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By:A.S.ABDUSSAMAD
A Tamil Story translated by: C.V.Velupillai.

SULAIHA sat on the sand strewn
compound in front of their house
weaving a mat. Her Fingers played
deftly among the red, blue, and green
reeds. The vermillion of the evening sky
creamed her face and enhanced her
loveliness.

She resembled a celestial maiden
floating on a diamond carpet in a moon
milked sea.

Abbas who chanced to pass that
way saw Sulaiha caught in the arabesque
of the twilight and stood breathless. He
could not control his surprise.

Sulaiha was his aunt’s daughter.
Till yesterday so to say. She ran after him
calling him - “ Machan” They had
played together at “kicking at mango
seeds”, “catch and run” and other games.
They grew up and with them grew youth

like a curtain separating them.

Unconsciously Abbas walked
towards her.

Sulaiha saw him approach and got
up suddenly; she drew the saree over her
head and adjusted it across her breast.

From where did she acquire all

this coyness? That sinuous movement -
in that turn and twist - gave so much to
her looks. This was the reward bestowed
upon her by youth. Abbas who looked
at her with large eyes of wonder thought
she had just emerged from one of the
caves of Ajanta.

“Sulaiha, you are weaving a mat?
Where is grandmother?

She has gone next door

“Young lady. You seem to be
alone. All by yourself?

“What does it matter! Surely evil
spirits won’t catch me”

“You have not only grown up like
a creeper but you have also grow bold”

Holding her end of her saree
above her nose she laughed. Abbas bent
down to look at the mat.

“What a pretty mat! You have
woven flowers into it. Who is the lucky
fellow that would sleep on it?”

“Any one who pays for it. You
could take one free and sleep on it”

“Only me... alone?”
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He winked to himself as he
walked away thoughtfully.

Sulaiha felt warm all over. She
was sweating. “Cha, what have I done?
Why this bantering with a male?
Grandmother would give me a telling
off if she saw me.”

She reproached herself as she got
up form her work.

- UNAWARE -

Sulaiha was in the fullness of her
youth, quite unaware of its ache and
yearnings for a mate. It had not come to
her yet.

Her mother died on the seventh
day of her birth. Since then her
grandmother brought her up. If her
mother were alive she would not have
reared her with such tender care and
affection. In fact her life was in Sulaiha
and she was every thing to the old
woman. She taught her whatever little
arts and crafts she knew. And Sulaiha’s
chief occupation at home was weaving
mats and baskets...

When Sulaiha went out for a bath,
grandmother would follow her to the
well.

“Come near child. Let me rub the
dirt.”

She would take hold of her, rub
the dirt , apply soap and bathe her.

Till grandmother tilled her plate
with rice and curry and called her in to
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eat. She would not know what happened
in the kitchen.

Ine day grandmother was in a
hurry to go somewhere. “ Sulaiha the
curry is on the hearth. Temper it please”
she said as she walked out.

Suliah sliced a quarter pound of
red onions, a handful of green chillies,
poured quarter bottle of oil and tempered
the curry. That day the third creature in
the house, namely the dog, ate it. With
all that Suliah was eighteen.

From the day Abbas came to the
house her heart was in a flutter. Grand
mother’s endearments did not go well
with her. She was a little disgusted with
mat weaving too.

One day when she was dyeing the
reeds, first she used green and then
forgetfully poured in the red. The whole
thing turned into jet black. That had
aever happened before.....

After three days Abbas came
again.

“Grandmother”, he called as he
came in.

She was his father’s mother.

“Come in, my son. Now you’re all
big people - have started to work and-
earn. You have forgotten grandmother’s
house.”

“Hereafter, I'll come to see you
every day. Father chided me for not
coming to see you”




“After all he’s my child” she said
with pride and then called out - Sulaiha
prepare tea for Machan”

From the kitchen came a half
laugh like the broken call of a young
fawn. It was like honey to Abbas.

- A SUITOR-

Grandmother began to sleeve the
whole of Akkaraipattu for a suitor for
Suliah. Whatever proposals that came
were rejected with the comment - “He’s
alazy fellow. He’s a bad tempered chap”

Like the prince charming who
went in quest of the dream girl the old
woman searched for a suitable young
man all over. But she never for amoment
thought of her grandson, Abbas. Really
what was wrong with him. He was a
paddy trader and owned a lorry too. A
hard working handsome fellow with an
equally fine temperament. What better
suitor than he? Grandmother’s activities
made Sulaiha cross. Would people who
have butter in the palm go to the market
for ghee. It was dotage she thought.

“Umma” said Sulaiha one day “ 1
don’t want marriage or kanthuri. You
had better keep quiet”

The old woman did not advise nor
retort. “Once upon a time I too said that”
she said and walked out of the house.

That was Sulaiha’s constant
headache.

A similar bother was afoot in

Abbas house.

They were looking out for a bride.
“Sister’s daughter. Amotherless girl. We
must take her for our son”. Such
thoughts never occurred to his father. As
for Abbas he was determined to marry
his aunt’s daughter. He had even
announced it to his friends. but his father
and mother were looking for another
bride.

That was Abba’s “head - ache!”

It was only natural that young
men’s eyes fall on a pretty girl. Tobacco
shop Senithambi, vegetable market
Carder, and such others were hovering
round Sulaiha. She was frightened that-
grandmother might give her away to one
of them. She had called Abbas her
Machan with the same tongue she would
not call anyother “Machan”. She had no
two faiths but one ‘eeman’

On an evening Abbas came to his
grandmother’s place. Luckily Suliah
was alone. The sun was setting in the
west. In a little while the skies would be
over cast with shadows of night. Sulaiha
was on the verandah oiling the tin lamps
and adjusting their wicks.

“Come” she said in a trembling
voice and got up.

“No, you carry on with your work™
he said and sat on the swing. He began
to speak-

“Sulaiha, I know what’s going on
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My lite depends on you. Tell me what’s
your wish 7”

“Why do you speak so, Machan?

Do you think that I have no concern in
it? It’s-fate. That’s making this dance!
Grandmother is an old woman. But your
father; he’s my maternal uncle. Yes, like
my own father. What has happened to
him?”

She began to sob pitifully.

“Suliah you must not cry like a

child. Wait till tomorrow. I’ll find a way
out of it.”

The night came gathering round,
Suliah. She brought the box of matches
and tried to light the lamp. Her heart
throbbed. Her hands shivered. She could

not even light the lamp.

“I’ll come” said Abbas and
walked out into the night.

- GROWN BOLD -

Next day Abbas had grown bold.
He went to his grandmother.

“Come my son” she greeted
faintly.

Before she could spread the mat
he sat on the swing.

“Grand mother” he began....

Sulaiha was then by the well. On
seeing him her heart began to tremble.
She held the barren palm by the well and
listened to their conversation.

“Why my son have you come like
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this?”

“Grandmother, there’s no need to
play hide and seek. I know all that’s
going on here and at home. Your running
round for a suitor for Suliah and their
hunting for a bride is not unknown to
me. I don’t under stand all this?”

The old mother spoke with some
Teserve.

“Yes, my son, you must get
married and she too must settle down in
life.

“Grandmother there’s no need to
go round and round. Suliah belongs to
me and you must give her in marriage
to me. The way you look for suitors for
Suliah appears that with old age. You
have lost your balance of mind.”

Tears came to her eyes.

“I knew long ago such a day as
this would come, my son. Allah did not
allow us to keep you together and look
at you with our eyes.

She began to cry

“Grandmother I don’t under stand
you. What’s the matter?

Exract from:

The Ceylon Obseber, Wednesday
evening December 27, 1961
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