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AUTHOR’S  NOTE 

 

“Beat it! Get lost! Go jump in a lake! Take a hike! Go climb a tree! Go fry an egg! Take a long 

walk off a short plank!” Invitations to leave, and not in the nicest possible manner. 

 

“Go fly a kite!” 

 

What an insult to the dying – if not already dead – tradition of kite-flying in the Maldives! What 

a slight to the art and almost-science of kite-fighting as practiced not only in the Maldives but in 

many places in Asia. However, why should we limit ourselves to Asia? Let us consider what 

happened when Benjamin Franklin went and flew a kite, by invitation or otherwise. 

 

“Go fly a kite!” 

 

--- 

 

This is a work of fiction. The main characters in this story are fictitious. Any resemblance to any 

persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. Names of public and historical figures are 

exempt. No prejudice is intended, implicitly or explicitly towards anyone.   

 

 Thank you for reading. 
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ONE 

 

“Naseem!” The shout came over the crash of the waves, “Will you reel in that kite of yours and 

come here to help us?” 

 

Naseem was seventeen years old. He did not know that his name invoked the breeze that blew in 

from the dazzling blue water that lapped at his island. However, the breeze did not mind that. It 

cooled Naseems’s sun-warmed forehead as he squinted his eyes against the late afternoon glare 

and gazed up at the heavens. His attention was focused on very important things indeed. He had 

to control the dance of his madi kite across the bluest of blue tropical skies with nothing more 

than the subtlest of tugs on the fulhithoshi string that tethered the kite to his will.  

 

Serious kite-flying was an art and a science.  It was the result of centuries of continuously 

evolving folk technology, now on the brink of annihilation.  The influx of cheap, ready-made 

toys from countries whose names he had never heard of offered cheap competition to what was 

locally available. Moreover, the government in Male’ had recently begun talking about bringing 

in something called no-fly zones in the Male’ region, which they said now belonged to the metal 

kites carrying people to and from other lands. Just like the humble crow, which had had to dodge 

shotgun shells, the humble kite would probably have to dodge even more. It was only a matter of 

time before the planes came their way. For the time being, however, Naseem could fly his kite in 

peace. 

 

Naseem’s madi was of the fighter class. Its bamboo and paper construction was lean, and austere. 

It was also highly maneuverable. No heavy tail like the noise-making hourglass-shaped 

raaraagudi , no flapping and sashaying  like the feminine thelanga, and no screaming and 

howling like the split-tail vau: not for this baby! The madi was meant for serious men who split 

their own bamboo for kite frames and powdered their own glass for the ultra-sharp paste that 

went on the fulhithoshi string.  

 

“Naseem!” His mother’s voice cut into his concentration, ruining the execution of the perfect 

double circle his madi had been penning into the very fabric of the sky, making him, his kite and 

the sky part of a complex continuum. “Give that up and come here right now! When will you 

stop these childish games of yours?” 

 

Naseem let his eyes wander down to where the sea met the perfect line of the horizon which was 

broken only once in that direction by a small island which lay there like a sleeping turtle, 

deceptively inert and devoid of any action. Naseem knew better. That island was full of good, 

hard-working folk, most of them engaged in catching, cooking or smoking fish. Perhaps 

someone his own age was standing there on the white beach, looking out at him without really 

seeing him. At that point in time, it did not matter to him:  Anyone standing there was too small 

to be seen by him. The distance did that to him. He did not know that later on in life, he would 

think about that day and read greater meaning into the phenomenon.  

 

As he pulled in his kite with an almost nonchalant dexterity born of practice, Naseem’s hands 

executed the perfect movements of a good kite man. He started  by giving the string a smooth, 

calculated amount of slack, hand after hand, making sure that the glass-coated string did not cut 
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his fingers. This made the kite go into a wide power arc to the left. It had been designed and 

flexed with just that minor degree of imbalance to do just that. As the kite started coming head 

up at the end of the arc, Naseem gave the string a powerful tug, which stopped the arc and 

stabilized the kite. That was the moment of complete control when expert kite flyers would start 

reeling in their kites.   

 

Naseem executed the pulling-in maneuver with a skill and verve which belied the look of calm 

on his face. Then he started pulling in the string till the kite rode almost vertically overhead.  

Since any more pulling would seriously warp the kite as it struggled in that position, Naseem let 

the wind carry it down more to leeward, using the time to deftly spin his bamboo and wood 

firoashi  reel with is right hand to take up the string that lay in coils at his feet. He had to repeat 

this maneuver five more times before he was able to reach out and pluck the kite out of the air. 

He did not know that he would recall these maneuvers later on and use them meaningfully later 

on in life. 

 

As Naseem walked towards the fulhah of coconut leaf and wooden pole fencing which served to 

stop inquisitive eyes prying into the privacy of the yard around their family house, he wondered 

why he had sensed a sense of urgency in his mother’s voice. He loved her dearly but did not 

show it as he made a show of showering much attention and dedication on his favorite kite and 

reel. Naseem knew little of hypocrisy at that point in his life. 

 

“I am home, mother!” Naseem called out, “What happened that makes you shout my name out so 

loud? I am sure that everyone in the neighbor is wondering why!” 

 

“And now all the neighbors know that you are home!” His mother laughed. She had followed 

him in unseen and was right behind him, “Your father came in from his fishing early today. 

Allah had given us his rizq and more. We have more than a hundred fish to boil before we catch 

any sleep tonight. Do you want to go and help your father cut up the fish?” 

 

“Allah bless you and father!” Naseem said softly, bringing a smile of love to his mother’s lips, 

and walked towards the well near which his father already squatted in front of a traditional 

masgondi which had once been described by a visiting foreign anthropologist as a cross between 

a very low table and wooden cutting board. As Naseem squatted in front of his father, his mother 

placed another masgondi in front of him and gave them each a freshly sharpened Maldivian fish 

knife called a masvalhi. As Naseem pulled out a fat tuna from the pile that lay at his feet and 

faced the task of cutting it up in the traditional manner, little but the task that lay at hand crossed 

his mind. Little did he know that this habit of simple and single-threaded concentration would 

also desert him later.  

 

The so-called simple pleasures of life often went begging for definition! What was to come 

would later make Naseem yearn for a firm tuna, a sharp knife and much more than a wooden 

cutting board. 
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TWO 

 

The fish on the masgondi stared back at him almost accusingly with very clear eyes. He made a 

few deft cuts under the stiff gill covers and pulled them up and away from the fish to expose the 

bright red gills underneath. The clear eyes and the bright gills assured Naseem that the fish was 

very fresh indeed. He reached into the cavity, grasped the gills tightly and tugged firmly, pulling 

them out with the guts of the fish. He made sure that he located and did not burst the gall bladder 

of the fish. A burst gall bladder imparted the nastiest bitter taste to whatever its yellowish green 

juices touched. 

 

As Naseem proceeded in cutting up the fish, he saved the head, the liver and the heart. These 

were considered delicacies. He also removed the stomach, slit it open, and seeing that it was firm 

enough, cleaned it and added it to the growing pile of goodies that lay in a pool of water in an 

aluminum cooking pot at his side. He threw into the waste heap the rest of the guts and the gills. 

Next, Naseem slit away the belly of the fish and saved it, just as he did the yellow roe that lay 

inside. This particular fish was a female. Naseem cared little about the sex of the fish. Instead, he 

proceeded to skin and slit the fish along its spine on both sides, creating two neat halves. He 

carefully saved the spine with some of the fish adhering to it. Then, he cut each half of fish along 

natural muscle bundle divisions into two more, creating the quarters which would later become 

the famous hikimas ‘Maldive fish’ when boiled in salted water, smoked on a rack over a wooden 

fire, and dried in the sun. 

 

The salted water in which the fish boiled soon became garudhiya, a fish bouillon of sorts which, 

with the addition of fish heads, livers, cleaned out stomachs, belly fillets, fish spines and roe 

became a most delicious accompaniment to boiled rice. Naseem loved this traditional Maldivian 

meal, especially if served with slivers of lime, sliced onions and green chili peppers. However, 

when life later served up more than he could swallow, Naseem would find neither delight nor 

sustenance in a simple bowl of broth. 

 

When Naseem and his father finished cutting up the fish, it was a little past ten. They carefully 

washed their masgondi and knives, handed over the cleaned and washed fish to Naseem’s 

mother. Then they washed themselves carefully, and slowly made their way to the old mosque 

where the age of the wood and coral used in the construction of the building offset the newly 

acquired corrugated iron roof, the brand new linoleum and recently installed electric lights and 

loudspeaker.  

 

“As-salam-alaikum!” The traditional greeting of Islam, tinged with the carefree accent of the 

islands came from behind them. The authoritarian voice, the slight quaver to it made husky by 

years of smoking the locally rolled bidi clearly identified the owner of the voice. It was Hunige 

Hassan Kaleyfan, the one and only mudhimu of the island.  If the Arabic equivalent of his title 

identified his job as that of a muezzin, a caller to prayer, it did not indicate the important position 

he performed in the small well-knit society of the island. Hunige Hassan Kaleyfan was a lot 

more than a caller to prayer. He led the congregation in prayer. He read the khutba sermon on 

Friday. The mosque was not only his place of work; it was his life.  
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The mudhimu was also a community leader. When a child was born on the island, the mudhimu 

would be called upon to recite the call to prayer in the baby’s ears: it was considered propitious 

that the first voice the baby heard exhorted the newly commissioned soul to come to Allah. 

When the child was to be circumcised as per Islamic tradition, the good mudhimu wielded the 

kurafaiy razor deftly and made sure that the wound healed fast. He taught many a child the 

Arabic alphabet and got them to read the words of the Holy Quran in the proper tajweedh 

system. He officiated at weddings. He helped in the hinevun washing of the dead in preparation 

for burial. If it was whispered that he sometimes dabbled in white magic, or that he would 

sometimes gave the needy a taweedh charm or two to wear in an amulet, no one really minded. 

After all, he brought to all a sense of peace and belonging to a great way of life! 

 

“Wa alaikum-us-salaam!” Naseem’s father answered in tones of great respect, the day’s success 

at sea adding a most cheerful tone to his voice despite the tiredness he should have felt after the 

hard work of pulling in more than a hundred fish and preparing them to be boiled, “Where to, 

mudhimu?” 

 

“I want to sit in the mosque and recite one or two verses of the Holy Quran.” Said the mudhimu, 

“Tomorrow is Friday and I want to practice a few appropriate verses to be recited during the 

prayers.” 

 

“May Allah reward you with His Mercy!” Naseem’s father said, meaning every word he said. He 

himself had been a student of the mudhimu and had the greatest admiration for the old man and 

his wisdom, “My son and I are going to perform the isha prayer together, even if it is a bit late.” 

 

The isha prayer was usually performed in timely congregation when the red glow of dusk 

dimmed into the black of the night. Ten in the night was indeed very late but still within the 

acceptable outer limit of dawn. However, Naseem’s guessed right that the mudhimu would 

launch into a long lecture on the importance of performing the five prescribed prayers as soon as 

their appointed times came in. Hunige Hassan Kaleyfan assumed his most authoritarian voice, 

raised the index finger of his right hand as most self-righteous holders of religious clout were 

wont to do when launching into religious discourse, and launched himself into lengthy 

monologue.  

 

As the mudhimu droned on, the strong smell of bidi tobacco wafting in the air, Naseem thought 

about the white magic the former certainly dabbled in. He did not think about how the charms 

and the amulets somehow seemed to conflict with the purity of Islam. His thoughts were far 

away, in a place that existed partly in his imagination and partly in stark reality, where life as his 

father thought he knew it would change forever. He knew that the mudhimu would once again 

try to persuade his father to send him to Male’ to train as a Katheeb island chief. He knew that 

his father would respect his objections.  

 

Suddenly, things changed. Something he could not pin down told him he wanted to take that long 

jump into the future! 
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THREE 

 

Naseem sat on a sack full of what he guessed to be dried and husked coconuts.  The harsh 

vibration of the Yanmar diesel engine made his teeth chatter if he did not clench his teeth. The 

boat had been one of the first in the atoll to acquire an engine. The noise had long ago given him 

a headache. I had almost become a fact. As he gazed around him in the warm gloom of the night, 

the sea gurgled and splashed past the wooden sides of the dhoni which forged bravely into the 

choppy waters of the open Kashidhoo channel which officially separated Male’ Atoll from the 

Baa and Lhaviyani Atolls. Naseem did not know or care about what it did in terms of real 

geography, officially or otherwise. He was tired, hungry, cold, and fast approaching that point of 

no return where he knew he would lose the battle he had been fighting against the stench of dried 

fish, the headiness of diesel fumes and fast-approaching seasickness.  

 

As his eyes searched the unbroken line of the horizon for the smallest of specks which would be 

the northernmost islands of North Male’ Atoll, Naseem’s hands clutched the folded white square 

of cloth he held tightly in his right hand. Nestled Inside the piece of cloth were five fifty-Rufiya 

notes his father had given him yesterday. Naseem’s father had worked hard to get the money. It 

would help Naseem tide over any emergencies. 

 

“Here! Chew some of this and you will feel all right!” Naseem opened his eyes and looked 

around. A man stood behind him, smiling a yellow-toothed smile out of a rugged, weatherworn 

face.  A wizened brown hand held out to him half a betel leaf on which rested a few pieces of 

areca nut that had been cut into neat circles with a nut cutter. A dash of white lime on the apex of 

the half leaf and a clove completed the chew. Even though many people, young and old, on his 

island habitually indulged themselves in this chew, Naseem had never developed this habit for 

some reason. He had used it a few times and knew how to maintain a chew without becoming a 

social embarrassment, but he had never made it a habit. Perhaps it was the price one had to pay 

in the form of yellowed teeth. Perhaps it was because he felt that there was some harm in it.  

 

“Thank you, Dhon Mohamed!” Naseem politely thanked his benefactor, took the proffered chew 

and put it in his mouth. 

 

The leaf crunched under his teeth and the slices of betel nut followed. The lime singed his tongue 

for a while but the hot taste of the clove took it away soon. As saliva flowed and the chew 

coalesced into a homogenous whole, he felt a general lightheadedness pervade his entire body. 

The nausea went away. His ears felt warm and a certain feeling of wellbeing flowed through 

him. For the first time in his young life, Naseem felt the mild comfort a good chew could bring 

to one. Gathering the excess saliva in his mouth, he spat it out over the side of the boat into a sea 

in a graceful, blood red arc. 

 

Time passed and as Naseem continued to gaze out at the sea, his chew slowly faded away into a 

few tasteless dregs. The lazy sun of the afternoon swung lower in the sky and took on that warm 

orange tinge of a dying day. The clouds became grayer in their bodies but took on rich golden 

auras round their edges as they hung around without much purpose, perhaps waiting for the sun 
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to go away and leave them alone. The waves on the surface of the inscrutable ocean shone back 

in kind, not to be outdone in their rivalry.  

 

 As Naseem’s reverie continued, a group of playful dolphins went by, taking turns in jumping out 

of the sea and splashing back down noisily. Naseem remembered a day, from very long ago it 

seemed, when an uncle had told him that dolphins did that close to sunset to distract the sun so 

that they could race up and catch it on the horizon before the sea swallowed it for the night. 

Naseem also remembered his uncle telling him that the dolphins never ever succeeded.  

 

Why did life have in it so many stories of futile competition and futile battles never won? Why 

could not it take on the greater meaningfulness of a tethered kite that was free and yet 

disciplined, flying high while controlled by a ground-bound mortal, fragile while dealing with 

the mighty wind but tugging against it? Why couldn’t the clouds gather round and fall to the 

earth as one massive shower so that a million trees would be nourished at the same time 

somewhere? Why could not the dolphins save their energy and concentrate on looking after their 

young better instead of romping after an elusive sun? Why couldn’t he stay at home and enjoy 

life instead of feeling the compulsion to go to a strange island and live with strange people just 

so that his parents would achieve with his life what they could not achieve with theirs? These 

were some questions that Naseem threw around inside his head as he sat waiting for this journey 

to end so that a greater one might start. 

 

“Male’ Atoll!”  The yell came from above where an agile member of the dhoni crew had climbed 

up the mast to serve as a lookout.  

 

The dhoni suddenly took a life of its own as people began to get ready for Male’ even though it 

would still take them most of the night to get there. Those who had brought firewood inspected 

their bundles to make sure they were still dry and tied together. The rough-woven mulhi baskets 

holding the chickens were checked to see if their contents were still intact. The cloth covers on 

the containers of the rihaakuru fish paste were tightened down more securely. Perhaps, Naseem 

thought, everyone was using the last bit of daylight they would have before the hustle and bustle 

of Male’ prevented them from undertaking such activities with any degree of precision. 

 

Naseem had nothing to double-check before the hustle and bustle of Male’ got him. 

 

As the sun went down, Naseem’s head started nodding in supplication to denied sleep. In a state 

of half sleep, Naseem had a vision of a most beautiful young woman holding his hand and 

helping him fly a kite on the soft sand of his beloved home island.  



9 
Kite Fighter 

 

FOUR 

 

Naseem walked one step behind Dhon Mohamed, the man who had been asked by his father to 

take him to the house of Dhon Dhaleyka who was rumored to be a relative that had made house 

on the capital island of the country by marrying into an established Male’ family. As he walked 

on the hard gray soil the island had to offer his feet, he felt mild twinges of pain as one foot or 

the other encountered the odd bit of grit or rubble. He was more used to soft white sand and was 

already beginning to miss it. However, he let nothing show on his face as he trudged along 

behind his sarong-clad escort. 

 

Even though Naseem affected the eyes-downcast, sober attitude of the well-brought-up teenager, 

he took in everything he saw as he walked up the road to what he knew would be his home for 

quite some time.  

 

The first thing Naseem noted about Male’ was that most people passed each other on this island 

without greeting each other. You could hear a few vocal salaams, but they were few and far 

between. Most men went past each other while absorbed in their own little worlds, not giving 

more than a passing, unseeing glance to anyone that appeared to be in a direct collision course 

with them. Perhaps it was the culture here and therefore was the proper thing to do. Perhaps it 

was because there were too many strangers here. As they themselves were, Naseem thought. 

 

Then came those machines with two wheels. Naseem was bright enough to figure out that they 

were the Male’ bicycles had heard about. At the speeds they went, they would easily help their 

owners get about from place to place much faster than they could by themselves even if they ran. 

What Naseem could not understand was why life had to be such a rush.  

 

Suddenly Naseem heard a dreadful noise approaching them. Fear overcame Naseem for a while 

and he stopped in his tracks. However, the sight of Dhon Mohamed padding on, and the prospect 

of losing sight of his guide made Naseem carry on as the source of the noise came into view: It 

was another of those two-wheeled machines that looked fatter and appeared to move without the 

slightest effort on the part of the rider. The rider himself was most interesting. He wore a shirt of 

a heavy brownish material with handles on the shoulders, but wore a most inappropriate pair of 

shorts of the same material. Perhaps the man was one of those infidel kaafaru his mother had 

warned him about.  This made him look around for an animal called a dog, which he had been 

told, was larger than a cat and tended to follow the kaafar around. Much to Naseem’s relief, no 

such creatures made their appearance even after the rider of the noisy machine disappeared round 

a bend. It was unfortunate that Naseem had never heard of motorcycles. 

 

“As-salaam-alaikum! Is that Dhon Mohamed?” the greeting came from over a wall. Naseem 

looked up to see a man with a noble-like face peering over a wall on the side of the road. It was 

obvious the man knew Dhon Mohamed. 

 

“Wa-alaikum-us-salaam. It is indeed I, Manippulhu!” Dhon Mohamed’s use of the Maldivian 

title that would approximate ‘My Lord’ in English  told Naseem that the man peering over the 

wall was no ordinary inhabitant of Male’. 
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“What brings you to Male’? And who is this?”  

 

“This is a young man from our island. His father wants him to get an education and get a 

Katheeb’s certificate. So he is going to stay here in Male’ for about two years and try his hand at 

that.” Dhon Mohamed explained. 

 

“Have you decided where to keep him? If not, I will be quite willing to keep him and instruct 

him in the ways of the Katheeb very well. The boy looks bright enough and I am sure he will 

make a very good chief one day.”  

 

“Begging My Lord’s forgiveness, I must inform you that it has already been decided that he 

should stay with some of his relatives in Male’. I am sure, however, that My Lord can be a better 

teacher, a better mentor and a better guardian. But I must keep my promise and deliver him to 

where I must.”  

 

As Dhon Mohamed and His Lordship discussed Naseem in the third person as if  he were 

invisible, he stood there in absolute silence as all well-behaved young men should, carefully 

hiding his  resentment at something in the words or the  tone of voice of the nobleman. He did 

not know what it was and at that point in time. Even though he could not pin it down at that time, 

he would later on sense what it had been. 

 

Naseem need not have worried about Dhon Mohamed handing him over to His Lordship.  Dhon 

Mohamed stood for about an hour on that particular road in His Lordship’s presence, answering 

questions about the health of everyone from their island that His Lordship knew, about the fish 

catch during the last four months, and about the number of chickens that ranged free on the 

island. His Lordships interest in the island was so great that Naseem wondered why he had never 

seen His Lordship on the island all his life. 

 

“Who was that?” Naseem blurted out as soon as they were able to leave and were sure to be out 

of earshot. 

 

“It will suffice for you to know that that is a very high-ranking officer of the Maldivian 

government and is a hereditary Noble of the Realm. He is also a very educated man. You just 

found out how interested he is in our island. Now that is good for the island.” Dhon Mohamed 

explained. 

 

Soon, Naseem and Dhon Mohamed arrived in front of a high wall in which a heavy wooden door 

had been set in. The wall appeared to be too high for Naseem’s comfort and the door itself 

looked dark and forbidding. From the outside, the house looked like a prison. Even though he 

had never seen a prison in his life, Naseem guessed that that was indeed how it would look to a 

newcomer. 

 

“Is this the house?” Naseem asked in his curiosity, very much out of character, “I am sorry, 

Dhon Mohamed, but is this where I am supposed to stay for the next two years?” 
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FIVE 

 

 “As –salaam Alaikum!” Old Dhon Mohamed called out. Then he waited. 

 

There was no response from within. All they could hear from within was that repetitive squeak 

which kept becoming more disquieting as time wore on, wearing down their patience as well. 

 

“Maybe we have come into a house in which no one but one a mouse lives.” Dhon Mohamed 

said with his usual straight face. One  never knew whether he was joking, making fun of 

something or simply being serious in his twisted way. 

 

The canna plants that stood in a well-behaved row right outside the door ignored their presence 

as well. So did the curtain that attempted to hide unsuccessfully behind the glass in the door. 

 

“Maybe we should knock.  You know, these people may be like those people in the Hindi 

movies and expect people to knock on their doors.” Naseem said, trying to keep as straight a face 

as Dhon Mohamed’s, “I am going to knock and find out.” 

 

Well before Naseem’s third knock could be fully completed in what he considered good Hindi 

movie fashion, the door opened and Naseem stood there with his raised hand inches from the 

torso of a young woman who knocked the very breath from his. She was not only all that 

Naseem would ever define as beauty personified, but also happened to be the spitting image of 

the girl who had visited him in his reverie as he sat on the boat the previous night. And spitting 

she was. 

 

“Good heavens, man! Can’t you knock just once and let it go at that? Or do you want to knock 

this door down, enter this house, rob it of all its valuables, send me to hospital and generally be a 

nuisance just because you and Pops here need your daily fix?” She reeled off a list of what 

sounded like accusations, most of which Naseem did not understand. 

 

“As –salaam Alaikum!” Dhon Mohamed was obviously better prepared to deal with spitting 

felines of this nature. He spat out a stream of red betel juice right into the patch of the insolent 

canna and said, “We have come from your Aunt  Sanpa’s island. I think this is your second 

cousin Naseem and he has come to stay with you. So be a nice young lady, return my salaam and 

call your mother, or do I have to go in and get her before you do? Are you Dhon Dhaleyka’s 

daughter Sifileenu? ” 

 

“Hey , hey, old man! Don’t spit into my plants. Don’t you have any manners at all when you 

walk into other people’s houses? And by the way, my name is not Sifileenu. You make me sound 

like the disease you are. My name is Shifleen Hassan Manik!” Naseem thought she looked 

breathtakingly beautiful when she was angry. Her eyes flashed like precious diamonds,  

“Obviously you are looking for my mother Zuleykha.” 

 

“Yes, my dear Sifileenu. Now that we have established that you are indeed the Sifileenu that 

needs a lot more than manners, why don’t you stop squeaking like that broken fan up there and 
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go ask Dhon Dhaleyka to come out and greet us like a good woman should? Come on, you 

mannerless thing, go on in! I have no patience with children your size.” 

 

“Ooh!” Shifleen exploded in undisguised anger and flounced back into the house, “Mommy! 

There are some extremely rude and uncivilized people here to see you. I think they are from your 

mother’s island.” 

 

 A kindly looking woman who appeared to be in her mid forties came out with a worried and 

frightened look on her face. Obviously, she was not very happy with the way the young lady had 

spoken to the new visitors. As soon as she saw Dhon Mohamed, the look of fear left her face. It 

was obvious she recognized him and even liked him. 

 

“I am sorry Dhon Mohamed.” She said, “My daughter Shifleen is sometimes so rude to 

strangers. You know, it is that time of life when children become very rebellious.” 

 

“Back home we know what to with that kind of rebellion.” Dhon Mohamed did not mince his 

words. He was implying that the fault was Zuleykha’s as much as it was Shifleen’s, if not more. 

He pointed to Naseem, “This is young Naseem, your cousin’s son, Dhon Dhaleyka. He is also of 

that age you call rebellious even though he does not rebel much.  He has been brought up in the 

proper Maldivian manner. As you have agreed, he will stay with you for the next two years while 

he gets himself a Katheeb’s certificate. Perhaps your daughter can learn much from him about 

how to behave.” 

 

“My friend Dhon Mohamed! Obviously you  are still angry. Let us forget about a harmless 

child’s misdeeds and sit down over a cup of tea.” So saying, Zuleykha led her visitors into an 

inner room and motioned for them to sit down with her at a table there. Soon, a young woman 

who appeared to be a maidservant came in and served them sweet black tea, a selection of mixed 

cookies and some Maldivian short eats. Dhon Mohamed ate copious amounts of the latter, 

emptied his cup of tea in one great gulp, and got up to leave. 

 

“Now listen to me, my boy.”  He said to Naseem, “Consider this your home for the next two 

years. Consider Dhon Dhaleyka to be your mother and mistress. Behave well. Study hard and 

come home to become Katheeb and rule over us justly. Never forget that justice and fairness 

shall be the guiding light in your life from now on.” 

 

“I thank you, dear Dhon Mohamed.” Naseem said, “I will remember your words. May Allah 

reward you for those words and for the great kindness you have shown me. I will try to be 

worthy of you and of all the people of my island. Please convey my salaam to my family.” 

 

Dhon Mohamed nodded and without another word marched out of the room and out of the house 

and was gone out of Naseem’s life in less than a minute. To Naseem, who was left behind at the 

table, it felt as if his entire family had deserted him. 

 

“So, did you bring any luggage with you young man?”  Dhon Dhaleyka, or Zuleykha as she 

should properly be addressed, asked Naseem. 
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Naseem felt as if his very thoughts were some sort of excess baggage he had carried into the 

private family sanctum of strangers, “Just this small bag with a change of clothes.” 
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SIX 

 

“Naseem!” Shifleen’s voice rang over the noise of the vacuum cleaner Naseem had been using 

for the last hour, making sure the entire house was free from the dust which had offended 

Zuleykha  since the day she had seen the vacuum cleaner on sale at MaxMart. “Will you come 

and help me unpack these?” 

 

Shifleen’s father Hassan Manik, who lived in Malaysia with his second wife and younger son by 

a second marriage, encouraged his daughter to be the biggest spender in the family. Two years 

ago, he had won by lucky draw the development rights to a small island in the south of the 

Maldives and had sub-let it to a Japanese firm, which had subsequently built a tourist resort on it. 

Even though he had done no work to deserve it, Hassan Manik had become a rich man overnight. 

Instead of the love he should have given her in early childhood, Hassan Manik gave Shifleen his 

second best — monetary carte blanche at his expense! And Shifleen used it! 

 

Shifleen’s spending was legendary among Male’ shopkeepers. If a shopkeeper was lucky enough 

to entice her into their shop, their day was made. They did not have to pay any attention to any of 

their other customers, no matter how regular they were, as long as Shifleen was in their shop. 

She would order two or three items of whatever caught her fancy, buy whatever the shopkeeper 

foisted on her as being fashionable, trendy, chic or must-have, and even placed future orders 

depending on how many catalogues they could be place at her elbow. And Shifleen always got 

what she wanted! 

 

“Coming, madam!” Naseem cried, hurriedly switching off the vacuum cleaner. He docked the 

Hoover in the closet provided for that purpose, whispering to the closet as he did so “Dear closet, 

you simply have to conform. Otherwise, why in the world do you have to be triangular?”  

 

By the time Naseem go there, Shifleen had at least a baker’s dozen of packages strewn around 

her on the floor of her bedroom. How she had carried all of them up there without help was 

nobody’s business. There were plain packages and garish ones, parcels in shopping bags and 

carry-homes with built-in handles, packets wrapped in gift paper and more wrapped in plain: all 

waiting to be opened by the greatest shopper of them all.  

 

As he flopped down on the floor and joined Shifleen in dealing with the packages, Naseem 

began to see where Shifleen’s heart would never fill: Today’s plat-du-jour would be shoes, 

tomorrow was yet unknown. Today there were slippers and sandals, open-toes and pumps, clogs 

and boots, some with heels and some without, some leather and some synthetic, but all definitely 

the same size to fit Madam Shifleen’s delicate feet. Whether they would later get a chance 

tomorrow to go out with their owner was an open-ended question that no one would dare answer 

at that point in time. 

 

An hour later, there was a massive mound of discarded paper, plastic, ribbon and tape in front of 

Naseem, all the packages having been dealt with, “May I throw these away, madam?” 
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“Yes, Naseem, you may. And how many times do I have to ask not to call me madam? It makes 

me sound as if I am an old crone teetering on the brink of an overdue grave. Call me Shifleen. 

You can even shorten it to Shif or Leen as you please.” Shifleen had a radiant smile on her face. 

Suddenly, Naseem realized he was looking at an extremely beautiful young lady. It took his 

breath away.  And then the smile turned into a high, teasing laugh, “Or do you want to call me 

Sifuleenu like that hard old man you came here with — when was that? A year ago?” 

 

“I will try, madam… er… Shi--Shif.” Naseem stammered, “It would be an honor to address you 

by name. You are very kind.” 

 

“Oh, come on! Try to be a lot less formal than you are now. After all, we are friends, aren’t we?” 

 

 Naseem smiled, gathered up the unwanted remains of Shifleen’s foray into the land of shoes, 

and quickly left Shifleen’s room.  

 

As he came down the stairs into the sitting room, Naseem looked at the clock on the wall and 

noticed that the time was just past six thirty in the evening. He had just enough time to go for a 

quick wash, perform his maghrib prayers, and perhaps down a cup of tea and a cookie, before 

presenting himself at the night class he had been enrolled in. The topic for the night was going to 

be ‘The Government, its Offices, Organizational Structure and Heads of Organizations.” This 

was a difficult area for him, partly because he saw no purpose behind an administrator having to 

memorize the List of Names of Heads of Government when all the government had to do was to 

bring about a few changes in the latter two days before the qualifying examinations to throw all 

candidates into a status of high panic! 

 

However, panic notwithstanding, Naseem wanted to pass the examinations at the first sitting.  

That would make him not only the youngest from his atoll to pass that examination, but the first 

to do it at one sitting. Six months after he turned eighteen and became eligible for state 

employment, he would become the pride of his family back home. They would rejoice and give 

him the warmest of welcomes when he went back home, which itself would be a first, since 

those that had come before him had succumbed to the attractions Male’ had to offer and had 

refused to go back when they got good jobs in Male’. 

 

After having made short work of a shower and his prayers, Naseem sat down for a quick cup of 

tea and a slice of pizza left over from the previous night.  As he waited for the microwave oven 

to ping, telling him that his humble repast has been re-warmed into palatability, he thought about 

where life had led him. He felt as if life had served him up for others to use, like a fresh-caught 

tuna. People were slicing him up for use, making sure his gall bladder did not burst and taint the 

useful parts. Naseem remembered the many times he had done that to a tuna and vowed to 

himself that he would never let anyone make a hapless tuna out of him. 

 

Today a sweeper of carpets and a servant boy who is good for package-unwrapping; tomorrow, a 

Katheeb — a respected island chief, Naseem promised himself. 
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SEVEN 

 

Zuleykha was very worried, “Something has happened to my daughter. Hassan Manik makes 

every effort to spoil her senseless and goes out of his way to show her that she is queen in her 

kingdom. I used to worry about that. But now…..” 

 

Hameeda was Zuleykha’s best friend and close confidante. Whenever Zuleykha needed someone 

to listen to her woes, she had a good ear in Hameeda. She remembered with particular 

gratefulness those trying times when her husband Hassan Manik had talked to her about him 

acquiring a second wife. Hameeda had been her sole source of emotional support then and had 

seen her through those worst first days. The two friends were inseparable and there were many 

who envied that relationship. 

 

“But now what?” Hameeda asked, a certain amount of worry coming through her words. She had 

no children herself and took delight in calling Shifleen her daughter.  

 

“I don’t know. She has changed. No ordering people around. No quick fits of temper. She just 

sits in her room and stares off into space most of the time. Sometimes, when she thinks nobody is 

looking, she sighs and twirls her thumbs. She is thinking about something but does not want to 

share it with me.” Zuleykha had obviously observed her daughter very carefully and had begun 

to see a completely different human being in her. 

 

“That can be dangerous.” Hameeda said, her voice full of deep concern, “I heard someone on TV 

say that if a child suddenly changes his or her patterns of behavior, then the cause of that is very 

often drug abuse. Oh, I hope we are not in that kind of trouble.” 

 

That thought had indeed crossed Zuleykha’s mind. She had, however, watched her daughter 

carefully for any signs of substance abuse and found none. In fact, what she saw in her daughter 

was someone who was kinder, nicer and mellower. She maintained perfect hygiene, took great 

pains to stay made up in a subtle way even when she was at home. She cleaned her own room 

and made her own bed instead of asking their maidservant to do it for her. She even prayed 

regularly.  

 

“I don’t think so. She is, somehow, nicer. No fits of temper. No shouting at the servants. She has 

even started making her own bed. She prays regularly and reads the Holy Quran regularly.” 

Zuleykha told her friend. 

 

“Maybe her ankle still pains her and reminds her of her mortality.” Hameeda remembered that 

Shifleen had had a recent three-day hospitalization for minor corrective surgery following a 

sports-related injury. 

 

Zuleykha was not ready to believe that either, “I don’t think so. The doctor told me the ankle is 

as good as new and should not hurt in the least.” 

  

“Maybe she is trying some sort of devious joke on you. When is April?” 
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“I don’t think so. I asked her what is wrong and she says that nothing is wrong. When I asked her 

again, all she said was that she loved me and would tell her if anything was wrong. Then she 

went down to the kitchen, made me a nice cup of tea, brought it up and asked me drink it. When 

I did, she asked me to go to bed and relax. You know, she had never made me a cup of tea ever 

in her life before that. But that tea was very good!” 

 

“Oh, I think I know exactly what is wrong with your daughter. The girl is in love.” Hameeda 

said. 

 

“But with whom? She has not had any new visitors since she returned from the hospital. Just the 

usual bunch of girls. No long phone calls. No fancy cards, flowers or chocolates from persons 

unknown to me. No photos on her nightstand. Nothing…..” Zuleykha was more confused than 

before.  

 

“Did anyone spend any time with her while she was in hospital?”  Zuleykha asked. 

 

“No! Just us. You, Naseem and I mostly. Some of the girls would sometimes come by and give 

us a break during the day.” 

 

“Aha! I think I know exactly who!” Hameeda said, “And I have a feeling that you have every 

good reason to be worried because Hassan Manik will hit the roof when he hears about it.” 

 

That really scared Zuleykha. For as long as she could remember, Hameeda had always been 

uncannily accurate with her hunches. She was the one who had spotted Hassan Manik’s change 

in behavior long before he mentioned the second wife and had alerted Zuleykha to the possibility 

of danger on the home front.  

 

“Who? Who?” Zuleykha asked, her impatience cutting through her usually soft voice. 

 

 “Someone who spent a lot of time with her. Someone who captured her imagination. Someone 

whom she sees as potential husband material. Someone she can love and respect without fear. 

Someone already very close to her.” Hameeda rattled off the list of qualities. 

 

“”How could that be?” Zuleykha asked, “There is no one like that! For the first time in your life, 

you are wrong!” 

 

“You are not looking hard enough. Look right under your very nose before you look further 

away.” 

 

Realization hit Zuleykha like the traditional bolt of thunder out of a cloudless sky. However, the 

more she thought about it, the more ridiculous the idea became and the less she wanted to say it 

out loud, “No! It just can’t be! Impossible! No, no, no!” 

 

“Yes! Yes! Zuleykha! Who else? He did spend a lot of time with her. He listened to her. He 

always jumped up without complaint to do anything she asked him to do. When he came here, 
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we thought he was an ignoramus, but he soon proved it to us that he was one of the most 

intelligent persons we ever knew. He is forever truthful, dedicated, purposeful and faithful: In 

other words, good husband material. He wants to be a leader of men and an example to all. 

Someone who does not have any evil in him. Someone that all of can respect for the truth he 

abides by.” 

 

The truth behind Hameeda’s words bored into Zuleykha’s brain like a red-hot skewer. 

Everything she said was right on target. And the target himself was there, right in front of her. 

Someone who would inspire noble feelings in a receptive mind.  Someone whose great humility 

was often mistaken for subservience. Someone who had, albeit unknowingly, tamed the shrew in 

her daughter before the world recognized the shrew and blamed her for it. Someone who, if 

approached just right, might make the wonder happen that would make her daughter a good 

Maldivian wife. Someone who would be an absolute nobody in Hassan Manik’s book of money, 

power politics and social maneuvering. 

 

“Naseem?” Zuleykha asked, her voice amazingly soft. 

 

“Who else?” Hameeda smiled. 

 

Amazingly, as soon as she had her confirmation, a sense of relief came over Zuleykha, “Right! 

Now let us go and have some tea and two or three pieces of that hedhikaa I made before you 

arrived.” 

 

“You will have to give me a lot more than tea when I am proved right!” 

 

While this conversation was going on, one of the subjects of the conversation was sitting in her 

room, watching the National Geographic channel on television. The other was busy watering the 

new canna plants that had seemed so strange to him when he saw their progenitors for the first 

time standing in that very same spot. 
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EIGHT 

 

“So you want to get married to that good-for-nothing island boy?” Hassan Manik thundered at 

his daughter, “What have I not done for you? What have I not given you? You are beautiful, 

strong and healthy. You are well educated. There are many good boys from very powerful 

families who would want to get married to you. What else do you want?” 

 

“Father, with due respect, I want to get married to Naseem. He is a good man.” Shifleen 

answered quietly. 

 

“A man? What is he? A wanna-be Katheeb of a small island? What has he got? Boats? No! 

Wealth? No! Family influence and power? No!” Hassan Manik was almost ranting, “So this is 

why your mother asked me to come and deal with you! I always knew that your mother couldn’t 

bring you up properly.” 

 

“I am sorry, Father!” Shifleen said. She would not tolerate her mother being slighted like this, 

“Please do not insult my mother. She has indeed brought me up very well. No one can ask for a 

better mother.” 

 

“So where is this man anyway? Hiding behind the door and listening to you beg me to be given 

to him? Tell me, what sort of black magic did he use to attract you to him? Did he make you eat 

or drink something while you were in hospital and when no one was looking? Why does he think 

he can live off my money for the rest of his life by trapping you like this? 

 

“I am sorry to say this to you, Father.” Shifleen carried on, very much her old self now, “It 

wasn’t him that approached me. I asked him first. As for you, Father, where were you when I 

was in hospital?” 

 

That made Hassan Manik see red. He did not expect his daughter to confront him in this manner. 

However, it was very clear that it was his daughter that had started what for him was this 

unfortunate series of events. 

 

“Zuleykha! I want to meet this black magician right now!” Hassan Manik commanded. 

 

Naseem was summoned in no time and when he walked in to the room where all discussions 

were taking place, Hassan Manik was still fuming. 

 

“So! You are this great man that wants to get married to my daughter! Do you know what you 

are asking for? Have you lost your mind? Do you know that there is a world of difference 

between you and us? We are a powerful, influential family in Male’. I am a very rich man. Do 

you think you can simply jump into our lives and begin to use our power, money and influence 

to serve your needs, you cheap, cheap lowly creature?” 

 

“With due respect, sir.” Naseem spoke quietly, “First of all, let me tell you that I did not propose 

marriage to your daughter. It was she that did it. Next, I shall be honored to be her husband not 

because she is from an influential and rich family, but because she is a kind-hearted, faithful and 
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strong woman. I have no wish to live in your lives, in your houses or even on your island. I wish 

to go home to my island.” 

 

In his desperation, Hassan Manik thought he saw a way out. His cunning and wily brain hatched 

a scheme on the spot, “All right! Let us compromise. I will allow you to get married to my 

daughter under one condition.” 

 

“I shall be happy to hear it,” said Naseem, “And accept it only if I find it to be fair and just to 

both of us.” 

 

“You will get married to Shifleen and live here in this house. You will work for me as an 

employee and nowhere else. Whatever I give you as wages must be acceptable to you. You will 

not compel Shifleen to do anything against her wishes. You must, at all times, oblige her with 

your obedience.”  Hassan Manik rattled off a list of conditions where he had initially mentioned 

that he would present only one. 

    

“I am sorry, sir.” Naseem said softly, “I find those conditions entirely unacceptable.” 

 

“In that case, leave this house immediately and never come back. Also, you self-righteous, gold-

digging son of a -----, don’t you ever come within five feet of my daughter!” 

 

Naseem knew when he was beaten, His world reeled around him. Without a word, he got up to 

leave. 

 

“You good-for-nothing cur. Go fly a kite!” He heard Hassan Manik yell after him. 
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NINE 

 

Would it matter to the people of his island if Naseem, the wanna-be Katheeb, never came back 

just as many had done before him? He knew that no one on his island would remember him for 

long if he never went there. Would it matter if he gave up his resolve and became a slave to 

Hassan Manik and his cohorts just so that he would be able to live with his Shifleen?  

 

The big fish were gunning for him and he knew exactly what to do. In the area of social 

maneuvering, he was nothing and could do nothing. He was a simple, poor island boy who had 

no resources to fight the big fish. However, he knew what he did have. He had raw guts and 

unlimited courage. He would simply rid the world of Hassan Manik and flee with his Shif to his 

island.  

 

Naseem, the well-behaved son of an entire community became temporarily insane at that point in 

time. He went out bought the biggest pair of box cutters he could lay his hands on and stood 

outside Hassan Manik’s rented apartment, waiting for the big fish to come out. He would force 

the big fish into a dark corner somewhere and simply cut open his belly, he thought in his anger. 

 

However, something from his childhood came to him as he stood shivering in a sudden shower 

of  rain: When you properly cut open a tuna, you made sure you did not burst its gall bladder. A 

burst tuna gall bladder imparted the nastiest bitter taste to whatever its yellowish green juices 

touched.  The tuna flesh would lose its sweetness and become too bitter to eat. He realized that 

he would have to make every effort to stop that from happening to this big fish so that life would 

remain sweet for his beloved Shifleen. He needed his Shif to be happy, by his side or otherwise, 

to carry on living, to carry on dreaming, to carry on achieving.  

 

Then he suddenly realized that a former habit of simple and single-threaded concentration that 

had stood him in good stead in his kite-flying days had deserted him. He recalled that Mohamed 

Thakurufaanu the Great — the great hero who liberated the Maldives from the Portuguese in the 

sixteenth century — had called upon the skills he had acquired as a catcher of birds to solve the 

much greater problems he had faced later on as a freedom fighter.  Naseem realized that even 

though he was not fighting for an entire nation, he had parallel skills as a flyer of kites. As a lone 

fighter, he had to get those kite-flyer skills back into his life and use them to advantage! 

 

He remembered that day in his kite-flying days when he had stood on the beach of his island and 

wondered whether someone his age had been on the beach of a certain island in the distance. He 

had decided that day that it did not matter to him.  Had they actually existed, they had been too 

small to be seen by each other at that distance. Today, however, it did matter. It was not the 

seeing that mattered. It was the knowing that mattered. His family and the people of his island 

would know that Naseem, not the kite-flyer but the newly trained Katheeb, had failed them and 

failed more dismally as a human being.  

 

As Naseem regained his sanity, he safely pocketed the box cutters and made his way to the small 

room where Shifleen, now a runaway from home, waited for him to come and take her away. A 
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sense of supreme calm came over him as he walked away from where Hassan Manik was. 

Suddenly he realized where his newfound strength had come from. Under his breath he 

whispered, “Thank you, Allah, for giving me wisdom in my time of need.” 

 

As Naseem made his way to his little room, he made a tough decision that belied the look of 

calm on his face. He remembered that the more he pulled the string of a kite, the higher it would 

ride in the sky until it most of the wind was finally robbed off its face as it came overhead. That 

was always the most vulnerable position for a fighting kite.  Moreover, he remembered that any 

more pulling on a kite that had reached the vertical would seriously warp the kite as it struggled 

in that position. Sensible kite flyers would rather let the wind carry the kite down more to 

leeward, using the time to deftly spin their  firoashi  reels and make sensible adjustments to 

flying height, breeze handling, and so on. Naseem knew that his decision would save the life of 

his kite: Shifleen was the kite of his life and he had to save and cherish her for the rest of his life. 

He would not allow her to suffer against any wind or to be warped in any needless battles! 

 

So they had ganged up on him and wanted to send him and his dreams into oblivion? So they 

wanted a fight with an island boy? They wanted to fight a kite-fighter? If so, he was once more 

Naseem the kite-fighter, ready for a civilized battle with advantage on his side. A sharp 

fulhithoshi string of love and commitment already tethered his kite to his will. It gave the kite 

enough freedom to describe any number of varied but smooth patterns in the sky but presented a 

serious challenge to anyone who tried to cut the kite off. In a serious kite fight, it was often more 

than the quality of the fulhithoshi that mattered. What mattered more was how willing you were 

to give the string just the right amount of slack. That often meant the difference between victory 

and defeat. Naseem decided that in this fight he would trust his string by giving it maximum 

slack. He would simply ask Shifleen to trust him, and then take her back home, and back to 

Hassan Manik. He would trust Shifleen not to snap under the pressure.  

 

“Trust me, Shif!” Naseem told his life, his eternal kite, his dreams, his vision, “Let me take you 

home where you really belong. I can only be a husband and protector to you when I am married 

to you. Some day, when all is well and when we finally have your family’s blessings, we will be 

husband and wife. That I promise you. Till then, my love, you remain very much your father’s 

honorable daughter. And you belong with him. Let me take you home!” 

 

As Shifleen walked home in silence beside him, two men in dark shirts who had stood outside 

the little room and had overheard the conversation melted unseen into the shadows, their original 

mission unfulfilled due to lack of need. They would even tell Hassan Manik that they had finally 

seen what strength really was. 
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TEN 

 

Two days: that was all he had in Male’. As the newly-appointed Katheeb, Naseem had much to 

do. He had to see some members of his community who were in Male’.  He had to meet the 

Minister of Atolls Administration. He had to buy fifty bags of cement for the exterior wall of the 

island cemetery. The youth association needed to canvass Male’ for a new table tennis setup. He 

had better do all of it tomorrow. That canvassing part would be the most difficult. How was Shif 

doing… no, better not let that suffocate him.  

 

A knock on the door broke into his train of though. When he opened it, Zuleykha and Hameeda 

stood there within the faint light cast outside by the fluorescent light in his room. He was 

startled, but quickly composed himself. 

 

“As-salaam-alaikum!” Naseem greeted them politely and formally, “Please come in and sit 

down. I am leaving to my island tomorrow and I would like to thank you for the kind hospitality 

you accorded to me during my stay at your residence here in Male’. Please accept my apologies 

for having caused you so much distress.  I was just thinking of going to say so, and wish you and 

your family goodbye.” 

 

“Wa-alaikum-us-salaam, my son.” Zuleykha had a strange look on her face. Naseem did not 

know what it was but there was definitely something there that he had never seen before, “Oh, 

there is no need for you to come over or even apologize. We have come to see you.” 

 

What Zuleykha saw was also so different from what she was used to seeing. What she saw in 

front of her was a grown man who had the greatest amount of courage she had ever seen in a 

man. She knew how much he loved Shifleen, but he was not showing it. She had allowed this 

man to be kicked out of her house despite the promise she had made to his father that he would 

stay there for as long as he was in Male’. Despite that, he had welcomed her into his small rented 

room with the greatest of courtesy and dignity. She saw in front of her a great island chief who 

would serve his people well with firmness, fairness and justice. She realized she was only 

beginning to see what Shifleen must have seen in this man a long time ago! 

 

“Thank you very much. Your wish will be respected. I will not go to your house even though, 

forgive me, I quite wrongly still think of it as my home Male’.” Zuleykha saw much strength and 

discipline in the man. Her heart filled with admiration. 

 

“It will always be…..” Zuleykha started saying. 

 

“And will you be taking your wife with you?” Hameeda’s skill in interrupting a conversation 

gracefully was a fine art she had developed over a long time.  

 

That stopped Naseem in his tracks. What final wound would these people inflict on him?  
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“My friend Hameeda here just asked you whether you will be taking your wife home with you.” 

Zuleykha rallied behind Hameeda and asked in a voice that did not match any definition of 

arrogance or aggression, “Will you give us an answer, please?” 

 

“My wife? I am sorry, but I have none.” Naseem said softly and respectfully, a kind of 

realization dawning on him. 

 

A dim figure came out of the darkness where it must have been waiting and filled the doorway. It 

was Hassan Manik — a Hassan Manik who looked years younger and much happier because he 

had the most radiant smile Naseem had seen in a long time. 

 

“Not at this moment, son. However, you deserve a good wife by your side to help you lead your 

people into a brighter future. I think my daughter Shifleen will match your needs in that area! 

Will you please consider this offer of mine instead of the other?” 

 

 

--- the end --- 

 


