently becomes ecstatic after being 
loved intensely by her liberal husband 
on the anniversary. In some stories, 
Humera has emphasised the practice of 
forcing children to marry according to 
their parents’ choice rather than their 
own liking, which later causes incom-
patibility. In ‘The Fallen Idol’, a prodigal 

Humera Ahmed’s Jehangir House
A Collection of Short Stories
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man, forced to marry the sister of his 
beloved, tries to substitute by drinking, 
courting, and marrying a bar dancer; 
thus he neither becomes an earnest 
lover nor a responsible father. 

Nostalgic recollections are evident in 
many stories. In the story ‘Farewell Aunt 
Husna’, the author shows how education 
illuminates minds and makes women 
self-reliant. She feels nostalgic when 
visiting Hyderabad after Aunt Husna’s 
death. She remembers that Husna was 
simple, charming, affectionate and com-
municative despite the house’s rigid, 
aristocratic atmosphere. With her hus-
band's help, Husna manages to get edu-
cated and take up social work. She trans-
formed many lives, financed the educa-
tion of her maid’s son, rescued many 
poor young girls from being married to 
Old Arabs, a menace prevalent in Hyder-
abad, and thereby became an inspiration 
for many. In the story ‘Marigold House’, 
the narrator, who was brought up in her 
maternal grandfather’s house during 
childhood and later forced to leave 
after his death, visits the place after a 
long time and learns that her maternal 
uncle was trying to sell it, but no one 
was interested.The house and its envi-
rons were lying desolate. She discovers 
a plan hatched by the house's watch-
man, who had spread a rumour that the 
house was haunted. After exposing his 
intentions, she decides to own it as an 
ancestral legacy. Another story, digging 
into the past, is ‘Jehangir House’, an old, 
grand mansion with a beautiful garden, 
now razed and replaced by an apartment 
building, as Mrs Jehangir had developed 
a fixation that the house had ghosts wan-
dering in it, so she sold it to a builder.
The narrator visits it with her friend, as 
both of them had lived there long ago. 
They recall different characters who 
occupied the Jehangir house, besides 
their own flirtations, and enquire about 
those occupants. They learn that most of 
them are dead, and the Jehangir house 
itself is now a dead past.

A similar situation appears in the 
story, ‘A Requiem for Mehboob Manzil’, 
which is under sale but visited by the 
narrator and her family, only to find the 
building dilapidated and the garden dev-
astated.The narrator recalls the splen-
dour of her criminal-lawyer grandfa-
ther, her social grandmother, and a love 
affair with an army officer who dies in 
war, as well as the servants' tales.The 
two friendly caretakers, Ahmed Miyan 
and the bedridden Mahadeo, continue 
to inhabit the place, though living in 
penury. Another story in the same vein 
is ‘My Grandfather’s House’, a blend of 
Hindu and Muslim architecture sur-
rounded by a garden full of fruit and flow-
ering trees, especially the auspicious 
Pipal tree, and a deep well that remained 

full of water even during drought.The 
house had witnessed a prosperous joint 
family, several weddings, a voluptuous 
maidservant and a witchcraft-knowing 
male servant who claimed to call fairies. 
However, he romanced a dhobi’s daugh-
ter.The narrator remembers her child-
hood, when she was under her mother's 
strict watch, and saw her grandfather 
making advances toward her great-aunt, 
who was advanced in years and had 
been brought up in Mumbai. But now 
the same house looked deserted, and the 
garden devastated, as the inhabitants 
had either died or migrated to foreign 
countries.

Jealousy is the theme of ‘Repentance’, 
in which two sisters become such rivals 
that one snatches the other’s lover.The 
other tries to poison her but is stopped 
by the thought that the same sister had 
saved her life in childhood.Thus, base 
human nature is conquered by elevat-
ed consciousness.The story ‘Cherished’ 
also reveals another side of emancipated 
women. Azra walks out of her disabled 
husband’s house and gives up her daugh-
ter, as the court is unable to restore the 
child to her mother. Naaz, the daughter, 
is brought up by her noble and forbear-
ing stepmother and is a testimony to the 
fact that environment can alter genetic 
make-up.The mother, keen to see the 
daughter at the time of her wedding, 
asks for permission, and both Naaz's 
parents grant it, which makes Azra 
repentant. ‘The New Horizon’ portrays 
the determination of a young widow to 
make her son a doctor, facing a disas-
trous remarriage from which she walks 
out and ultimately attends her son’s con-
vocation on completion of his MBBS, 
where she meets her previous husband 
who confesses his misbehaviour. 

‘Renunciation’ is a compelling story 
about escapism and retreat into spir-
ituality. A postal clerk unable to cope 
with his life takes Sanyas, abandoning 
his sister and beloved, and vows to have 
no further connection with them. How-
ever, when he is confronted by his dis-
traught sister and the child born to his 
beloved and adopted by her, tears flow 
from his eyes as he sees their condition, 
and he faints, overcome by remorse for 
abandoning his responsibility. Anoth-
er story, ‘Twilight’, also delves into 
escapism.The narrator’s father joins 
Tablighi Jamaat due to indoctrination, 
leaving his family, while the mother 
suffers from liver cirrhosis yet contin-
ues to yearn to see her husband. Fortu-
nately, he awakens through discussion 
and self-study of his holy book, which 
teaches that human service is greater 
than escapism. So he returns, and his 
wife is happy before saying a final good-
bye.The story, ‘Post Office Clerk Turns 
Into Guava’, depicts how the narrator, 
a Management trainee in the Postal 
Department, is amused by the fantasy 

Kiran Desai renders in her book ‘Hul-
labaloo’. In a letter to her friend, she 
points out the author's fallacies about 
the chain of command in Post Offices, 
the leisure enjoyed there, and the escape 
of a postmaster who takes refuge in a 
weak guava tree, alongside tales of the 
staff's love affairs. In the words of the 
narrator, “the post office is a microcosm 
of humanity with its concentration of 
large manpower.” All varieties of people 
are seen working there or interacting 
with them. She also highlights the eman-
cipation of women, licentiousness and 
promiscuity of modern life, illiteracy 
and atomic explosions getting priority 
over development.   

Humera’s concern for Muslim soci-
ety, including aristocratic Nawabi 
arrogance, orthodox conformism, 
short-sightedness, lack of education, 
early and multiple marriages, rejection 
due to infertility, the resultant fragile 
family relations, improvident nature, 
superstition, belief in ghosts and prac-
tice of witchcraft, is depicted in many 
stories. ‘A Different Sky’ is a story of 
cultural shock in which a girl, brought 
up in the West, is sent back to India 
and subjected to a claustrophobic, gen-
der-segregated environment; men prefer 
beards, husbands are supreme, music 
is prohibited, and women must wear 
black shrouds. She escapes by affiliating 
with a philanthropic liberal humanist 
who helps the poor, the sick, and the 
needy, and ultimately makes him her 
life partner. ‘Destiny’ reflects human 
selfishness: a man, cajoled by his dying 
mother, rejects his wife because she is 
barren and marries again; meanwhile, 
his divorced wife conceives, and the 
two face each other in a foreign country 
after a long time.The man, still child-
less, recognises his daughter from her 
features and feels flabbergasted and 
repentant, while his divorced wife feels 
pity for him. In the story ‘The Missing 
Bracelets’, a playful child puts the gold 
bracelet carrying an aura of past glory 
in an urn, and the whole household gets 
agitated. They call a diviner to find the 
thief; the child, who has meanwhile died 
of illness, informs the lady of its location 
in a dream, which reassures the whole 
clan. 

Humera Ahmed has at times por-
trayed nature in its minutest details, 
like a painter, in stories such as The 
Sunset, A Different Sky, Marigold 
House, and Jehangir House. Across 
varied plots, her characters come from 
different classes and ages, and she cap-
tures their idiosyncrasies. Her style is 
direct, and she uses simple language 
that grips the reader's heart, making 
her stories interesting

Deepak Budki is a reputed writer of fi c-
tion, autobiography, and literary criticism. 

He can be reached at  deepak.budki@
gmail.com
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Film Review

Aks-e-Ghalib: Dast-e-Shifa: The Poet 
Who Crosses the River of Language

Wani Nazir 

There are poets who stay where 
history leaves them.  Some poets 
simply will not comply. They “Go 

Over.” Their reach extends across var-
ious languages, hundreds of years, bor-
ders, and deaths. They come into rooms 
they weren’t invited to. They sit next to 
strangers. They get a different weather. 
When they put words together in one lan-
guage, they begin to dream in another 
language.

Mirza Ghalib was always such a trav-
eler.

Aks-e-Ghalib: Dast-e-Shifa, Dr Showkat 
Shifa’s production, directed and scripted 
by Arshad Mushtaq, once again places 
Ghalib’s famous ghost this time on a 
Kashmiri not Urdu page,  from page to 
body, from poem to image, from history 
to memory.

Perhaps the most vital transformation 
of all is that which occurs from the monu-
ment into the man. In the beginning, the 
title is subjected to reflection.

Aks.
A mirror is not the face. It is what the 

face looks like after a drop of water touch-
es it. It shakes.

It is there because something stands 
before it, although it can never attain 
what it reflects. That’s the touchy ground 
the film walks on. It does not guarantee 
the complete history of Ghalib. It gives 
an aks—a reflection; a Ghalib as seen 
through Kashmiri, through cinema, 
through the imaginative translating 
hand of Dr Showkat Shifa.

Dast—The hand is crucial. The object 
that creates a distance is a hand. The 
poem is written by hand. Someone else 
interprets it. Another person flips the 
page. One opens the door through which 
the dead return.

Dast-e-Shifa has come to mean much 
more than a signature in that sense. The 
entire enterprise becomes a metaphor: 
the hand of translation reaching out for 
a poet who has been dead over a century 
and whispering so softly as he might still 
have something to say.

We usually treat translation as an act 
of equivalence.

Words Swap. This sentence for that 

sentence. However, poetry does not 
travel so easily. Every word must have 
an early childhood.

It holds the soil under its first pronun-
ciation, the mouths which shape it, the 
history which wound it. So, to translate 
Ghalib into Kashmiri is not to swap Urdu 
for Kashmiri as if they were currencies. 
To put one inner world inside another 
and wait to see what remains.

What remains is not always the word. 
At times, it is the pain. At times, it’s great 
to be silent. At times, a question arises. 
On certain occasions, it’s just the music.

This is probably the most important 
part of Dr Shifa’s work. In his transla-
tions into Kashmiri, he does not merely 
make Ghalib communicable to a Kashmi-
ri-speaking audience, but he also alters 
the distance between the poet and the 
listener. Ghalib is no longer a question in 
an examination, a chapter in the history 
of a literature, a name in the canon.

He appears in their native tongue.
It is not just a language that is one’s 

mother tongue. It is the first room. The 
initial cradlesong. The initial point. The 
first prayer not grammatically formed 
but heard. When you hear Ghalib, you 
hear him differently.

Consequently, part of the film’s 
achievement is that it does not treat 
Ghalib as an archaeological object. It 
wants to know about the man behind the 
name; his tender and soft spots, his love 
life, his faith, his engagement with poli-
tics, his contradictions and so on.

The great poet seems lesser. Becoming 
smaller leads him to growing larger. A 
glimpse of the one who had to bear and 
the poet appears.

This is perhaps the cruel fate of the 
canonical figures; they lose their pulse. 

It keeps their phrases but tosses away 
their breathing. It recalls its brilliance 
and forgets the curse of the darkness that 
gave it birth.

More than others, Ghalib has suffered 
the fate.

We cite him. We clarify it to him. We 
instruct him.  We transform his sorrow 
into sayings.

However, there was a man behind the 
acclaimed couplets who knew that intelli-
gence does not protect one from solitude, 
humour can be another name for sur-
vival, faith can contain doubt, and love 
expresses itself most powerfully where 
fulfillment fails.

The movie makes an attempt to return 
us to that man.

Not the Ghalib statue. Ghalib the 
injury. Ghalib the spouse. Ghalib the 
romantic. Ghalib a believer who ques-
tions. 

Ghalib witnessed the shattering of a 
century. Although Ghalib is human.

Because it can give time back to a dead 
person, cinema is particularly suited for 
this recuperation.

A picture halts. A piece of art retains. 
But movies move. A hand rises. A face 
rotates. Someone awaits. Someone goes 
away. Someone looks at the door that 
never opens.

The clock resets.
But it is the same area from where 

the risk begins. Poetry is partly what it 
doesn’t show. Its most powerful imagery 
is often unseen. The metaphor’s opening 
door leaves the reader in front of dark-
ness. By nature, cinema wants to bring 
forth light.

Ghalib, however, requires darkness.  

CONT. ON PAGE 12
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Film Review

He needs the incomplete. He needs the 
gap between what is said and what is 
meant.

Consequently, it is essential for the 
film to present itself not as a biologi-
cal movie but rather, the imagination 
of a poet. It enables the filmic Ghalib to 
remain a reading and not to assume the 
guise of a final historical truth.

A definitive Ghalib can never exist. 
There can only be more than one meet-
ing. Reflection again.  Listening to anoth-
er language. Kashmiri hears differently. 
The difference is the richest possibility 
of the film.

Kashmiri has its own long history 
of longing and transcendence, its own 
closeness to lyric intimacy, to separation, 
devotion, desire and the divine. Intro-
spection describes the interior, the poet’s 
word description. It is aware of the mean-
ing of love becoming prayer and prayer 
becoming longing.

When Ghalib enters Kashmir, the 
room is not empty or lacklustre. A person 
has been waiting there.

The meeting is not historical in the 
narrow sense. Ghalib belonged to nei-
ther Kashmir nor the mountains. The 
language, environment, and history of 
the man belong to another subcontinen-
tal configuration. But literature has a 
different geography altogether, mapped 
not by borders but notations.

Two poets might encounter one anoth-
er despite living in different centuries. 
Two tongues may recognize the same 
wound. Different accents say the same 
thing.

That is why it is best to read the sug-
gestion that Ghalib might have belonged 
to the Kashmiri poetic culture under 
other linguistic circumstances imagina-
tively, not literally. The assertion does 
not relate to heritage.

It is about harmony. What continues to 
exist when certainty disappears is  res-
onance.

The film’s handling of faith gains sig-
nificance and meaning in this same area. 
Ghalib’s religious identity is intertwined 
with his intellectual restlessness. To con-
fine him to certitude or to scepticism is to 
deflate the very tension that animates his 
poetry. He lives in the challenging neigh-
bourhood where belief and doubt regard 
one another across the same room.

There is no simple solution. May be it 
is the purpose of it all.

Likewise, his political consciousness 
should not get locked up in contemporary 
categories. Ghalib saw colossal historical 
disruption during his lifetime. His world 
flipped upside down suddenly. The old 
order weakened and a new order came 
with the coldness of machinery. While 
the film hardly seems intent on fashion-
ing him into a contemporary version of a 
political icon, its interest in his political 

consciousness seems rather to seek a res-
toration to him of the dignity of a mind 
awake to history. 

A poet serves as a witness. At times, 
witnessing is what language can be most 
political. Every poet has a life beyond 
his poems. Every famous person has a 
person who knows him when the audi-
ence leaves.

The film attempts to recover Ghalib’s 
ghalib-ness by capturing its domesticity 
and relating Ghalib’s other existence to 
the poet’s greatness as it becomes ordi-
nary where poet is not always a poet 
where a contemporary name can still be 
silent in a room.

Film also becomes intimate in ways 
that literary history seldom allows.

It is something that can make great 
man wait. It can make him feel uncertain. 
It can allow him to be loved. He is per-
mitted to fail. It can allow him to just be.

And maybe this is why the film’s Kash-
miri dialect is even more important than 
its subject. A language has more than just 
meaning. It emanates space.

Ghalib enters our life through a vast 
stream of literature. Kashmiri fosters 
another kind of intimacy that brings 
him closer. The translation does not take 
down the original. It creates another lis-
tening.

The poem has been on a journey. The 
poem has worn new clothes. However, it 
has not lost its appearance.

The double translation of the film, 
Aks-e-Ghalib is clear from this move-
ment from Urdu into Kashmiri and from 
Kashmiri into cinema. Initially, the poem 
translates language. After that, the lan-
guage medium is crossed.

And every crossing leaves behind 
something. Additionally, this brings 
something new. This is the ironic twist of 
translation. From losing, we create. Not 
being there can also mean being there.  
Another voice is acquired by the dead 
poet.

This is where the film’s wider signif-
icance lies. It engages in a vital move-
ment away from the restriction of liter-
ary inheritance to a specific language 
community. Ghalib is available for those 
for whom Urdu is not the language of 
everyday intimacy. Schools, colleges, 
universities and cultural institutions 
there can become new rooms in which 
this old voice is heard.

However, the pedagogical usefulness 
cannot be the only judgement of a film. 
Ghalib deserves more than just a lesson. 
He merits a situation. Nothingness 
and ambiguity are what he merits. He 
deserves the liberty not to be explained.

So, the film is not valuable for repro-
ducing what we know about him, but 
whether or not it creates the possibility 
of an encounter with which we did not 
know but knew.

This differentiation is the first one I 
make. It signifies that this is Ghalib. 

Revelation inquires: “Have you ever 
felt that?”

Poetry commences with the latter 
notion. Maybe this will signal the start 
of cinema again.

Taking a poet who is so strongly asso-
ciated with Urdu and allowing him to 
speak in Kashmir is a subtle radical act. 
This means it is not fixed to definite loca-
tions. This object has windows.

A language can give way to another 
language. A poet can grow bigger by 
growing translated. A culture can accept 
with no ownership.

Kashmir does not need to claim Ghalib; 
he is ours. It just requires a listening ear.

Thus, the film’s deepest act may be one 
of listening. Not representing Ghalib. 
Heeding the responsive echo. An echo is 
never the original voice.  It is what hap-
pens to the voice after the voice is gone.

What Aks-e-Ghalib may finally be 
is not Ghalib but what Kashmir does 
with Ghalib after hearing him. The poet 
enters the sphere of a new language. The 
language provides him protection. It’s 
cinema that gives him a face. Translation 
Gives Him a New Childhood.

And for a while, history gives him back 
his breath.  This could be the reason why 
the title fits so well.

An aks is delicate. It will cease to exist 
once the light goes. Shift the illumina-
tion, and the countenance varies. When 
the water darkens, the reflection fades.

But as long as it lasts, the reflection is 
sufficient.

Sufficient to bring back memories that 
the dead are not all gone. It is sufficiently 
revealing that a poem can cross over a 
century and reach us warm. The mysti-
cal writer, Paulo Coelho reminds us that 
language is always a bridge that you may 
cross. It is not a walled garden, but just 
a river. 

Ghalib has surpassed. Kashmiri: An 
Original Story and History of Place-
Names.  Paper to television or film. From 
the past to recollection. Transitioning 
from the familiar to the new.

And there, at the crossing, between one 
language and the other; between one cen-
tury and the next, the reflection is hardly 
distinguishable from the face itself.

The poet makes a temporary come-
back. Not as a structure. Not as a quota-
tion. But as a human voice in the dark-
ness.

And.
We pay attention.

(Wani Nazir is a Gold Medallist in English 
Literature from the University of Kashmir, 

Srinagar (2002). Hailing from Pulwama, 
Jammu and Kashmir, he is presently working 

as a Lecturer in English in the J&K Depart-
ment of School Education. A prolifi c writer, 

he writes poetry and prose in English, Urdu, 
and in his mother tongue, Kashmiri. A vora-

cious reader and reviewer. His writings have 
received appreciation and accolades from 

readers and literary circles)
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Dr Purnima Singh

There are moments 
when a book appears 
at precisely the time 

it is needed. Rahil Rasheed 
Wani's Beyond the Edge of 
Awareness (2026) is one such 
work. Read against the back-
drop of the recent student 
protests at Delhi's Jantar 
Mantar over the NEET exam-
ination controversy and the 
ongoing demonstrations by 
students and job aspirants in 
Jharkhand against alleged 
recruitment irregularities, 
the collection acquires a sig-
nificance that extends beyond 
moral reflection. It becomes 
a commentary—perhaps 
unintentionally—on a gener-
ation's growing disillusion-
ment with India's educational 
ecosystem. Student protests 
have increasingly converged 
around issues of examination 
integrity, delayed recruit-
ment, unemployment, and 
the absence of meaningful 
opportunities despite years 
of formal education.

The central argument run-
ning through Wani's essays 
is deceptively simple: edu-
cation must produce human 
beings before it produces 
degree holders. In "The Real 
Purpose of Education," he cri-
tiques an education system 
that rewards credentials 
while neglecting character, 
compassion, and wisdom. 
Although framed in philo-
sophical language, this argu-
ment resonates powerfully 
with contemporary India, 
where millions of young 
people invest years prepar-

ing for competitive examina-
tions whose credibility and 
outcomes have increasingly 
come under public scrutiny.

Yet the crisis facing Indian 
youth today is deeper than 
examination irregulari-
ties.The protests at Jantar 
Mantar and in Jharkhand 
reveal structural anxieties 
about education itself. Stu-
dents are no longer protest-
ing only against paper leaks 
or recruitment delays; they 
are questioning whether the 
educational system is capable 
of fulfilling its social contract.
The demonstrations have 
united medical aspirants, 
government job seekers, 
and unemployed graduates 
around a common griev-
ance—that years of education 
no longer guarantee dignity, 
employment, or social mobil-
ity.

It is here that Wani's chap-
ter "Degrees Without Skills: 
Why India's Youth Stay 
Unemployed" emerges as the 

intellectual centrepiece of the 
volume. Rather than attrib-
uting unemployment solely 
to economic conditions, he 
identifies an educational cul-
ture obsessed with marks, 
certificates, and professional 
titles while neglecting practi-
cal competence. His compar-
ison with Germany, Japan, 
and China underscores the 
absence of a robust skill eco-
system in India. More impor-
tantly, he illustrates how 
entrepreneurship, crafts-
manship, freelancing, and 
vocational expertise remain 
socially undervalued despite 
their economic potential.

From the perspective of 
educational policy, this diag-
nosis is remarkably timely. 
India has invested signifi-
cantly in expanding higher 
education, yet investment 
in incubation centres, voca-
tional ecosystems, universi-
ty-based entrepreneurship, 
research commercialization, 
and start-up infrastructure 

remains uneven across insti-
tutions and regions. For 
countless graduates, educa-
tion culminates not in inno-
vation but in endless cycles 
of competitive examinations. 
Wani's insistence that edu-
cation should produce cre-
ators rather than merely job 
seekers therefore acquires 
renewed urgency.

The book is particularly 
persuasive when discussing 
Kashmir, where interrupted 
schooling, fragile infrastruc-
ture, rural inequalities, and 
psychological uncertainty 
become metaphors for larger 
national educational chal-
lenges. Although rooted in 
a regional experience, the 
essays speak to students 
across India who experience 
similar frustrations through 
different circumstances.

Literarily, Beyond the Edge 
of Awareness belongs to the 
tradition of reflective human-

Book Review

“Beyond the Edge” of Awareness in an 
Age of Student Revolt: A Generation’s 

Growing Disillusionment 
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Short Story

By Meenakshi Gogoi

The lashing downpour soaked the 
greens on earth entirely. Abhi-
nash, after a year's gap, wit-

nessed rains in his hilly town, sipping 
his favourite cup of Latte at the town’s 
famous café, Suzanne’s. It brought alive 
his memories of Sugandha. He wished 
Sugandha were with him that rainy 
evening. But he knew his wish could 
not be fulfilled, as they had drifted 
apart. Abhinash recalled one such eve-
ning, when he first met Sugandha, who 
had carried a jute bag full of saplings in 
her scooty.

The overloaded bag slipped off her 
scooty after being stumbled over 
broken pieces of bricks and scattered 
stones lying on the road, brought by 
the gusty wind. Sugandha slowly got 
up, with light bruises on her knees and 
hands. Abhinash pulled her up and 
straightened her fallen scooty. He hur-
riedly picked the saplings and carefully 
put them into the jute bag. They were 
not completely damaged, except that 
the soil at the base of a few saplings 
was scattered, as the plant wrap plastic 
was flattened and scratched by the fall. 
The half-empty road made it possible 
for him to complete the task speedily. 
Sugandha thanked him for saving her 
precious saplings. He helped her care-
fully tie the bag to her scooty’s back 
seat. The rainy weather was not con-
ducive to them introducing themselves. 
He rushed to his bicycle at the bus stop. 
Sugandha put on her helmet and geared 

up her scooty. Turning to him, she said 
loudly, “Hey, I am Sugandha. Thanks 
again,” and left. He shouted back, “Hey. 
I am Abhinash. My pleasure.” Before he 
could say anything more, she was gone. 

Abhinash had not previously encoun-
tered a young woman carrying a bag 
of saplings. Sugandha impressed him. 
Fortunately, he met her two days 
later while picking up his cousin from 
school. She distributed saplings to 
school children as part of the plantation 
drive. That second meeting allowed 
them to get introduced to each other, 
followed by several meetings to build 
a good friendship. But for Abhinash, it 
was more than a friendship. He fell for 
her, but was not sure about Sugandha’s 
feelings for him. 

The tall purple-bloomed Jacarandas, 
the Gular and Gulmohar trees covered 
lanes around the café, reminded Abhi-
nash of Sugandha’s love for long walks 
through those narrow lanes, passing 
through the forest with shrubs and wild 
creepers across the silent river. Her 
face would light up as she touched the 
tiny dandelions and blue wildflowers 
blossoming along the lanes and on hill-
tops during spring. Walking over the 
glittering dew-drop-covered grass was 
delightful to her. 

Sugandha was truly a nature person 
who would come to Abhinash’s place 
and drag him to plant a sapling every 
month. Once Abhinash asked, “Sugand-
ha, aren’t you tired of planting every 
month? Why? I don’t get this.” Sugandha 
gave him a stern look. Raising her one 

eyebrow with a mysterious smile, she 
replied, “You will never get. You need 
to be a genuine lover of nature and its 
protector to get me on this.” 

Abhinash nodded and surrendered 
before her without arguing more. Her 
street plays and Theatre performances 
were based on plantation and cleanliness 
drives, on protection and beautifica-
tion of Mother Nature. She was popular 
among school children and college stu-
dents. A vibrant soul with big dreams in 
her captivating eyes, Sugandha always 
amazed Abhinash. He had witnessed her 
joyful side, which found happiness in 
little joys of life, by eating Maggi and 
sipping tea from roadside stalls, pur-
chasing novels one or two at a time from 
book fairs and bookshops, eating her 
favourite Doughnuts at Suzanne’s and 
insisting that Abhinash gift her yellow 
roses on her birthdays. 

However, as days passed, Abhinash 
encountered a transformed, vociferous 
Sugandha, an environmental activist. 
After college, she joined a well-known 
NGO in her hometown, working to 
combat deforestation driven by develop-
ment projects in small towns and cities. 
Abhinash loved her zeal and commit-
ment to protect nature. But at the same 
time, he feared losing her to activism. 
Their meetings began to be cut short due 
to her busy NGO schedule in their home-
town and other places. Whenever they 
met, Abhinash would listen to Sugandha 
discussing her NGO work. So, there was 
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istic prose. It recalls the ethical essays of 
Gandhi, A.P.J. Abdul Kalam, and educa-
tional thinkers who viewed learning as 
moral formation rather than credential 
accumulation. Wani writes in an acces-
sible style, combining philosophical 
quotations with personal anecdotes and 
social observation. His recurring sym-
bols—the sky, the teacher, the mother, 
the child, the classroom—provide coher-
ence across independent essays.

The bilingual structure of the book is 
equally significant. English becomes the 
language of public argument, while Urdu 
offers emotional and cultural intimacy.
Together, the two languages embody a 
dialogue between intellect and feeling, 
suggesting that education must engage 
both reason and empathy.

Nevertheless, the work is not without 
limitations. As literature, the essays 
sometimes become overly didactic. 
Moral conclusions are frequently stated 
rather than artistically implied. Readers 
accustomed to ambiguity and interpre-
tive openness may find the prose more 
persuasive than aesthetically challeng-
ing.The chapters would also benefit 
from greater engagement with contem-
porary educational theory, labour eco-

nomics, and entrepreneurship studies. 
Such engagement would strengthen the 
author's already compelling observa-
tions about India's skill deficit.

Yet these limitations should not 
obscure the book's larger achievement. 
Wani identifies a crisis that policymak-
ers often overlook: the crisis is not merely 
one of employment but of educational 
purpose. When an education system mea-
sures success almost exclusively through 
examinations, it inadvertently creates 
generations who are prepared to compete 
but not necessarily to create.The conse-
quence is visible in mounting youth frus-
tration, expanding protest movements, 
and a widening gap between education 
and employability.

The answer, however, is not simply 
more examinations or more degrees. 
It lies in creating universities that 
encourage innovation, interdisciplin-
ary learning, vocational competence, 
entrepreneurship, incubation, and eth-
ical citizenship. Students require lab-
oratories, maker spaces, start-up eco-
systems, industry partnerships, digital 
infrastructure, and mentorship as much 
as classrooms. Without these structural 
transformations, even the most talent-

ed graduates remain trapped within a 
credential economy disconnected from 
productive employment.

In this sense, Beyond the Edge of 
Awareness should be read not merely 
as a collection of motivational essays 
but as a timely intervention in India's 
educational debate. At a moment when 
students are occupying public spaces to 
demand accountability and opportuni-
ty, Wani reminds readers that education 
cannot be reduced to examinations, cer-
tificates, or rankings. Its true measure 
lies in its capacity to cultivate thoughtful 
citizens capable of building institutions, 
generating livelihoods, and sustaining 
democratic society.

Ultimately, the book asks a question 
that resonates beyond its pages: Can 
an education system that prepares stu-
dents only for examinations ever prepare 
them for life? In the shadow of contem-
porary student movements, that ques-
tion becomes not simply literary or phil-
osophical but profoundly political and 
urgently national.

(Dr Purnima Singh is Asst Professor of 
Vasant Kanya Mahavidyalaya and poet cum 

book reviewer widely published in India and 
abroad)

no suitable moment to express his love 
for her. Sometimes he would hold back 
from expressing his feelings, being wor-
ried about her reaction and not wanting 
to lose their friendship. He often saw her 
going out with her NGO mate, Ayush. 
Abhinash sensed the growing friendship 
between them, but denied the suspicion 
that she was dating him. Nonetheless, 
he was disheartened when Sugandha 
skipped seeing him off as he left for 
Delhi to pursue his PhD. Sugandha 
texted that she urgently had to attend a 
protest in a nearby village to stop a dam 
project, and sent him good wishes. That 
day, he realised they were slowly drift-
ing apart. They would be distant friends 
once he left, and Abhinash feared that 
time would test them. The book on envi-
ronmentalism that he brought along to 
give her that day remained with him. 

A year had passed since he left his 
hometown, and his parents moved to 
Gurgaon with his brother’s family 
because they needed medical care. 
Their peach orchards were looked after 
by a village caretaker, and their house 
remained locked. 

Abhinash recalled that his relation-
ship with Sugandha was no longer the 
same as it had been. But she was there 
at some corner of his heart and mind. 
At night, when the sky was dark and 

silence prevailed, he would reminisce 
about the moments they spent together. 
The phone calls, texts, and WhatsApp 
video calls between them had grad-
ually decreased. Abhinash saw her 
pictures with her NGO mates on Face-
book, engaged in plantation drives on 
World Environment Days and protest-
ing against deforestation, doing Dhar-
nas and giving press interviews. He felt 
that Ayush shared her interests, and 
they had plenty of time to spend togeth-
er. One evening, Sugandha phoned 
and invited him to her wedding with 
Ayush. Abhinash was suddenly speech-
less. Sugandha said, “We have a lot in 
common. You know, I feel lucky to have 
Ayush in my life.” Abhinash paused for 
a second and reluctantly replied, “Con-
gratulations, I will attend.” Soon, the 
call was disconnected. His world of love 
collapsed with one phone call. Abhinash 
distanced himself from her to avoid the 
pain of losing her and immersed himself 
in his research work. He did not attend 
her wedding.

Days passed, his father died of cardi-
ac arrest, and his mother stayed with 
his brother’s family. Abhinash visited 
his hometown a year later to check on 
his house and orchards. He found his 
house and surroundings clean due to the 
caretaker’s efforts. The orchards looked 

fascinating, with sweet-smelling, ripe 
peaches hanging from the branches. 
He remembered coming with his father 
to the orchards and harvesting peach-
es. His neighbour’s daughter told him 
about Sugandha’s trip to Kolkata with 
her spouse. 

That rainy evening at Suzanne’s, when 
Abhinash reminisced about Sugandha, 
he felt right that time flies, but mem-
ories of love would remain. It was an 
undying feeling he had for Sugandha. 
He would not stop loving her, no matter 
how gloomy he was from her absence 
in his life. At the end of the day, it was 
a remembrance left behind, cherished.

(Meenakshi Gogoi writes fi ction and 
loves to read non-fi ction and biographies. 

Her Short Stories are published in The 
Hills Times, Muse India, Setu Magazine (A 
Bi-Lingual Magazine published from Pi� s-

burgh, USA), LitStream Magazine(A Weekly 
Literary Supplement of The Headlines 

Today, Newspaper, J&K), The Mocking Owl 
Roost Magazine, The Wild Word Magazine, 

Prachya Review, DoubleSpeak Magazine, 
Otherwise Engaged: The Literary and 

Arts Journal, Sunkissed Short Summer 
Romances: An Anthology by Red Polka 

Books, and Creatures of Habit: An Odd to 
Oddity (An Anthology published by Culture 
Cult Magazine and Press, Kolkata) in Guwa-

hati (Assam), India.) 
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Teachers’ Day Special
Dr. Ritu Kamra Kumar

I remember an exceptionally com-
passionate English teacher of 
mine who made me stand on the 

dais and speak. She knew that I had 
the answer to her question but was 
shy to speak. At first, I was a bit hes-
itant, stammered and shivered but 
gradually I picked up the nuances of 
public communication. Till today I 
recall my teacher’s generosity and 
goodness with reverence and regard. 
A teacher doesn’t merely teach and 
research. Her role goes beyond the 
classroom in inculcating attributes 
of care and compassion, discipline 
and dedication, love for the subject 
and learning with liveliness. She is 
a friend, confidante, and even a Sav-
iour.

This conviction is shared by an 
American psychologist Julius Segal 
“One factor turns out to be the pres-
ence in the lives of charismatic adult 
-a person from whom they gather 
strength, and in a surprising number 
of cases that person turns out to be a 
teacher “Many studies suggest that 
presence and kind support of a teach-
er plays a significant role in making 
or marring the career of a youngster”. 

Whenever I conduct Creative Writ-
ing Workshops for students or teach-
ers, I often ask this question from 
both groups and feel elated when 
students as well as teachers come up 
with anecdotes how they were guided 
by their teachers in the crucial junc-
tures of their lives. A teacher narrat-
ed that her parents had made up their 
mind to marry her off when she was 
perusing her class XII but a visit by 
her teacher and counselling of her 
parents by the teacher made them 
change their decision. The girl could 
complete her education with emotion-
al and financial support of the teacher 
and became role model in her extend-
ed family and village.  That teacher 
said with pride “whatever little I have 
achieved today I dedicate it to my 
teacher and endeavor hard to follow 
her footsteps” Filled with self -esteem 
she made her sister-in-law complete 
her studies when she got married. 
Such stories are innumerable where 
teacher has played a pivotal role and 
her teachings have transcended the 
four walls of classroom.  

Students from sheltered back-
grounds may strife and struggle with 
the transition to the college and suc-
cumb to the peer pressure, adopting 
harmful habits that affect academic 
performance and mental and physi-
cal health. They need guidance. An 

observant teacher can at once notice 
the student getting distracted and dis-
illusioned. She would step out of her 
cursory role of only teaching and dis-
cover the cause of her mental state. 
She can either help them herself or 
seek professional counselling for the 
concerned student to pull out such 
student from that devastating dilem-
ma. So, teachers who are considered 
second parent can transform a low 
esteemed student to a well-balanced 
human being. Robert Brooks in his 
book ‘The Self -Esteemed Teacher’ 
aptly mentions that teachers have a 
life long impact on students’ memo-
ries, both positive as well as negative 
.More over in today’s fast paced world 
of evolving life style habits ,chang-
ing societal expectations and complex 
family dynamics, I believe a teacher’s 
job profile need to be comprehensive 
promoting physical resilience and 
mental fortitude among the students 
to cultivate a strong poised founda-
tion that can help children survive 
the undue harmful temptations and 
let them thrive in all spheres of life.

Education isn’t static; it is dynamic 
and ever evolving process that has 
undergone tremendous transfor-
mations. The impact of the teacher 
evolves not only teaching of partic-
ular teaching skills but fostering 
among students’ self -esteem. Rein-
forcing self -esteem in the class room 
is associated with the increased 
motivation and learning. The use of 
strategies to foster self -esteem can 
go hand in glove with teaching aca-
demic skills and need not require 
additional time from teachers. If 
anything, a focus on self-esteem can 
create engrossing, enriching and 
ennobling environment in the class-
room and a teacher can revel in sat-

isfaction and sagacity. Self -esteem 
strategies require only keen sensi-
bility and compassionate demeanor 
on the part of a teacher

During my Workshops I feel exu-
beration and elation of participants’ 
{teachers and students} as they share 
how their teachers have instilled in 
them values that weren’t written in 
books, weren’t part of their curricu-
lum but their erudite teachers weaved 
them in the narratives of their teach-
ings delightfully and with dexterity. 
The values and ethics became part 
of their pilgrimage of scholarship. 
The students learn to make choices 
and decision making, communicat-
ing with confidence and conviction, 
caring for others and understand 
the concept of community service as 
teachers incorporate such ethics in 
class room environment. A teacher’s 
role can never be minimized as most 
of the time, barring a few exceptions, 
it is positive possessing qualities of a 
‘charismatic adult ‘who not touches 
students’ minds but also their spir-
its- the way they see and feel about 
themselves for the rest of their lives. 
Apt are the words of Aristotle “Those 
who educate children well are more 
honored than they who produce 
them; for these only gave them life, 
those the art of living well’

(Dr. Ritu Kamra Kumar is a retired 
Principal and Associate Professor of 

English at MLN College, Yamuna Nagar. 
An acclaimed academician, poet, and 
author, she has contributed over 400 

articles to leading national newspa-
pers, published 75 research papers, 

and authored ten books. A sought-a� er 
speaker with a doctorate in Gender 

Studies, she has received several pres-
tigious honours for her contributions to 

literature and academia.)


