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ABSTRACT

This is a compilation of selected pieces of poetry and short stories by
Sudanese authors. The intention is to give a glimpse of the literary scene
in post-independence Sudan, in a bid to put the Sudanese literature in a
global focus and enable it to interact on the international scene. The
selected examples range chronically from the 1950s to the first decade
of the third Millennium. They also vary in themes- from nationalistic
poetry (as in “Afro-Asian Ode” by Tag Elsir Al Hassan, in praise of the
emerging Non-Aligned States Movement); philosophical-Sufi (“The Signs
Ode”, by Mohammed Abdel Hai); and romantic (examples from
Mohammed El Makki Ibrahim, IdrisGamaa, FidailiGamaa’, and Abdel
Qadir Al Kitayabi). The same applies to the narrative selections. They
include pieces by Ali El Makk, a pioneering short story writer since the
1960s, to Abdel Aziz Baraka Sakin, whose narratives started to appear in
the last decade. In between the two, there are two examples by Bushra
Elfadil and Kamal Elgizouli, both written in the 1970s.
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout history, translation has played a pivotal role in documenting
nations’ cultural heritage and in driving intercultural interaction. Nations
past and present have recognized the importance of translation and
earmarked huge funds and awards for encouraging it. Among the
different types of translations, literary translation has enjoyed
paramount attention and it was throughtranslation that the world came
to know the great literary works of Persia, the mythos and drama of the
ancient Greece, and the classics of Russian literature. More recently, a
huge mass of novels and poetry has been translated into almost all
major languages.

Of the massive body of literary works translated from Arabic, one sadly
notes that Sudan’s contribution has so far been fairly low. Save for Tayeb
Saleh, whose novels have been translated to more than 20 languages,
translation from Sudanese literature is very limited. This unfortunate
situation, whatever the reasons behind it might be, calls for urgent
remedial action.

Relevance of this Research

This attempt draws its relevance from the following factors:
e Translation is an effective tool for breaking the closed circuit the

Sudanese literature is locked in;

e Placing Sudanese literature on the global scene will allow other
nations to gain a glimpse of the main features of the Sudanese
national character as the product of an interplay of historical,
cultural, social and political influences.

Objectives
The main objectives of this attempt are to help:
e Put the Sudanese literature in a global focus;

e Break the closed circuit the Sudanese literature is locked in and
enable it to interact on the global scene;

e Make the Sudanese literature available for the purposes of
research, criticism and analysis;
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e |lluminate the  historical, social, cultural, political,and
otherinfluences shaping the Sudanese literature;

e Provide an incentive for Sudanese writers to unlock their creative
potential, knowing that their work stands the chance of getting
global recognition.

Conclusion

To achieve the above objectives, this attempt focused on translating
different examples of Sudanese verse and prose that belong to different
generations, with a view to offering a glimpse of Sudanese literature and
highlighting its aesthetics, and unique intellectual, linguistic and stylistic
characteristics.
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THE SIGNS ODE

BY MOHAMMED ABDEL HAI

1. An Adamic Signal

With the Names,

We recall the world from its chaos:

The sea.The desert.

The stone.The wind.The water.

The trees.The fire.The female.

Darkness and lights.

And then Allah comes,

Wrapped in His divine attributes — the Names.

That's the birth of His vision.

2. A Noahic Signal

I almost cry in the Lord'’s face,

How did You find peace,

After unleashing the water's terror,

Onto fields where, year after year,

sweaty work snatched a slice of greenness,

Off the jaws of the barrenness lion?
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Why should another wandering begin again?

But | say, as everything is fading away:

Flash, o lightning, through the darkness of His agony, to illuminate this
poem:

An ark, pregnant with all our weaknesses and Longing for our old new
land.

3. An Abrahamic Sign

Is he coming?

Is he coming through the night of utterance?

Through the silence of utterance and the starry rose,
In the night's core,

Glittering like a sword in the flesh of darkness?

Is your other angel coming tonight? Listen!

A falcon's screech, wild glad tidings.

Foam of a slaughtered sheep's blood in the constellation of stars.
Luminous horses in the clouds;

A language in the wind made of green flames on trees;
The escaping night bird turning to ashes,

In the mirrors of fire.

4. A Mosaic Signal

The ashes
In the virgin dawn come together and mount,
Green trees in the pure light;

Red fruits in the dewy leaf;
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A white bird, a lavish spring;
Everything;
A dream revealing the promised land.

5. A Jesus' Sign

Here comes the tinkling of dawn's footsteps on hills and trees,
Telling how the wind passed through the harp;

How the angel and the Virgin embraced,

Under the ceilings of fire,

And the street's clamour and dust —

And then they parted:

To his heaven, and to her subdued bodly.

And the blood song flashing in the bird’s chords was put on play.

6. A Muhammadan Sign

The garden took us by surprise;

The garden took us by surprise;

In its heart clusters of roses and fire transformed into light;
White, luminous horses;

Peacocks on the land of soberness spread woven feather.
Everything on the leaves of truth:

Fire trees, and a wave in deep seas,

Of flame, of beauty and blessing.

The birds fall before reaching the shores,

Joyfully embracing their burning fate.

The blooming garden took us by surprise;

At its heart the green dome blossomed,
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And glad tidings flowed in: the chosen one was born; felicity became
reality,
Dressed in fresh light from the sun,

The Names sang in celebration.

7. A sign
A sun of grass and two doves,

Singing;

Before the beginning of time;
After the end of time;
Burning,

On the branches,

Of ban trees.
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A FARM ON THE HILL

BY MOHAMMED EL MAKKI IBRAHIM

Before you were born,

Before you became a fully-grown farm on the hill,
You used to be a sanctuary for foxes,
Taking refuge from the hill-foot dogs.

A haven for birds,

Weaving their nests on tree tops.

Heaven's water,

Would year after year moisten your cheeks,
And drape a green shawl! on your shoulders.
In summer they would come,

To feast their axes on your flesh.

You wouldn’t flinch,

Standing as firm as faith,

Little bothered by the hovering death,

The lashes of the scorching sun and wind,
And weighty rocks day and night on your chest.
You never let out a groan,

Never uttered profanities.

That was before we met,

Before you became a mother field.

Before summer departed,

| combed your hair,

Rolled rocks off your shoulders,
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Raised a fence around you,

And an embankment.

Duga well,

Set a bed for plants,

Ran streams on your length and breadth,

Set up a shade for our siesta.

The sun, meanwhile,

Stood high up at the sky pole,

Spilling down over the stones.

The winds kept sharpening their talons,
Slapping the hill on the face.

The vast sky was hollow and barren,

The rainy season nowhere in the horizon.

That particular summer,

I gave a solemn pledge:

I won’t let them cut a single hair,

Off your dangling plaits.

If they were to come at dawn,

I shall be waiting for them.

If they chose to visit under night’s cover,

They will be fended off by the fence and prayers.
* * *

"You must be in for a date with the rain”, the plain thought,
Seeing how beautiful you looked, like a bride in her wedding procession,
Envied by the girls of the plains,

And the girls of the cliffs.

Word among folks at the bush is:

The birds are making the rounds,
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Gathering fabricsfor your wedding dress;
Painting flowers and spike,

On your palms.

The clouds, the word goes,

Are forming a permanent shade over our heads,
A shield against the midday sun's rage.
At night, they dispatch dewdrops,
Aboard rosy parachutes,

Landing on your bosom's runway,

Or falling out on the moon's waist.

It then falls into my conscious mind

That you are a virgin,

Leisurely reclining on the sand velvet,

At the incline.

Your bosom breathless,

Your dress unbuttoned-

In wait for the rain.

That you are the mother of my love's kids,
That you are my farm on the hill.

Now | am certain:

If it rained,

And the land put on a false green mantel,
You will emerge fruit-laden,

A garden of fruits and flowers.

Even in summer,

When it’s dry everywhere,

And the land is shivering in fear,

You will remain lush green,
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Perfectly beautiful,
Fruit-laden.
You will remain,

My farm on the hill.
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AN AFRO-ASIAN SONG
BY TAJ ELSIR AL HASSAN

When | play our ancient chants, o my heart,

As dawn lands on my chest aboard a winged cloud,

I'll serenadethe closing stanza to my beloved land;

To the dark shades in the jungles of Kenya and the Malay;
To the iconic beacons built by the First of May;

To the green glee nights in the new China,

For which | play, out loud, a thousand hearty poems;

To my comrades in Asia;

To the Malay and the vibrant Bandung.

O Dien Phu,

Our land is craving for light and blooms.

The scene of the castle is still fresh in my eyes;
Dead bodies of the enemy hanging down from the blue rocks.
O Dien Phu.

I‘ve just seen a soldier embroidered in blood,
His rose-red heart lying in the open-

A Parisian who met a humiliating death,

In Dien Phu.

Little | know, comrades;

For | haven’t been to Indonesia-

The land of Sukarno.

Nor have | seen Russia.

Yet from the luminous heart of the new Africa,
Where darkness is sipping trickles of light from distant stars,
| can see the people in the heart of the Malay,
Like the iconic beacons built by the First of May;
Just as vividly as | can see Jomo,

Rising up as genuine as dawn light.

O flowery forests of Kenya;

O stars looming as beacons;

O Algeria;

Here the triumphant arch takes its proud shape.
From each home, each alley,

We converge like the Asian winds,
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Like the war chants of the Maghreb armies.

O Egypt: my country’s full sister,

As sweet as your springs, luxuriant as your verdant meadows;
What an eternal truth you are.

O Egypt: mother of Sabir’.

My heart is so full of you, o sister of my motherland.

Let’s wipe off the enemies from our valley,

Our friends are stretching hand:

The face of Ghandi and resonant echoes of the fathomless India.
The voice of Tagore, the chanter,

His verse flying around an art grove.

O Damascus:

We are all united in aspiration®.

3k ok ok ok ok ok ok ok

O vanguard comrades, leading my people to glory,

Your candles are soaking my heart in green light.

Haven't you heard the voice of "Taiwan" from afar coming?
Giving new life to the people,

Or seen the face of "Joudeh"?’

Faces to us returning from prison,

Faces shaking hands with us,

Faces returning to live anew

In Gezira, their mother island.

The souls of "Joudeh" are surely not dead.

O my comrades:

To Wahran our friends are marching.

And in my blood the Canal® is running —

Free as a bird.

In the heart of Africa | stand in the vanguard,

And as far as Bandung my sky is spreading.

The olive sapling is my shade and courtyard,

O my comrades:

O vanguard comrades, leading my people to glory,

'An old Egyptian woman who used to supply Egyptian resistance fighters with ammunition, hidden in
her dress, during the British rule.

’An antithesis of a famous poem by prominent Arab poet Ahmed Shawaqi, lamenting the division of
ranks of Arab countries (the Orient). Shawqi’s wording was: We, as people from the Orient, are united
in sorrow and grief.

*Refers to the Joudeh massacre in 1956, when around 200 peasants protesting for their rights were
arrested at gunpoint and held in a poorly ventilated 20 m2 building used as a store for agricultural
pesticides, where they died of suffocation

* The Suez Canal (referring to President Nassir's bold decision to nationalize the strategic waterway)
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Your candles are soaking my heart in green light.
I'll singthe closing stanza,

to my beloved land;

To my fellows in Asia;

To the Malay,

and the vibrant Bandung;
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IN THE SPRING OF LOVE

BY IDRIS GAMA’A

In the spring of love we used to savour,

And sing and whisper,

Following birds from one branch to another,
Then | lost pace with the past,

And sorrow engrossed deep at heart.

Two images in a heavenly stream, we cruised.
We sipped life’s enchanting essence,

Yet we are far from satiated.

That's love — Never pose questions;

Never blame us.

To heaven we were heading,

But we went astray.

I lost pace with the past,

Sorrow engrossed deep at heart.

My soul released long-held feelings.

I have dissolved my heart for you,

Unto melodies and whimpering.

So have mercy on the guitar,

When used to play a sad melody.

Your smiles are the only food and wine

I have left.

One beaming smile of yours,

Can drive darkness away from my world,

And bring water and blossom back to my desert.
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THE SHORES OF YOUE EYES

BY ABDELQADIR AL KITAYABI

A glimpse of you!

'"Ah! The shore!' | scream.

And | start to dream.

I pull myself together,

And with the power still left in me,

I pull hard on the oars.

Your eyes looming ahead:

Shores shimmering in the horizon.
Your smile rising high: a beacon
And | start to dream.

* 4k

The fiercer the wind grows,
Diverting the waves,

The more stubborn | become.

I swear by your name,

To reverse the course of the stream.
You are the port I'm bound for, | solemnly affirm,
Unless | drown in transit.

Worries beset me, though,

That all my dreams - a heavy rain cloud,
Might go astray with the wind,

And disperse away.

Full of fears and worries | grow.

I pull hard on the oars,

And with the power still left in me,

I reach to you,

A wrecked soul, calamity-scarred.

A grief-stricken heart.
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| come down to you,

My strings tautened, | relate,

The tale of a man,

Who took a permanent abode along your course,
Who marked his senses with your face,

Who pulled hard on the oars,

And solemnly declared;

You are the port I'm bound for,

Unless | drown in transit.

Fears beset me, though,

Full of fear | grow,

That the shore might take you in its folds and retreat,
Before | hit land.

That all my dreams - a heavy rain cloud,

Might go astray with the wind,

And disperse away.
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THE SILENT ROSE
BY FIDAILI GAMAA’

My rose is besieged in fear,
| tiptoe, to climb her silence.
Holding my breath:

| know, my rose,

You are waiting for the first threads of light to gloriously come out of the
blind darkness;

| know you are waiting for the sunrays;

For a soft shower to wash dryness

Off the heads of trees and huts;

And quench the thirst of the earth veins, after a long, scorching summer.
As though, with your heart's eyes,

our Zarqaa of Yamamas,

You can see a time ahead,

when the grass comes out dancing,

And the pulse—in an upbeat rhythm — storming through our streets.
As though, with your heart's eyes,

You can see millet fields in full bloom;

The air filled with peasants' guffaws;

And breasts inflated with milk;

And a pleasant morning breeze,

After a long night of hunger.

And your fragrance regaining dominance over the air,

Despite the beleaguering fear.

In your silence the big secret lies;

And behind the eloquent silence,

*Refers to a legend of a keen-sighted girl who lived in the Arabian Peninsula. Zarga' was blessed with
eyes that were beautiful and blue, but could see long distances away, So she served as a fully-fledged
detection system, warning her tribe of any invasion. Legend had it that in one particular invasion
attempt, the approaching army covered themselves in tree branches to avoid Zarga's radar. When
Zarga' warned her tribe that an army of trees was approaching, they dismissed her warning as
nonsense, until the enemy attacked them.

61



The once dominant fear,
Is given a humiliating defeat,

And in silence it does retreat!
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A letter to Jennie Anne

By: Ali El Makk

| spent considerable time today writing you this letter. Having written it
time and again in my mind, | now have a final version saved in my
memory and cannot resist the temptation of reciting it to myself, loudly
and in whisper. Before this day, though, | thought my old wound had
healed, and that time had been the best cure for the most stubborn of
scars. | thought | had managed to bring myself to terms with reality.

| received your letter. It occurred to me that — after traversing through
airs, seas, and rivers- the letter must be extremely exhausted,
desperately eager to unload its delivery onto my fingers. | picked it up
with great care. | always keep your letters in good care, and would only
read them when | am alone at home, with no witness but the earth
beneath and the sky above.

That night the sky was engulfed in thick dust. | read and read. There was
not much to read, though: a postcard invitation to your wedding! It was
the first time to know that your full name was Jennie Anne. We learn
new things every day and this is at least one good reason why we should
forge ahead with life.

Dear Jennie Anne,

| remember that rainy night: the sky was shelling the earth with a chilling
downpour, and | was shivering with cold and fear. | hate night time
because it is always a son of fear and grief. Sometimes, when the earth
and the sky are shrouded in darkness, it seems as if that cloak is
permanent, and the entire universe is suffocating and dying.

Yes, | do remember that rainy night. The cold, heavenly water was
cleaning everything on earth. | was quivering with cold, yet my
eagerness to meet you warmed up my soul and energized my steps as |
breathlessly climbed the stairs; a black ghost caught up in heavy rain
when everyone else was taking refuge in the warmth of their homes.
You know how much | hate rain- to tell you the truth, | hate all seasons!
In such weather, blacks are no longer blacks, whites are no longer
whites, colours fade away, and the distinction between people is no
longer based on colour but rather on passion and emotion, love and
hate.
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We walked under the umbrella; you and I, two souls seeking refuge one
in the other, evenly sharing everything, even the chilling effect of the
downpour. Did | tell you that | hate rain? | was lying! At that particular
moment, | actually adored it!

What is the point of walking, running or jogging together; getting scared
of the same things? Of sharing passion for the same things: the Boston
basketball team, the Dodgers, Sir Laurence Olivier, Ella Fitzgerald,
Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 24, and all Mozart’s works?

Why these things in particular? Now | can see why! The Boston team is
an all-time winner. Lawrence Olivier is a crowned king. Ella Fitzgerald is
an angel’s voice accompanying the Mass, the voice of the grieved in
cotton fields, and of the tormented in “Sing Sing” and “San Quentin”
prisons. Mozart? Well, despite his premature death at the age of 35, he
contributed masterpieces and musical marvels.

But look at us, you and me! We were defeated even before we could
start! Yes, we were defeated the moment we admitted that society
would hate to see a white girl in the company of a black boy. We took
that for granted and failed to stand up against it. “Were we in the
American south,” you once said, “we would have been beaten and
tortured. A few years ago, you indeed could have been hanged from a
tree! As for the West, it is hypocrite; smiling at us pretending to bless
our relationship while secretly cursing it. Do you see the difference
now?”

But | can hardly see any difference between the South and the West. It
all translates into the same thing. Love would only survive, grow and
blossom in an atmosphere of freedom. But here in the West or down
there in the South, it stands little chance of survival. It is destined to die,
and it really makes little difference whether it is cursed to death or sent
to the gallows.

Now | know why we were defeated. So | picked up my bags and left,
heading further than you would have expected. | landed in my homeland
deep there in Africa. At this particular moment, when the entire place
around me is shrouded in darkness, it is bright daylight in California, on
the sandy beach of Saint Monica, tea and coffee at the “Golden Crown”,
and a thousand other things!

| picked up my bags and left. You know how beautiful the moon is,
shining on the sands of Santa Monica beach. But tonight, here in my
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homeland, it is totally absent. What a misery! What misfortune has put
between us thousands of miles of deserts, mountains, valleys and seas!

Congratulations! Dear Jennie Anne. It’s great you have picked a husband
from your own folk, one who has the same complexion as you. It’s great
you have made up your mind about something. This is the first time |
write you a short letter, ending our affair.

| tried hard to get you out of my mind. But tonight it all came back to
me. Was it because of Mozart’s Piano Concerto No. 24 | listened to?
Could it be that the defeat was too bitter and hard to swallow?
Whatever the explanation, | decided to write you, a human being writing
to another human being.

The stamps on the envelope are black - the colour of defeat is still
holding! Inadvertently, | tore up my letter but almost momentarily
started rewriting it in my mind countless times. | will keep reciting it to
myself and will keep it to my mind. | will never let it reach you lest it
bring suffering on you and on itself.

Good Bye!
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Abdel Qayyoum’s Retaliatory Campaign
By Bushra Alfadil

Halt! Jets of the red fluid are gushing out of all entrances and exits- as
well as from the dented abdomen. Have you ever squeezed a piece of
tomato onto the eyes of your neighbour in a public restaurant? Thus was
how the body of Abdel Qayyoum looked after an illFomened moment
had caught him on the road- on foot, although he had been a constant
rider throughout his life. While everyone else, as they say, screams three
times during the course of his whole life, Abdel Qayyoum’s screams
were countless: at demonstrations, at fights, and one last time when a
dark-coloured truck hit him that evening.

As a child, every morning his mother would send him to the souk on
errands and he would come back loaded with oil, sugar, and dreams of
travelling to destinations far away. The sound of cars was music to his
ears.

- Trnn rnn trnnn trnn..rnn..

He would approach his favourite car and sing her praises more erotically
than the Arabian poet Ibn abi Rabieea had done in his romantic poems
in praise of his girlfriends.

Abdel Qayyoum was not particularly interested in wheat, like the sons of
Hajj Eltoum, or in beans cultivation, like the sons of Zakiyah. Nor had he
a passion for swimming like Khalifa, son of Hasabllah. He was rather
captivated by the fancy world of trucks. One day, a truck, loaded and
ready to take off, invited him and he couldn’t resist the temptation. He
approached the driver and a deal was struck: The driver would allow
Abdel Qayyoum to travel with him free of charge; the only thing Abdel
Qayyoum would need to do in return was to place metal sheets under
the truck’s tyres whenever they got stuck in a sea of sands.

"How can you elect to work in this iron business, son? Can't you see it's
unsafe? May Allah give you guidance."

"If you want what's best for me, father, just give me your consent and
pray for me. Look how many are working in this business. Nothing has
happened to them."
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He was determined, and nothing could have deterred him; that was not
unusual at a time of fading patriarchal authority. His father's farewell
words sounded as if they were coming out from a deep well. His mother
bid him farewell with a plateful of food for the road and a plateful of
tears. And they both returned to a house that not many rats would care
to call home. For months, Abdel Qayyoum kept going and coming, like a
bull hooked to a waterwheel, except that he would make the round in
three days rather than three minutes. Yet the tears, the prayers, and the
plate of food never stopped.

During one of his visits, he informed his parents that he had learnt
enough to get a permanent job. This time, he announced, would be the
last of the weekly shuttle trips. Work opportunities were abundant in
Khartoum and he was determined to take advantage of that. No
response except heavy tears and prayers from heavy hearts.

A month later, Abdel Qayyoum sent three pounds to his family. Two
months later he sent two and a half pounds. Thus the amount kept
diminishing the more adapted he grew to his new life in the city. Yet, the
devout prayers of his parents never waned.

Then came that day when the truck hit him. Passers-by gathered around
the body. The perplexed driver who took refuge inside the truck cabinet
looked from behind the windshield like a mannequin on display on a
store window. People yelled and spat at him. He was trembling, venting
out the exasperation of the crowd through his chattering teeth.

Yousif Siddig said: Abdel Qayyoum’s wife came down howling:

“Woe is me! O, my partner: Who will take care of Nayla and Saad after
you? O, my eye vision, my life pillar- Woe is me!“

Bakheet said: “Police came and covered the body. After taking
measurements at the scene, they ordered the truck driver to follow
them to the police station.”

“People are saying he will not be charged,” Bakheet said. “He will soon
be acquitted.”

Funeral rituals in this city were performed as dispassionately as any
routine job, and Abdel Qayyoum’s burial was no exception. As a young
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boy, he was expert at designing models of small boats which he offered
free of charge to his close friends and for five piasters to the rest of the
village boys. He would spend the entire day making them. While others
would spend their leisure time swimming from bank to bank or reading,
Abdel Qayyoum’s enduring fascination was with one particular metal:
iron.

At the khalwa, the sheikh of the Quranic preschool would charge him
with fetching water for the donkeys, climbing the palm trees to bring
him ripe dates, or saddling the donkeys for guests. So while the Khalwa
experience was perfectly pleasant to the sons of Hasaballah and the
others, it was awfully painful to Abdel Qayyoum who alone had to
endure its ordeals. Abdel Qayyoum was a victim, just like the dog of the
Companions of the Cave, which had been made to go on an unusually
long sleep that carried no particular benefit for it. His period at the
khalwa ended with a scream from a blazing whip. And Abdel Qayyoum’s
screams were beyond count.

He lent a hand to his father as working farm labourers on a land that was
not their own. In other instances, he tainted the exterior walls of houses
with dung and instead of being punished, he was rewarded, although
the payment was always too tiny to bundle in the tip of his jallabiyah.

When boys his age were lured by girls with beautiful eyes, his sole
source of captivation was the eyes of one particular car: “The Bedford,
man! Allah Kareem.. Allah kareem!” he would intone in a clumsy rhythm
and a tone of one who had long submitted to destitution.

His mother once sent him a parcel of dates. He was as relieved as a
passer-by who had been unexpectedly pardoned by a ravenous dog. He
opened it and smelled the content. And when he rubbed on it with his
palm, he burst into tears. So his nostalgia drove him back home where
he got married to Sakina, a woman who was the direct opposite of the
meaning of her name, which stood for serenity. While still in her
wedding dress, she started to play havoc with his life. Her ambitions
were unguenchable and she was belligerent but she nevertheless loved
him, albeit in a very strange and outlandish way.

She was a captivating narrator. Her neighbours would abandon their
favourite TV programmes and come down to listen to her. When she
narrated, the moon would come out, and the domestic animals and
climbing plants would chuckle in delight. Her tales would send her
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neighbours on successive fits of rowdy giggles. They would go back
home only upon hearing Abdel Qayyoum’s familiar, exhausted knocks on
the door. Sakina would open the door and would devote herself to him
for the rest of the night — she gave birth to Nayla and Hassan. Hassan
died shortly after birth, though. Then came Saad. And there was one
more on the way.

There was a bulldozer whose driver was taking it back to the company’s
yard after a long day of hard work. The driver pushed on the accelerator,
the bulldozer moaned and groaned. Another push- the bulldozer threw
out all the gasoline it held in its stomach just as a drunkard would spew
up. The driver put it in the reverse gear. It moved. He put it again in the
forward gear. It baulked. The infuriated driver pushed it backward at
high speed and it strode onto a cemetery and hit a grave. The terrified
driver dismounted and took to his heels, leaving behind the deaf-mute
machine. As crickets and frogs were alternating as musical entertainers
for the dead, there seemed to be some motion inside the perforated
grave.

A skull peeped out of the grave opening, looked around and then quietly
retracted its head inside. The skull peeked out again. It didn’t see the
burglar who was hiding his catch in a nearby grave. Nor did it catch the
dawn breeze or hear the sound of the azan calling to prayers in an
Egyptian accent. The skull was perforated on the forehead, exactly
where the gold crescent pendant would be attached to the forehead of a
bridegroom. Like the bone of a tilapia fish, the skull neatly pulled out of
the grave, followed by the remains of the skeleton of a creature once
known as Abdel Qayyoum. Causing an inevitable noise, the skeleton
walked- trakh..trakh - toward the bulldozer.

Abdel Qayyoum was fuming with rage, and when he mounted on the
huge bulldozer, the opening in his forehead was yowling:
Waooo0a..wooa.. waal, as polluted air and rage mixed inside. The djinn
said: “Go ahead, o bulldozer.” The light said: “Hurry up, o bulldozer,”
Abdel Qayyoum said: | am coming, o streets.” - Wa... woo..!

The weird machine moved at the first signal from Abdel Qayyoum, who
had woken up before the Resurrection Day.

There was heavy traffic that morning and the streets were packed with
cars: yellow, red, green, no-car cars, and non-black cars. The veteran
driver Abdel Qayyoum was astonished to see all traffic running on the
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right side of the road. The traffic police was no less astonished to see a
bulldozer being driven by a fleshless skeleton. Too late to escape: here
was a bull on the loose and everything on sight was a target for his
imminent raid.

Abdel Qayyoum was fuming. Why wouldn’t someone care to tell them of
developments on this globe?

Wa wooowa..wa..

He went about running over the human potatoes packed inside cars
trapped in the traffic jam. Those at the end of the queue were reluctant
to abandon their fancy Mercedes cars and so their reluctance cost them
their lives.

Abdel Qayyoum spent the whole day mashing and crushing, and the
ghostly bulldozer kept squashing along, unhindered by barricades, gun
shots and tank shells. Nor did it run out of petrol, and all bullets failed to
gain access to Abdel Qayyoum’s mummified body that was fuming with
open-sided rage, immortal and infinite rage.

Craning her head over the perimeter wall overlooking the street,
Galeelah was too terrified to notice that her child that she was holding
to her waist slid down to the ground. “Bismillahi, My sheikh, | implore
you to come to our rescue,” she screamed.

From his position on the minaret, Sheikh Habeeballah watched the
scene. He shouted on the microphone: “I bear witness that there is no
god but Allah. O Muslims, repent to Allah! The Antichrist has appeared!”

A man wearing woody glasses was walking with a friend — both had
narrow beady eyes. “This must be Don Quixote, waging another fight
against windmills,” he said to his friend.

Abdel Qayyoum was fuming with rage, like a victim of the Tel al-Zaatar
massacre. “Bastards! How could you kill me before | had time to enjoy
my life? You are going to regret it!”

At the peak of his rage, Abdel Qayyoum pushed the accelerator yet
further, sending his vehicle at astronomical speeds, and after wiping out
all the houses and buildings on the way, he turned eastward to vent his
anger in the Nile.
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As always, the Nile was warm and hospitable, all-accommodating and a
soothing source for everyone. The bulldozer and its driver sank deep and
a finless fish told her friends about a perforated skull uttering a bugh
bughbugh sound. She claimed that when she went inside, she couldn't
find any flesh that would help her develop fins. Her friends laughed and
went with her down to see for themselves. They made an exhaustive
search around, underneath, over and upon the bulldozer and its driver.
But only bubbles of anger kept coming out of the two bodies that were
fused together intimately.
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The Other Woman, My Mother, and |

By: Abdelaziz Baraka Sakin

| am fifty years old now, exactly my mother’s age when she died thirty
years ago. But | am not talking about her now as part of commemorating
the 30™ anniversary of her departure, just as people tend to mark the
death anniversary of their beloved mothers. Of course | too love my
mother, but | am talking about her because | have been completely
obsessed with her. | say obsessed, and | mean it. Although she had died
more than a quarter of a century ago, | never felt she was dead, because
she actually isn’t. She had taken a long, eternal leave from life’s endless
preoccupations, and particularly from me, her only son and companion
in sorrow and joy. But it didn’t take my mother long- only thirty years, to
be exact- to call off her leave. And thirty years, as you know, is not really
long by the standards of the dead; some people believe their state of
death might last forever.

A few days ago, after a long day at the primary school, where | worked
as principal, and a boring evening at the teachers’ club where | spent
hours playing cards and chatting, | was really exhausted when | got
home, where | lived alone. My eldest daughter had got married earlier
this week and travelled abroad with her husband, just as her two
younger sisters had done in the last two years. My wife too had got
married more than ten years ago to a man believed to be her first lover.
Of course this happened after she had obtained a divorce verdict from
the religious court, claiming that | had been a useless man and husband
and she couldn’t stand me any longer. But Allah only knows that | am by
no means a despicable person. The proof: all my three daughters chose
to stay with me and refused to accompany her to her father’s house and
on to her new husband’s. So which one of us is the despicable one?

But this is a subject that | don’t like to get into. After all, she is the
mother of my three daughters.

| was so exhausted | hobbledto bed. | threw my body onto the mattress,
my kind, softhearted mattress that was the last possession remaining to
me after a mother, a wife and two girls- and my only source of
compassion that embraced my scrawny, emaciated body. My tiny,
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energy-efficient Chinese lamp that sent a faint light always remained on
till the morning. | almost closed my eyes when | heard the scraping of a
chair on the floor. With the aid of the austere Chinese neon light, | saw a
young woman dragging the chair towards me. She sat close to my head
and stared at me with unmistakable affection. Although this should have
frightened me to death, | found myself saying in a welcoming tone:

“My god!My mother Amna?”

The softhearted, pretty young woman smiled. She then started to talk
quietly, narrating endless anecdotes of my life since birth, minute by
minute, second by second. | listened attentively, overwhelmed with
astonishment, as if the subject of the story and the listener were but two
aberrant parallels of me. | was discovering gradually that my entire life
had been mired in sins, that | had been heavily indulged in worldly
delights, although some incidents clearly credited me with nobleness
and kind heartedness. | can’t say exactly how long she remained by my
head, narrating her accounts, but she surely stayed for quite a long time.
| don’t know how many tales she narrated, but there were surely many. |
don’t know when | finally fell asleep, but that obviously happened quite
late because | didn’t wake up at 4 am, as usual, and as all school
principals did. It was the dumb school watchman who woke me up
during the breakfast break, around 10:30 am. | understood from his
mumblings that all the staff had become worried about my absence.
Only one sentence of my mother’s talk was still lingering in my head:

“I am with you every day, minute by minute.”

| refrained from telling anybody what had happened between me and
my mother, for fear of mockery and gloating. | might be accused of
insanity- and might well lose my job if the Administration could prove
me insane. | did have many enemies who would rejoice if | were to lose
my job.

So | kept it to myself.

| received a call from my eldest daughter, Ammoona — | had named her
after my mother. She was asking about my health and wondering how |
was managing to lead my life alone. She suggested that | should remarry.
“She doesn’t have to be a young lady,” she explained. In her judgment, |
needed a companion to defeat myloneliness. She went even further and
recommended a particular lady, forty years old, pretty and divorced,
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mother of two children. | pretended that | didn’t get the message,
maybe because | didn’t feel like remarrying. To me, a woman is a
beautiful creature that is good for anything but marriage.

In the evening | was ready for another meeting with my mother. She
came, glitteringly beautiful and bursting with vitality, dressed in
cheerfully colored clothes.

“You look ready tonight,” she remarked.

A strange idea sprang to my head and | started to act on it right away.
Typical of me, ideas always find their way fast to my fingers. | stretched
out my fingers towards her, groping about for her clothes. But | could
grab on to nothing but air. She disappeared; her voice came to me from
the remotest parts of the room:

“I am but image and sound. Just image and sound,” she said in a sweet
tone that years under the ground failed to distort.

“I' hope | am not hallucinating,” | said to her.

“I have always been close to you,” intoned the same voice that | had
known perfectly well since childhood.

My mother and | were intimate friends. We have been through years of
hardship and years of joy. | am also her only son, and haven’t known a
father so far. Since | came to this world, | opened my eyes to a
tenderhearted energetic creature moving around relentlessly like an ant
in pursuit of a grain of food to share with me. She was able to meet
invariably all my demands, no matter how difficult they might be. |
remember having once asked her to buy me a bicycle, just like my school
mate Abbakar Is’haq’s. | still vividly remember how she reprimanded me
and in a blind fit of agony hurled an object she was carrying at my face.

“Whose son do you think you are? Sadek EI Mahdi’s?” she shouted
angrily.

Of course | was not sure who Sadek El Mahdi was, but her question
begat another: whose son am I?

Yet | didn’t pose that question to her because it was not particularly
pressing to me. | haven’t come to appreciate the value, importance or
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even the function of a father so | never missed him. And none of those
many fathers in our neighborhood did anything extraordinary that was
beyond my mother’s capability. Conversely, it was my mother who did
things that fathers couldn’t do. She would build and mend our home
with her own hands, build earth dams to fend off rain water away from
our hut, built on the edge of a water stream. | have never seen a father
do this. To my bewilderment, they would hire workers even for trivial
jobs such as making their own bed covers and mattresses and doing
their laundry.

In addition to all this, my mother had an extra job beyond the house
boundaries: selling tea and coffee by the prison gate. Everyone-
including the commissioner himself- borrowed money from her. That
was why | was confused. But now | understand from my mother, for the
first time, that one of the responsibilities of an ambiguous father named
Sadek EI Mahdi was to present his children with bicycles.

Yet, the father question was put to ultimate rest about three months
later when my mother Amna managed to buy me a bicycle. Although it
was second hand, not as brand new as Abbakar Is’haq’s, | was thrilled to
have it; particularly after my friends assured me it was beautiful, even
better than Abbakar’s.

My mother makes zalabiya® and at dawn | go about selling it to
neighbours. After this, she does janitorial work at the prison. Later on,
when she abandoned this latter job, she sold tea by the prison gate,
effectively turning her old workmates into clients.

I, on the other hand, was one of those boys who were dubbed
‘Mummy’s Boy’ for being too attached to their mothers. After school, |
would come straight to her workplace to assist her with washing used
tea cups, delivering orders to distant clients, and buying her sugar and
tea from the grocery and, in the intermittent breaks between these
errands telling her about my lessons and teachers. When | felt sleepy,
she would spread a carpet made of palm leaves in the space right behind
her for me to stretch my little body, using the school bag for a pillow, my
beautiful bike standing by close to my legs, waiting for me.

| dared to ask her: “Where are you now? In Paradise?In Hell?In the
earthly world? And where have you been all this time?”

°A locally made doughnut.
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“ am here,” she said.

Sitting on the chair, like she did on the first day, she asked me about the
justifications behind all the acts that | had done earlier today. | gave her
truthful answers to which she commented sometimes but kept silent
most of the time. Generally, however, she kept asserting that it didn’t
matter if what | did was good or not: what really mattered was whether
or not | saw justification for what | did; whether or not it gave me self-
satisfaction.

“How do you feel about your daughter Ammoona’s suggestion?”

“l am too old now to have a desire for women,” | said. “Besides, | am
able to take care of my food and personal things. | have only one woman
in my life: you! and you alone. That’s more than enough.”

A pleasantly deep smile covered her face, before she gradually dissolved
into the room’s air. Early next morning, my daughter Ammoona called
once again, this time announcing bluntly that she would arrange for me
to meet a forty year old lady, pretty and divorced, mother of two, and
that it was totally up to me to decide if | wanted to ask her hand in
marriage.

“What are you going to lose?” | asked myself. “Let it be.”

She was pretty, with a permanent smile on her face. She didn’t seem to
need an excuse for laughing, as she was always laughing and could
persuade anyone, even the most sullen, to reciprocate her lovely smile,
even with a soft one. But what was strange and astonishing, even scary,
about her was that she was wearing the same clothes my mother Amna
wore last night; the same pair of shoes, the same voice, the same
accent, the same face, the same smile, and, | can say, the same woman.

The Return of Grandma Wardeh
By Kamal El Gizouli

(1)
| stayed up late one night reading the memoirs of the Columbian
novelist Gabriel Garcia Marquez. In the part about the sources of his
inspiration, he made a particular reference to a story about a village girl
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who had flown to the sky while hanging bed sheets on a clothesline in
their garden. Shortly after he had heard this strange story, it turned out
that the girl had actually run away with her lover; the talk about her
flight to the sky was mere fabrication by her family to avoid social
disgrace. Yet, when Marquez sat to write a novel around that story, he
found himself disregarding the true story in favour of the fabricated
version. A girl fleeing with her lover is no news, but how often does a girl
fly with her bed sheets to the sky?

As dawn approached, my head felt so heavy that | put the book aside,
switched off the light and pulled my covers. Just as | was drifting into the
slippery ground between consciousness and sleep, memories from the
distant past forced their way into my mind and plucked me out of bed
onto the writing table.

En-Nihud, winter of 1952

It was almost one year since we had departed from Omdurman for the
first time, heading westward in the company of our father, may Allah
rest his soul in peace, who had been transferred to work as medical
assistant at the government hospital of this small town nestled at the
heart of the Kordofan desert. My younger sister, Ameera, and | were still
shy of the school age.

There we lived in a distinguished quarter, adjacent to a spacious square
with a few permanent shops scattered around. That square played host
to a special “souk day” once a week. Only a few of the residents of that
quarter were native inhabitants, the majority being families, like us, who
came from different parts of the country: transferred government
employees or jellaba traders in livestock and crops. Some came from the
capital, but the majority were from upper and lower Sudan. Their faces
were marked with different tribal scars, and they spoke different
languages and dialects. Nevertheless, they lived as a closely-knit
community.

Like most houses, ours was large, with spacious rooms and an extensive
courtyard lined by lime, henna and flowery shrubs while in the middle
stood a huge acacia tree. Our house overlooked a wide sandy road and it
was not a rare occurrence in the dry season to see flocks of ostriches
running past, terrifying us with their wild expressions and combat-ready
bills. In the rainy season, the road overflew with flood waters pouring
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forth in torrents from distant valleys, driving along all items one can or
can’t think of: firewood, grain sacks, household utensils, fragments of
tents, frond and hair mats, pieces of furniture, animal corpse— you name
it.

Two or three houses away stood a house that was different from the
rest of the quarter, with its markedly large pen, stench of livestock, and
crammed rooms. That was the house of grandma Wardeh. She was in
her fifties, markedly obese, moderately tall, the colour of coal, with a
huge bottom, broad chest, short hair, snug nose, lofty forehead, reddish
eyes, and thick lips. She didn’t say much, but was always wearing an
enigmatic smile. She had a corps of sons, daughters and grandchildren
as well as a big herd of livestock with inflated udders.

Every morning, we, the children of the quarter, would scramble towards
her house, hardly able to distinguish her from the plump cows. She sold
us fresh milk and warm fresh doughnuts as she lay on her short wooden-
frame bed, almost naked except for a ragged dress that frequently
slipped away, exposing an oily glossy body and hair like tiny
peppercorns, soaked in thick cream. Always silent like a magnificent
ebony statue, she never grumbled at our flurry which prevailed over the
sound of the huge wooden-framed radio on full volume placed on the
window of a nearby room, broadcasting recitation from the Holy Quran
by Sheikh Awad Omer, the news bulletin read by Mohammed Salih
Fahmi, and popular songs by El Kashif, EI Tag, Asha El Fallatiyah, Abdul
Hameed Yusif, Ahmed El Mustafa, Hassan Attiyah and others.

(2)

Life in the quarter carried on peacefully and uneventfully. Until one day
when we awoke at dawn to deafening wails coming from the direction
of grandma Wardeh's house. Wails mixed with nightmares that had
evolved from dreadful images that we had seen reflected in the
trembling lights of the kerosene lamps. That combination sent shivers
down our spines until we woke up to the voice of our mother, may Allah
rest her soul in peace, talking to her neighbour over our short perimeter
wall:

- "They tried to wake her up but.... Oh dear! | hope this will not reach
the ears of any pregnant woman’!"

7 Referring to a popular belief that any pregnant woman who happens to hear unpleasant news is
likely to miscarry or even die.
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- "Oh dear! Let the good wind blow it away, through wide open doors,"
the neighbor responded.

Suddenly the voices of the two women subsided into inaudible whispers
out of which we could figure out only the words: tarab albenayyah®

Deep grief befell the entire quarter; including her wailing cows, and her
now dead silent radio. We, the youngsters, grieved her death more than
the elders did. We followed her funeral to the cemetery along with the
men, scrambling under their legs like puppies, and staring with fear-
stricken eyes as she was laid to rest inside the grave, bricks stacked
across its opening, and then earth hurled down with the help of a
wasoog’. Once the pit was made into a rectangular mound, they
wedged two big stones at the head and the feet. They then sprinkled
some water over it and recited Al Fateha, the opening chapter of the
Holy Quran, once. Then the Ikhlas™ chapter, eleven times. On the way
back we ran after the men like orphaned, chilly young grouses, almost
bumping into their legs. On our cold-chapped faces tears carved sticky
streams that also carried an incessant flow of nasal fluids.

The men’s mourning rituals came to an end after three days, but the
women remained. For us, the youngsters, grief faded away faster than it
did with the elderly. So the women’s gathering at grandma Wardeh's
house soon became our favourite meeting place and the theatre of our
mischief and clamorous fun. We would go there with our mothers each
morning and get back around noon, before our fathers had returned
from the first shift at work. In the early afternoon, we would rush back
with them and stay there until after the late evening prayers. Some
unmarried ladies organized themselves into shifts whereby one or two
would stay overnight, as a gesture of support for the deceased's
daughters.

One thing was spoiling our enjoyment of the great change brought
about by the sudden death of grandma Wardeh. No two women would
sit in a corner without engaging in ambiguous whispers, intercepted by
the words "tarab albenayah", unbothered by our presence near them,

 Tarab albenayah and ba’ati are local words referring to humans who purportedly return to life after
death, according to local myth.

° A kind of a rake used in farming as wellas in burying the dead.

1% |khlas means devotion of one's worship and belief to the only One God, Allah the Almighty
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eavesdropping. We often overheard words no less weird such as "coffin
scent", "nasal tone", and "rustling sound of burial shroud"!

We noticed that the daughters of the late grandma Wardeh were
keeping a close eye as well, and it didn’t escape us, even at that young
age, to see how embarrassed and tense they were. Night after night, we
stayed up late trying our best to unfold the secret behind the mysterious
whispers, embarrassment and anxiety. However, exhaustion would soon
carry us on cushioned waves to drowsiness and on to a deep slumber,
where the boundaries between consciousness and unconsciousness
blurred. Then came that night!

We went home as usual after the last evening prayer, worn out and
dusty, after a long day of fun and play at the deceased’s house. We
bathed and had our dinner but as we went to bed a terrified female
scream pierced the silence, reaching us from the direction of grandma
Wardeh’s house. It was followed by a series of shocking feminine
shrieks. We overheard male voices in rising tone, metal utensils
colliding, glassware smashing, frightened steps taking to the street, and
bodies jumping over the walls. Shortly after that, we overheard the
deceased’s eldest son, who had come from Khartoum, where he worked
as a driver at the Power Company, to receive condolences.

“Get out,” he yelled with a heavy tongue turned numb by alcohol. “Get
the hell out of here, clumsy women! Next time | see any one of you here
| will break her leg. | swear. My wife will be divorced if | didn’t!”

Of course we couldn't fully grasp what happened that night, but in the
following days we started to hear dozens of versions. No less
ambiguous, those tales inflamed our young imaginations. We would
spend long hours under the acacia tree, breaking them down and
restringing them, giving free rein to our wild imagination. Although we
were consciously adding and fabricating, we found ourselves strongly
engrossed in that exercise to the point of shivering, turning our heads in
real terror with welled up eyes.

In effect, that incident put an end to the protracted memorial gathering
just as it did set the stage for grandma Wardeh's possible return- at any
moment! So the flow of visitors stopped and the deceased's family kept
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themselves very much at home, visiting no one and being visited by no
one. Even their children no longer played with us. From that day on, it
was obvious that our quarter had changed forever.

(3)

Two months later, we had put that whole matter well behind us. One
"souk day", carrying a small basket made of coloured strewn frond that
my maternal grandmother had brought me from Omdurman during her
last visit, | pushed through the crowd, my little baby goat on my tail. |
was heading to the place where fresh nabag, the golden to reddish wild
fruit, was offered for sale. Having located the best pile of the fruit, |
went down on my knees, extending my basket and a two-piaster coin to
the seller, my eyes fixed on the glowing gold:

"Can | please have some, ma’am."
"How much?"

The nasal tone and the coffin scent invaded me almost simultaneously.
Like a film being run on slow motion, | started to raise my head gradually
as each inch in my body went numb. My eyes fell on the splendid ebony-
figure, markedly obese, moderately tall, coal-black quinquagenarian,
with her huge bottom, broad chest, short hair, snug nose, lofty
forehead, reddish eyes, and thick lips. There she was, lying on her short
wooden-frame bed, her burial shroud making a rustling sound, hardly
covering her oily glossy body and her hair punched into tiny
peppercorns, and soaked in thick cream. | let out a terrified scream that
thundered across the souk. | lost consciousness immediately.

(4)

| must have remained unconscious at the hospital for several days, so |
gathered from the conversation of our lady neighbours who squatted on
the ward floor around my bed. | managed to discern their voices as |
gradually started to regain consciousness. From their chatter | also came
to understand that the moment my eyes had fallen on her | started
shouting out her name so loudly | almost pierced my throat and chest.
Then | fell unconscious. People gathered around me. A barber, who was
a friend of my father's, recognized me and rushed me to the hospital.

Yet the most perplexing statement in all the women's chatter was the
so-called consensus among all those who had been at the scene,

82



including the barber, that they definitely hadn't seen there a markedly
obese ebony figure in her fifties. Rather, they swore, it had been a
shabby Bedouin girl who came on each 'souk day' to sell her stock of
nabag, laloub and tabaldi. Terrified at my reaction, she took to her heels,
leaving behind her modest merchandise and few pennies!

Despite that, the quarter inhabitants added that incident as an
additional gear to an engine that never ceased to crank out stories, in
different languages and dialects, about the return of grandma Wardeh!
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