Salwa Bakr

Salwa Bakr (b. 1949) is one of the most distinguished f
Egyptian authors and is known as a novelist, shor:
writer and playwright. In 1972 she graduated from As ¢
University in Cairo, where she studied Economics and
Management. Afterwards, she also studied for a degr
Theatre Criticism. v

After working as a civil servant (1974-80), she b
a respected film and theatre critic as well as worki
journalist. In 1985 she became a full-time author, and
she has published seven collections of short stories,
novels and a play. Her works have been translated into
languages. Among her short story collections are 8l &
o5 (Zinat at the President’s Funeral, 1986); &3 % Ele)
Lo .5 (O the Soul which is Gradually Stolen, 1989); and
25\ (The Peasant Women’s Dough, 1992). 3

The major themes in Bakr’s work are her preoccupation
the plight of the poor and downtrodden in Egyptian so;
especially women, who not only are subjected to so "i.
political injustice but also suffer cruelty inflicted upon
by men. To endure this harsh world, women must be §
and learn to become survivors; by empowering themselve
are able to subvert their men’s so-called strength and brea
circle of dominance and subjugation. In many ofBakr’S'
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As far as she was concerned, her vision became clearer ¥ i
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in front of us. We would exchange puffs, causing bubbles 1 (
water that punctuated the topics of conversation, amput



3 g ) .
202 Modern Arabic Short Stories: A Bilingual Reader = Salwa Bakr 3

1 ‘ kf
sentences without hope or a future, with a single purpg L 4 ok N thads LS Us gor y & OV Lo 5 OB
affirm our presence as living beings. ] «J..Ub ileddl e e il s f\ T
“It’s been quite humid these past couple of days.” 3 41.:-}\3‘ ) J JQ (AL B ,,451 Lol
“Umm Khalil, the caretaker, cleaned the bu1ld1 'Y ){ (G L...~ d)ﬂ
last night.” .b‘ i 19Y 4 ‘J'U‘ e e e
“Careful, my darling Mamdouh, the coal could bur fy‘ P s Jp é S o8 O g Loy (et el
hand.” 2

| LS ety o S el W) Mgy L paed o]

.Yet, I to.ld myself that the nargbz"le could not be th b LL st o i Ut 6“‘ NI 18 Gl C\_,,_,Jy\ JdI
thing that tied me to her. It was possible that I was a S b ¢« ) i - b 3 1 lls -

some kind of despair, and for good reason. I looked as 1 LL_..,; axsein (S ) J P et b Y 5 b v

a widow over fifty, while I was only approaching forty Vi ) S\ 4SS (-b\l‘ 935 235y geis Jsim A ) a5l
I not get on with my life with a son who is my disability, | :

|y el Vg g ERURRVISTR
bird whose feathers have been clipped so it cannot rise o 4 &‘, ¢¢o...¢ 2 7 r"-“J s 5 : 95‘*1 iy o skad
How often I wished I had had another man, rather th 1 Jl e ‘-L’” Upallg ol g 3N 030 Any Loy (giod ik

one who had placed this yoke around my neck and ran o ‘ M 95“’& Y 6—-—5 -’)-“‘ Yy ki a;l'“"‘ Yl C”.\ akcal
another woman, who gave him boys and girls that had « My s o A e cCL.U L o)) wgﬂ" QA e

l
into the world with sound minds, growing and flourishing ) ),U cd) C oS Az ol Jany L3y Lealaf
the passing of time, like the rest of God’s creatures. ', > e o2 o ‘r? f Gl N !

What man would want me with this huge burde 3 = & i

shackles me and increases my isolation from other people Ny Clggd) 0 opo sa 2848200 L @ el Lo

from life. I never venture out except to go to work, wh € s i a5 By i | s b 63 2ol LS o &) i r.b)
home is where I escape from the world; it is the only reft -
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All we knew about each other were tall stories i L ‘&pmafuwbb can-‘ 5 0 d\bdh....uu—‘\“ Jabw S
inexplicable mysteries, despite being neighbours for m RIIRUPRVS

years. When we first met, she had told me the trite story of |
life, which had gone unnoticed and would probably end
same way. Whenever I looked at her, I felt that her face b -‘_‘1'
her life story. Anyone looking at it would not remember :
of its features, for the very simple reason that they woul

bother to take another glance in order to store the detai
their memory.
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However, I started to look at her in a differens .
that day when I paid her an unexpected visit, |
in the morning of one my days off, while my
bed like a beached whale. I wanted her to lend me
“Have you got some green thread I coylg
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your own time.”

“Do come in for a moment!” she said, while bec!
to follow her inside. Then she added: “Come in, ¢
and look for the thread in JYour own time.”

- paMy T e B Ol eSS &a‘y 8
[ e e Lla LDy
oLl o Ll O 1) p25 oy J6 L alad Yl 0l —
il g L) e )90y cihaa g Ll s Q-
Bl 20 15 el G20l s 0 0206 Lnel g s
o 2o el d Al ot OV pl) o clglta
A LS 5 psanll e G e N Gl pja}y
Ll aas dasl Ll claslus 03y Lol ) 33 G 4
#5352 B a2dlly ) Vg sV e SISLES b g
3l s, ‘gu\wc:siu‘},;@.@m.‘;{,:—
e ERE PUNIC VRIS S Y & alasTy T

at the enormous pile of hair on the white bedsheet, w
lit by the morning sun and revealed a tapestry of interw
colours — black, purple and silver. .
She sighed: “Look! I opened my pillow before I got t
I thought I'd better air the stuffing at once in the sun
pillowcase is worn out and torn. | intend to make a ne
Ilooked at the long, loose braids on her back, in a
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“Oh ... the pillow is entirely filled with hair.” - ! £ it ins o
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“Yes, my mother’s hair. It used to be her pillow. L‘JGL ke A al L g pis Jobl Ul ‘4“-“" . N
she combed her hair with her ivory comb after her bat » - LglS sasdl Lol

used to gather whatever hair had come out, and put it in'
cotton bag until it became a pillow. Look, this is the blac
from when she was young; that’s the red from the .
started to dye it with henna after she turned grey. W
grew older, she kept her hair in its original colour.
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of her flat. 5
The pictures were not of herself at all; each told a story "
the life that this woman had once lived. Even her small kitel
had a picture of her mother and aunt on the wall abov 1
old, round marbletop table in the corner. It showed her mot
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She did not speak about her parents except in passing, s xS e o ol té"'b""fj‘ $ L‘i Lol
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for a certainty of my own, which has pained and tormentt

soul.
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cutting up a huge fish while her aunt enthusiasti
its tail.

Everywhere there were pictures of her uncles, }
her deceased husband and his family at the seasid
at a school and at the pyramids. The only perso:
was one of her as a bride, or so it seemed. It showed
radiant young woman in a white silk dress holding
feather fan, the sides of which touched the upper part
tightly-wrapped chest emerging from the wide open"
garment. ke

“The postman brought me a letter from Sami, my eldes
just before the noon call to prayer. I was busy dusting th
cake tray that belonged to my aunt, may God have merc
her soul. She gave it to me on my wedding day. i

“My son Fouad phoned me from America last night.
eldest daughter is intending to come to Egypt. She is a brut
because her mother is originally from Italy. But she has the
skin of my uncle Hussein, may he rest in peace.” ;

“Oh, how lucky she is!” I would say to myself somett
She was content with everything in the world. I, on the o




210 Modern Arabic Short Stories: A Bilingual Reader Salwa Bakr 211

hand, am consumed by fear a thousand times every day,
frightened I could scream sometimes. I am scared to lose m
and income (what would my son and I do for food?). 1
that the old building we live in could collapse suddenly,
many these days (where would we live if it actually happep
[ am frightened that my life will continue unchanged, wi]
hope of finding a man to be at my side and share the trial
everyday life, or give me some joy now and then. '

However, my greatest and deepest fear, one that increase:
the day, is that I might wake up one morning and not find .
only certainty in this world, that is, my old neighbour Mour
Fathi, the beacon of tranquillity amidst my spiritual anxiet
and the key to my life. I am scared she might suddenly die
leave me deprived of my daily dose of spiritual stimulati
which gives me hope to live the next day. '

What is death? I often wondered about that when I W
having thoughts like these while feeling lonely at ni
observing my sleeping whale and his snorting that would §
into a never-ending crescendo. I would ask myself: “Is death lil
an absence?” If so, of what? The absence of outward appearan
features and body, the absence of the spirit or the absence ¢
a shared moment? I searched for the true definition of deat
This remained my obsession for a long time. Whenever I g
off work, I would play a game with the computer. 3

One day, after inputting some data, I asked about deat
and got astonishingly naive answers: the decomposition of th
body and its passing away, the disappearance of a person,
cessation of heartbeats, the stopping of blood circulation, th
end of brain function, etc.

However, does death not have two sides? On the one ha nd,
there is the person who dies and, on the other, the person wh
is shocked by the death of the one who dies. How do we evalua
death from the point of view of one party and not the oth :
Hence what is the assessment of death from the standpoint O
the other party?
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I again put the question to the computer, with am .’ | alade =S Ly cdj’-\ o jr-‘g‘ IV ’)L"\ A=)
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knocking on my door persistently. When I awoke from %

sleep and opened it, thinking that a catastrophe had befall l-d--”"‘" - Ty L"}JL’KJ & U O S e
my child, I found her standing in front of me, looking Ve Lb V.Uo%{ ol b ew o cdad O Loy (Ol ek
faint. She said she felt very sick. I quickly drew her inFo; P RXSV u,e\
flat and made her lie down on my bed. I ran to the kitch 4 JUJ e 5 Ldon 3 (A6 U5 dn Ll s ke

to get her some water, as she complained her mouth was di 4
Soon after, I ran to the telephone and called a doctor from )SI\ oL g pis S Suz S Ll 5 Jlo By )~

nearest hospital. Then I rushed back to her and found her lyis " ol CL..«:.AU i)l Cleladd) Ll JUCC R W R PR

on the bed, motionless, with her head slumped on the ed , )

my pillow so that her braid was dangling on the floor — a s 3 ., . . A "

braid that reflected the scarce light from the lamp that h gl Iy Ltedas | o Ug ‘.C\}aj‘ TA e bl e

beside the bed. 2 J—-’ o Ladgn é 4-§*‘~’ TP, Lalxs
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but a reassuring feeling engulfed my soul and filled me ‘. ;11‘4—33‘/']' 5 L] cloomiame Cond) 3 52 Ll =S ol Gy ciztela

calm I had not experienced before. ) . o . i
What I had dreaded for so long came to pass, yet there LS o) b Y g L S gfj\ &=

was — calm and reassured; I realised that life was possible. In tl "" 8 | 4] (] e ‘Jj».l.o iy A c.a_a.: PYRT) o}l\ )

last moment I spent with my n'eishbc.)ur, there was no za - 3 ‘C’\"”‘M P J,.\.,\ \.;\) ad e s o) SN 5 ol

between us, and no man-child sitting in front of us. 4 R NI : S ade ool
“Here is death, expressing a tangible definition, a tactl b N Ci

object; it is the regret for a past we do not wish to end,” IS L (é\-m ol 2 gaill ope ty) JPCHPS RN IO LI Y

to myself as I gazed at her wizened face, upon which death h: £ e JS s it oy A J_g oo eina &f & 1oy A& (e <
drawn an eternal expression. .

In spite of that, I felt regret, whereas her death caused
overwhelming sense of ambiguity and confusion; "‘:
was confronted with her death, it struck me that it dcfiCd
definitions and understanding. I felt that I had been robbed
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something, something dear and precious that had been wre
from me by force. :

Dazed, I quietly went to my wardrobe and took oy
scissors. I walked up to her and briefly stood there lookif
her once more, before my hand grasped her thick soft braid 1,7
cut it resolutely. There were a few black hairs that had withste
the passage of time. 1

I headed towards the mirror and looked at myself as I pla
the braid on my head, like a garland. My soul grew increasin
calm as I declared to myself a certain victory, while the
sound of the ambulance siren penetrated my ear. »
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