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INTRODUCTION 

Letters of the Heart: September 

2026 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu 

Edition 3 of Letters of the Heart: 5 pieces for September 2026. 

A newsletter of real stories, timeless wisdom, and soul-deep inspiration. 

This edition brings together 5 pieces first published in Letters of the Heart on LinkedIn, each 

carrying the date it first appeared. Republished pieces appear as they were first published, 

with their original images; facts, figures and links are as they stood on that date. 

In this edition 

• Letters of the Heart: Edition 4: When Justice Was Blind 

• My Greatest Achievement: The People Who Walk Out Of My Classroom 

• Letters of the Heart Special ✦   A six-year-old boy walked into a hospital with a lifeless 

chick in one hand and everything he had in the other. 

• Letters of the Heart | Special Edition: A Professor's Final Gift: The Last Lecture That 

Changed Everything 

• Letters of the Heart: For the Ones Who Deserved to Stay (Special edition) 

Thank you to every reader who subscribes, shares and responds. 

Warm regards, 

Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu 

Author, Letters of the Heart 



LETTERS OF THE HEART Edition 3 | September 2026 

Letters of the Heart  |  Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu Page 4 

LETTERS OF THE HEART 

Letters of the Heart: Edition 4: When 

Justice Was Blind 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 23 May 2025 

"Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are 

caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny.", Martin Luther King Jr. 

 

"Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. We are 

caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny.", Martin Luther King Jr. 

Injustice, once allowed to fester, becomes an epidemic. It spreads like a stain across society, 

ruining lives and corroding the very foundations of what is supposed to be a just world. In this 

edition of Letters of the Heart, we reflect on the stories of ten souls whose lives were shattered 

by wrongful accusations, systematic violence, and institutional betrayal. Yet, in the face of 

unspeakable hardship, each one displayed the extraordinary power of resilience, courage, and 

the unyielding pursuit of truth. 

These stories, whether of Brian Banks, wrongly convicted and trapped in a nightmare of false 

accusations, or the Scottsboro Boys, nine young men whose only crime was being Black in the 

Jim Crow South, remind us of a painful truth: injustice thrives when we allow silence to shield 

it. From corrupt systems that cover up evidence to communities that protect perpetrators over 

victims, the silence that surrounds these wrongdoings often seems deafening. But the stories 

we tell today are also a testament to the power of speaking out and seeking justice, even in 

the face of overwhelming odds. 

The injustice faced by these individuals serves as a stark warning to us all: the cost of silence 

is high, and the price of not challenging societal norms, broken systems, and harmful 

prejudices is far too great. Yet, as these stories reveal, when the truth finally breaks through, 

it has the power to heal, to inspire, and to challenge the very structures that have long 

perpetrated injustice. 

In a world that is too often torn apart by lies, hatred, and apathy, these brave souls remind us 

that justice is not a passive state, it is something we must actively fight for, something that 

requires vigilance, courage, and, most importantly, the willingness to speak the truth. 
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Let us honour their courage by not turning away, by becoming the voices that speak for those 

who have been silenced, and by pushing for a world where truth is never buried and justice is 

never out of reach. 

1. Brian Banks (1985-) 

 

The Dream Deferred 

In the hallways of Long Beach Polytechnic High School, where championship banners hung like 

promises of tomorrow and the echo of cleats on polished floors spoke of dreams about to 

unfold, Brian Banks walked with the confident stride of a young man whose future seemed 

written in the stars. At seventeen, he was more than just another high school linebacker, he 

was a beacon of hope, a 6'2" testament to the power of hard work and natural talent. 

College scouts from USC, Ohio State, and Michigan had already come calling. The University of 

Southern California had extended a full scholarship offer, and Brian had verbally committed to 

don the cardinal and gold. NFL dreams danced in his head as he balanced textbooks and 

playbooks, maintaining good grades while dominating on the gridiron. His mother, Leomia 

Myers, watched with pride as her son seemed destined for greatness, college, then perhaps 

the pros, lifting their family into a better life through the gift of his athletic prowess. 

But on one seemingly ordinary day in 2002, everything changed. A childhood friend, Wanetta 

Gibson, someone Brian had known since middle school, someone he trusted enough to share 

innocent teenage moments with in school stairwells, would utter words that would destroy his 

world: "He raped me." 

The accusation hit like a lightning bolt from a clear sky. Brian, who had never so much as been 

in serious trouble, suddenly found himself at the centre of a criminal investigation. The girl he 

thought he knew, someone he had shared kisses with in the past, now claimed he had 

violently assaulted her. The details of her story kept changing, first it happened in an elevator, 

then in a stairwell, but in the climate of the early 2000s, inconsistencies seemed less important 

than the seriousness of the charge. 
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Brian's attorney delivered devastating advice: plead no contest. Even though you're innocent, 

even though this never happened, the risk of going to trial is too great. A young Black man 

accused of rape? The jury might not believe you. Take the plea deal, you'll serve a shorter 

sentence and get on with your life. 

At eighteen years old, Brian faced the most agonising decision of his young life. Maintain his 

innocence and risk decades in prison, or accept a deal that would cost him years but 

eventually set him free. With his college scholarship evaporating and his NFL dreams turning to 

dust, Brian made the heartbreaking choice to plead no contest to charges he knew were false. 

 

The gavel fell like thunder, and Brian Banks, honour student, star athlete, beloved son, 

became a convicted sex offender. He was sentenced to six years in prison, followed by five 

years of probation. As the handcuffs clicked around his wrists, Brian felt his future die. 

Prison is a brutal teacher for anyone, but for a young man who had lived his life following 

rules, respecting coaches, and working toward goals, it was a special kind of hell. Brian was 

not just losing years of his life, he was losing the very essence of who he was meant to 

become. While his former classmates walked across graduation stages and his would-be USC 

teammates suited up for games on national television, Brian learned to navigate the dangerous 

landscape of incarceration. 

 

But even in the darkest corner of his cell, Brian refused to let bitterness consume him. He read 

voraciously, he stayed physically fit as much as prison life allowed, and he held onto a truth 

that no false conviction could touch: he was innocent. This wasn't just stubborn pride, it was a 

spiritual conviction that sustained him through years of humiliation, loneliness, and despair. 

"I stopped what I was doing and got down on my knees and prayed to God to help me play my 

cards right," Brian would later say about his approach to crisis. Even in prison, even facing a 

ruined future, Brian understood that his response to injustice would define him more than the 

injustice itself. 

After serving five years and two months, shorter than his original sentence due to good 

behavior but an eternity for an innocent man, Brian was released into a world that had moved 

on without him. His former teammates were now college graduates, some even playing 

professional football. Brian emerged from prison wearing an electronic monitoring bracelet, 

required to register as a sex offender, carrying the scarlet letter of a false conviction. 
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Finding work was nearly impossible. Who wants to hire a registered sex offender? His dreams 

of football seemed laughable, he was now in his mid-twenties, years removed from organized 

competition, his peak athletic years stolen by false accusation. But Brian refused to surrender 

to despair. He worked out religiously, maintained his faith, and continued to proclaim his 

innocence to anyone who would listen. 

Then, in 2011, something extraordinary happened. Wanetta Gibson sent him a Facebook friend 

request. The woman whose lies had destroyed his life was now reaching out to him on social 

media. Brian stared at his computer screen, hardly believing what he was seeing. After nearly 

a decade of hell, his accuser wanted to connect? 

Their first meeting was surreal. Sitting across from the woman who had cost him everything, 

Brian listened in stunned silence as she admitted the truth: she had lied. There had been no 

rape, no kidnapping, no assault. It had all been fabricated. She was sorry, she said, and she 

wanted to help him clear his name. 

But there was a catch. Gibson had received $1.5 million in a civil settlement from the Long 

Beach school district based on her false claims. If she officially recanted her story, she might 

have to return the money. She was willing to help Brian privately, but she wouldn't risk her 

financial windfall by making a formal statement to prosecutors. 

 

Brian faced another impossible choice: accept her private admission and continue living as a 

registered sex offender, or find a way to get her confession on record. Working with the 

California Innocence Project, Brian arranged a second meeting with Gibson, this time secretly 

recording the conversation. 

The tape captured Gibson's stunning admission: "I will go through with helping you, but it's 

like at the same time all that money they gave us, I mean gave me, I don't want to have to 

pay it back." Her words revealed not just her original lie but her ongoing greed, she was more 

concerned about keeping her ill-gotten money than about the innocent man whose life she had 

destroyed. 
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On May 24, 2012, Brian Banks walked into a Long Beach courthouse for what would be the 

most important hearing of his life. As prosecutors acknowledged that the case should be 

dismissed and the judge struck down his conviction, Brian collapsed in tears. After ten years of 

carrying the weight of a false accusation, he was finally, officially, legally innocent. 

"It's been a struggle. But I'm unbroken and I'm still here today," Brian said outside the 

courthouse, tears streaming down his face. The words carried the weight of a decade, the rage 

he had swallowed, the dreams he had buried, the faith he had somehow maintained despite 

every reason to lose hope. 

Brian's first act as a free man was to have his electronic monitoring bracelet removed. The 

second was to begin training for an NFL tryout. At twenty-six, an age when most players are 

hitting their prime, Brian was just beginning his professional career. The Atlanta Falcons gave 

him a chance, and though his time in the NFL was brief, Brian had achieved something 

remarkable: he had refused to let false accusation define his destiny. 

 

Today, Brian Banks works as an advocate for the wrongly convicted and serves as a powerful 

voice for criminal justice reform. His story has become a film, his voice has reached countless 

audiences, and his life stands as testament to a profound truth: innocence may be assaulted, 

but it cannot be destroyed. 

The cruelest irony of Brian's case is the contrast between his punishment and that of his false 

accuser. While Brian lost his freedom, his future, and nearly a decade of his life, Wanetta 

Gibson faced no consequences for her lies. She kept her money, faced no criminal charges, 

and continued her life while Brian's was shattered. This disparity reveals one of the most 

troubling aspects of false accusations, the asymmetry of consequences between the accused 

and the accuser. 

Brian Banks' story is not just about wrongful conviction, it is about the power of the human 

spirit to transcend injustice. It is about a young man who refused to let bitterness poison his 

heart, who maintained his dignity in the face of humiliation, and who transformed his pain into 

purpose. His life reminds us that while we cannot control what happens to us, we can control 

how we respond to what happens to us. 

In a world where a single false accusation can destroy a life, Brian Banks stands as a beacon of 

hope, proof that truth, though it may be delayed, can never ultimately be defeated. 
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2. The Scottsboro Boys (1931-1976) 

 

Nine Lives Shattered by a Lie 

On a spring morning in 1931, as a freight train rumbled through the Alabama countryside 

carrying dreams and desperation in equal measure, nine young Black men aged 13 to 19 were 

about to become the faces of American injustice. Their only crime was being Black in the Jim 

Crow South at a time when the color of their skin was evidence enough for conviction. 

The boys, Charlie Weems, Ozie Powell, Clarence Norris, Andrew Wright, Leroy Wright, Olen 

Montgomery, Willie Roberson, Eugene Williams, and Haywood Patterson, were riding the rails 

like thousands of other young men during the Great Depression, searching for work, for hope, 

for a chance at something better than the poverty that gripped their communities. 

What began as a scuffle between Black and white hoboes on that freight train would become 

one of the most infamous cases of wrongful accusation in American history. When the train 

stopped at Paint Rock, Alabama, a sheriff's posse was waiting. Two white women, Victoria Price 

and Ruby Bates, had made an accusation that would destroy nine lives and expose the ugly 

truth about Southern justice: "Those Black boys raped us." 

The accusation was a lie, a lie that would take decades to fully unravel and cost some of these 

young men the best years of their lives. But in 1931 Alabama, the word of two white women 

against nine Black teenagers was not a contest. It was a foregone conclusion. 

Within hours of their arrest, the nine were nearly lynched by a mob of thousands. Only the 

intervention of the National Guard saved them from immediate death, but what awaited them 

in the courthouse was arguably worse, a legal lynching disguised as justice. 
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The trials that followed were a mockery of due process. In the tiny town of Scottsboro, whose 

normal population of 2,000 swelled to 10,000 spectators hungry for blood, the boys were tried 

in groups with virtually no legal representation. Their court-appointed attorneys met them on 

the morning of the trial. No investigation was conducted. No defense was mounted. The 

proceedings moved with the speed of predetermined vengeance. 

Within days, eight of the nine had been convicted and sentenced to death. Only 13-year-old 

Roy Wright escaped the electric chair when seven jurors held out for execution despite 

prosecutors asking for life imprisonment due to his age. The message was clear: in Alabama, 

even children deserved to die for crimes they didn't commit, as long as they were Black. 

But the Scottsboro case would become something unexpected, a rallying cry for justice that 

would attract international attention and expose the brutal reality of American racism to the 

world. Organizations like the NAACP, the International Labor Defense, and the ACLU would 

wage a legal battle that would reach the Supreme Court twice and fundamentally change 

American jurisprudence. 

The evidence against the boys was always thin to the point of transparency. Victoria Price's 

story changed repeatedly, first claiming the rape happened in an elevator, then in a stairwell. 

She said she was severely beaten and bleeding, yet doctors found no evidence of injury. She 

claimed her clothes were saturated with blood and semen, yet neither was found. The white 

boy put on the stand to corroborate her story actually contradicted it. 

ACLU investigator Hollace Ransdell's report painted a devastating picture of the accusers. 

Price, she discovered, was a known prostitute with a history of false accusations against Black 

men. She lived in poverty and had every reason to seek attention and potential compensation. 

Her companion, Ruby Bates, was described as shy and resentful of the position Price had 

forced her into. 

The trials revealed something even more damning than the weakness of the evidence, the 

systematic exclusion of Black people from juries. In a county that was 38% Black, not a single 

Black person had ever served on a jury. This wasn't oversight; it was intentional white 

supremacy codified into law. 

Judge James E. Horton became an unlikely hero in this saga of injustice. In 1933, after 

presiding over one of the retrials, Horton did something extraordinary for a white Southern 

judge, he set aside the jury's guilty verdict. In his ruling, he systematically demolished the 

prosecution's case, noting that Price's testimony was "contradicted by other evidence" and that 

she had previously made false accusations against Black men. 

Horton's courage cost him his career. He lost his bid for re-election, a sacrifice attributed 

directly to his fair treatment of the Scottsboro Boys. But his moral stand would echo through 

history as proof that even in the darkest corners of Jim Crow America, individual conscience 

could still triumph over systemic hatred. 

The case produced two landmark Supreme Court decisions. In Powell v. Alabama (1932), the 

Court ruled that the defendants had been denied adequate legal counsel, establishing the 

principle that adequate legal representation is a constitutional right. In Norris v. Alabama 

(1935), the Court ruled that the systematic exclusion of Black people from juries was 

unconstitutional, striking a major blow against legalized segregation in the justice system. 

But legal victories didn't translate to immediate freedom. The boys continued to be retried by 

all-white juries who continued to convict them despite overwhelming evidence of their 

innocence. Alabama seemed determined to execute them regardless of what the law or 

evidence demanded. 

The breakthrough came in 1937 when Ruby Bates, the second accuser, finally told the truth. In 

a dramatic courtroom moment, she testified that no rape had occurred, that Victoria Price had 
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fabricated the entire story. "I want to tell the truth," Bates declared, her words finally giving 

voice to what everyone had known for years. 

Even Bates's recantation wasn't enough to free all the boys immediately. Alabama authorities, 

embarrassed by the international attention and pressure, finally released four of the nine in 

1937, acknowledging that some were innocent. But they maintained that the others were 

guilty, an impossible position given that all nine had supposedly participated in the same 

crime. 

The remaining five continued to languish in prison. Some would spend decades behind bars for 

a crime that never happened. Haywood Patterson escaped from prison in 1948 and fled to 

Michigan, where the governor refused Alabama's extradition request, stating he didn't believe 

Patterson could receive justice in Alabama. Patterson died in Michigan in 1952, a free man but 

forever marked by his ordeal. 

Clarence Norris, the last survivor, wasn't pardoned until 1976 to 45 years after his initial 

arrest. By then, he was 64 years old. When asked how he would change things if he could 

relive his life, Norris replied with heartbreaking honesty: "I would not come back to this life at 

all." 

The cost of false accusation was measured not just in years stolen, but in dreams destroyed. 

These young men, who should have been building careers, raising families, and contributing to 

their communities, instead spent their prime years fighting for their lives in courtrooms and 

prison cells. Some never recovered from the trauma. Others carried the scars until their dying 

day. 

The Scottsboro case revealed the deadly intersection of racism, sexism, and class prejudice in 

American society. Two white women, facing their own marginalisation as poor mill workers, 

gained power and attention by destroying nine Black lives. The system not only allowed this 

injustice but celebrated it, viewing the conviction of innocent Black men as a victory for white 

supremacy. 

The boys themselves displayed remarkable dignity throughout their ordeal. Despite facing 

death, despite being betrayed by their own country, despite watching years of their lives stolen 

by lies, they maintained their innocence and their humanity. They became symbols not just of 

injustice, but of resilience in the face of overwhelming oppression. 

Victoria Price never faced consequences for her lies. She died in 1982, having lived a full life 

while the men she falsely accused lost decades to her fabrication. This asymmetry, the 

freedom of false accusers while their victims suffer, remains one of the most troubling aspects 

of wrongful conviction cases. 

The Scottsboro Boys' legacy extends far beyond their individual suffering. Their case helped 

establish crucial legal precedents that protect defendants today. It exposed the brutality of Jim 

Crow justice to international scrutiny. It demonstrated the power of sustained advocacy and 

the importance of organisations willing to fight for the despised and forgotten. 

Their story reminds us that justice is not automatic, it must be fought for, defended, and 

protected by each generation. The nine young men who boarded that freight train in 1931 

seeking opportunity instead found themselves at the centre of a battle for the soul of American 

justice. Though they paid a terrible price, their suffering was not in vain if it helps prevent 

future injustices. 

In 2013, Alabama finally granted posthumous pardons to the three remaining defendants. The 

gesture came 82 years too late for the men themselves, but it served as official 

acknowledgment of what the world had long known: the Scottsboro Boys were innocent, and 

their prosecution was a travesty that shamed not just Alabama, but America itself. 

Their story stands as an eternal warning about the dangers of prejudice, the fragility of justice, 

and the terrible power of false accusation to destroy innocent lives. May we never forget their 
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names, their suffering, or the lessons their ordeal taught about the price of hatred and the 

value of truth. 

 

3. Bilkis Bano (1981-) 

 

The Woman Who Refused to Be Silenced 

In the scorching heat of March 3, 2002, as communal hatred consumed the state of Gujarat, 

India, a 21-year-old pregnant Muslim woman named Bilkis Bano was about to face a horror 

that would test not only her will to survive, but the very soul of Indian justice. Her story is not 

one of false accusation, but something perhaps even more devastating, a case where the truth 

was undeniable, the evidence overwhelming, and justice was delivered, only to be callously 

snatched away by those sworn to protect it. 

Bilkis lived in the small village of Randhikpur in Dahod district, where Hindu and Muslim 

families had coexisted for generations. She was five months pregnant with her second child, 

caring for her three-year-old daughter Saleha, living the simple life of a young mother with 

dreams for her growing family. But the Gujarat riots had turned neighbour against neighbour, 

and ancient hatreds were erupting with deadly force across the state. 

When violence reached their village, Bilkis fled with fourteen family members, including her 

husband, her toddler daughter, her elderly relatives, and other women and children. They 

thought they were escaping to safety. Instead, they were walking into hell. 

A mob of 20-30 men, their faces twisted with communal hatred, surrounded the fleeing family. 

What happened next would scar not just Bilkis, but the conscience of a nation. Before her 

eyes, these men, neighbors, people she had known, murdered fourteen members of her family 
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with savage brutality. Her three-year-old daughter Saleha was among those killed, her small 

body torn from her mother's arms and smashed against rocks. 

But the mob wasn't finished with their cruelty. They gang-raped Bilkis, along with her mother 

and other women in the group, leaving them for dead in the wilderness. Bilkis, beaten and 

broken, lay unconscious for hours, her unborn child somehow surviving the trauma that should 

have killed them both. 

When Bilkis regained consciousness, she found herself alone among the corpses of her loved 

ones. Somehow, driven by an unbreakable will to survive and seek justice, she dragged herself 

to safety. What she discovered next was perhaps as devastating as the attack itself, the very 

system meant to protect her was complicit in covering up her suffering. 

The local police refused to register her complaint properly, deliberately omitting crucial details 

from the First Information Report (FIR). They delayed her medical examination, allowing 

precious evidence to disappear. Some officers and doctors actively tampered with evidence, 

part of a systematic effort to bury the truth and protect the perpetrators. 

For Bilkis, this betrayal by the state was a second rape, a violation of her trust in the very 

institutions meant to deliver justice. She was not just a victim of a mob's hatred, but of a 

system that seemed determined to silence her voice and erase her suffering. 

But Bilkis Bano possessed something that her attackers and their protectors had not counted 

on, an unshakeable determination to see justice done, not just for herself but for her murdered 

family members who could no longer speak for themselves. When the local system failed her, 

she took her fight to the highest levels of Indian governance. 

Bilkis approached the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) and, when that proved 

insufficient, she petitioned the Supreme Court of India directly. Her courage in speaking truth 

to power was extraordinary, a young, traumatised woman from a small village taking on the 

entire state machinery of Gujarat. 

The Supreme Court, recognising the gravity of the case and the obvious corruption in the local 

investigation, ordered a Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) probe. This decision effectively 

acknowledged what Bilkis had been saying all along, that the Gujarat state government could 

not be trusted to investigate crimes against its Muslim citizens. 

The CBI investigation revealed the full horror of what had happened. Mass graves were 

exhumed, victims identified, and a web of complicity exposed that reached deep into the 

Gujarat police and bureaucracy. The evidence was overwhelming, not just of the original 

crimes, but of the systematic cover-up that followed. 

Fearing for Bilkis's safety and recognising that she could never receive a fair trial in Gujarat, 

the Supreme Court took the extraordinary step of transferring the case to Maharashtra. This 

decision was itself an indictment of Gujarat's justice system, effectively declaring that an entire 

state's courts could not be trusted to deliver impartial justice. 

In 2008, after years of legal battles, a Mumbai court finally delivered justice. Eleven men were 

convicted of gang-rape and murder and sentenced to life imprisonment. A police officer was 

convicted for falsifying evidence, and several others were charged with suppressing evidence. 

The convictions were upheld by the Bombay High Court in 2017, which also ordered the 

Gujarat government to compensate Bilkis with ₹50 lakh (approximately $67,000), provide her 

with a job, and ensure her family's safety. 

For Bilkis, the convictions represented more than legal victory, they were validation of her 

suffering, acknowledgment of her family's deaths, and proof that truth could triumph over 

hatred. She had achieved what seemed impossible: justice in a system designed to deny it to 

people like her. 
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But Bilkis's ordeal was far from over. On August 15, 2022, India's Independence Day, a day 

meant to celebrate freedom and justice, the Gujarat government delivered a blow that would 

shock the nation and the world. They announced the premature release of all eleven convicted 

rapists and murderers, citing "good conduct" and invoking a 1992 remission policy. 

But Bilkis's ordeal was far from over. On August 15, 2022, India's Independence Day, a day 

meant to celebrate freedom and justice, the Gujarat government delivered a blow that would 

shock the nation and the world. They announced the premature release of all eleven convicted 

rapists and murderers, citing "good conduct" and invoking a 1992 remission policy. 

The timing was obscene, the message unmistakable. On the very day India celebrated its 

commitment to justice and equality, Gujarat was freeing men who had committed some of the 

most heinous crimes in the nation's recent history. But what followed was even more shocking 

than the release itself, the public celebration of these convicted criminals as heroes. 

As the eleven men walked out of Godhra sub-jail, they were greeted with scenes that defied 

human decency. At the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) office, they were welcomed with garlands 

of flowers, as if they were returning victorious warriors rather than convicted rapists and 

murderers. Outside the jail, relatives and supporters distributed sweets in celebration, their 

faces beaming with joy as they welcomed back men who had brutally gang-raped a pregnant 

woman and murdered her three-year-old daughter. 

The most disturbing images showed family members performing charan-sparsh, touching the 

feet of the convicts for blessings, a sacred gesture of respect reserved for elders and revered 

figures in Indian culture. These men, who had committed unspeakable acts of violence against 

an innocent family, were being treated as if they deserved veneration and honour. The 

symbolism was devastating: in this twisted celebration, the rapists and murderers were being 

portrayed as the victims, while Bilkis and her murdered family were forgotten. 

The visuals that emerged from their release, men garlanded with flowers, fed sweets, 

surrounded by celebrating crowds, were seared into the national consciousness. Critics called it 

a "slap on the face of society," a moment when India seemed to normalise and celebrate the 

most heinous crimes imaginable. The message was unmistakable: if you were part of the 

Hindu majority attacking Muslim minorities, even the most brutal crimes would not only go 

unpunished but would be rewarded. 

For Bilkis, watching from her home where she still lived under constant security threats, these 

images must have been like reliving her trauma all over again. The men who had destroyed 

her life, who had murdered her child, who had left her for dead, were being celebrated as 

heroes while she remained a prisoner of fear and grief. The contrast was stark and cruel: her 

attackers walked free to garlands and sweets, while she lived in hiding, still seeking the justice 

that seemed perpetually beyond her reach. 

The celebrations were not spontaneous outbursts of family joy, they were organised, public 

displays designed to send a message. The presence of VHP officials, the media coverage, and 

the deliberate nature of the welcome all suggested coordination and political backing. This 

wasn't just about freeing eleven convicts; it was about making a statement that crimes against 

Muslims would be celebrated, not condemned. 

The release sparked national and international outrage. The United States Commission on 

International Religious Freedom condemned it as "part of a pattern of impunity in India for 

those engaged in violence against religious minorities." Human rights organisations around the 

world denounced the decision as a betrayal of justice and a signal that India's commitment to 

protecting its minorities was hollow. 

But perhaps the most powerful response came from Bilkis herself. Despite facing death 

threats, despite being abandoned by the state, despite watching her rapists celebrated as 
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heroes, she refused to be silenced. She petitioned the Supreme Court to overturn the 

remission, once again taking her fight to the highest levels of Indian justice. 

"This decision has shaken my faith in justice," Bilkis said in her petition. "The trauma of the 

past has returned to our family." Her words carried the weight of two decades of struggle, the 

pain of a mother who had watched her child murdered, the anguish of a woman who had been 

betrayed not once but repeatedly by the system meant to protect her. 

On January 8, 2024, the Supreme Court delivered a stunning rebuke to the Gujarat 

government. In a unanimous decision, the court annulled the remission order, ruling that 

Gujarat had overstepped its authority since the trial had been conducted in Maharashtra. The 

court ordered all eleven convicts to return to prison within two weeks. 

More importantly, the court's judgment was a moral condemnation of the Gujarat 

government's actions. The justices noted that the decision to release the convicts had been 

made without proper consideration of the nature of their crimes or their impact on the victim. 

The court effectively accused the state government of playing politics with justice. 

Bilkis's response to the Supreme Court's decision was both gracious and profound: "This 

decision is a vindication and hope in the promise of equal justice for all." After more than two 

decades of fighting for justice, she had finally seen truth triumph over political expediency. 

But Bilkis Bano's story is not just about one woman's courage, it is about the broader struggle 

for justice in modern India. Her case exposed the vulnerability of minorities in a system 

increasingly dominated by majoritarian politics. It revealed how communal hatred can corrupt 

not just individuals but entire institutions, turning police officers into conspirators and 

government officials into accomplices. 

The case also highlighted the extraordinary courage required of victims seeking justice in such 

circumstances. Bilkis could have chosen silence, could have accepted the initial cover-up, could 

have retreated into private grief. Instead, she chose to fight, knowing that her battle was not 

just for herself but for every victim of communal violence who had been denied justice. 

Her persistence in the face of overwhelming odds, a poor, traumatised woman taking on state 

governments and challenging the highest authorities, represents the very best of human 

courage. She proved that individual conscience, when backed by unshakeable moral 

conviction, can prevail even against the most powerful forces of hatred and corruption. 

The international attention focused on Bilkis's case also revealed the power of global scrutiny 

in holding governments accountable. The condemnation that followed the convicts' release 

demonstrated that justice is not merely a domestic concern but a universal value that 

transcends borders. 

Today, Bilkis Bano continues to live under security protection, a reminder that seeking justice 

in India can be a lifelong sentence. The men who destroyed her family may be back in prison, 

but the hatred that motivated their crimes, and the system that tried to protect them, remains 

largely unchanged. 

Yet Bilkis's legacy is not one of victimhood but of victory, victory of truth over lies, of courage 

over cowardice, of justice over impunity. She has shown that even in the darkest times, when 

the state itself becomes the enemy of justice, individual conscience can light the way forward. 

Her story reminds us that the arc of history bends toward justice, not automatically, but only 

when people like Bilkis Bano are willing to grab it with their own hands and bend it themselves, 

no matter the cost, no matter the odds, no matter how long the fight may take. 

In a world where the powerful often escape consequences while the powerless suffer in silence, 

Bilkis Bano stands as proof that justice, though it may be delayed, denied, and betrayed, can 

never ultimately be defeated when one person refuses to stop fighting for it. 
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4. Brittany Higgins (1994-) 

 

The Voice That Shook a Nation 

In the hallowed halls of Australia's Parliament House, where democracy is meant to flourish 

and justice is supposed to reign supreme, a young woman named Brittany Higgins discovered 

that even the nation's most sacred political spaces could become scenes of the most intimate 

violations. Her story is not one of false accusation, but of something equally devastating, how 

institutions meant to protect democracy can become complicit in silencing those who seek 

justice within their walls. 

Brittany was living the dream of many young Australians passionate about politics. As a 24-

year-old Liberal Party staffer in 2019, she worked in the office of Defence Industry Minister 

Linda Reynolds, believing she was contributing to her country's future. Parliament House was 

her workplace, a place where she felt safe, valued, and part of something larger than herself. 

On the night of March 22, 2019, after drinks with colleagues, Brittany's life changed forever. 

She was heavily intoxicated, separated from her friends, and without her security pass when a 

male colleague, Bruce Lehrmann, offered to share a taxi back to Parliament House. Brittany, 

trusting a work colleague, accepted the ride, believing he was simply helping her retrieve 

something she needed from the office. 

What happened next would haunt Brittany for years and expose the toxic culture at the heart 

of Australian politics. She awoke on a couch in Minister Reynolds' office to find Lehrmann 

raping her. In that moment, in one of the most powerful offices in the country, Brittany 

became a victim of the very man she had trusted to help her. 

The immediate aftermath was a masterclass in institutional gaslighting. Rather than being 

treated as a crime victim deserving support and justice, Brittany found herself caught in a web 

of political damage control. The focus was not on her welfare or bringing her attacker to 

justice, but on protecting the government's reputation and managing a potential scandal. 

Days after the assault, Brittany was brought to a formal employment meeting about the 

incident, in the very same office where she had been raped. The cruel irony of being forced to 

relive her trauma in the exact location where it occurred while being questioned about her 

employment was not lost on Brittany. It was a second violation, a bureaucratic assault that 

demonstrated how little her suffering mattered compared to the institution's image. 

The message from her employers was clear: she could pursue justice, but it would likely cost 

her career. In a political system where loyalty is paramount and whistleblowing can be career 

suicide, Brittany felt trapped between seeking accountability for her assault and preserving her 

professional future. The choice itself was a form of coercion, stay silent and keep your job, or 

speak up and face the consequences. 

For nearly two years, Brittany carried this burden alone. She watched her attacker continue to 

work in Parliament House while she struggled with trauma, knowing that reporting the crime 
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could destroy her career prospects in the insular world of Australian politics. The weight of 

silence was crushing, but the fear of speaking out was paralysing. 

In February 2021, Brittany made the courageous decision to break her silence. In an interview 

with journalist Lisa Wilkinson on Network Ten's "The Project," she publicly revealed her assault 

and the institutional response that had silenced her. Her decision to speak out was not just 

about seeking personal justice, it was about exposing a system that prioritised political 

reputation over human dignity. 

"I felt pressure to choose between my career and pursuing justice," Brittany said, her words 

cutting through years of political spin and institutional denial. "I shouldn't have had to make 

that choice." 

The public response was immediate and overwhelming. Thousands of women shared their own 

stories of workplace harassment and assault. Protests erupted across the country, with 

demonstrators demanding accountability and change. The #MeToo movement, which had 

previously focused on entertainment and media industries, suddenly had its most high-profile 

Australian political case. 

But the government's response revealed how deeply entrenched the culture of protection and 

denial was within Australia's political establishment. Prime Minister Scott Morrison's initial 

reaction was tone-deaf and personally revealing. He said he had sought advice from his wife 

Jenny, who told him to think of Brittany as someone's daughter, and that he only truly 

understood the issue when he thought about his own daughters. 

The implication was devastating: Morrison needed to imagine Brittany as someone's daughter 

to empathise with her suffering. The idea that women deserved protection and justice simply 

because they were human beings seemed foreign to the Prime Minister. His response 

suggested that women's pain only mattered when filtered through men's familial relationships. 

Defence Minister Linda Reynolds, Brittany's former boss, made the situation worse by privately 

calling Brittany a "lying cow", a comment that was later revealed and for which Reynolds 

eventually apologised. The phrase revealed the contempt with which powerful women in 

politics could treat victims who threatened the system's stability. 

Meanwhile, another bombshell was exploding within the government. A letter had been sent to 

Morrison and senior MPs alleging that a sitting cabinet minister had raped a 16-year-old girl in 

1988. The woman, known only as "AB," had reported the incident to police in 2020 but died by 

suicide before the case could proceed, leaving behind a detailed account of three alleged rapes 

and her belief that she had been drugged. 

Attorney-General Christian Porter publicly identified himself as the accused minister and 

vehemently denied the allegations. The New South Wales Police closed their investigation, 

citing insufficient evidence given the complainant's death. But the political implications were 

explosive, the nation's chief law officer was facing historical rape allegations, and the Prime 

Minister was refusing calls for an independent inquiry. 

The contrast between the government's handling of the two cases was stark. While Brittany 

was subjected to political management and institutional pressure, Porter was given the 

presumption of innocence and full government support. The message was clear: women who 

accused powerful men would be managed, silenced, and discredited, while the men they 

accused would be protected by the very institutions meant to deliver justice. 

The broader impact of Brittany's courage in speaking out was seismic. More allegations of 

sexual harassment and assault by political staffers and MPs emerged. The Australian Federal 

Police Commissioner was forced to warn Parliament that all criminal allegations should be 

reported without delay, highlighting systemic failures in reporting and response. 

Public trust in Parliament as a safe workplace plummeted. Polls showed that most Australians 

believed the government prioritised self-protection over supporting victims. The institution that 
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was meant to represent the people had become a symbol of everything wrong with how sexual 

assault is handled by those in power. 

Brittany's case proceeded to court, but the legal system proved as traumatic as the political 

one. Bruce Lehrmann was charged with rape, but his criminal trial was aborted due to juror 

misconduct. A retrial was abandoned over concerns for Brittany's mental health, leaving her 

without the criminal justice she sought. 

However, in 2024, a civil court delivered a crucial verdict. On the balance of probabilities, the 

standard required in civil cases, the court found that Lehrmann had indeed raped Brittany and 

had lied about it. It was the first legal ruling on the case, providing Brittany with a measure of 

vindication after years of being questioned, doubted, and blamed. 

"This outcome speaks for itself," Brittany said after the civil court ruling. "Today's judgement 

is a reminder that the law is there for everyone and that no one is above it." 

But the personal cost to Brittany was enormous. She had endured years of public scrutiny, 

online harassment, and institutional pressure. Her trauma was dissected in media coverage, 

her credibility questioned, and her motives impugned. The very act of seeking justice had 

become a form of punishment. 

The case triggered multiple reviews into Parliament House's workplace culture and complaint 

processes. Reforms were promised, procedures were changed, and training was mandated. But 

critics argued that without fundamental cultural change and accountability for past failures, 

these measures were merely cosmetic. 

Brittany's story revealed uncomfortable truths about power, privilege, and accountability in 

Australian politics. It showed how institutions designed to serve the public interest could 

become instruments of silencing and control when their reputation was threatened. It 

demonstrated how women seeking justice could be transformed from victims into problems to 

be managed. 

Her courage in speaking out despite the personal cost inspired countless other women to share 

their stories and demand change. She proved that individual testimony, when amplified by 

public support and media attention, could challenge even the most powerful institutions. 

The lasting impact of Brittany Higgins' decision to break her silence extends far beyond her 

personal case. She forced Australia to confront uncomfortable questions about consent, power, 

and accountability at the highest levels of government. She showed that speaking truth to 

power, while costly, was essential for democracy itself. 

Her legacy is not just about one woman's fight for justice, but about the ongoing struggle to 

create workplaces, including the nation's Parliament, where all people can work without fear of 

harassment, assault, or retaliation for reporting crimes. In a system that tried to silence her, 

Brittany Higgins became the voice that Australia needed to hear, even when it didn't want to 

listen. 

5. Asifa Bano (2010-2018) 

Watch the video on YouTube 

The Child Whose Death Awakened a Nation's Conscience, My interview 

with Asifa's solicitor. 

In the pristine valleys of Jammu and Kashmir, where snow-capped mountains touch the sky 

and ancient traditions flow like the rivers that carve through the landscape, an eight-year-old 

girl named Asifa Bano lived a simple life with her nomadic family. She was a child of the 

Bakarwal community, Muslim herders who had wandered these hills for generations, following 

ancient routes with their flocks, living in harmony with the land that sustained them. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pehq4QnOAsM
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Asifa had bright eyes that sparkled with curiosity, a smile that could light up the darkest day, 

and dreams as vast as the mountains that surrounded her home. She loved her family's 

horses, played with her siblings in meadows dotted with wildflowers, and attended the local 

school when her family's migrations allowed. She was innocent in the truest sense, untouched 

by the hatred that would ultimately destroy her, unaware that her very existence had become 

a target for those who saw her community as unwelcome intruders in their land. 

On January 10, 2018, Asifa was grazing horses near her home in the Rasana village when she 

disappeared. Her family searched frantically, their calls echoing across the valleys as day 

turned to night without any sign of the little girl. What they didn't know was that their 

daughter had been abducted in a crime so calculated, so monstrous, that it would shake the 

conscience of an entire nation. 

Asifa had been taken by men who saw her not as a child deserving protection, but as a symbol 

to be destroyed. The leader of this group was Sanji Ram, a retired government official and 

temple custodian who had conceived a plan of such diabolic cruelty that it defied human 

comprehension. His goal was not just to harm one child, but to terrorize an entire community, 

to use unspeakable violence against the most innocent among them to drive the Bakarwal 

people from what he considered Hindu land. 

For days, Asifa was held captive in a Hindu temple, a place that should have been sacred, a 

sanctuary for prayer and peace, transformed into a chamber of horrors. The men who held her 

there had desecrated not just a child's body, but the very concept of the divine. They drugged 

her to keep her compliant, and then subjected her to unimaginable torment. 

Multiple men, including police officers and Ram's son and nephew, repeatedly raped the eight-

year-old child. They tortured her small body, violating every principle of humanity, every 

instinct of protection that adults are supposed to feel toward children. For nearly a week, this 

continued while the community searched desperately for the missing girl. 

When these monsters had finished with their unspeakable crimes, they strangled Asifa and 

bludgeoned her with stones before dumping her body in a forest. Even in death, they showed 

no mercy, her small corpse bore the evidence of trauma so severe that hardened investigators 

wept when they saw what had been done to her. 

But perhaps the most chilling aspect of this case was not just the brutality of the crime, but 

the institutional complicity that followed. This was not a crime committed by random 

strangers, it involved serving police officers who were supposed to protect children like Asifa. 

When the investigation began, these same officers worked to destroy evidence, tamper with 

witnesses, and obstruct justice. 

The case exposed something even more disturbing than individual evil, it revealed how 

communal hatred could corrupt entire institutions. Local police initially tried to cover up the 

crime, protecting the perpetrators rather than seeking justice for the victim. The investigation 

had to be transferred to the state Crime Branch due to public pressure and allegations of bias. 

Most shocking of all was the political response. Instead of demanding justice for an eight-year-

old rape and murder victim, politicians and government ministers attended rallies in support of 

the accused. Two BJP state ministers joined demonstrations calling for the release of the men 

who had tortured and killed Asifa, transforming a horrific crime into a communal and political 

issue. 

The sight of elected officials defending child rapists and murderers sent shockwaves across 

India and around the world. These were not fringe extremists, but mainstream political leaders 

who saw fit to stand with men who had committed the most heinous crimes imaginable against 

a child. The message was clear: in their worldview, the rape and murder of a Muslim child was 

less important than protecting Hindu men, regardless of their crimes. 
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The response from Asifa's community and decent people across India was immediate and 

overwhelming. Protests erupted in major cities, with thousands taking to the streets carrying 

candles and demanding justice for the murdered child. The hashtag #JusticeForAsifa trended 

globally, as people around the world expressed their horror at both the crime and the political 

response to it. 

But even as the nation rallied for justice, Asifa's family faced continued threats and 

intimidation. They were pressured to drop the case, warned that pursuing justice would bring 

them more trouble. The very people who should have been protecting this grieving family, the 

police and political authorities, were instead making their quest for justice a dangerous 

endeavor. 

The lawyer who initially represented Asifa's family, Deepika Singh Rajawat, faced death threats 

so severe that she required police protection. The message was clear: even seeking legal 

justice for a murdered child was seen as an act of betrayal by those who prioritized communal 

loyalty over human decency. 

Despite the obstacles, the legal system eventually delivered some measure of justice. In June 

2019, three men, including Sanji Ram, were sentenced to life imprisonment for rape and 

murder. Three police officers received five-year sentences for destroying evidence and 

conspiracy. But the juvenile accused, Ram's nephew, was sent to a reform home for three 

years, a sentence that many felt was inadequate given the severity of his crimes. 

The convictions were important, but they could not undo the damage to India's social fabric. 

The case had exposed how deeply communal hatred had penetrated Indian institutions, how 

political leaders could abandon basic human decency for electoral advantage, how even the 

rape and murder of a child could become a tool for political mobilization. 

Asifa's case became a catalyst for legal reform. India amended its laws to introduce the death 

penalty for child rape, reflecting the public outrage over her murder. Jammu and Kashmir 

enacted its own Protection of Children from Sexual Violence Act in December 2018, leading to 

a dramatic increase in reported cases of child sexual abuse, evidence that many such crimes 

had previously gone unreported. 

But beyond legal changes, Asifa's death forced India to confront uncomfortable truths about 

itself. It revealed how communal prejudice could override the most basic human instincts, the 

protection of children. It showed how political opportunism could transform even the most 

heinous crimes into partisan issues. 

The international coverage of Asifa's case also damaged India's reputation globally. The image 

of government ministers supporting child rapists became a symbol of how far the country had 

strayed from its founding principles of secularism and justice for all. 

For Asifa's family, no amount of legal justice could restore what they had lost. Their bright, 

beautiful daughter was gone forever, her dreams extinguished by hatred she was too young to 

understand. They had not only lost their child to unspeakable violence, but had been forced to 

fight for justice while facing threats and political pressure. 

Yet in their grief, Asifa's family showed remarkable dignity and courage. They refused to be 

silenced, refused to let their daughter's death be meaningless. They pursued justice not just 

for Asifa, but for all children who might face similar threats in the future. 

Asifa Bano's story is not just about one child's tragic death, it is about the soul of a society. 

Her murder revealed how communal hatred could corrupt individuals, institutions, and political 

systems. Her death became a mirror in which India was forced to see its own reflection, and 

many were horrified by what they saw. 

But Asifa's legacy is also about the power of moral outrage to spark change. The public 

response to her murder showed that despite the political manipulation and institutional failure, 
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millions of Indians still retained their basic humanity. They could still be moved by the death of 

an innocent child, still demand justice regardless of religious or political considerations. 

The eight-year-old girl who loved horses and dreamed of a bright future became, in death, a 

symbol of everything that was wrong with Indian society, and everything that needed to be 

fixed. Her name became a rallying cry for those who refused to accept that communal hatred 

could justify any crime, no matter how powerful those who committed it. 

In a world where the powerful often use the powerless as weapons in their political battles, 

Asifa Bano's story stands as a reminder that some things should be sacred, that the protection 

of children should transcend all other considerations, that justice should be blind to religion 

and politics, and that a society's character is measured by how it treats its most vulnerable 

members. 

--- 

Stories 6-10: From Individual Cases to Systematic Group 

Persecution 

Letters of the Heartshifts dramatically after the first five individual stories to address 

systematic discrimination and violence against entire groups of people. Stories 6-10 expose 

widespread societal injustices that affect millions rather than focusing on specific named 

individuals. 

--- 

6. The Silent Daughters of South Asia 

 

Voices Lost to Honor and Tradition 

In the villages and cities of Pakistan and India, where ancient traditions shape modern lives 

and family honor weighs heavier than individual dreams, countless daughters live under an 

invisible sword. Their stories are not of false accusations, but of something even more 

heartbreaking, systematic violence against women that masquerades as culture, tradition, and 

family honor. These are the voices of those who dared to love, to choose, to live, only to 

discover that in their societies, a woman's autonomy could be a death sentence. 

Reema Bibi's Last Selfie 

Eighteen-year-old Reema Bibi had dreams that sparkled like the morning dew on the fields of 

her Punjab village. She was young, beautiful, and filled with the kind of hope that only youth 

can provide. In November 2024, she did what millions of young people do every day around 
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the world, she took a photo and shared it on social media. But for Reema, this simple act of 

self-expression would become her death warrant. 

The photo showed Reema smiling, her face radiant with the joy of being young and alive. But 

in the eyes of her father and the tribal council that governed their village, this image 

represented something unforgivable, a daughter who had brought "shame" to her family by 

appearing in public without proper supervision. The council, composed of elderly men who saw 

themselves as guardians of tradition, issued their verdict: Reema must die. 

On a cold morning, as Reema went about her daily routine, her own father, the man who had 

held her as a baby, who had celebrated her first steps, who should have protected her from 

the world's cruelties, raised a gun and shot her dead. Her crime? Existing as a young woman 

with the audacity to share her happiness with the world. 

Amina Bibi's Impossible Choice 

In December 2024, thirty-year-old Amina Bibi, a mother of three young children, faced 

accusations that she had a "questionable character." The details of what supposedly made her 

character questionable were never clearly defined, perhaps she spoke to a neighbor, perhaps 

she was seen shopping alone, perhaps she smiled at the wrong moment. In the twisted logic of 

honor-based violence, specificity matters less than the perception of shame. 

Her brother, the man who had grown up playing in the same courtyard, sharing the same 

meals, learning the same prayers, decided that his sister's life was worth less than his 

perception of family honor. He shot Amina dead, leaving three children motherless and a 

family shattered. Her children, too young to understand why their mother would never come 

home, became the latest casualties of a culture that values reputation over life itself. 

Shaheena Bibi's Love Story 

Twenty-year-old Shaheena Bibi committed the ultimate transgression in the eyes of her family, 

she fell in love. In August 2024, she chose to elope with a man she cared for, exercising what 

should be a fundamental human right: the ability to choose one's own partner. But in her 

family's worldview, Shaheena's love was not romance but rebellion, not joy but dishonor. 

Her father and brother, men who should have wanted her happiness above all else, became 

her executioners. They killed Shaheena not in a moment of passion or madness, but as a 

calculated act to "restore" family honor. Her love story, which should have been a beginning, 

became an ending written in blood. 

The Systematic Nature of the Slaughter 

These individual tragedies are part of a larger, systematic pattern of violence that claims 

thousands of women's lives each year across Pakistan and India. In Pakistan alone, human 

rights organizations estimate that around 1,000 women are murdered in the name of honor 

annually, though the real number is likely much higher due to underreporting and cases 

disguised as accidents or suicides. 

The methods of killing reveal the premeditated nature of these crimes. Women are shot, 

stabbed, burned, strangled, beaten to death, or poisoned. In Pakistan, around 300 women are 

burned to death annually, often by husbands or in-laws who disguise the murders as kitchen 

accidents. The careful planning involved in these killings, the family meetings, the tribal council 

decisions, the choice of method, reveals that these are not crimes of passion but deliberate 

executions. 

India's Missing Daughters 

In India, the violence against women begins before birth. As many as one million female 

fetuses are aborted annually due to gender selection, making it one of the largest gender-

based killing sprees in human history. Girls who survive to birth face a lifetime of 

discrimination that can turn deadly at any moment. 
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Dowry-related murders claim the life of one woman every hour in India. These killings often 

involve elaborate torture, women are burned alive, poisoned, or beaten to death over disputes 

about wedding gifts and family payments. The cruelty is systematic: in-laws often stage these 

murders as kitchen accidents or suicides to avoid prosecution. 

Honor killings in India mirror those in Pakistan, with family members murdering daughters, 

sisters, and wives for perceived transgressions. In Bihar, sixteen-year-old Imrana was set on 

fire inside her house in an act of "moral vigilantism," her young life extinguished because 

someone decided she had violated their interpretation of proper behavior. 

The State's Complicity Through Inaction 

What makes these systematic killings even more horrifying is the complicity of state 

institutions through their inaction and indifference. In Pakistan, conviction rates for honor 

killings are as low as 0.1% in some regions. Police often refuse to register cases, courts 

dismiss charges, and perpetrators walk free with the tacit approval of a system that sees these 

murders as internal family matters rather than serious crimes. 

The recent case of Asma Jattak in Balochistan illustrates this institutional failure perfectly. 

Despite her abduction by the brother of a former provincial chief minister and widespread 

protests demanding justice, the main suspect remained free, protected by his political 

connections and the system's unwillingness to challenge powerful men. 

In India, the situation is equally dire. Police frequently fail to investigate violence against 

women properly, particularly when victims come from marginalized communities like Dalits or 

Adivasis. The justice system's failure to protect women sends a clear message: women's lives 

are expendable, their safety negotiable, their rights secondary to maintaining social order as 

defined by patriarchal structures. 

The Cruel Mathematics of Honor 

The logic underlying these killings reveals the fundamental way these societies value women. 

In the cruel mathematics of honor-based violence, a woman's life is worth less than the 

family's reputation. Her dreams matter less than community approval. Her happiness is 

insignificant compared to the comfort of men who feel threatened by female autonomy. 

Tribal councils and family elders who order these killings operate under the delusion that they 

are preserving something valuable, tradition, honor, cultural purity. But what they are actually 

preserving is a system of control that requires the constant threat of death to maintain itself. 

These are not ancient traditions but relatively recent manifestations of patriarchal control that 

use the language of culture to justify murder. 

The Ripple Effects of Terror 

Each murder sends shockwaves through communities of women who understand the message 

being sent: step out of line, and you too could die. Millions of women across Pakistan and India 

live under this constant threat, modifying their behavior, suppressing their dreams, and 

accepting limitations on their freedom to avoid becoming the next victim. 

The psychological impact of this systematic terrorism cannot be overstated. When women 

know that their fathers, brothers, and husbands might kill them for perceived transgressions, it 

creates a climate of perpetual fear that serves to control entire populations of women. The 

threat of honor killing becomes a tool of oppression that shapes behavior even among those 

who never directly experience violence. 

The International Dimension 

These systematic killings have not gone unnoticed by the international community. Human 

rights organizations worldwide have documented and condemned the widespread nature of 

honor-based violence in South Asia. The consistency of the pattern, family members killing 
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women for perceived violations of gender norms, has been recognized as a form of terrorism 

specifically targeting women. 

Yet international pressure has had limited impact on changing these practices. The 

governments of Pakistan and India often treat these murders as cultural issues rather than 

human rights violations, creating space for continued violence under the guise of respecting 

local traditions. 

The Voices That Will Never Be Heard 

Reema Bibi will never graduate from university, never pursue a career, never fall in love, never 

raise children of her own. Amina Bibi's three children will grow up without their mother's 

guidance, love, and protection. Shaheena Bibi's love story ended before it truly began. These 

individual losses represent thousands of similar tragedies, lives cut short, dreams abandoned, 

potential unrealized. 

But their stories also represent something larger: the price of maintaining systems of 

oppression that require violence to sustain themselves. Each murder is not just a crime against 

an individual woman, but a crime against the entire concept of human equality and dignity. 

The silent daughters of South Asia speak to us through their absence, their voices echoing in 

the empty spaces where their laughter should have been, where their contributions should 

have enriched their communities, where their love should have flourished. They remind us that 

the fight for women's rights is not about abstract principles but about real lives, real dreams, 

and real human beings whose only crime was being born female in societies that see that as a 

liability rather than a gift. 

7. The Stolen Innocence 

 

Children Whose Voices Were Silenced Forever 

In every corner of our world, in homes that should be sanctuaries and schools that should be 

safe havens, a silent epidemic rages, one that steals not just innocence but often life itself. 

This is the story of the most vulnerable among us: children whose trust was betrayed, whose 

bodies were violated, and whose voices were silenced by those who should have protected 

them. Their stories are not of false accusations but of a different kind of injustice, the 

systematic failure of societies worldwide to protect their most precious citizens from the 

predators who destroy them. 

The Global Crisis Hidden in Plain Sight 

Every second that passes, as you read these words, as you take your next breath, as you blink 

your eyes, three girls and two boys somewhere in the world experience sexual violence. The 

mathematics of this horror are staggering: over 370 million girls and women globally have 
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been subjected to rape or sexual assault as children. In the past year alone, 82 million girls 

and 69 million boys experienced some form of sexual violence. These are not just statistics, 

they are children with names, dreams, and futures that were stolen from them. 

The numbers reveal a truth that societies worldwide struggle to acknowledge: childhood sexual 

abuse is not a rare aberration but a common plague that crosses all boundaries of class, race, 

religion, and geography. From the bustling cities of Mumbai to the rural villages of Pakistan, 

from the suburbs of Sydney to the favelas of Brazil, children are being violated at rates that 

should shock the conscience of humanity. 

The Predators Among Us 

Perhaps the most devastating aspect of childhood sexual abuse is that it is rarely committed 

by strangers lurking in shadows. The monsters are not the ones parents warn their children 

about, they are the ones children are taught to trust. Fathers, uncles, teachers, religious 

leaders, family friends, coaches, mentors, the very people society entrusts with children's 

welfare become their destroyers. 

In Australia, abuse is most commonly inflicted by known adolescents, parents and caregivers, 

and other trusted adults. In Pakistan, religious institutions have become hunting grounds for 

predators who use spiritual authority to silence their victims. In India, the home, the place that 

should be the ultimate sanctuary, becomes the site of violation in countless cases. 

These are not crimes of opportunity but calculated predation. Abusers groom their victims over 

months or years, building trust, creating dependency, establishing power dynamics that make 

resistance seem impossible and reporting unthinkable. They choose vulnerable children, those 

without strong support systems, those from marginalized communities, those who have 

already learned that their voices don't matter. 

The Silencing Mechanisms 

What makes childhood sexual abuse so pervasive is not just the vulnerability of victims but the 

sophisticated mechanisms societies have developed to silence them. Children who are abused 

quickly learn that speaking out brings not justice but punishment, disbelief, blame, family 

breakdown, social ostracism, and often further violence. 

In India, where 38,911 cases of child rape and penetrative assault were reported in 2022, a 

96% increase since 2016, the vast majority of cases never reach the justice system. Families 

often choose silence over scandal, community reputation over child welfare. The stigma 

attached to sexual abuse falls not on the perpetrators but on the victims, creating a powerful 

incentive for cover-ups and denial. 

In Pakistan, where 3,364 cases of child abuse were reported in 2024 alone, nine children 

abused every day, the number represents only the tip of an iceberg. Rural areas, conservative 

communities, and impoverished families often handle abuse internally, if at all. Religious and 

cultural authorities frequently prioritize maintaining social order over protecting children. 

Even in Australia, with its advanced legal systems and child protection services, where 29% of 

adults report experiencing childhood sexual abuse, the majority of cases are never reported 

during childhood. The mechanisms of silencing, shame, fear, disbelief, institutional protection 

of perpetrators, operate with devastating effectiveness across all societies. 

The Institutional Failures 

Perhaps the most heartbreaking aspect of this crisis is how institutions that exist to protect 

children often become complicit in their abuse or instrumental in covering it up. Schools 

protect their reputations by silencing victims rather than removing perpetrators. Religious 

institutions prioritize their image over the safety of children in their care. Law enforcement 

agencies, particularly in developing countries, often dismiss reports or blame victims for their 

own abuse. 
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In India, despite the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act and various 

government initiatives, the conviction rate for child sexual abuse remains abysmally low. Police 

often refuse to register cases, particularly when perpetrators are from influential families or 

when victims are from marginalized communities. Courts routinely question children's 

credibility while giving accused adults the benefit of doubt. 

The recent case in Pakistan where 81 children were murdered after sexual abuse in 2022 

reveals the ultimate failure of protection systems. These children didn't just suffer violation, 

they were killed to ensure their silence, their bodies becoming evidence of society's complete 

failure to protect them. 

The Online Dimension of Horror 

As if physical abuse weren't devastating enough, the digital age has created new frontiers for 

the exploitation of children. More than 300 million children annually become victims of online 

sexual abuse and exploitation. In Australia, reports of online child exploitation rose 45% in 

2023-24, with 160 new reports received every day. 

The internet has created a global marketplace for child sexual abuse material, allowing 

predators to trade in children's suffering across borders with relative impunity. Children are 

groomed online, coerced into producing sexual content, and trafficked for abuse that is 

broadcast live to paying customers worldwide. The anonymity and global reach of the internet 

have made children more vulnerable than ever before. 

The Psychological Annihilation 

The impact of childhood sexual abuse extends far beyond the physical violations. Research 

shows that such abuse is associated with nearly half of all childhood-onset psychiatric 

disorders and up to a third of adult-onset disorders. The suicide rates among survivors are 

dramatically higher than the general population. 

But these clinical descriptions fail to capture the full human cost. Children who are sexually 

abused often experience a kind of psychological annihilation, their sense of self, safety, and 

worth is systematically destroyed. They learn that their bodies don't belong to them, that their 

pain doesn't matter, that the adults who should protect them are often the ones who harm 

them. 

Many never recover from this fundamental betrayal of trust. They struggle with relationships, 

with self-worth, with the basic human ability to feel safe in the world. Their childhood ends not 

gradually but violently, replaced by a premature awareness of human cruelty that no child 

should ever possess. 

The Silent Scream of Numbers 

Behind every statistic is a child whose voice was silenced. In India's 162,000 incidents of child 

abuse reported in 2022, each number represents a young life forever altered. In Pakistan's 

daily average of nine abused children, each case represents dreams that will never be fulfilled. 

In Australia's 20,900 sexual assault victims under 18 in 2023, each victim represents a 

childhood stolen. 

These children often cannot speak for themselves, they are too young, too traumatized, too 

afraid, or too dead. Their silence echoes across societies that have failed them, a indictment of 

systems that prioritize adult comfort over child safety, institutional reputation over individual 

welfare, cultural tradition over basic human rights. 

The Failure of Protection 

What makes this crisis particularly devastating is that it is entirely preventable. Unlike natural 

disasters or diseases, childhood sexual abuse is committed by human beings who make 

conscious choices to harm children. It persists not because we don't know how to stop it, but 

because we lack the collective will to prioritize children's safety over other considerations. 
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Societies that can build space programs cannot seem to build effective child protection 

systems. Nations that can wage wars cannot seem to wage effective campaigns against those 

who prey on their most vulnerable citizens. The resources exist, the knowledge exists, the 

technology exists, what's missing is the moral courage to confront uncomfortable truths about 

who is harming children and why they are allowed to continue. 

The Conspiracy of Silence 

The most powerful weapon in the arsenal of child abusers is not physical force but societal 

silence. Every time a family chooses reputation over reporting, every time an institution 

chooses image over investigation, every time a community chooses comfort over 

confrontation, the conspiracy of silence grows stronger. 

This silence is not neutral, it is complicit. It tells children that their suffering doesn't matter, 

that their pain is less important than adult convenience, that their voices will not be heard or 

believed. It tells predators that their crimes will be tolerated, that their victims are expendable, 

that society will look the other way as long as they maintain plausible deniability. 

The Call for Justice 

The children who have been abused, violated, and silenced call to us across the void of our 

collective indifference. They demand that we see them not as statistics but as human beings 

whose fundamental rights have been violated. They insist that we acknowledge the systematic 

nature of their abuse and the institutional failures that enabled it. 

Their voices, though silenced by trauma and death, speak to us through their absence. They 

remind us that a society's character is measured not by how it treats its most powerful 

members but by how it protects its most vulnerable ones. They challenge us to move beyond 

comfortable denial to uncomfortable action. 

The Reckoning 

The global crisis of childhood sexual abuse is not a natural phenomenon but a man-made 

disaster that reflects our collective moral failures. It persists because we allow it to persist, 

because we prioritize other concerns over child safety, because we have normalized a level of 

violence against children that would be unthinkable if directed at adults. 

The 370 million girls and women who experienced sexual abuse as children represent one of 

the largest populations of survivors of systematic violence in human history. Their suffering 

calls for more than sympathy, it demands transformation of the systems, institutions, and 

cultural norms that enable their abuse. 

In their memory, in their honor, and for the protection of future children, we must break the 

conspiracy of silence that protects predators and abandon the systems that sacrifice children 

for adult convenience. The voices that were silenced in life must be heard in death, and their 

message is clear: enough. No more silence. No more denial. No more tolerance for the 

intolerable. 
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8. The Condemned for Love 

 

Those Persecuted for Being True to Themselves 

In a world that celebrates love in countless forms, in poetry and song, in art and literature, in 

the sacred vows spoken in wedding ceremonies, there exists a cruel paradox: millions of 

people live under the constant threat of imprisonment, torture, and death simply for loving 

someone of the same gender. Their stories are not of false accusations but of authentic lives 

criminalised, of hearts condemned for beating in ways that societies deem unacceptable, of 

human beings destroyed not for what they have done wrong, but for who they are. 

The Geography of Persecution 

 

Across 64 countries on our planet, love between two men or two women is not just 

disapproved of, it is illegal, punishable by imprisonment, torture, and in the most extreme 

cases, death. In Iran, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Brunei, Mauritania, and parts of Nigeria and 

Uganda, the simple act of loving someone of the same gender can result in execution. These 

are not ancient laws forgotten in dusty legal codes, they are actively enforced statutes that 

have destroyed countless lives. 

In Pakistan, where the penalty for homosexuality can be death by stoning, LGBTQ+ individuals 

live in perpetual fear, forced to hide their deepest emotions and most authentic relationships. 

In Malaysia, where same-sex acts can result in 20 years in prison and whipping, countless 

people live double lives, showing one face to society while hiding their true selves in shadows 

of fear. 

Even in countries where the death penalty is not prescribed, the persecution can be equally 

devastating. In Russia, where "LGBT propaganda" laws criminalize even the mention of non-

heterosexual relationships as normal, vigilante groups have turned hunting gay people into a 
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form of entertainment, luring victims with false promises of romance before subjecting them to 

torture, humiliation, and public shaming. 

The Hunters and the Hunted 

The persecution of LGBTQ+ individuals often takes forms that reveal the deepest cruelties of 

human nature. In Russia, organized groups have made a sport of targeting gay men and 

teenagers, using dating apps and social media to lure victims into traps. Once captured, these 

individuals are subjected to torture that is filmed and broadcast online, beaten with hammers, 

forced to drink urine, stripped naked, and humiliated in ways designed to destroy not just their 

bodies but their souls. 

The perpetrators don't see their victims as human beings deserving of dignity and respect. 

They use dehumanizing language, calling them "perverts," "pedophiles," and "diseased", to 

justify cruelties that would be condemned if inflicted on any other group. The filming and 

broadcasting of these attacks serve multiple purposes: they terrorize the broader LGBTQ+ 

community, they provide entertainment for those who share the attackers' hatred, and they 

create permanent records of humiliation designed to destroy lives even after the physical 

abuse ends. 

In South Africa, lesbian women face "corrective rape", sexual assault perpetrated under the 

twisted belief that rape can "cure" homosexuality. These attacks often result in severe physical 

trauma, unwanted pregnancies, HIV infection, and psychological damage so severe that many 

victims take their own lives rather than continue living with the aftermath. 

The State as Persecutor 

 

Perhaps the most devastating aspect of anti-LGBTQ+ persecution is when governments 

themselves become the primary persecutors. Police forces that should protect all citizens 

instead become instruments of oppression, conducting raids on gay clubs, arresting people for 

the crime of loving, and often subjecting arrestees to additional violence and humiliation in 

custody. 

In many countries, laws are deliberately vague, allowing authorities to harass, extort, and 

imprison LGBTQ+ individuals at will. Public morality statutes, anti-sodomy laws, and 

"propaganda" restrictions create legal frameworks for systematic persecution. The mere 

accusation of homosexuality becomes a weapon that can be used to destroy reputations, break 

up families, and end careers. 

Teachers lose their jobs for being gay, not because they have done anything inappropriate with 

students, but simply because their existence is deemed inappropriate by their societies. 

Community workers are driven from their professions, healthcare workers are fired, and 

activists are imprisoned or killed for the radical act of insisting that love should not be a crime. 

The Intersection of Oppressions 
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For many LGBTQ+ individuals, persecution based on sexual orientation or gender identity 

intersects with other forms of discrimination, creating multiple layers of vulnerability. LGBTQ+ 

people of color, those from religious minorities, those living in poverty, and those with 

disabilities face compounded persecution that can be overwhelming. 

Bisexual individuals face a particularly cruel form of persecution, rejection and invalidation not 

only from heterosexual society but often from gay and lesbian communities as well. They are 

told their sexuality isn't real, that they are confused or going through a phase, that they must 

choose a side. This erasure of their identity creates isolation that can be psychologically 

devastating. 

Intersex individuals face medical persecution from birth, subjected to non-consensual surgeries 

designed to force their bodies to conform to binary gender expectations. These procedures, 

often performed on infants and children who cannot consent, can cause lifelong physical and 

psychological trauma while sending the message that their natural bodies are somehow wrong 

or shameful. 

The Family Battleground 

One of the cruelest ironies of anti-LGBTQ+ persecution is that it often begins in the place that 

should be safest, the family home. Parents who discover their children's sexual orientation or 

gender identity sometimes react with violence, rejection, and attempts at "conversion" that 

can include everything from forced marriages to torture disguised as therapy. 

Young people are thrown out of their homes, cut off from financial support, and subjected to 

family-sanctioned violence designed to "cure" them of their authentic selves. Some families 

send LGBTQ+ children to conversion therapy programs that use psychological torture, physical 

abuse, and sexual assault in futile attempts to change sexual orientation or gender identity. 

The emotional blackmail is often as devastating as physical violence. LGBTQ+ individuals are 

told they are destroying their families, betraying their religions, and disappointing their 

communities simply by existing authentically. The message is clear: you can have family and 

community acceptance, but only if you agree to live a lie for the rest of your life. 

The Psychological Warfare 

The constant threat of persecution creates a psychological state that can be as destructive as 

physical violence. LGBTQ+ individuals in hostile environments live in perpetual fear, fear of 

discovery, fear of violence, fear of rejection, fear of imprisonment, fear of death. This chronic 

stress leads to dramatically higher rates of depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and suicide. 

The enforced secrecy required for survival in hostile environments creates a different kind of 

death, the death of authentic self-expression. People are forced to monitor every word, every 

gesture, every relationship, constantly policing themselves to avoid detection. They must lie to 

colleagues, friends, and family members, creating elaborate fictional lives to hide their 

authentic relationships and emotions. 

Many never experience the simple human joy of holding hands with someone they love in 

public, of introducing their partner as their partner, of speaking openly about their 

relationships and dreams. They live entire lives in emotional hiding, their authentic selves 

known only to a trusted few or, in the most isolated cases, to no one at all. 

The Global Movement and Backlash 

As LGBTQ+ rights have advanced in some parts of the world, creating examples of societies 

where love is celebrated rather than criminalized, there has been a corresponding backlash in 

other regions. Some governments and religious leaders have pointed to LGBTQ+ rights as 

evidence of Western decadence or foreign influence, using persecution of LGBTQ+ individuals 

as a way to assert cultural identity and political independence. 
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This dynamic has made LGBTQ+ individuals pawns in larger geopolitical games, their basic 

human rights sacrificed on the altar of cultural nationalism and political posturing. Laws 

criminalizing homosexuality are sometimes presented as defending traditional values, when in 

reality they are instruments of control that destroy lives for political gain. 

The Cost of Invisibility 

One of the most insidious aspects of anti-LGBTQ+ persecution is how effectively it erases its 

victims from public consciousness. When people are forced to hide their identities, when their 

relationships are criminalized, when their very existence is deemed unacceptable, they become 

invisible to broader society. 

This invisibility serves the interests of persecutors by making it easier to deny that LGBTQ+ 

people exist in their communities, their families, their institutions. It allows societies to 

maintain comfortable myths about their own tolerance while systematically oppressing millions 

of their own citizens. 

The erasure is so complete that many heterosexual people in repressive societies genuinely 

believe that LGBTQ+ people don't exist in their communities, when the reality is that they are 

simply too terrified to be visible. This enforced invisibility prevents the formation of support 

networks, perpetuates isolation, and makes collective action for rights and recognition nearly 

impossible. 

The Ripple Effects of Love Denied 

The persecution of LGBTQ+ individuals damages not just the direct victims but entire societies. 

When governments criminalize love, they normalize the use of state power to control the most 

intimate aspects of human life. When communities celebrate violence against LGBTQ+ people, 

they teach their children that difference justifies cruelty and that love can be wrong. 

The talent, creativity, and contributions of LGBTQ+ individuals are lost when they are forced 

into hiding, driven from their communities, or killed for being themselves. The families and 

relationships that are destroyed by persecution represent countless sources of love, support, 

and human connection that are eliminated by hatred. 

Perhaps most tragically, the persecution of LGBTQ+ individuals often breeds the very things it 

claims to prevent. By criminalizing authentic relationships, societies force people into dishonest 

ones. By making love dangerous, they make secrecy and deception survival skills. By teaching 

that some forms of love are shameful, they create shame around all forms of intimacy and 

connection. 

The Call for Recognition 

The millions of LGBTQ+ individuals who have suffered persecution, violence, and death for the 

crime of love call to us across the barriers of prejudice and fear. They ask not for special 

treatment but for the basic human right to exist authentically, to love openly, to build 

relationships without fear of imprisonment or death. 

Their courage in the face of overwhelming persecution, in continuing to love despite the costs, 

in maintaining hope despite the hatred, in building communities despite the isolation, 

represents some of the most heroic acts of the human spirit. They have loved not because it 

was safe or easy, but because love is fundamental to human nature and cannot be legislated 

away. 

The Universal Truth 

The persecution of LGBTQ+ individuals reveals uncomfortable truths about the societies that 

practice it. It shows how quickly laws can be used to normalize cruelty, how easily 

communities can be taught to celebrate violence, how readily governments can transform love 

into a crime and compassion into a weakness. 
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But it also reveals the indestructible nature of human dignity and the impossibility of 

legislating love out of existence. Despite centuries of persecution, despite laws that criminalize 

their existence, despite violence that seeks to erase them, LGBTQ+ people continue to exist, to 

love, to hope, and to fight for recognition. 

Their stories remind us that the right to love and be loved is not a political issue but a human 

one, not a cultural preference but a fundamental aspect of human dignity. In their struggle for 

recognition and acceptance, they carry forward humanity's broader struggle for a world where 

all people can live authentically without fear, where difference is celebrated rather than 

criminalized, and where love, in all its forms, is recognized as the force that makes us most 

human. 

9. The Tormented in Plain Sight 

 

Those Broken by Daily Cruelty 

In classrooms filled with laughter and hallways bustling with teenage energy, in offices 

humming with productivity and meeting rooms where careers are built, a silent epidemic 

unfolds daily. It's the systematic destruction of human dignity through bullying and 

harassment, cruelties so normalised, so embedded in our institutions, that we often dismiss 

them as "part of growing up" or "office politics." But for millions of people, these aren't minor 

inconveniences, they are daily tortures that destroy lives, shatter dreams, and sometimes end 

in tragedy. 

The Schoolyard Predators 

Every morning, millions of children walk through school doors carrying more than backpacks, 

they carry the weight of dread, knowing that their day will likely include humiliation, exclusion, 

or violence from their peers. In the United States, 19% of students report being bullied at 

school, while in Australia, a staggering 70% of children aged 12-13 experience bullying 

behaviors. These aren't just statistics, they represent young hearts learning to expect cruelty 

as normal, minds being trained to accept their own worthlessness. 

Twelve-year-old Sarah (not her real name) used to love going to school. She was bright, 

curious, and full of dreams about becoming a teacher someday. But when she developed early 

and became the target of relentless body-shaming and sexual comments from male 

classmates, school transformed from a place of learning into a daily gauntlet of humiliation. 

Girls who had been her friends began excluding her, afraid that association with her would 

make them targets too. Teachers, overwhelmed and undertrained, dismissed her complaints as 

"typical teenage drama." 

By the time Sarah turned fourteen, she had attempted suicide twice. Her grades plummeted, 

she developed an eating disorder, and her dreams of teaching seemed impossibly distant. The 
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girl who once raised her hand eagerly in class now sat in the back corner, invisible and broken, 

just trying to survive each day until she could escape. 

Sarah's story is replicated millions of times across the globe. In South Africa, over 500 bullying 

cases were reported in just the first weeks of 2025, with most occurring in classrooms where 

children should feel safest. These numbers represent only reported cases, countless more 

suffer in silence, believing that their torment is somehow deserved or that reporting it will only 

make things worse. 

The Digital Dungeons 

The cruelty doesn't end when school bells ring. Cyberbullying has created 24/7 torment that 

follows victims home, into their bedrooms, into the spaces that once offered refuge. Twenty-

two percent of bullied students experience online harassment, where cruel comments, 

embarrassing photos, and social exclusion campaigns can go viral, amplifying humiliation 

beyond anything previous generations could imagine. 

Teenagers who once might have found respite at home now face constant harassment through 

social media, text messages, and online platforms. Their most embarrassing moments are 

recorded, shared, and preserved forever in digital spaces. The temporary cruelties of 

adolescence become permanent scars etched into the internet's memory. 

The psychological impact is devastating. Young people develop anxiety, depression, and panic 

disorders. They withdraw from activities they once loved, their academic performance suffers, 

and their self-worth erodes under the constant assault. Some never recover, suicide rates 

among bullied youth are significantly higher than among their peers, representing the ultimate 

failure of systems designed to protect children. 

The Workplace Wolves 

The cruelty doesn't magically end with graduation. Adult workplaces, supposedly professional 

environments governed by human resources policies and legal protections, often become 

sophisticated arenas for psychological torture. In Australia, nearly half of all workers report 

experiencing high stress, with one in two experiencing bullying, harassment, or discrimination. 

In the United States, 30% of workers, about 48 million Americans, have been bullied at work. 

The workplace bullying is often more subtle than schoolyard cruelty but no less devastating. It 

comes disguised as management style, performance improvement, or corporate culture. 

Victims find their work undermined, their ideas stolen or dismissed, their achievements 

minimized or ignored. They're excluded from meetings, subjected to impossible deadlines, 

given tasks below or above their skill level, and isolated from colleagues. 

Jennifer had worked her way up to middle management in a prestigious firm, proud of her 

accomplishments and excited about her future. But when a new executive arrived and decided 

she was a threat to his authority, her professional life became a nightmare. He systematically 

undermined her projects, excluded her from decision-making, and created an atmosphere 

where colleagues were afraid to associate with her. When she tried to report the harassment, 

she was told she was being "too sensitive" and needed to "learn to work with difficult people." 

The stress began affecting Jennifer's health. She developed insomnia, panic attacks, and 

chronic headaches. Her confidence, built over years of success, crumbled under constant 

psychological assault. Eventually, she resigned, another casualty of workplace bullying whose 

talents were lost to an organization that chose to protect harassers over victims. 

The Hierarchy of Harm 

What makes workplace bullying particularly insidious is that 65% of workplace bullies are 

bosses, people with the power to destroy careers, manipulate references, and make victims 

unemployable in their fields. The power imbalance makes resistance dangerous and reporting 
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risky. Victims often face retaliation that can end their careers, making them prisoners of their 

own professional aspirations. 

The financial cost to businesses is enormous, billions in lost productivity, sick leave, turnover, 

and legal settlements. But the human cost is incalculable. Talented people leave their 

professions, bright minds are silenced, and innovation suffers when organizations tolerate 

cultures of cruelty. 

Sexual harassment adds another layer of degradation, particularly for women. In Australia, 

23% of women report experiencing sexual harassment at work, creating environments where 

professional success requires enduring sexual predation. Women learn to navigate unwanted 

advances, inappropriate comments, and quid pro quo arrangements as part of their 

"professional development." 

The Bystander's Burden 

Perhaps the most tragic aspect of bullying and harassment is how it corrupts not just 

perpetrators and victims but entire communities. Bystanders, those who witness but don't 

intervene, carry their own burden of moral injury. They learn to look away, to prioritize their 

own safety over others' dignity, to normalize cruelty as the price of belonging. 

In schools, children learn that seeking help is "snitching" and that standing up for victims 

makes you a target. In workplaces, employees learn that speaking up is career suicide and 

that maintaining relationships with bullies is more important than protecting colleagues. These 

lessons in moral cowardice ripple through entire generations, creating societies that tolerate 

injustice as long as it doesn't directly affect them. 

The Institutional Enablers 

The persistence of bullying and harassment reveals fundamental failures in institutions 

designed to protect people. Schools that prioritize test scores over student wellbeing create 

environments where bullying flourishes unchecked. Administrators who see bullying as a 

distraction from academic achievement rather than an assault on learning enable continued 

victimization. 

Workplaces that treat harassment as a human resources problem rather than a leadership 

failure perpetuate cultures of abuse. Organizations that value short-term productivity over 

long-term wellbeing sacrifice human dignity for quarterly profits. Legal systems that make 

reporting harassment expensive, time-consuming, and risky discourage victims from seeking 

justice. 

These institutional failures aren't accidental, they reflect deliberate choices to prioritize the 

comfort of those in power over the safety of those who are vulnerable. When schools fail to 

protect students and workplaces fail to protect employees, they send clear messages about 

whose lives and dignity matter. 

The Ripple Effects of Normalized Cruelty 

The impact of bullying and harassment extends far beyond individual victims. When cruelty 

becomes normalized in institutions, it shapes the character of everyone within them. Children 

who experience or witness bullying learn that power justifies cruelty, that difference deserves 

punishment, and that seeking help is weakness. 

Adults who work in harassing environments learn to compartmentalize their values, to 

rationalize their silence, and to accept degradation as the price of employment. These lessons 

in moral compromise affect not just professional behavior but personal relationships, parenting 

practices, and community engagement. 

Societies that tolerate institutional bullying and harassment create cultures where cruelty 

becomes acceptable, where dignity becomes negotiable, and where justice becomes optional. 
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The playground bullies become the workplace harassers become the community leaders who 

see nothing wrong with using power to hurt others. 

The Technology of Torment 

Modern technology has amplified both the reach and intensity of bullying and harassment. 

Digital platforms designed to connect people have become weapons for psychological warfare. 

The anonymity of online spaces enables cowards to inflict maximum damage with minimal risk, 

while the permanence of digital records means humiliation can follow victims for years. 

Artificial intelligence and deepfake technology have created new possibilities for harassment, 

realistic fake images and videos that can destroy reputations instantly. Social media algorithms 

that prioritize engagement often amplify cruel content because controversy generates clicks. 

The very technologies that promised to democratize communication have instead democratized 

cruelty. 

The Pandemic of Silence 

One of the most devastating aspects of bullying and harassment is how effectively they silence 

their victims. People who are being systematically degraded often blame themselves, believing 

they deserve the treatment they're receiving. The psychological manipulation inherent in 

sustained harassment convinces victims that they are worthless, that reporting will make 

things worse, that no one will believe them. 

This silence serves the interests of perpetrators and institutions perfectly. Unreported 

harassment doesn't officially exist, enabling organizations to claim they have no problems 

while victims suffer in isolation. The conspiracy of silence protects abusers while destroying 

victims, creating systems where cruelty thrives in darkness. 

The Courage to Break 

Despite the overwhelming challenges, some victims find the courage to break their silence, to 

report their abusers, to seek justice despite the risks. These brave individuals often face 

retaliation, disbelief, and institutional betrayal, but their courage creates the possibility of 

change. 

Students who report bullying despite being labeled as "snitches" create opportunities for 

intervention. Employees who file harassment complaints despite career risks force 

organizations to confront their failures. Survivors who speak publicly about their experiences 

break the silence that enables continued abuse. 

The Call for Transformation 

The millions of people who have been broken by bullying and harassment call to us from their 

isolation and pain. They demand that we stop treating systematic cruelty as inevitable, stop 

accepting degradation as normal, stop prioritizing the comfort of abusers over the safety of 

victims. 

Their experiences reveal uncomfortable truths about our institutions and ourselves. They show 

us how easily we rationalize cruelty when it serves our interests, how quickly we abandon our 

values when confronted with power, how readily we sacrifice others' dignity for our own 

convenience. 

The Path Forward 

Ending bullying and harassment requires more than policies and training programs, it requires 

fundamental shifts in how we define acceptable behavior and distribute power. It means 

creating cultures where reporting abuse is rewarded rather than punished, where bystanders 

are empowered rather than silenced, where victims are supported rather than blamed. 

It means recognizing that the right to dignity is not negotiable, that the right to safety is not 

optional, and that the right to respect is not something people must earn by conforming to 
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others' expectations. It means building institutions that protect the vulnerable rather than 

enabling the powerful, that prioritize human wellbeing over organizational convenience. 

The tormented in plain sight, the students who dread school, the employees who suffer in 

silence, the countless individuals whose spirits have been broken by daily cruelty, deserve 

better than our comfortable indifference. They deserve institutions that protect them, 

communities that support them, and societies that refuse to tolerate their degradation. 

10. The Harvested and the Sold 

 

Modern Slavery's Darkest Trade 

In the shadows of our interconnected world, where global commerce moves billions of dollars 

with the click of a button and people cross borders seeking hope and opportunity, a trade more 

sinister than any in human history flourishes in darkness. This is the story of the 49.6 million 

people trapped in modern slavery, sold, harvested, and commodified in ways that would make 

the slave traders of centuries past seem almost quaint by comparison. Their bodies become 

factories, their organs become spare parts, their very humanity reduced to profit margins in a 

global marketplace that treats human beings as renewable resources. 

The Commodity of Flesh 

Maria was nineteen when the traffickers found her in a rural village in Eastern Europe. She was 

desperate, her family was drowning in debt, her younger siblings were hungry, and the 

promise of good work in Western Europe seemed like salvation. The well-dressed man who 

approached her spoke of restaurant jobs, decent wages, and the chance to send money home. 

What he didn't mention was that her body was already sold, her organs pre-ordered by 

desperate patients willing to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars for a kidney that would save 

their lives. 

The journey that began with hope ended in a makeshift surgical facility where Maria's kidney 

was removed without proper anesthesia, without proper aftercare, and without any intention of 

honoring the modest payment promised to her. She awoke missing an organ and gaining a 

lifetime of health complications, psychological trauma, and the crushing knowledge that she 

had been worth more to her captors in pieces than as a whole person. 

Maria's story represents the darkest evolution of human trafficking, the commodification not 

just of labor or sexuality, but of the human body itself. The World Health Organization 

estimates that 5-10% of all kidney transplants worldwide involve trafficked organs, 

representing a market that generates between $840 million and $1.7 billion annually. These 

aren't just statistics, they represent thousands of people like Maria, whose bodies have been 

mined for parts to keep others alive. 

The Global Architecture of Suffering 
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The scope of modern slavery defies comprehension. Nearly 50 million people, a population 

larger than that of South Korea, live in conditions of forced labor, sexual exploitation, and 

organ trafficking. Among them are 12 million children, their small bodies and vulnerable spirits 

exploited by adults who see profit where decent societies should see protection. 

The forced labor component alone generates $236 billion in illegal profits annually, making 

human trafficking one of the most lucrative criminal enterprises on earth. This isn't the slavery 

of history books, with chains and plantations, this is a sophisticated global industry that 

exploits the vulnerabilities created by poverty, conflict, and inequality to transform human 

beings into commodities. 

In factories across Asia, workers are trapped in debt bondage, forced to work eighteen-hour 

days for wages that will never cover the costs of their transportation, housing, and food. In the 

Middle East, domestic workers have their passports confiscated and live in conditions of 

captivity, subject to physical and sexual abuse with no means of escape. In Europe and North 

America, women and children are trafficked into prostitution, their bodies sold dozens of times 

per day while their captors collect the profits. 

The Harvest of Desperation 

Perhaps the most horrifying aspect of modern trafficking is the trade in human organs, a 

practice that literally dismantles human beings to extend the lives of others. The victims are 

almost always poor, desperate, and marginalized. The beneficiaries are typically wealthy 

patients from developed countries who travel abroad for transplants they cannot obtain legally 

in their home countries. 

The mathematics of organ trafficking reveal the brutal calculus of global inequality. A kidney 

that might cost $200,000 on the illegal market will net the victim, if they survive the surgery, 

perhaps $5,000. The vast majority of the profit goes to the criminal networks that facilitate the 

trade, the corrupt medical professionals who perform the surgeries, and the intermediaries 

who connect desperate patients with expendable victims. 

Children are particularly vulnerable to organ trafficking. Their smaller organs are often 

preferred for pediatric patients, and their inability to understand or resist makes them ideal 

victims. There are documented cases of children being abducted from orphanages, schools, 

and even hospitals to be harvested for organs. Some are sold by their own families, desperate 

parents choosing to sacrifice one child to feed the others. 

The Industrial Scale of Exploitation 

The efficiency with which modern trafficking operates reveals how thoroughly criminal 

networks have adapted to globalization. Victims are recruited in one country, processed in 

another, and exploited in a third. The same supply chains that move legitimate goods around 

the world have been co-opted to move human cargo with devastating efficiency. 

Technology has both enabled and complicated trafficking. Social media platforms are used to 

recruit victims with false promises of employment or romance. Cryptocurrency enables 

anonymous payments that are difficult to trace. But technology has also created new forms of 

exploitation, victims are forced to create online sexual content, participate in live-streamed 

abuse, and submit to digital surveillance that makes escape nearly impossible. 

The COVID-19 pandemic created new vulnerabilities that traffickers quickly exploited. 

Economic desperation increased the pool of potential victims, while reduced travel and border 

security created opportunities for criminal networks. Children out of school became more 

vulnerable to recruitment, while adults facing unemployment became susceptible to false 

promises of work. 

The Willing Buyers 
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One of the most disturbing aspects of modern trafficking is the extent to which it depends on 

demand from ordinary people in developed countries. The organs that are trafficked aren't sold 

to criminal masterminds, they're implanted into desperate patients whose families can afford 

to pay for illegal transplants. The commercial sexual exploitation isn't consumed by monsters, 

it's purchased by men who range from business travelers to local residents. 

This demand creates a market dynamic that ensures trafficking will continue as long as people 

are willing to pay for trafficked services. Every illegal organ transplant creates demand for 

another victim. Every purchase of commercial sex from a trafficked person funds the networks 

that enslave others. The crime of trafficking isn't just committed by the criminals who run the 

networks, it's enabled by every person who chooses to look the other way or actively 

participate in markets they know or should know exploit vulnerable people. 

The Institutional Failures 

The persistence of trafficking on such a massive scale reveals fundamental failures in 

international law enforcement, border security, and labor regulation. Despite billions of dollars 

spent on anti-trafficking efforts, the number of victims continues to grow. This isn't because 

we don't know how to stop trafficking, it's because the political will to address its root causes is 

often lacking. 

Corruption enables trafficking at every level. Border guards are bribed to look the other way, 

police are paid to ignore obvious signs of exploitation, and officials provide documents and 

protection to criminal networks. In some countries, government officials are directly involved 

in trafficking operations, using state resources to facilitate the movement and exploitation of 

victims. 

Labor laws in many countries are so weak or poorly enforced that trafficked workers can 

operate in plain sight. Factories, farms, and construction sites employ obviously trafficked 

workers while authorities ignore clear signs of exploitation. The global economy's demand for 

cheap goods creates pressure for cost-cutting that often results in the use of trafficked labor. 

The Medical Complicity 

The organ trafficking industry couldn't function without the participation of medical 

professionals who abandon their ethical obligations for profit. Doctors who perform illegal 

transplants, nurses who provide post-operative care, and administrators who falsify medical 

records all become complicit in crimes against humanity. 

These medical professionals often rationalize their participation by focusing on the patients 

they're helping, the kidney recipient who will live, the heart patient who will survive. But this 

utilitarian calculus ignores the fundamental principle that one person's life cannot be preserved 

by destroying another's. The medical profession's participation in organ trafficking represents a 

betrayal of the Hippocratic Oath that rivals the worst medical crimes in history. 

The Trauma That Never Heals 

The impact of trafficking extends far beyond the immediate exploitation. Survivors often carry 

physical and psychological scars that last lifetimes. Women trafficked for sexual exploitation 

suffer from complex trauma, sexually transmitted diseases, and reproductive health problems. 

Labor trafficking victims often sustain permanent injuries from dangerous working conditions 

and lack of safety equipment. 

Organ trafficking victims face unique health challenges. Removing a kidney or part of a liver 

creates lifelong medical vulnerabilities that are rarely addressed by the criminals who exploit 

them. Many victims receive no follow-up care and develop complications that can be fatal. The 

psychological trauma of having your body harvested for parts creates a form of 

dehumanization that is difficult to overcome. 
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Children who are trafficked often suffer developmental delays, educational deficits, and 

attachment disorders that affect their ability to form healthy relationships throughout their 

lives. The exploitation they experience during critical developmental periods can result in 

permanent psychological damage that affects their capacity for trust, intimacy, and emotional 

regulation. 

The Economic Ecosystem 

Modern trafficking exists within a broader economic ecosystem that makes exploitation 

profitable and victims expendable. Global inequality creates vast pools of vulnerable people 

while simultaneously creating demand for cheap labor and exploitative services. Economic 

policies that prioritize profit over human welfare create conditions where trafficking can 

flourish. 

The legitimate economy often intersects with trafficking in ways that make it difficult to 

distinguish legal from illegal activities. Supply chains for major corporations sometimes include 

trafficked labor. Organs trafficked in illegal markets end up in patients who receive treatment 

at legitimate hospitals. The boundaries between legal and illegal become blurred in ways that 

benefit criminal networks. 

Financial institutions often unknowingly facilitate trafficking by processing payments and 

transfers that fund criminal operations. The complexity of international banking and the use of 

multiple intermediaries make it difficult to trace money flows associated with trafficking. 

Cryptocurrency has created new opportunities for anonymous transactions that are nearly 

impossible to monitor. 

The Global Response 

Despite the scale of the problem, the international response to trafficking remains fragmented 

and inadequate. Countries have different definitions of trafficking, different legal frameworks 

for prosecution, and different levels of commitment to addressing the problem. This creates 

opportunities for criminal networks to exploit gaps in international cooperation. 

Anti-trafficking efforts often focus on prosecution rather than prevention, addressing 

symptoms rather than causes. While arresting traffickers is important, it doesn't address the 

poverty, inequality, and lack of opportunity that make people vulnerable to trafficking in the 

first place. The focus on criminal justice responses often overshadows the need for broader 

social and economic reforms. 

Victim protection remains inadequate in most countries. Survivors often receive minimal 

support and are sometimes treated as criminals rather than victims. The lack of long-term 

assistance means that many survivors remain vulnerable to re-trafficking or other forms of 

exploitation. 

The Call for Recognition 

The 49.6 million people trapped in modern slavery call to us across the barriers of geography, 

class, and indifference. They demand that we see them not as statistics but as human beings 

whose fundamental rights have been violated. They insist that we acknowledge the systematic 

nature of their exploitation and the institutional failures that enable it. 

Their voices, though silenced by captivity and fear, speak to us through their suffering. They 

remind us that a globalized world that connects us all also creates responsibilities to protect 

the most vulnerable among us. They challenge us to look beyond comfortable assumptions 

about progress and prosperity to see the human cost of systems that prioritize profit over 

people. 

The Reckoning 

The global crisis of human trafficking is not a natural disaster or an inevitable consequence of 

globalization, it is a man-made catastrophe that reflects our collective moral failures. It 
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persists because we allow it to persist, because we benefit from systems that exploit 

vulnerable people, because we have normalized levels of human suffering that should be 

unthinkable. 

The 49.6 million people in modern slavery represent one of the largest populations of victims 

in human history. Their suffering demands more than sympathy, it requires fundamental 

transformation of the economic, political, and social systems that enable their exploitation. 

Their legacy must be more than statistics in reports or tragic stories in the news. It must be a 

commitment to building a world where human dignity is non-negotiable, where vulnerability is 

met with protection rather than exploitation, where every person's inherent worth is 

recognised and defended. 

The harvested and the sold have paid the ultimate price for our comfortable indifference to 

global inequality and systematic exploitation. They have shown us the true cost of systems 

that treat human beings as commodities and reduce people to their economic value. Their 

sacrifice calls us to account, and demands that we finally choose human dignity over profit, 

justice over convenience, and hope over the comfortable despair of accepting the 

unacceptable. 

In their memory, in their honor, and for the protection of those still trapped in the shadows of 

modern slavery, we must break the chains of complicity that bind us to systems of 

exploitation. The time for comfortable ignorance has ended. The time for transformation has 

begun. The harvested and the sold have given everything, now it is our turn to give something 

in return: our commitment to ensuring that their suffering was not in vain. 

A Call to Action 

As we close this edition of Letters of the Heart, we are left with a stark reminder of the fragility 

of justice and the enduring strength of the human spirit. The stories of those wrongfully 

accused, persecuted for love, or silenced by systemic cruelty speak not just of individual 

suffering but of societal failures that demand our attention. 

These narratives compel us to confront uncomfortable truths about the injustices that continue 

to plague our world. But they also spark a call to action, a call to ensure that the silenced 

voices are heard, the wrongly accused are given their due, and the systems of power that 

perpetuate harm are held accountable. 

We stand at a crossroads. We can either allow these injustices to remain shadows in our 

collective conscience, or we can choose to act, fighting for a world where truth prevails, where 

justice is not just a word, but a living, breathing reality. The courage displayed by the 

individuals in these pages shows us that change is possible, but only if we dare to challenge 

the status quo, speak out, and refuse to let the past repeat itself. 

Let us carry their stories forward as a reminder that the fight for justice is never over, and that 

each of us, in our own way, has a role to play in shaping a more just and compassionate 

world. The time for silence has passed, the time for action is now. 

Regards, 

Sukh Sandhu 

www.sukhsandhu.com 

http://www.sukhsandhu.com/
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LETTERS OF THE HEART 

My Greatest Achievement: The 

People Who Walk Out Of My 

Classroom 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 1 December 2025 

Success is not the awards on the wall. 

 

It is the people who walk out of your classroom and never look at themselves the same way 

again. 

Recently, while working on a project, someone asked me a simple question: “Outside of family, 

what is your biggest achievement in your career?” 

Not the fact that I married someone who is my greatest teammate in life. Not my children, 

who are my daily source of strength. Not my beautiful network of colleagues, friends and 

family who have held me together. 

Something outside all of that. Purely professional. 

I paused. I went back almost three decades. 

To a teenager in Ratia, Fatehabad and Hisar, teaching IT especially web designing, web 

development and programming to people who trusted a very young trainer with their future 

skills. I even had the privilege of teaching IT and multimedia to my own chemistry, biology, 

physics and mathematics teachers. For a student to stand in front of their own teachers and be 

asked to teach them was one of the greatest honours and of course challenge, of my early life. 

Then, in 1998/1999, I was a teenager standing in front of experienced engineers from HFCL 

and Bharti in Shimla and Solan, teaching IT while most people my age were still trying to work 

out what they wanted to do with their lives. I did not have a big title, but I had responsibility, 

curiosity and a deep belief that education could change everything. I had a mother who 

believed in me, who encouraged me, who pushed me to step out and start working. I had 

access to courses that gave me real skills and showed me how to earn a respectable five-figure 

salary at that time, working with a USA-based company. 

Since then, teaching has been my constant. 

I have taught as a guest lecturer, faculty member, trainer, assessor, tutor, mentor, coach, 

academic coordinator, instructional designer, curriculum developer, visiting faculty, keynote 

speaker and program director. I have done this across schools, colleges, universities, RTOs, 
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not for profits, workplaces and boardrooms, in some of the most respected organisations in 

Australia and across the world, including engineers and professionals from major brands and 

global companies. 

Across that journey, I was supported by some of the world's best teachers and managers. I 

have lived in the shadow of some of the best human beings I know people who quietly shaped 

my standards, my ethics, and my belief that leaders are here to serve, not to be served. 

Life also opened an unexpected door into media and communication. I had the privilege of 

working with Star Plus / Disney as an official Twitter jockey for shows like "Dancing with the 

stars", to several other world-famous brands, helping market TV shows and reality programs, 

learning how stories connect with millions of people in real time. That experience taught me 

how powerful the right message can be when it meets the right moment. 

Over time, that mix of education, media, compliance and strategy became CAQA, Edu learning, 

and Career Calling International. Today I am grateful to have worked with thousands of 

organisations worldwide, to be recognised with global awards, invited to speak on international 

stages, to contribute as a Forbes Business Council member and as a UN speaker, and to be 

trusted as a voice in education, governance and compliance. 

But my story is not only the highlight reel. 

I have also seen the darkest parts of life at a very young age. As a Year 4 student, I witnessed 

the horrific murder of two people, a memory that has haunted me ever since. I was also 

subjected to sexual abuse during my early years, an experience that left deep emotional scars. 

On top of that, I faced significant challenges with both my mental and physical health. Doctors 

thinking I would never fully recover from these traumas, and advised me and family, to accept 

a life of complete bed rest and strict limitations. It felt like my future had been written for me 

before I even had the chance to live it, but those experiences shaped my resilience in ways I 

never imagined. Long periods where stress, anxiety and exhaustion were “louder than any 

applause”. 

Life did not become easier after that. There were many lows, many private battles, many days 

where stress, anxiety and exhaustion were louder than any applause. 

Yet through all of that, there was something beautiful. The love of people who refused to give 

up on me. Students who stayed in touch for decades. Colleagues who became family. Mentors 

and friends who quietly carried me when I could not carry myself. 

Across this journey, I have had the privilege of working with some of the world’s best 

individuals, people whose brilliance was matched only by their integrity and kindness. From 

extraordinary teachers and managers who quietly set the bar for excellence, to engineers, 

academics, entrepreneurs and sector leaders who pushed me to think bigger, question deeper 

and never settle for “good enough”, I have been shaped by minds and hearts far greater than 

my own. I have sat in rooms where I was the least qualified person at the table, yet was 

treated with respect and invited to contribute. I have learned from colleagues who led with 

humility, from students who turned into innovators, and from professionals across continents 

who reminded me that true greatness is not loud, arrogant or self promoting. It is steady, 

ethical and deeply human. Working alongside such people has been one of the greatest 

educations of my life and a constant reminder that the standard I hold for myself must always 

honour the trust they placed in me. 

So when I was asked about my biggest achievement, I thought about the 

awards, the titles, the global recognition. All of that is nice. It is humbling. 

But it is not the real answer. 

My true answer was this: 
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Everyone who has worked with me and then gone on to start their own successful business. 

Everyone who sat in my classroom, my training, my coaching session, and walked out a little 

more courageous. Everyone who chose to become a leader who can think, question, challenge 

and improve the system rather than a person who only says “yes sir”. 

My biggest achievement is not a single project, role or award. It is the leaders I have helped 

create. It is the people who now mentor others. It is the organisations that are fairer, safer 

and more ethical because someone I taught decided to do the hard, right thing instead of the 

easy, convenient thing. 

If you are reading this and you have ever: Sat in one of my classes. Been mentored or 

coached by me. Worked with me in a project team. Watched a session or read something I 

wrote that made you think differently. 

You are my proudest achievement. 

To anyone in education, training, leadership or business who might need 

this reminder today: Your real legacy is not the logo on your business card. 

Your real legacy is the people who become braver, wiser and kinder 

because they crossed paths with you. 

Keep teaching. Keep questioning. Keep building leaders, not followers. 

That is the work that outlives all of us. 
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LETTERS OF THE HEART 

Letters of the Heart Special ✦   A six-

year-old boy walked into a hospital 

with a lifeless chick in one hand and 

everything he had in the other. 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 24 April 2026 

A six-year-old boy walked into a hospital, clutching a lifeless chick in one 

hand and everything he owned in the other. 

 

 

In Mizoram, a young boy named 𝗗𝗲𝗿𝗲𝗸 𝗖 𝗟𝗮𝗹𝗰𝗵𝗵𝗮𝗻𝗵𝗶𝗺𝗮 was riding his bicycle when he 

accidentally ran over his neighbour's chick. A fleeting moment. The kind most people register 

and forget before the day is done. 

Derek did not forget. 

He picked up the chick. He counted his savings, 𝘁𝗲𝗻 𝗿𝘂𝗽𝗲𝗲𝘀, and walked straight to a hospital. 

Not to a veterinarian. Not to a parent first. To the place his small mind associated with fixing 

broken things and saving lives. 

He placed the chick on the counter and offered every rupee he owned. No negotiation. No 

hesitation. Just a child standing at the edge of his understanding, doing the only thing he knew 

how to do. 
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𝗧𝗵𝗲 𝗰𝗵𝗶𝗰𝗸 𝗵𝗮𝗱 𝗮𝗹𝗿𝗲𝗮𝗱𝘆 𝗱𝗶𝗲𝗱. 

The staff told him gently. There was nothing to be done. But Derek could not quite accept it. In 

his world, problems had solutions. Money was how you unlocked them. He said he would come 

back with more. 

That sentence stays with you. 

Not because it is naive. Because it is 𝗽𝘂𝗿𝗲. Because somewhere between childhood and 

adulthood, most of us stop believing we can fix what we have broken. We learn to look away, 

to rationalise, to move on. 

Derek had not learned that yet. 

He caused a small harm by accident, felt the full weight of it, and acted with the totality of 

what he had. No one told him to. No one was watching. The moral instinct came first, before 

the language for it existed. 

𝗧𝗵𝗮𝘁 𝗶𝘀 𝗻𝗼𝘁 𝗶𝗻𝗻𝗼𝗰𝗲𝗻𝗰𝗲. 𝗧𝗵𝗮𝘁 𝗶𝘀 𝗰𝗵𝗮𝗿𝗮𝗰𝘁𝗲𝗿. 

The adults in that hospital treated him with dignity and care. That too matters. But the story 

belongs to Derek, a boy from Mizoram who showed the rest of us something we once knew 

and quietly forgot. 

Accountability does not wait for the right moment or the right words. Sometimes it arrives on a 

bicycle, counts ten rupees, and walks through a hospital door. 

 

God bless. 

𝐒𝐮𝐤𝐡 𝐒𝐚𝐧𝐝𝐡𝐮 

Director, CAQA | Editor-in-Chief | ISO Auditor | Poet and Writer 

Forbes Business Council Member | United Nations Speaker 

Top 100 Global Educator | RTO/AI/HE/ISO Expert 

Global Advisory Board Member, Forttuna Education Council 
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Letters of the Heart | Special 

Edition: A Professor's Final Gift: The 

Last Lecture That Changed 

Everything 
By Dr Sukh Rashpal Sandhu  |  First published 1 May 2026 

Some things are built to last because they were built with care. Not with 

systems or strategies, but with the slow, quiet intention of someone who 

genuinely wanted another person to understand something important 

before it was too late. 

 

𝐋𝐞𝐭𝐭𝐞𝐫𝐬 𝐨𝐟 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐇𝐞𝐚𝐫𝐭 | 𝐒𝐩𝐞𝐜𝐢𝐚𝐥 𝐄𝐝𝐢𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧 

This edition is dedicated to that kind of transmission. The kind that crosses time. The kind that 

outlives the person who sent it. 

In 2019, a man walked into a classroom at MIT for what he did not know would be the last 

time. 

𝐏𝐚𝐭𝐫𝐢𝐜𝐤 𝐖𝐢𝐧𝐬𝐭𝐨𝐧 had taught there for 50 years. He had watched some of the sharpest minds on 

earth pass through his lectures, take their degrees, and walk into careers that would reshape 

the world. He had seen them build systems, solve equations, and rewrite the rules of 

possibility. 

And he had watched, quietly, as nearly all of them struggled to explain what they had built to 

anyone outside their own heads. 

So he stood at the front of that room one last time, adjusted the board behind him, and gave a 

1-hour lecture on the one skill MIT never formally taught. 

𝐇𝐨𝐰 𝐭𝐨 𝐬𝐩𝐞𝐚𝐤. 

Five months later, he was gone. 

That lecture now has 18 million views. Not because it is technically brilliant. Because it is 𝐭𝐫𝐮𝐞 

in a way that hits somewhere uncomfortable. Here is what he taught, with real examples 

showing you exactly how to put each lesson to work. 

1. 𝐍𝐞𝐯𝐞𝐫 𝐨𝐩𝐞𝐧 𝐰𝐢𝐭𝐡 𝐚 𝐣𝐨𝐤𝐞. Open with a promise. 
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Your audience is not warmed up. They are not with you yet. A joke asks them to laugh before 

they trust you. Open instead with a promise: tell them exactly what they will know, see, or be 

able to do by the end. 

𝐖𝐞𝐚𝐤 𝐨𝐩𝐞𝐧𝐢𝐧𝐠: "Good morning everyone, I promise I will be done before lunch!" Polite smiles. 

People check their phones. 

𝐒𝐭𝐫𝐨𝐧𝐠 𝐨𝐩𝐞𝐧𝐢𝐧𝐠: "By the time I finish today, you will know the single reason most projects fail 

in the final stretch, and exactly what to do about it." Now every person in the room has a 

reason to stay present. 

1. 𝐘𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐢𝐝𝐞𝐚𝐬 𝐚𝐫𝐞 𝐧𝐨𝐭 𝐨𝐛𝐯𝐢𝐨𝐮𝐬. Explain the thing you think needs no explanation. 

What is transparent to you is completely invisible to the person sitting in front of you. You 

have lived with your idea for months. They met it thirty seconds ago. 

A doctor once told a patient: "You have mild left ventricular hypertrophy." The patient nodded 

and went home terrified, having understood nothing. The same doctor could have said: "The 

wall of your heart has thickened slightly from working too hard. Think of it like a muscle that 

has been overused. We can fix this." 𝐒𝐚𝐦𝐞 𝐝𝐢𝐚𝐠𝐧𝐨𝐬𝐢𝐬. Completely different experience for the 

person receiving it. 

1. 𝐓𝐡𝐞 𝐟𝐢𝐫𝐬𝐭 𝐟𝐢𝐯𝐞 𝐦𝐢𝐧𝐮𝐭𝐞𝐬 𝐝𝐞𝐜𝐢𝐝𝐞 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐧𝐞𝐱𝐭 𝐟𝐢𝐟𝐭𝐲-𝐟𝐢𝐯𝐞. 

Most people spend five seconds on their opening and two weeks on their slides. The audience 

makes a subconscious decision about whether to mentally check in or check out within the first 

few minutes. Flip the ratio. 

Think about the last film that gripped you from the opening scene. The filmmakers did not 

ease you in gently. They dropped you into something that made you need to know what 

happened next. 𝐘𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐭𝐚𝐥𝐤 𝐧𝐞𝐞𝐝𝐬 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐬𝐚𝐦𝐞 𝐭𝐡𝐢𝐧𝐤𝐢𝐧𝐠. Spend at least as long crafting your first five 

minutes as you spend on everything else combined. 

1. 𝐑𝐞𝐩𝐞𝐚𝐭 𝐲𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐤𝐞𝐲 𝐢𝐝𝐞𝐚 𝐭𝐡𝐫𝐞𝐞 𝐭𝐢𝐦𝐞𝐬, three different ways. 

Once is forgotten. Twice is a coincidence. Three times is a pattern the brain actually keeps. 

A parent trying to teach a teenager about money might say it directly: "Spend less than you 

earn." Then illustrate it: "Every time you buy something you cannot afford, you are borrowing 

from a future version of yourself who will have fewer choices." Then close the loop: "The one 

habit that separates people who build wealth from people who do not is this: they always 

spend less than they earn." 𝐒𝐚𝐦𝐞 𝐭𝐫𝐮𝐭𝐡, 𝐭𝐡𝐫𝐞𝐞 𝐟𝐨𝐫𝐦𝐬, 𝐨𝐧𝐞 𝐦𝐞𝐦𝐨𝐫𝐲. 

1. 𝐁𝐮𝐢𝐥𝐝 𝐚 𝐟𝐞𝐧𝐜𝐞 𝐚𝐫𝐨𝐮𝐧𝐝 𝐲𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐢𝐝𝐞𝐚. Define the border before you define the centre. 

Tell people what your idea is 𝐧𝐨𝐭 before you tell them what it is. Otherwise they map it onto 

something they already know and you spend the whole conversation correcting 

misunderstandings. 

"This is not about working harder. This is not about motivation. This is not about discipline in 

the way most people define it. This is specifically about designing your environment so the 

right behaviour becomes the easiest choice." Now the audience knows exactly where to place 

what you are about to say. You have cleared the space before placing the idea in it. 

1. 𝐋𝐞𝐚𝐫𝐧 𝐭𝐨 𝐩𝐚𝐮𝐬𝐞. The silence after a point is not dead air. 

It is the audience catching up. Most speakers race past the very moment their words could 

land, so afraid of silence that they fill it with words that dilute the idea they just delivered. 

Say something important. Then stop. Count silently to three. Watch what happens in the room. 

Eyes come up from phones. Pens hover. People lean slightly forward. That is not awkwardness. 

𝐓𝐡𝐚𝐭 𝐢𝐬 𝐩𝐫𝐨𝐜𝐞𝐬𝐬𝐢𝐧𝐠. You earned it. Let it happen. 

1. 𝐀𝐬𝐤 𝐚 𝐪𝐮𝐞𝐬𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧 𝐚𝐧𝐝 𝐭𝐡𝐞𝐧 𝐬𝐭𝐚𝐲 𝐬𝐢𝐥𝐞𝐧𝐭 𝐟𝐨𝐫 𝐬𝐞𝐯𝐞𝐧 𝐬𝐞𝐜𝐨𝐧𝐝𝐬. 
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The discomfort you feel in that silence is the audience thinking. Do not rescue them from it. 

Ask: "What is the one conversation you have been putting off that would change everything if 

you just had it?" Then wait. Seven seconds feels like a long time when you are standing at the 

front of a room. It is not. It is the exact amount of time a brain needs to shift from passive 

receiving to active engagement. The moment someone speaks, the whole room shifts. 𝐓𝐡𝐞𝐲 

𝐚𝐫𝐞 𝐧𝐨 𝐥𝐨𝐧𝐠𝐞𝐫 𝐚𝐧 𝐚𝐮𝐝𝐢𝐞𝐧𝐜𝐞. 𝐓𝐡𝐞𝐲 𝐚𝐫𝐞 𝐩𝐚𝐫𝐭𝐢𝐜𝐢𝐩𝐚𝐧𝐭𝐬. 

1. 𝐍𝐞𝐯𝐞𝐫 𝐫𝐞𝐚𝐝 𝐲𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐬𝐥𝐢𝐝𝐞𝐬. 

Your audience can read. What they cannot do is listen and read at the same time. The moment 

you turn to your own slide and read it aloud, you have told the room two things: that you are 

not prepared, and that they do not need you there. 

Imagine going to a concert and the musician reads the lyrics off a sheet of paper. 𝐓𝐡𝐞 𝐰𝐨𝐫𝐝𝐬 

𝐚𝐫𝐞 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐬𝐚𝐦𝐞. 𝐄𝐯𝐞𝐫𝐲𝐭𝐡𝐢𝐧𝐠 𝐞𝐥𝐬𝐞 𝐢𝐬 𝐠𝐨𝐧𝐞. Your slides are a backdrop, not a script. Use your voice to 

explain, expand, and connect each point to something that matters to the people in front of 

you. 

1. 𝐖𝐫𝐢𝐭𝐞 𝐨𝐧 𝐚 𝐛𝐨𝐚𝐫𝐝. Writing slows you down. Slowing down forces clarity. 

When you write in front of someone, you think in real time. They follow your thinking in real 

time. That synchrony creates a completely different kind of understanding than a pre-built 

slide ever can. 

Watch a great chef explain a recipe while cooking it versus reciting it from memory. The 

person watching the chef cook retains the process because they experienced it unfolding, not 

because they were told it. 𝐘𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐚𝐮𝐝𝐢𝐞𝐧𝐜𝐞 𝐥𝐞𝐚𝐫𝐧𝐬 𝐦𝐨𝐫𝐞 𝐟𝐫𝐨𝐦 𝐰𝐚𝐭𝐜𝐡𝐢𝐧𝐠 𝐲𝐨𝐮 𝐭𝐡𝐢𝐧𝐤 𝐭𝐡𝐚𝐧 𝐟𝐫𝐨𝐦 

𝐰𝐚𝐭𝐜𝐡𝐢𝐧𝐠 𝐲𝐨𝐮 𝐩𝐫𝐞𝐬𝐞𝐧𝐭. 

1. 𝐈𝐧𝐬𝐩𝐢𝐫𝐞 𝐛𝐞𝐟𝐨𝐫𝐞 𝐲𝐨𝐮 𝐢𝐧𝐟𝐨𝐫𝐦. 

No one absorbs facts from a person they feel nothing toward. Emotional resonance is not a soft 

skill. It is the prerequisite for every piece of information you are about to deliver. 

Consider two teachers explaining the same history lesson. One recites dates and names. The 

other opens with: "Imagine you are nineteen years old, it is 1944, and tomorrow morning you 

are boarding a boat toward a shore you may never come back from. What would you write in a 

letter home tonight?" Suddenly every student in the room is 𝐢𝐧𝐬𝐢𝐝𝐞 the history, not just reading 

about it. The facts land because the feeling came first. 

1. 𝐒𝐭𝐨𝐫𝐢𝐞𝐬 𝐦𝐚𝐤𝐞 𝐢𝐝𝐞𝐚𝐬 𝐬𝐭𝐢𝐜𝐤. Data makes ideas credible. You need both. In that order. 

People do not remember data points. They remember the moment a data point surprised them 

inside a story. The story creates the hook. The data gives the hook something to hold. 

"43% of marriages end in divorce" is a statistic. Forgettable. But pair it with the story of a 

couple who seemed fine from the outside, who both privately stopped saying what they 

actually needed, until one day the distance was too wide to cross, and then reveal that the 

most common reason cited was not conflict but 𝐝𝐢𝐬𝐜𝐨𝐧𝐧𝐞𝐜𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧. Now the number means 

something. Now people lean in. 

1. 𝐄𝐧𝐝 𝐰𝐢𝐭𝐡 𝐚 𝐜𝐨𝐧𝐭𝐫𝐢𝐛𝐮𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧, 𝐧𝐨𝐭 𝐚 𝐬𝐮𝐦𝐦𝐚𝐫𝐲. 

Tell the audience what you gave them, not what you said. The difference is enormous. One 

recites. The other lands. 

𝐖𝐞𝐚𝐤 𝐜𝐥𝐨𝐬𝐞: "So today we covered goal-setting, time management, and building better habits." 

The audience already heard all of that. You have added nothing. 

𝐒𝐭𝐫𝐨𝐧𝐠 𝐜𝐥𝐨𝐬𝐞: "What I hope you leave with today is not a list of techniques. I hope you leave 

with a quieter question: what is the one thing, if I finally started doing it consistently, that 

would change the shape of my next five years?" 𝐓𝐡𝐚𝐭 𝐬𝐭𝐚𝐲𝐬 𝐢𝐧 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐫𝐨𝐨𝐦 𝐚𝐟𝐭𝐞𝐫 𝐲𝐨𝐮 𝐥𝐞𝐚𝐯𝐞 𝐢𝐭. 
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1. 𝐍𝐞𝐯𝐞𝐫 𝐜𝐥𝐨𝐬𝐞 𝐰𝐢𝐭𝐡 "𝐭𝐡𝐚𝐧𝐤 𝐲𝐨𝐮." 

It is a reflex, not a finish. It deflates the very energy you spent an hour building. It tells the 

audience the talk is over before you have given them anything to carry out the door. 

Think of the last song at a concert you loved. It did not end with the musician saying "thanks 

for coming." It ended with the biggest note, the longest silence, the moment the crowd could 

not move yet because something was still reverberating. 𝐓𝐡𝐚𝐭 𝐢𝐬 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐟𝐞𝐞𝐥𝐢𝐧𝐠 𝐲𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐟𝐢𝐧𝐚𝐥 𝐬𝐞𝐧𝐭𝐞𝐧𝐜𝐞 

𝐬𝐡𝐨𝐮𝐥𝐝 𝐜𝐫𝐞𝐚𝐭𝐞. 

1. 𝐓𝐡𝐞 𝐪𝐮𝐚𝐥𝐢𝐭𝐲 𝐨𝐟 𝐲𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐜𝐨𝐦𝐦𝐮𝐧𝐢𝐜𝐚𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧 𝐝𝐞𝐭𝐞𝐫𝐦𝐢𝐧𝐞𝐬 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐩𝐞𝐫𝐜𝐞𝐢𝐯𝐞𝐝 𝐪𝐮𝐚𝐥𝐢𝐭𝐲 𝐨𝐟 𝐲𝐨𝐮𝐫 𝐢𝐝𝐞𝐚𝐬. 

The world does not have direct access to your thinking. It only has access to what you 

transmit. 

Two people apply for the same role with identical experience. One answers every question 

clearly, structures their thinking out loud, pauses before responding, and leaves the 

interviewer with one sentence they will repeat to the hiring panel. The other is equally capable 

but rambles, hedges every answer, and trails off. The ideas were the same. 𝐓𝐡𝐞 𝐨𝐮𝐭𝐜𝐨𝐦𝐞𝐬 𝐰𝐞𝐫𝐞 

𝐧𝐨𝐭. Communication is not the packaging of your thinking. It 𝐢𝐬 your thinking, as far as 

everyone else is concerned. 

1. 𝐏𝐫𝐚𝐜𝐭𝐢𝐜𝐞 𝐢𝐬 𝐧𝐨𝐭 𝐩𝐫𝐞𝐩𝐚𝐫𝐚𝐭𝐢𝐨𝐧 𝐟𝐨𝐫 𝐭𝐡𝐞 𝐬𝐤𝐢𝐥𝐥. Practice 𝐢𝐬 the skill. 

Most people treat practice as a rehearsal for the real thing. Winston's point was sharper. You 

do not practice communication and then become a communicator. You become one by 

communicating, constantly, deliberately, and with attention to what is and is not working. 

A child learning to ride a bike does not become ready to ride by reading about balance. They 

fall. They adjust. They fall again. At some point the body simply knows. Speaking works the 

same way. Record yourself. Watch it back. Notice where you rushed, where your voice 

dropped as though you did not believe what you were saying, where you looked down at the 

moment you most needed to look up. 𝐓𝐡𝐞 𝐩𝐞𝐫𝐬𝐨𝐧 𝐰𝐡𝐨 𝐝𝐨𝐞𝐬 𝐭𝐡𝐢𝐬 𝐨𝐧𝐜𝐞 𝐚 𝐰𝐞𝐞𝐤 𝐟𝐨𝐫 𝐚 𝐲𝐞𝐚𝐫 𝐰𝐢𝐥𝐥 𝐧𝐨𝐭 

𝐣𝐮𝐬𝐭 𝐛𝐞 𝐦𝐨𝐫𝐞 𝐩𝐫𝐞𝐩𝐚𝐫𝐞𝐝. 𝐓𝐡𝐞𝐲 𝐰𝐢𝐥𝐥 𝐛𝐞 𝐚 𝐝𝐢𝐟𝐟𝐞𝐫𝐞𝐧𝐭 𝐩𝐞𝐫𝐬𝐨𝐧. 

Patrick Winston understood something most people never confront. The world does not reward 

ideas. It rewards the ability to move ideas from one mind into another. You can carry a 

genuinely brilliant thought inside you for an entire career and have it die there, unseen, 

untransferred, unused. 

Being the smartest person in the room means nothing if what you know stays only in you. 

He spent fifty years at one of the most elite institutions on earth watching that happen over 

and over. So in his last lecture, he gave people the one tool that could stop it. 

Watch it tonight. 

https://www.facebook.com/reel/1328950942420510 

𝐒𝐮𝐤𝐡 𝐒𝐚𝐧𝐝𝐡𝐮 
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Global Advisory Board Member, Forttuna Education Council 
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A Story I Have Held for Twenty Years 

 

by Sukh Sandhu Published on IDAHOBIT, 17 May 

--- 

Maybe some of us have already decided. Maybe we decided a long time ago, before we even 

knew we were deciding. What is acceptable. What is not. Who deserves to live fully, openly, 

loudly, and who deserves to live quietly, in corners, in shadows, in silence. Your religion told 

you. Your culture told you. Your teachers told you, not always in words, sometimes in the 

things they refused to say, in the discomfort that crossed their faces when certain topics came 

too close. Your friends told you, in the jokes they laughed at, in the people they mocked, in 

the casual cruelty they called just having a laugh. Your parents told you, again not always 

directly, but in what they praised and what they punished, in what they called normal and 

what they called something we do not talk about in this house. And society, that great invisible 

hand, told you what was acceptable to do behind closed doors and what was absolutely, under 

no circumstances, acceptable to admit happens at all. We built entire systems around this. 

Entire families. Entire religions. Entire nations. We decided who was worthy of dignity and who 

had to earn it by becoming something they were not. And then we called it values. We called it 

tradition. We called it love. And some of us, somewhere along the way, stopped questioning 

any of it. Because questioning it would mean looking at ourselves. And that, for many of us, is 

the one thing we are least prepared to do. 

--- 

Today is IDAHOBIT. The International Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia, discrimination 

against intersex people, and Transphobia. 

Every year this day arrives and people post flags, share statistics, write declarations. All of that 

matters. All of that is necessary. But today I want to do something different. Today I want to 

give this day a face. A real one. Not a symbol. Not a campaign. A person. 

His name, for the purpose of this story, is Joseph. 
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I have been carrying him in my chest for twenty years. Today feels like the right day to finally 

put him somewhere he can breathe. 

--- 

In my 20s and 30s, I was part of more than 500 forums, websites, and chat groups. I know, I 

know. People hear that number and they think I am exaggerating. I am not. Forums on 

philosophy, poetry, politics, love, grief, identity, human rights, faith, and loss. Websites where 

strangers became something far more than friends. Chat groups where at two in the morning 

someone would type something so raw and so honest it would stop you completely, mid-

breath, mid-thought. 

People say it to me all the time: "You have always been so online." And I smile, because they 

are right, but they are also missing the point. The internet was never the beginning. Before the 

internet existed, I was expressing my views, my opinions, my heart, through art. Every 

painting, every sketch, every poem on paper, every story written by hand at a table 

somewhere, that was me talking to the world before the world had a place where I could type 

it. The internet just gave my words a door. I walked through it and I never looked back. 

I collected lives the way some people collect stamps. Each one real. Each one worth 

everything. 

I am still here by the way. Still very much in it. (Well, I am in my mid-40s now and I am still 

here, still very much alive and loud about it. The forums and chat groups were my 20s and 

30s. Ha ha. Let me at least have that.) 

I am genuinely, deeply glad I did all of that. Not in a nostalgic way. In the way you are glad for 

the things that made you who you are. 

One of those lives was Joseph. 

That is not his real name. I will not use his real name. Not out of shame, not out of distance, 

but out of respect. For him. For what we had. And for what was taken from him in ways no one 

should ever have to explain to anyone. 

--- 

Joseph was a transsexual person in his late twenties when we first connected, somewhere 

around 2003, in a quiet corner of the internet where people went to simply exist for a while. 

No performance. No pretending. Just existing. He was funny, the kind of funny that lands 

before you even see it coming. He was warm, and he gave that warmth freely, which is a rare 

thing because warmth costs something when the world has not always been warm back. 

He asked real questions. Not small talk. Not filler. He wanted to know what you thought, how 

you actually felt, what kept you awake at three in the morning. He listened the way people 

only listen when they have also needed someone to listen. 

We talked for months before he ever told me about his life. The real one. Not the version 

people show first. The one underneath. 

His father had not accepted him. Nor had most of the family. That was not a surprise to 

Joseph. He had stopped waiting for that particular miracle a long time ago. What he did have, 

what he had always had, the one constant in every storm, was his mother. 

She raised him. Alone in all the ways that mattered. She stood between Joseph and a world 

that did not know what to do with him. She did not fully understand everything, he told me 

that honestly, but understanding was never the thing she led with. She led with love. She led 

with presence. She showed up, every single day, in the small ways that are actually the large 

ways, a meal made the way he liked it, a hand on his shoulder when the world got loud, a door 

that was always open, always his, always home. 
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Joseph talked about her the way children talk about the parent who chose them even when 

choosing was hard. With a kind of reverence that is quieter than admiration. Deeper. The kind 

that lives in the body, not just the mind. 

She called him her child. Not her son the way the world wanted her to say it. Her child. Her 

person. Hers. 

--- 

Then he told me about the love of his life. 

An Indian police officer. 

I remember the day he told me. You could feel the pause in every sentence. Not shame. Never 

shame. Just the particular carefulness of someone who has learned the hard way that not 

every space is safe, and that joy, when you finally find it, is something you guard. But once he 

started talking about this man, he could not stop. He described him the way you describe rain 

when you have lived through drought: as something necessary. As something that made the 

world suddenly make sense. 

And then he started sending me photos. 

Just life. The two of them at a hill station, mist sitting low and quiet on the trees. A meal they 

had cooked together, badly from the look of it, both laughing about it. A market visit. A quiet 

road going nowhere urgent. A moment caught at golden hour where the light did exactly what 

light does when it loves someone: it stayed a little longer than it needed to. 

The officer was careful in public. But in those photos, even through all that carefulness, you 

could see it. The way he stood close. The way, in one photo, his hand rested near Joseph's 

shoulder, not quite on it, just near it, as if proximity alone was enough to carry everything that 

could not be said out loud. 

Joseph called him his person. 

I do not think there is a more honest word for it. 

For a while, things were quiet in the way good things are quiet. Not empty. Full. The kind of 

quiet that settles when someone is actually living a life they chose and it is working. Joseph's 

messages got lighter. He laughed more, even in text. He started talking about small futures, a 

trip they were planning, a film, an ordinary Tuesday they were both looking forward to. 

That is what love does. It makes ordinary Tuesdays matter. It makes you look forward to 

things that do not need to be extraordinary to be enough. 

--- 

And then, in 2005, everything went silent. 

I did not panic immediately. Messages had gaps. Life moved. But when the silence stretched 

past two weeks, then three, I felt something I could not name sit itself down in my chest and 

stay there. 

When he finally came back online, it was not the same Joseph. 

He told me in pieces. The way you tell something when the whole of it is too heavy to carry all 

at once and you are not sure how much weight the other person can hold. His family had 

found out. And the officer. The man he called his person. 

Multiple people. Not strangers. People whose blood he shared. People whose faces were in his 

childhood. People he had eaten with, prayed with, grown up beside. And then the person he 

loved most. 

He said it quietly, that part. The way people say the things that have broken something in 

them that will not be unbroken. He did not dramatise it. He did not need to. The facts were 

already doing that on their own. 
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I told him we would fight this together. I told him he was not alone. I asked him, please, just 

stay. I said being scared was allowed, being scared was completely allowed, but leaving was 

not something I was going to accept without a fight. 

He said, "Sukh, you are kind." 

And then the phone went silent. 

I have thought about that silence for twenty years. 

--- 

I found out later, through someone who knew him, what happened after that silence. 

Joseph was gone. 

And nine months later, his mother died. 

Nine months. 

The same amount of time she once carried him into this world, she spent carrying his absence 

out of it. As if her body knew. As if her heart, having loved him that completely, that 

unconditionally, could not find a reason to keep its rhythm without him. She had stood by him 

when his father walked away. She had stood by him when the family turned its back. She had 

stood by him when the world decided it had no room for him. She had been the one door that 

never closed. 

And when he was gone, she followed. Quietly. The way she had always loved him. Without 

fuss. Without asking for credit. Just fully. Just completely. 

I do not have a word for what that is. I have written over 35,000 poems and I do not have a 

word for what that is. Some loves are simply beyond language. They exist in the space where 

words run out and something older, something truer, takes over. 

She was not celebrated. No one wrote about her. No headline carried her name. She was just 

a mother who loved her child in a world that punished them both for it. 

But I remember her. I will always remember her. 

--- 

This is what IDAHOBIT means to me. Not a campaign. Not a hashtag. This. Joseph. His 

mother. The mist on the trees. The badly cooked meal. The hand near the shoulder. The nine 

months of silence that followed the silence. 

Real people. Real love. Real consequences of a world that still has not found it within itself to 

simply let people live. 

--- 

To those who harmed Joseph, who harmed anyone born into this world simply trying to 

understand themselves, I say this without anger but with the full weight of every word: 

It does not matter how much money you have. It does not matter how much power you hold, 

how respected your name is, how devout your faith, how ancient your culture, how many 

people stand behind your tradition. None of it, not one single part of it, makes you more 

human than the person you chose to destroy. In fact, in that moment of choosing, you became 

less. You became the very thing every religion, every culture, every tradition at its truest, 

most honest core, warns us never to become: someone who looks at a living, breathing, 

feeling human being and decides they do not deserve to exist as they are. 

That is not strength. That is not honour. That is not God. That is fear wearing the costume of 

righteousness. And fear, dressed up in any costume, is still just fear. 

Joseph deserved to be here. His mother deserved to watch him live. And if that truth makes 

you uncomfortable, sit with that discomfort. Let it ask you something. Let it change something. 

That is what truth is for. 
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You deserved your ordinary Tuesdays, Joseph. 

You deserved your person. 

You deserved to be here. 

Both of you. 

Always. 

--- 

Letters of the Heart is a personal newsletter by Sukh Sandhu. Published with love, with 

honesty, and without apology. 
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