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Dear Members, Friends, and Well-wishers,
There is something about Durga Puja that is déﬁqcu[t to put into words. Pevhaps it is because Pujo is
never just a festiva[—it s a fee[ing.

It is the distant sound of the dhak that somehow brings back a hundred memories at once. 1t is the
fragrance of dhunuchi, the familiar sound of the shankh, the excitement of getting ready for amjals the
taste of bhog endless adida, music and laughter, and precious moments spent with family and friends.
For many of us, these memories began long before we imagined celebrating Pujo thousands of miles

away ﬁ‘om home.
And yet, every autumn, something ’oeauﬁﬁd ha]opens.
We gaf/zer again.

We dress in our festive best, children run around together, familiar Benga[i words and [aughter ﬁ” the
room, the dhak begins to play, and for a few precious moments, the distance between Birmingham and

the homes we [eft behind seems a little smaller.

Perhaps that is the magic of Pujo. Home is not a[ways a p[ace on a map. Home can also be the people
who stand beside us, the traditions we carry with us, and the memories we create together.

It ﬁ[[s my heart with immense joy, pvide, and gratitude to welcome you all to our Durga Puja

celebration this year.

For many of us, BAGB’s Durga Puja has become our little piece of home here in Birmingham—a place

where old memories meet new ones, ﬁriendships become faml[y, and we create new memories together.
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And this year, that fee['mg of togethemess carries an even deeper meaning for me.

The Jouwrney to this Dwrga Plg'a was not an easy one. We faced Lmexpected chaﬂenges and dlﬁicult

moments that tested us as an organization and as a community.
Every time there was a challenge, someone stepped forward.

Someone said, “1 can do this.” Someone else asked, “How can 1 help?” People stayed late aﬁer long
days at work, made phone calls, attended meetings, contacted sponsors, took on responsibilities,

and quietly comp leted tasks that few would ever know about.
Little by little, chal[enge by chaUenge, what once seemed d@fﬁcu[t became possi’o le.
That, to me, is the true spirit quAGB.

An organization is deﬁned on its peop[e—by the ﬁ’iendships we build, the hands that come

forward when help is needed, and our wi“ingness to stand beside one another when circumstances

are dgﬁcult

As President, 1 fee[ deeply humbled by the extraovdinary commitment 1 have witnessed. The Durga

Puja we celebrate today is the result of gl ‘cmly collective ejfort.

To our members, volunteers, Sponsors, ]OCVfOVWIEVS, ﬁfiends, well-wishers, and families—thank you

ﬁ'om the bottom of my heart.

Thank you to those who gave their time, shared their ideas, worked quiet[y behind the scenes,
supported our volunteers, and S'mely came forwavd to ask, “What can 1 do?” Every contribution

mattered.
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Pevhaps that is one of the most beautiﬁ/d lessons of this yeav’s Pujo: when a community

chooses to come together, even d'gﬁficu[tjoumeys can lead to something beauﬂﬁd.
May Maa give us strength in diﬁicu[t times, wisdom through our diﬂ?erences, and compassion

to remember what ’orings us together. May she remind us that our greatest strength comes

ﬁ'om standing together as a community.

This Durga Puja is a celebration of resilience, friendship, belonging, and above all, the spirit of
our BAGB family.

When the last beat of the dhatk fades and another Pujo becomes a cherished memory, | hope

we remember that we built this together, we celebrated it together, and t’mfough every

challenge, we stood together.

May Maa Durga bless every home with happiness, peace, good health, and prosperity, and

guide us toward many more beautiful celebrations together.
1 wish you and your fami[ies a_joyous, peaceful, and memorable Durga Puja.

TG LRI

With hear@felt gvatitude and warmest wishes,
Tanima Chatterjee

President, Bengali Association of Greater Birmingham (BAGB)
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It gives me immense joy and pride to share a few words with you through this year's BAGB
magazine. Every year, as we come toge’ther to celebrate our fes’civa[s, traditions, music, food,
art, and most importanﬂy, our togethemess, we create countless beauﬁﬁ,d memories. Our
annual magazine is a small but meaningful effort to preserve those memories and capture the

spirit of our Benga[i community.

For many of us [iv'mg away ﬁfom Benga[, these celebrations are a way of keeping our roots
alive. They remind us of the familiar sounds, colors, traditions, and emotions that connect us
to our homeland. The magazine brings togethev those specia[ moments—our celebrations,
our children, our famiﬁes, our talents, and the wondevﬁztl peop[e who make BAGB fee[ like a
second home. Years from now, we hope these pages will bv'mg back a smile and a little

nostalgia as we look through the memories we created together.

1 would like to express my gratitude to our Chief Editor, Arup Ghosh, fov his dedication,
creativity, and countless hours of effort in designing and bringing the entire magazine

together. His vision and hard work have tm[y given this magazine its beautiﬁd 'Ldenﬁty.

A very specia[ thank you to Dipanita Saha for Editorial Team

creating the beautiful cover page of our Editor—in—Chief Arup Ghosh

magazine. Her creaﬂvity has g'wen our Magaz ine Cover DLpanmta Saha

publication a wonderful first impression and Team members Tanima Cha’cteljee

Shreyashee Ghosh
peqfecﬂy captures the spirit of ouwr community.
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My heargfe[t thanks also go to the entire magazine team. Thank you for giving your valuable

time, sharing your ideas, he[p ng with the many details behind the scenes, and supporting this

effofc with such enthusiasm. A magazine like this is never the work of one person—it is the

result of a team coming toge’cher with love and dedication for our community.

1 would also like to extend our sincere and hear@fe[t graﬁtude to all our Sponsors and well-
wishers for their generous donations and continued support. Your generosity plays an
important role in helping us organize our events, celebrate owr traditions, and bring our
community together. Your support means much more than a ﬁnancia[ contribution—it is a
reflection of your love for BAGB and for the Bengali community. Thank you for believing in us

and standing beside us.

As the Special Event Secretary, 1 feel truly blessed to be part of such a warm, talented, and
supportive BAGB faml[y. What makes our community specia[ is not just the events we
organize, but the friendships we build, the traditions we share, and the memories we create
together. Let us continue to celebrate our Benga[i heritage with pvide, pass our traditions on to

the next generation, and keep the warmth of our Bangaliyana alive—wherever we may be.

W'Lsh'mg everyone a wondevﬁd celebration ﬁ“ed with Joy, [aughter, togethemess, and beautiﬁd

memories.

N ERIGLEE

With warmest Vegavds and heartfe[t graﬁtude,
Shreyashee Ghosh

Special Events Secretary, Bengali Association of Greater Birmingham (BAGB)
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With Heartfelt Gratitude

Our Valued Family Patrons & Sponsors

BAGB extends its sincere appreciation to the following individuals and families
for their generous contributions and continued support of Durgotsav 2026.

Special Patron With special appreciation for extraordinary generosity
» Shyamoli Ghoshal & Partha Ghosal
Grand Sponsors

» Susmita Kar

Gold Sponsors

» Arunima Dutta and Pran Dutta

» Barnita Guha Haldar and Sounick Haldar
Silver Sponsors

» Amitava Banerjee and Indira Mukherjee
» Santosh Goud

» Urmi Roy

Business Sponsors
Gold Sponsors
Bayleaf Modern Indian Cuisine
Desi Brothers Farmer’s Market and Desi Tadka Indian Restaurant
Kulsum Realtor
Narayan Insurance
MyRetirementStore.com
Silver Coin
Mark Perkins
ilver Sponsors
Jubilee Grocery
Curry Up Now
Taj India
Limbaugh Toyota

YVVVYVY¢pVVYVVVVY

On behalf of the organizing committee, we sincerely thank each of you for your
continued encouragement and generosity. Your support keeps our traditions
alive and our community strong.
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The Art Corner

Drawings by Arna Mukherjee,
Age 6y, Kindergarten,
Vestavia Hills Elementary Dolly Ridge School

/*«&?r’;‘v‘ < \'
SNV ”‘/\‘-

Drawing by Hriday Drawings by Sanvika Das,
Age 4y, Grade Pre-K,
Heritage Preschool of Pelham
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The Art Corner

Drawings by Adrish Ghosh, Age 5y, Kindergarten,
Kitty Stone Elementary School

Painting by Aliya, Age 7y, Grade 29,
Deer Valley Elementary School
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The Art Corner

Drawing by Amaira Banerjee,
Age 8y, Grade 319 |
Vestavia
Hills Elementary Liberty Park

Drawing by Shivangshu Haldar Banerjee,
Age 7 years, Grade 2",
South Shades Crest Elementary School

Artwork by Ayra Mukherjee,
Age 3y, Preschool 3, UAB Early Learning Center
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The Art Corner

Drawing by Anavi Sarkar,
Age: 7y, Grade 2", Deer Valley
Elementary

B Sifee

Artwork by Priya & Srimita
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The Art Corner
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“Waiting for Beloved,” artwork by Anwesha Roy
& inspired by Jamini Roy
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KNH Financial Solutions LLC fmwww‘

TRUE FINANCIAL SERVICES SOLUTIONS

PROTECT | PLAN | GROW | CREATE A LEGACY gyfi?f

FAMILIES | INDIVIDUALS | BUSINESS PROFESSIONALS

Protect Your

Toda
Bulld a Brlghter
Tomorrow

Comprehensive financial
solutions for every stage of life.
For the people who
matter most.

20w ) ¢ '. ¥ '. { p i o 13, “ ‘iﬁ : -
OUR SERVICES Personalized Financial Solutions for You and Your Family

D0 OO 6 O

FAMILY MORTGAGE FINAL PERMANENT COLLEGE WILLS & RETIREMENT
PROTECTION PROTECTION EXPENSE COVERAGE PLANNING TRUST SOLUTIONS
Life insurance Help keep your Peace of mind Build cash value Invest in their Preserve your 401(k) rollover,

solutions to protect | home and family for you and and long-term education and legacy for future = IRA options, and
what matters most. secure. your loved ones. financial security. brighter future. generations. Income strategies

for a secure future.

(O/” Customized a (E3uidaréce for @  Putting Your Trusted Advice
Strategies very Stage Family's Needs & and Ongoing
2 of Life & First Support

| SRS -

o

' BUS'NESS
OPPORTUNITH » ?/ 523/‘2?#6/'6

Join a proven system gain mentorshup
and help families build a secure financial
future — including your own.

Flexible Schedule
Work from Anywhere @
Unlimited Earning Potential

e FLEXIBLE WORK FROM UNLIMITED BE YOUR
Make a Positive Impact SCHEDULE ANYWHERE FARNING

Be Your Own Boss POTENTIAL

KNH Financial Solutions LLC

TRUE FINANCIAL SERVICES SOLUTIONS

O 662-202-6317
@ hnarayanhgi@gmail.com

Hem'ata & Narayan Chaurasiya @ https://hgicrusade.com/narayand
Licensed Financial Professionals o Birmingham, Alabama
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BAGB 2025-26 Event: Bunga Pujou
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BAGB 2025-26 Event: Qunga Pujou
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BAGHB 2029-26 Evenl: Qunga Pujau
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BAGB 2025-26 Event: Bunga Pujou
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« All Day Everyday -

Favorite Flavors.

South Asian Groceries

. op Jubilee Grocery Today

JUBILEE GROCERY

Fresh Ingredients.

Fresh Vegetables ¢ Spices ¢ Rice

N s

= Indian Culinary
Excellence: Savor the
Pcak of Flavors by
Celebrity Chef Ravi 11

@ Excceptional Catering:
Crafted for Your Special

Moments &

e | ive Dosa Mastery:
Fresh and Unrivaled
Flavors @

#»= Event Elevation: Host
Unforsettable Gatherings
in Our Versatile Banquet

Hall I

Z= For reservations and
inquiries.
Call -1 (32D 266 88835

www.silvercoinusa.com
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How it all Began!
-Leena Ghosh
It was the winter of 1993 when a close friend and I began talking about how wonderful it would
be to have our own Saraswati Puja right here in Birmingham. My husband, Dipankar, and I had
moved to the city in March of 1989, and we had since been blessed with two beautiful girls.
However, neither my friend nor I had ever seen Saraswati Puja celebrated locally. We both felt a
deep, shared desire for our children to grow up with the same fond, vibrant memories of this

quintessential Bengali festival that had shaped our own childhoods.

We knew that in years past, the puja had been marked intermittently, either organized by UAB
graduate students or held as a small, private gathering in someone’s home. Of course, Atlanta was
always an option, but making the trek every single year was exhausting, especially since we were
already traveling there annually for Durga Puja. Bulbul Chakravarti, who now lives in Long
Island with her family, agreed that we needed to establish something local for the sake of our
kids. That very evening, we made a pact: we would work tirelessly to bring the community

together and celebrate Birmingham's own Saraswati Puja in 1994.

Over the next few weeks, we pitched the idea to other families, and the response was
overwhelmingly enthusiastic. Everyone was eager to help plan a proper community event. We
discovered that the brand-new UAB Smolian International House was available, and in those

days, it could be reserved entirely free of charge by any UAB faculty member.

Next, we asked Dr. Subhendu Chattopadhyay to perform the holy rituals. We didn’t own a
traditional protima (idol), but Subhendu da’s wife, Shukladi, had lovingly painted an image of
Ma Saraswati on a poster board for their own home puja. She graciously lent us her artwork to

serve as our deity.

©BAGB2026 asIger (Jagoron) 27



As for the menu, everyone was already dreaming of garoom garoom (piping hot) khichuri and
begun bhaja (crispy eggplant fritters). The ladies of the community eagerly divided up the
cooking responsibilities and the traditional arrangements. With everything falling into place, we
extended heartfelt invitations to Bengali families across Tuscaloosa, Montgomery, and the local
universities, welcoming everyone to join us for Birmingham’s very first community-wide

celebration.

When the morning of the puja finally arrived in 1994, the excitement in the air was palpable. Any
lingering anxiety we had about whether people would actually show up vanished the moment the
doors of the UAB Smolian International House opened. Families began streaming in, not just
from Birmingham, but from Tuscaloosa and Montgomery as well. The cold winter air outside

was instantly forgotten, replaced by the warm, familiar chatter of the growing community.

Inside, the venue was a beautiful blur of color and motion. Shukladi’s poster-board painting of
Ma Saraswati was proudly set up at the altar, adorned with fresh flowers and looking every bit as
sacred and regal as a traditional clay idol. Dr. Subhendu Chattopadhyay began the holy rituals,
and as the sound of the dhaak (drums) and the chiming bells echoed through the hall, a hush fell
over the room. Watching our children sit together, wide-eyed and capturing every moment,
brought a sudden wave of emotion. This was exactly what we had dreamed of during that quiet

winter evening just a few months prior.

Meanwhile, the kitchen was its own magnificent ecosystem. The air was thick with the rich,
comforting aroma of roasted lentils, spices, and ghee. True to their word, the ladies had taken full
control, cooking and bringing massive pots to ensure there was enough garoom garoom khichuri

for everyone.
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The sound of sizzling oil filled the room as batch after batch of begun bhaja was fried to a perfect,

crispy golden brown.

When it came time to serve the prasad and lunch, the sense of fellowship was overwhelming. We
weren't just a group of immigrants from Bengal but from various parts of our native country
sharing a meal; we felt like a large, extended family. As we watched our daughters laughing and
eating alongside the other children, Dipankar, Bulbul and I exchanged a quiet look of triumph.
The hard work had paid off. Birmingham finally had a Saraswati Puja to call its own, and a

beautiful new tradition had officially been born.

Later on during the puja rituals, some kids participated in hatey khori, the traditional introduction
to reading and writing, marking a poignant milestone for our young ones right here on Alabama
soil. Seeing them hold their chalk pieces under the benevolent gaze of Ma Saraswati on her
poster-board altar made every ounce of planning worth it. Our primary goal had been achieved:

our kids were creating the very same memories we cherished so deeply from our own childhoods.

What had started as a casual conversation between friends on a cold winter night had transformed
into a living, breathing community institution. As we said our goodbyes to the families traveling
back to Tuscaloosa and Montgomery, the question on everyone's lips wasn't if we would do it
again, but how we would make next year's celebration even bigger. We had successfully planted
the seeds of our culture in Birmingham, and we knew this was only the beginning of a lifelong

legacy.

Following that unforgettable winter in 1994, the puja grew more beautiful and organized with
every passing year. A major milestone arrived in 1996, when Rita and Debasish Chattopadhyay
took the wonderful initiative to bring a beautiful thakur (idol) of Ma Saraswati all the way from

Kolkata as part of their luggage. At the time, we had no formal association, so during the puja,
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I simply stood up and made an announcement. I explained that this generous couple had brought
the deity from India paying of her out of their own pockets and weren't even asking to be

reimbursed!

The spirit of our community immediately shone through. Attendees, both Bengali and non-
Bengali alike, began giving whatever they could manage: five, ten, or twenty-five dollars. By the
end of the evening, we had collected enough to fully reimburse the Chattopadhyays, with plenty
left over for incidental costs. Technically, since the Bengali Association of Greater Birmingham
(BAGB) did not exist yet, this protima belonged collectively to all the families who organized and
attended the pujo. It was a beautiful, shared gift for every future family who would come to our
city. We worshiped that very same idol for many years, right up until just a couple of years ago. |
must also mention the late Subhankar Bandopadhyay, who beautifully showcased his carpentry
skills by building and donating a decorated pedestal for our new deity, while Debasish graciously

stepped in as our new priest for several years after Subhendu da and his family relocated.

Saraswati Puja truly became the backbone of the Bengali community in the greater Birmingham
area. We proudly invited our non-Bengali friends, and word of the celebration spread quickly.
There was no entry fee; what mattered most was our commitment to keeping the tradition alive.

We celebrated continuously every single year, even when logistics threw us a curveball.

One of our most unforgettable hurdles occurred in 1998. Just two weeks before our scheduled
celebration, the International House was abruptly shut down due to the local abortion clinic
bombing, leaving us desperately scrambling for a venue. Remarkably, we found a hall in Bluff
Park, Hoover, and against all odds, the Saraswati Puja went on! Over the years, our vibrant
community evolved. Some families moved away, new families joined in, but the core spirit of

our volunteers, new and old, remains genuine and enthusiastic!
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For a long time, the community managed to host these elaborate events without any formal treasury.

Our priest always donated his pronami (monetary offerings to him for conducting

the puja) back to the community, creating a modest nest egg for emergencies. Beyond that,
everything was donated in kind, from fruits, prasad, main dishes to decorations and paper products.
We even had a few families who regularly sponsored the venue fees or the goat meat. However, as
the celebrations grew, relying entirely on informal donations and a paltry two-dollar dinner fee was

becoming unsustainable.

The turning point came when Partha Ghosal moved to the area from Huntsville, and suggested that
the Bengalis of Alabama establish a formal association with set dues and structured by-laws. Thanks
to the tireless efforts of a dedicated few, the Bengali Association of Greater Birmingham (BAGB)
was officially established in 2004, with Mrinmoyee Mandal serving as our very first President. By
January 2005, we were officially incorporated in the State of Alabama as a 501(c)(4) non-profit
organization. We owe an immense debt of gratitude to Dipankar Ghosh for taking on the grueling
paperwork and directly answering the rigorous inquiries from the IRS. Alongside Dipankar, board
members Partha Ghosal and Manabhendra Dasgupta spent countless hours drafting the by-laws to

secure our legitimate status.

The year 2009 was a banner year for BAGB when we added Durga Puja to our calendar. It was a
monumental success, fueled by hours of volunteer service and generous contributions. It was held at
Hotel Alta Vista in Homewood, and led by “Meshomoshai” a wonderful gentleman from Nashville.
He also left a template on the Durga Puja Rituals for probasi Bengalis who were interested in
conducting Durga Puja in their cities. A small anecdote: the smoke alarms went off because of
smoke during the puja and firetrucks arrived!! The puja could have been stopped but once again Ma

Durga’s blessings worked and the owner of the hotel, a Gujarati gentleman ran outside and talked
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with them. They never came inside to check and just left and our Puja went on!! We were even
featured in a small write-up in The Birmingham News! The homemade food ( as told by all our
guests) was excellent. So many of us had cooked large trays of kicheree, labra, cabbage tarkari,
chutney , Bengali sweets and goat meat etc etc!! Here, we must give a special shout-out to Sati and
Subhankar Bandopadhyay, who extended generous personal loans to the association and led the
ordering, purchasing and shipping of a stunning Ma Durga idol straight from the artisans of
Kumartuli, and bringing some of the the sacred items ( needed for the puja) back in their suitcases.
That first Durga Puja was such an overwhelming success that BAGB was able to fully repay Sati and

Subhankar immediately after the event.

Unfortunately, over the last few years we have also lost a few of our cherished original attendees.
However, the core spirit of our volunteers, new and old, has remained completely genuine and

enthusiastic!

Today, I am incredibly proud to see BAGB operating as a thriving, structured, and growing
organization. What began with an annual picnic and Saraswati Puja eventually expanded to include
Poila Baisakh (Bengali New Year) and, ultimately, Durga Puja. I am deeply honored to have been a
part of BAGB, especially the Durga Puja for so many years. I sincerely hope this association remains
a thriving, joyful sanctuary for many generations to come. Most of all, I hope our children grow up
with fond, lasting memories of these special milestones. Wherever life takes them, I hope they carry
these traditions forward, celebrating our vibrant cultural and religious heritage with their own future

families.

I wish our wonderful association a strong, positive, and united future. May the children of our

community always hold close the beautiful customs, beliefs, and traditions of our Bengali culture.
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IBIREER]
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©BAGB2026 asIger (Jagoron) 55



BAGB 2025-26 Event: Heoliday Party

©BAGB2026 QSR (Jagoron)

56



INDIAN STREET FOOD
INDIAN RESTAURANT AND CATERING

S S 0N YOUR ORDER ~
IA. £ h k

3

PICTURE IN PHONE ‘ ¥  VALID UNTIL ‘ @ VALID AT BIRMINGHAM LOCATION ONLY )
& ONE COUPON PER ORDER

NOT ACCEPTED E MARCH 31 ] 2027 & CANNOT BE COMBINED WITH OTHER OFFERS
INDIAN 555 CATERING CUSTOM CATERING PERFECT FOR
X NG g A RESTAURANT FROM OUR MENU AVAILABLE @ Corporate Events

* CATERI ) SR Your favorite Choose from our full We can also prepare g g‘g‘égg‘gs
& D teri i 1

FOR LARGE EVENTS - filienbidectls Vebste ot o e e, o . @ Community Events

@ School Functions & More

425 20th St S, Unit 104 e s @ @ HOURS | G, i e
o Birmingham, AL 35233 ‘ +1.(205):202-55%4 ‘ SHITYUPROWECOM Fri?ay : 10:30 AM - 9:00 PM

Saturday ~ 11:00 AM - 9:00 PM
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My Journey with Autism Awareness
and Advocacy

-Mamta Mishra

Autism, or autism spectrum disorder (ASD), is a lifelong developmental condition that can
affect communication, social interaction, behavior, and sensory processing. Every autistic
person experiences the world in a unique way, with individual strengths, challenges, and
ways of connecting with others. Although awareness and acceptance continue to grow,
many children and adults still face delayed diagnosis, limited access to services, or pressure
to mask their differences because of stigma or fear of exclusion.

While the exact causes of autism are not fully understood, research points to a combination
of genetic and environmental factors, and there is no credible evidence linking autism to
vaccines. Because each person’s needs are different, support should always be personalized.
Early diagnosis, compassionate intervention, and an understanding community can
greatly improve quality of life for autistic individuals and their families.

How My Journey into Autism Advocacy Began

My journey into autism advocacy began when my son, Parag, was diagnosed with autism at
two years and seven months old. At the time, I had never even heard the word autism. As I
began reading and researching, I often felt overwhelmed, discouraged, and lost in a sea of
information. Yet [ soon learned something that gave me direction and hope: although there
is no cure for autism, early intervention can make a meaningful difference in
communication, independence, and quality of life for autistic individuals and their
caregivers.

With that hope in mind, I became determined to help Parag in every way I could. I gathered

as much evidence-based knowledge as possible and pursued a master’s degree in special

©BAGB2026 asIger (Jagoron)

58



education at Jacksonville State University. During this time, I also began homeschooling
him. Parag was nonverbal until age four, and when he began repeating words, showing
echolalia- that is repeating the words without understanding the meaning. For the past 25
years, I have continued his homeschool program, helping him turn echolalia into functional
verbal communication while also developing meaningful vocational skills.

Today, Parag creates Ayurvedic cosmetics through his business, Parag Cosmetics. He is
happy, productive, and proud of his work, and seeing him thrive has deepened our dream of
expanding this venture. We hope to create opportunities for more individuals with
special needs to experience purpose, dignity, financial independence, and the joy of
meaningful contribution.

A steady market for these effective, affordable Ayurvedic products would help us welcome
more individuals with special needs into this growing effort. I warmly invite small
businesses throughout our community to support this mission.

My First Book: Autism: Our Journey and Finding Happiness

Autism: Our Journey and Finding Happiness this simple, hands-on, practical book brings
together 20 years of learning, teaching, and experience with Parag. I believe the coping
strategies and behavioral interventions that have helped him can also support other children
with autism when these practical approaches and learning styles are introduced early and
applied consistently and persistently.

Sharing our story has helped others find hope, support, and understanding, and I am
grateful that the book continues to bring comfort and connection to families and
professionals around the world. Autism: Our Journey and Finding Happiness is available
through major booksellers and platforms, including Amazon and Audible. It has also been

translated into Spanish, allowing its message to reach even more families. I am deeply
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honored that former First Lady Mrs. Laura Bush added the book to her library and
wrote me a letter encouraging me to continue spreading hope for a cause that remains an
enigma to so many.

My Second Book: Energy Management Mantras

My second book, Energy Management Mantras, grew from another lesson this journey has
taught me: caring for our energy is essential. We caregivers are multitasking mothers and
fathers; we often work hard to manage every minute of the day. This book offers mantras
that help us focus on managing our energy, so we are no longer simply racing against
time. By caring for our energy, we can become the best caregivers possible while also
creating space for greater satisfaction, balance, and happiness in our own lives. May
these mantras become steady touchstones for transformation, just as they have been for me,
and gentle reminders that caregivers deserve care, too.

Connecting with Our Community

Our story continues online through the Facebook page Autism Our Journey and Finding
Happiness, where I share the trials, triumphs, and everyday moments of life with my son,
Parag, who has autism.

What began to document our family’s journey has grown into a thriving global community of
more than 151,000 people. By sharing our experiences and warmly inviting others to share
their own, we are helping change the conversation about autism—one story and one post at a
time.

About the Autism Foundation of Gadsden, Alabama

Our Mission and Upcoming Conference

This spirit of connection also guides my work as founder and president of the Autism

Foundation of Gadsden, Alabama. As the proud mother of a son with autism, I am honored to
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lead an organization devoted to supporting individuals and families impacted by autism
spectrum disorder. Our foundation was born from hope, advocacy, and a heartfelt desire to
create meaningful change for those navigating the challenges, strengths, and joys of life on
the spectrum.

It is with great excitement that I invite you to join us for the Autism Foundation of
Gadsden’s 6th Annual Autism Conference, Together We Can Make a Difference, on
April 17,2027, at The Venue in Gadsden, Alabama.

Event Highlights
* When: April 17, 2027

* Where: The Venue, Gadsden, Alabama, with nationwide access available via Zoom

* Who: Families, educators, service providers, self-advocates, healthcare professionals, and
community members

* What: Inspiring keynote speakers, expert panels, interactive workshops, networking
opportunities, and resource sharing

* Continuing Education: CME credits for physicians and CEUs for education
professionals, Board-Certified Behavior Analysts (BCBAs), nurses, nurse practitioners, and

pharmacists

We would be delighted to welcome you as we learn, connect, and work together to make a
difference. Please stay tuned for registration information and a detailed agenda at
https://www.asdofgadsden.org/.

Happy Durga Puja to all of you!

Mamta Mishra, Founder and President, Autism Foundation of Gadsden, Alabama
Organizer, Together We Can Make a Difference Autism Conference

Author of Autism: Our Journey and Finding Happiness

Author of Energy Management Mantras for Caregivers

Autism Advocate
info@asdofgadsden.org
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Promise Beneath the First Star
-Monami Saha

The evening had dressed the city in amber. On the rooftop, beneath a sky fading from gold to
violet, Malhar and Jhinuk stood beside the old parapet, their fingers quietly intertwined. A mild
breeze carried the scent of distant flowers, and for a few unhurried minutes, the world seemed

to belong only to them.

“Do you know what I like most about evenings?” Malhar asked. Jhinuk smiled. “The colours?”
“No,” he said softly. “The way you become quiet when the first star appears. As if you are
listening to something the rest of us cannot hear.” She lowered her eyes, but her hand tightened
around his. “And do you know what I like most about you?” “Everything, I hope,” Malhar
replied, pretending to be proud. Jhinuk laughed, a small, warm sound. “Your hope. Even on
difficult days, you speak as if tomorrow has already promised to arrive.” Malhar looked at her
with a tenderness that needed no grand declaration. “Then promise me something. Whenever
the days feel heavy, come here. Look at the sky and remember this evening.” “Only if you
promise to be here too,” she whispered. Before he could answer, Jhinuk’s phone rang. Torsha’s
name glowed on the screen. Jhinuk realised she already missed 11 calls from Torsha. “I should
take this,” Jhinuk said. Torsha’s voice was strained and hurried, asking her to come downstairs
immediately. Jhinuk frowned, reluctantly letting go of Malhar’s hand. “Stay here,” she told

him. “I’ll be back in a minute.” He gave her the gentlest smile. “I’ll wait.”

Jhinuk hurried down the stairs. Torsha was waiting near the doorway, pale and trembling. For
several seconds, she could not speak. Then, with tears gathering in her eyes, she held Jhinuk’s
shoulders and said the words that made the world lose its sound. “Jhinuk, Malhar is no more.

There was an accident this afternoon.”
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Jhinuk stared at her. The sentence made no sense. She had just been holding his hand. She
had heard his laughter. She could still feel the warmth of his fingers resting inside her palm.

Without a word, she turned and ran back upstairs.

The rooftop was empty. The old parapet stood beneath the deepening sky. The breeze
moved exactly as before, but now it carried no laughter. On the western edge, the last
ribbon of twilight slipped away, leaving only the first star—the one Malhar had asked her to
remember. Jhinuk walked to the place where they had stood and opened her hand. It was
empty, yet the memory of his touch remained. She wanted to call his name, to ask how a
farewell could hide inside such a sweet evening, but no voice came. So she stayed there in
silence, beneath the first star, holding the promise he could no longer keep—and
understanding, at last, that some people leave the world but never leave the place where

they were loved.

%WW love... e badition we/a%w...
Q BIRMINGHAM
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The Day the Sky Fell

-Tia Banerjee, Age 11y, Grade 6th,
Oak Mountain Middle School

| was riding the bus the morning the aliens had struck. It was a perfectly normal
day, and nobody knew that they were soon going to be watching a war
between the humans and the aliens unfold. We were only 16 minutes away from
the school, when suddenly the air tasted like metal. The sky was filled with dark,
grey flying objects that were hovering in place. Soon after, there was a loud,
deafening blast of light. For a few seconds, | couldn’t hear or see anything.
Suddenly, all my senses came back to life. | felt a sharp pain in the back of my
head, but when | reached for my belongings that were now broken and
scattered across the floor like everyone else’s, something stopped me. All my
limbs went stiff and | couldn’t move an inch. The only thing | could do was see,
hear, and smell. | didn't like what | saw at all. 2 big, green, scary aliens walked
into our bus. They were wearing black boots and shiny clothing, so shiny and
reflective that my eyes started burning. They had big plasma blasters in one
hand and a remote in the other. One of the aliens clicked a button and all the
kids on the bus started floating. Outside | could see that everyone else was
floating too. Now that we could move again, | was swinging my arms in the air
and kicking my legs. | saw others do the same. In one quick second, | started
falling. | landed hard on the concrete and passed out. The last thing | saw
before | woke up was people falling from the sky, one at a time. | woke up in a
hospital bed. There were people | recognized from my bus there too. | looked
out the window and saw that my city had been destroyed. There were cars
upside down and broken trees were in places they shouldn’t have been in, like a
broken window of an apartment building. There was a big hole in the ground
where the beam of light had hit. There were flames scorching across the city,
and the hospital was one of the few remaining buildings. | looked at my leg only
to find out that it wasn’t there. My arm was twisted the wrong way, and |

couldn't move my neck without it hurting. My left ear throbbed with pain as |
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tried to turn on my side. Suddenly, | heard a crash below me. The building
started collapsing and | started falling too. | closed my eyes when | hit the hard,
concrete floor. | woke up in my bed, and | was still in my pajamas. It turns out
that it was all a dream! When | told my mom, she laughed so hard that | started
to laugh too. When | think back to that dream, | think of how absurd the idea of

aliens finding Earth is.
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Something Shared
-Eesha Banerjee
Whenever | meet someone new, I'm almost always asked what growing up in
Alabama was like. I've gone through my answer so many times now that it feels like
a recitation; | tell them about the greens, the humidity, the river lilies in the summer.
| tell them about the village | grew up in, the web of families that have managed to
take care of each other despite the many challenges that come with starting a new
life from scratch. And | tell them that Birmingham is a city for people who know

what’s worth working for.

My first Durga Puja was in 2009. | was 5, but | can still picture the room in Alta
Vista where it was held, and the dining room on the side that we would sneak into
to watch YouTube videos. | remember being given a task, grinding chandan into
paste, and taking it way too seriously. Every year since | have had that same task,
and there is something comforting about the rhythm, watching the ring of chandan

get thicker and thicker until my wrist hurts.

For many years after that one, Durga Puja was held in Deer Valley Elementary.
What | remember most clearly about Deer Valley Durga Pujas is the Friday evening
when everyone would prepare. | would watch Anu auntie make the big, perfect
garland for Maa Durga, and | would help string together yellow mums for the
smaller ones. The sheet of empty foil on the stage would slowly fill up with flowers,
sweets, and fruits from different houses. Water someone had collected from the
beach, grass from someone’s lawn, jewelry from someone’s finger. Little pieces of

everybody.

The part | don’t always say when people ask me what growing up in Alabama was
like is that | didn’t always feel like there was a place for me, in school or in summer
camp or other spaces. But at least once a year, there was a spot on that sheet of

foil for chandan.

On the day of the puja, we would sneak around the back of Deer Valley to the

playground. We would go on the swings and show each other songs until
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pushpanjali, and then skip to the front of the line for khichuri and French fries. In
the evenings, we would go into the hallway in between dances to throw tennis balls

and run around. For a day and a night, that cafeteria was ours and we were free.

Since living in Boston and Ann Arbor and meeting people from a wide variety of
places, I've learned that this kind of togetherness is quite rare and fragile. In times
when hardship and uncertainty seem to surround us more and more, | feel pretty
lucky to have experienced the strength that can come from community from such
a young age. To me, this is what the Birmingham Durga Puja most signifies: what
can happen when people make the choice to put their talents, time, and care
towards something shared. | hope that it can continue to be the space it was for
me for everyone who comes, and that we can all continue to make strength for

each other when it matters the most.

kw HOOVER

KELLERWILLIAM

A HOME
TODAY.

A LEGACY

TOMORROW.

Rooted in culture.
Guided by expertise.
KULSUM BUDHWANI
RESIDENTIAL & COMMERCIAL REALTOR®

(205) 966-3863
krbhomes@gmail.com
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Maa Durga and Amaira

-Amaira Banerjee, Age 8y, Grade 3rd,

Vestavia Hills Elementary Liberty Park
Imagine a Goddess, Ma Durga, came to your school? a student in third grade named
Amira Banerjee said, “How did you get here?” Ma Durga said “your principal invited me
to stay here for a day so | can teach you how to stay safe and have fun at the same
time. | will be monitoring you throughout the day. | also set up a treasure hunt to make
your day bright and if you have a hard time, | will be there to help you. | will be there at

recess show you how to shoot your bow and arrows”.

Amaira asked, “can | interview you?” “Of course, you can ask me all you have a lot of

stuff to share said Maa Durga. “Ok then, let’s get started.”

13

“Tell me some facts about you “, Ma Durga,” so | have ten arms each arm holds
something distinct called a Trishul, Sudarshan chakra, Shankh, Dhanush, Kharga, Axe,
Gada, Vajra Those are the things that | hold. My husband however holds a Trishul with
a snake around his neck. The ten weapons symbolize spiritual truths and divine power.

My favorite thing to wear is a bright red saree with golden borders and ornaments.”

“‘My favorite sport is shooting bow and arrows. | love shooting bow and arrows”.
Amaira asks, “Can you show me how to?” Ma Durga paused and said, “Not yet maybe
at recess.” “My favorite hobby is to cook for other people. My favorite dishes are rice

dishes. “

Finally, the interview was over, and it was time for recess. Amaira got outside and Ma
Durga showed how to do it and in no time, Amaira was an expert. She even gave a
special gift that had Ma Durga on the front and back and her parents inside. Amaira

spent the entire recess just doing bows and arrows.

It was time to leave Amaira asked one more question “how did you get here?”, “a giant
elephant and | am going back on a horse,” said Ma Durga.” We got to school and then
drums and trumpets started playing for her and she said three magical words to

Amaira and took off with a blast.
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Cup for Cappuccino, Inspired by Cappuccino
-Mahitha Yannamsetty

This is the very first cup | made when | began my
pottery journey, a little piece that holds much
more than coffee. Inspired by my love for
cappuccino, | wanted this cup to feel warm,
earthy, comforting, and wonderfully imperfect.

Ilts uneven edges, tiny marks, and little
imperfections are part of its story. | often feel
that life is much the same, never perfectly
shaped, yet somehow perfectly beautiful. This
cup reminds me of that every morning when |

hold it in my hands and take my first sip of

coffee.
It reminds me that life doesn’t have to be flawless. Sometimes, the imperfections are
what make it perfectly perfect; we just have to embrace them and make the most of

them.
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