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editorial note

As an evolving text(s), Qissa is aware of the returning colours and
newness as things begin to open up again, whether or not the pandemic has
conclusively ended. With a patchwork of emotions, we are facing a normal
stitched together with the coping mechanisms leftover from the times of
lockdown (all those hobbies!) and the mounting stress of returning to the
old normal. A splash of freshness is called for in these times.

Our design for this issue reflects these thoughts and more.

The poems in this issue have some continuity with the previous issues.
This is apparent in terms of the continuing ways in which young writers
grapple with family dynamics and their affinities with their languagel(s).
‘Laughter, it hurts’ by Parvathy J and ‘Aajee (meaning dadi\ father’s mom) by
Divisha Chaudhry explore familial ties. The speaker in the poem ‘The
Metamorphosis of Aging’ watches her grandparents grow old.

‘Not Quite My Tongue’ by Zainab Ummer Farook and ‘A poem describing my
poor trilingual abilities’ by Ranjini Nair tackle the small joys of
thinking about our multiple tongues.

There is a sense of an ending and hence also a beginning in the poems
‘Kodiyirakkam’ by Farsana Majeed K and ‘The Seducing Sunset’ by Wafa
Sidheeque. These poems capture a moment or an event with distilled
thought.

‘Experiment: Defamiliarization’ by MS Alphonze, as well as ‘Cognate’
and ‘Serenade’ by Zainab Ummer Farook approach emotion through the
intellect. ‘Karia Co’ and ‘Coconut’ by Nithya Mariam John capture familiar
scenes from Kerala in poetic form. Similarly, ‘And to Think That the
Sweetmeat Corner and the Fern There Didn’t Mean Anything’ by Rahana K
Ismail instantly takes one to the Sweetmeat Street in Kozhikode and the
columns of sunlight that fall between the sparse trees and the not-so-—
sparse crowds. ‘Oru Raathri’ by Farsana Majeed K leaves a memorable
tenderness in the narrative of a night of the singular kind.

Haritha Chandran’s “Dictionary of the Unfortunate” is a story set in
1960s Kerala. It is focalised from Ramani’s perspective, and details the
quotidian aspects of striving for education as a member of the lower caste
even as she struggles with poverty. She flips through “the pages of her
primordial Ezhava dictionary” as she makes her way through school with
her stomach “grumbling in protest”. A poignant vignette of caste societies
in Kerala, Chandran’s story is a piece which attempts to deftly interweave
traditionalist and postmodernist aspects of the “every day” in the
Malabar.



Sona Srivastava’s “My Very Own Friends” [original in Hindi by Kamleshwar
Prasad Saxena) is a fable centering on the themes of authority, hypocrisy, and
sycophancy. The tale, with its employment of ellipses, invites readers to
speculate on the form and technique as much as it invites attention to the
central theme — the jackal hits upon a sad realization only after he has met
his fall, but were his friends really his friends?

Jeenia's non fiction piece "Njale Kalyaneem Dakshaneem" speaks
unpretentiously. The writer does not hide her excitement when she writes that
she found confidence to speak in her Malayalam dialect 1like the characters of
the novel.

Jacob Joshy's observations about the changing cinemascape and viewing
habits made in the article "Covidanandhara Cinemakal: Chila Chinthakal" are
timely. The writer has expressed his views with a great economy of thoughts
and words.

We hope you enjoy this issue as much as we enjoyed putting this together for
you.

As always, keep reading and writing, and keep sane!

Editorial Team
Qissa

Athira Unni
Aiswarya Sanath
Jinan Ashraf
Lakshmi Prabha
Sukanya Shaji.
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Parvathy J
Laughter, It Hurts

Your text reached me
Between a nightmare and foggy sleep

[ thought of you today — your
Loud, loud, loud, laughler’

| sobbed in my dream

Next morning

The words caught me

leaning to the dusty window of a city bus
| smiled myself to tears

(How is that every time | cry in buses,

| find a man, any man

Sitting next to me, looking away
Uncomfortable, disgusted

Even when the seat is marked mahila?)

my laughler - loud, loud, loud

lt is easy to forget one’s own laughter
Easier to hold on to its history

To laugh | had to grow

Plant myself away from the root

Root that erupted in rage at the volume of

Joy

“Hens shouldn't be loud’
| am meat, | am meant for consumption
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‘Lower your volume, people can hear you'
Shrink shrink shrink until | am a whisper
What is this stupid noise

How dare | laugh-seek pleasure-breathe!

[ shouldn't hear another word

A father

Anger, ego, all that he is allowed (entitled)

A mother, a daughter

Traipsing through everyday

Soft soft soft, lest you trigger the next explosion
Rituals of holding back laughter, whispering, huddling
In kitchen to breathe and be

Gulping down words when the footfall nears
Offered as prayers

To maybe, maybe soften the next blow,

Shorten the next spell of yelling, silence and hurting

Ak, yes, here comes the Tears’

In a dream | scrawl his dictums on the peeling walls of the old house
Tired of screaming in silence

Nobody reads
Nobody is shocked, nobody reads

“Go wash your Tace’

Home is where you cry
Allowed to cry, inevitably cry
In silence

yavai®
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Like laughter, like voice, like words, like anger

All within the walls- away from The world

That looks up to the Nair man and his good women

Perform perform perform for what it gives in return

In public, be with a purpose, respectable, protected, never invite attention,

command

respect

I miss loitering with you'
Your text reads

Loiter: to stand or walk around somewhere for no obvious reason; but

Isn’t public for purpose

Purpose that is rational, rational which cannot be emotional

All that you hide, that is taken away

Emotional - laughter, tears, fears, voice, body, desire, connection, community,
love,

justice, citizenship

Bartered for status, capital, leisure

But, redlly, how long will you not laugh?

Knowing, despite

Certainties of certain bodies of certain caste certain gender

(if something cracks you up, cover your mouth with your hands to laugh into,
silently,

try to look attractive while at it,

unless when looked at and desired by someone who's allowed to own you, you
do

not matter)
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My body trembled with shock as it learned safety
As laughter gurgled free free free out of me

Away from anger
Seeking

Lvghier HAHAHA.



Dictionary
o
unfortunate

Take a sharp right turn from the asphalt, walk the stretch of the
gravel road, and cross the backyard of Ramamammi's house (you find
Ramamammi busy scouring the pots perched between her strong, invincible
thighs, the glint of yesterday's lashing scorched intermittently in them) and here
it is, Chirakkuthazha LP school, her impregnable fort of toil. All night the
parasomnic building mourned and snored in dreams of tang of listless children in
its jejunum. Morning come, cohorts of juveniles, colorless and melanated,
opulent and impecunious, noble and untouchable, Paraya, Pulaya, Nambiar
clad in the soiled color of communist Pacha (siam weed) trickled down to it.
Ezhava, like Ramani, shared the classroom with Nambiar and Pulaya at the

same time. It was the time of the unprecedented.

The story unfolds in a dassroom were students who were differentially treated according to their class and caste privileges were
compelled to interact in an egdlitarian setting for the very first time. lt is set in Kerala in the 1960s, when the state underwent reforms in
education and land reforms.



The school code demanded pigtails in neat tight braids. Ramani's
clumsy elfin hands failed to fulfill the purpose. So the duty falls on the hands of
her sister, elder to her by precisely ten months, four days, and 358 minutes, who
went by baby ass wiper, culinary serf, and off-label tutor.. Their matriarch
woke up before the break of dawn and scurried to the paddy fields owned by
upper caste illam residents in the hope of an earning that would quench the
enormous debt piling up in the convenience store. The two sisters were left to
tame the beast of domestic chores. Most days, just like today, their ovens refused
to burn in the morning, and pits of fire ignited in the stomachs of Ramani and her
siblings. Evenings were much better when juvenile hunger was satiated with
root vegetables brewed in a surfeit of Indian condiments, which they had in
abundance since they could grow them in their property.

With a stomach empty to the bottom and growling in protest,
Ramani plods to the school, or as she called it, uskool. Her makeshift school bag,
which was a shopping bag in its previous incarnation, contained exactly three
things-half of a slate pencil, since giving a second standard student an entire one
would always warrant losing it to unknown minions of hell, and they could not
afford it, a black slate that is darkened stark black with the magic of half a
dozen pepper-elder stems and a steel plate with remnants of its obscure floral
indentation playing hide and seek with your eyes. The bag wasn't particularly
heavy, but a starving tummy bestows you with the superpower of having
heightened sensory perceptions. But Ramani was not a stranger to this feeling.
She continued her expedition with much ease of a skilled unfortunate.

Th wasn t
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Ramani reached school just in time for the long bell, which was a rare
occurrence in her limited school life so far, especially on days their oven burned.
The school had a primordial existence so much that only fourth-standard students
were considered cardinal enough to have benches and books. So Ramani and her
classmates had to make do sitting on the filthy floor, smooth in places and broken
in other. Ramani noticed how upper-class children reached in time for school and
occupied the most discrete and comfortable positions to sit on. Baby sitters, kitchen
managers, professional beedi makers, reputed field plowers always end up
finding cavities beneath their butts to rest on. Ramani found the front row ready
to take in her royal, empty stomach. She wasn't complaining. All her eyes were set
on the smoke from the school stove. The fine smell of Rava roasting reached her
nostrils.

Ramani eyed Ragu sitting next to her. Ragu had never been a consistent
attendee in the class. He smelled faintly of tobacco and tendu leaves, which often
prompted teachers to mock at his chastity. His attendance was registered more at
the beedi company than at the school. He scurried around in search of cashew
nuts in other's properties in the evenings, dried them, and sold them for a handful
of annas. Raju eyed her back in retaliation, and his ebony skin gleamed in
contempt; hurt in his eyes at her and her classmates for condescending him till he
was tiny as an insect.

Periods limped forward as Ramani's stomach filed more complaints to her
system. Teachers paraded in and out of the class with a nonchalance apt for the
paycheck they were offered. The roasting smell of Rava was replaced with the
smell of sauteed onions, and slowly aroma of upma filled the air.

The benevolentt lunch bell struck just ten minutes past one (punctudlity
was never a forte of the institution), and kids streamed to the lunch line. With her
steel plate propped in her bony elbow, Ramani waited for the great filler of needy
stomachs, the lunch lady to serve her portion of upma to her. Her mouth watered
in deep fervor as her plate gained weight with the steaming upma. She rushed to
her place in the classroom in the hope of devouring the government school,

unfortunate's delicacy.
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Ramani had always been a slow eater, something she learned from her
older brother. The faster you eat, the longer you would have to watch others eat,
and the sadder you get. So she chewed every morsel with the utmost elegance,
feeling every grain of the thick porridge she swallowed in.

But unbeknownst to her, Ragu, owner of an even emptier stomach, had
finished his portion of upma and was eyeing her upma in hunger. A stomach that
had not seen substance for days prompted the kid to snatch the plate from Ramani
and make a run for it.

Broken from the trance that upma provided her, Ramani gave out a deep
wail. Kids gathered around her, and a commotion was born with Ramani in the
epicenter. Kids started being divided into fractions based on how to go about the
situation.

Sreedevi, a well-bred upper caste child, took matters at her hand and came
forward.

"Hey, Ramani! You know how poor Ragu is. He might have not eaten at dll
for days. Be a good girl and show some kindness to him"

Mass agreed in unison. But Ramani was confused about hearing the word
kindness from Sreedevi's mouth.

What is kindness?
She racked through her tiny brain to find this alien word. She flipped the

pages of her primordial Ezhava dictionary to find the essence of such a word, the

secret recipe to grant forgiveness to someone who stole her upma.



But the first word to be found in her tiny dictionary was hunger. Before
she turned the ripe age of the school, she spends her days loitering around the
fields and households her mother worked on. An empty-stomached toddler
Ramani watched as straws were reaped, hauled, and thrashed till tiny gems of
rice appeared. She watched as her mother milked the cow, and silver jets of milk
splashed out of them, and her tiny tummy rumbled. Her mother peeled jackfruit
and collected mangos at upper caste households as Ramani swallowed down
her saliva that pooled up on the back of her mouth.

Once, a Nambiyathi commented on Ramani's emancipated body,
saying,

"Edi, why don't you feed your child well?"

don't you feed your chi

When Ramani turned five years old, Ramani's mother let out a sigh of
relief. Crossing the magical age mark meant there was the silver lining of upma
waiting for Ramani.

Ramani let this word go and foraged for the word kindness again. But
again, another word hit her instead, anger.

She remembered how finishing the leftover sicklepod leaf curry without sharing

it with her younger brothers had caused her mother's fury to unleash upon her.
It was a weekend, hence devoid of upma heaven, and she was hungry to her
bones. She devoured the curry and rice without a second thought and found her
siblings famished and vengeful. They cried out in unison.

Her mother was busy picking lice from the heads of patrician women
who paid her for the service while her own children wandered around
unkempt. (The matriarch simply did not have time.) The racket left Ramani's
mother humiliated before the noblewoman, and she stormed into the kitchen
and unleashed all her wrath on Ramani. Crimson hibiscuses bloomed on

Ramani's inner thighs that day.



Ramani let go of that word as well. She flickered more sheets of her
dictionary in her tiny brain and a word even bizarre than the earlier kept
popping up. But alas, she couldn't find kindness in those leaves.

She stood perplexed at her inability to comprehend this odd word.

Kindness!
Where did it come from?
What indeed is it?

10
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While researching how to transmute helplessness into heat
| see your name in a poem | didn't write

and cuss—

The poet broke a word—impelled by genius,
malice or luck—just before the letter

that marked the beginning of my breathlessness,
hindered my reading, made me yell

what the—

| keep looking at the accidental word.

Surely, it's not supposed to be your name
but the letters are just the right number, set
in the exact seg trenegical
en to break the rhythm of my breathing.

srok-

Observation: When | squint, words turn into smoke—

the name dissolves.

Concdlusion: The poet broke the word

just the way your name breaks my heart—
unknowingly, unknowably.

Inference: | have learnt how to distill matter into dreams.
My eyes have deciphered the logic of turning letters into air.
My lungs are yet to master the alchemy of forgetting.

12
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And to Think That the Sweetmeat Corner and the Fern There Didn’t Mean
Anything

How like lightning
the portiere
of morning sky
claps itself on our owl eye
and the frond in
" fern opens
its raw line _
to meld what it had been
WP to whatiisit

to become in an ink clap

:r... " as though what matters

is this:

becoming

== A robed
red and ribbed

to marry what was

¥ with whatis to be
sublime in its becoming.
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wafa sidheeque

The Seducing Sunset

As in the east,

rose in my heart.
Valley itis,

where | let you float.
World of love,

to set and sink,

as a seducing sunset.
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sonakshi srivastava

nfriends

One day, a henchman of the jackal said, =
“Huzu;;’why don’t you become the king of this

jungle?

Upon hedaring this, the jackal replied, “Unlike
the lion, | don’t know how to huntnor dol|
know L\g,w to assume kingship by bossing
around.

The fellow-henchman suggested that he better
visit the lion in the northern jungle to attain the
choicest nu&gets. of wisdom - the guru mantra
to become the king.

]




The jackal reached the northern terrlto and timid
requested the lion Maharaja Th esout ern parto the
jungle has no lion fo

rits ki you grant consent, can
readily become the king of e southem jungle.”




The lion agreed, and sa
stretched?”

“Yes, itis.”

“Are my whiskers ere
“Yes, they are.”

“Has my tail begun to
“Yes, it has.”

The lion then leapt and
killed it.










23




jerin ann jacob

The Metamorphosis of Aging

How do adults come of age?

Can colors catch them - clear, bold and neat, sight’s playthings?

Does the nervous sense coherence work still?

Should silky manes be permﬂ:ted over penit baldness?

Could they eat time, taste its growing indifference?

Where do they travel with their damp eyes? They are barely here, ever.
Will his grasp let go again, of withering memory?

Why should | keep telling them who | am?

Might the lanky wrinkle-worms remind them of maps taken, or not?
They both only wear white - what are they mourning? or celebrating?
Do they live a course in humanist gerontology?

‘Ammachi pooped on the porch and forgot, Again.’

Would their shadows be faithful still, or long/for fuller bosoms?

| buried appachan’s last tooth which fell last night. Do you know why?
Shall | take a picture in sepia or color?

Perhaps watching mating geckoes on the wall months their passing climax.
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nithya mariam john

Karia€o.

Karia Chettandelivered carrot, beans, beetroot, onion, garlic, ginger and lemons.in
the mornings. | was five years old when | saw him and his cartfirst. For two decades,
his customers never complained of rotten tomatoes or stale fruits. “Fresh!”, he
always said when we pdid him, the “sh”, bold and honest. | am twenty-five now.
Karia Chettan completed his sixtieth year last Monday. His sons, settled in the

U.A.E, bought him a car and renovated the house.

Last week holding a kilo 'of potatoes and two kilos of red spinach stuffed inside a
brown cover, | asked him casually, “Karia Chetta, why don’t you take some rest? The
cart is unnecessary now; your sons can provide for you ...” He looked at me, eyes
glazing like those of that big, black spider, when I'd cleared cobwebs under the table
on the verandah. “Mole.. .this cart stays till the very end. There were nights when it
served me and my younger brother, two orphans, as a bed. | brought my Elsa to our
shack, on'these wheels, after our wedding! | sent my sons to college, built a small
house, and found food with this trade. How can | give up life and memories so
easily?!”

As he pushed the wheels to the next door; | could not help but salute the wooden
board firmly placed at the back: Karia Co.

mapping memoir,
a cartography of survival:
humankind.
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zainab ummer farook




Not Quite My Tongue
not quite used to being prompted
into recognition, beyya’s mouth

refuses memory, grumbles

not quite at home, naaniis loud

when pining for Mangalore:

not quite a storyteller, mother

still hoards wisps of gossip,

gasping

not quite mine, these words,

yet they melt on my tongue

like puffs of cotton candy,
all air &amp; feather, then shock

of spun sugar upon my tongue

| regale my grandaunt
with stories from the past
two years | haven’t seen her,

Beary gallivanting on my tongue

she wears this baashe better
than you, my mother is taunted,

and pride grows lush on my tongue




ainab ummer farook

Serenade

Shall [ compare thee to a Summer's day?

Here, the sun scorches lip and land and skin,

spidering riverbeds with cracks. Brittle earth
meets a prickling breeze meets livid blue sky

meets you, simile withering in the heat of May.
Beloved, my heartis yours: just sing to me

of ribcages drowning in tender coconut water.



a0BMIM 2233 6>

633 (O]

(l6NEaIBR1IE0BE] 0 @ROUMIMIESEIMD)

mlamlendesyrm 63 Glaume QIEe.

Qlledeomoeils],

B@lal)EeN2 HN18)H:8)R 00
mlamleeloesoslaildlesam

@90 a}BMNODMM@IMNIGD M@)o :
@ al>2136:08 6 edlafloy @ildeeso.

@13 @I H6)
6.21Mldh0 IO MU0y

AlIORQYONES HOMBRLINII0 06 .'

MMEOD al3pfladalany -
ED830a 13H6)UB DD OTOHPIE _
Aomodlmnyeenie-s0@)l moogq:
(NeomM@O 2@ 0 1Bx@d @‘ ‘
@100 0 REJE-EIEEIEE GOl
DS6BRIBQYo 6).21Q)20.) 'H

il
St

ale@H, aBQIIo Qile
@1 I @BAINIME
630} AlBeeirilulomaTs

@RMIDOOIGLIHS) (1le



divisha chaudhry

Aadjee (meaning dadi\ father’s mom)

the words and taste bitter in my mouth
| try to spell the alphabets and the letters

come out in the form of an apparition

| ran away because you looked funny to me - maybe | always knew that

I would never really like you and would be fine with it.

I was like a white skinned outsider to you,
just like to me you were the old woman who | didn't like talking to

, you are the only that | pray no one to have -

my father is who he is because of you

we all have demons in our closet and

for you, it is your mind

I wish | could say that | called you
I wish | could say that | knew what that word meant up close



as today | am guilty of being happy that | don’t.
Just like everything else, | am fine with it.
| guess you are too.




A poem describing my poor trilingual abilities

When | speak Malayalam,
my sentences keep encountering the hartaals

the state is known for.

My tongue doesn't touch the right part of my tooth (or is that the problem,
should it be the left, wink wink).

I'm trying to say | have fever (~)), instead

| relay that | have pigs (w107l), oink.

It's also because my head played hopscotch with hindi,

tripped up my tongue with plastic bags (o)

giving birth to more plastic bags,
like you'll find in the kitchen,

and some of that wriggled out.
OQUOIOD aleM] OENBIH6EN3,

| tell myself,

drink some water (urt)

and stumble defeated into English.




nithya mariam john

Coconut

The moony innards
of this large, hard, brown drupe-
hairy and a bit prickly on the inside
after the husk is wrenched off-
when shred into bits against
the teeth of a scraper, seasons
the veggies in her kitchen. But what delights
the tastebuds of her five-year-old munchkin
is sweet water which oozes out as
father cracks open
the sturdy fruit of

‘God’s own country’.

At night the mother

sighs stories-

ebony hued men tied to lean trunks,
accused of ‘stedling’ the fruit of their labour:
lashes etched on black skin,

women begging at the feet of the landlords,
children bawling in fear...

She closes her eyes;

red rains on white copra,

while immortals silently watch.
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