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For those who have left their homes carrying the belief that one day they would return.

For those who returned and discovered that the places they remembered had continued living without them.

For the fathers who waited beside rivers, the mothers who preserved old letters, the children who inherited stories they could never fully understand, and the strangers who carried their villages inside their memories.

And for every human being who has ever stood between two worlds, belonging completely to neither, yet unable to abandon either.

This book is dedicated to the memory of home, and to those who discover that home is sometimes the place that no longer recognizes them.
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"A river never asks whether the man standing beside it has changed. It continues its journey, carrying the reflections of those who came before and those who will never return."

— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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There are places we leave without understanding what we are leaving behind. Only after many years, when unfamiliar streets have become familiar and distant languages have entered our daily conversations, do we begin to recognize the weight of what we once considered ordinary.

A childhood village may appear small when remembered from a foreign city. Its narrow pathways, old houses, dusty markets, familiar voices, and evenings beside the river may seem insignificant when compared with the enormous possibilities of the outside world. Yet these ordinary things often become the strongest possessions of a person living far from home.

Distance changes more than geography. It changes the way people remember, the way they understand themselves, and the way they interpret the lives they once shared with others.

The Unfinished Returns explores this complicated relationship between departure and return. Set within the emotional and cultural landscape of Sudan, its thirty stories examine the experiences of people whose lives are shaped by migration, memory, family obligations, changing traditions, social expectations, and the difficult passage of time.

The river occupies an important place throughout this collection. It is more than a geographical presence. It becomes a witness to generations, a companion to forgotten conversations, and a quiet reminder that the natural world continues even when human relationships change.

The villages in these stories are neither idealized nor condemned. They contain affection, generosity, jealousy, pride, misunderstanding, social pressure, and the ordinary contradictions of human life. Their inhabitants are not simply representatives of tradition or modernity. They are individuals attempting to make sense of changing circumstances while carrying the expectations of their families and communities.

The returning stranger is one of the central figures of this collection. He leaves as someone who believes the world will explain him to himself. He returns carrying experiences that cannot easily be translated into the language of his childhood. The village may recognize his face, but recognition does not necessarily produce understanding.

The stories also give space to those who never leave. Their lives are not presented as incomplete versions of the lives of migrants. They possess their own forms of knowledge, disappointment, courage, and emotional complexity. Sometimes the person who remains understands loss more deeply than the person who travels.

These stories are written in a spirit of quiet psychological observation. They do not depend upon spectacular events or dramatic conclusions. Their concerns are the small incidents through which human lives gradually change: a conversation that never takes place, a letter misunderstood, a familiar house that feels unfamiliar, a father who cannot express affection, or a woman who recognizes someone but chooses not to acknowledge him.

This collection is an independent work of literary fiction. Its intention is not to reproduce the voice or distinctive style of any particular writer, but to explore universal questions through original characters, settings, and narratives.

Ultimately, these stories ask a simple but difficult question:

When we return to the place that shaped us, are we returning home, or are we meeting the person we once were?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Acknowledgements 

[image: ]


Every literary work emerges from an encounter with human experience. Some encounters happen through conversation, others through observation, history, literature, landscapes, and the quiet details of everyday life.

I would like to acknowledge the people whose ordinary experiences give meaning to stories: those who migrate in search of opportunity, those who remain behind to preserve family connections, those who return after long absences, and those who quietly adjust to changes they never requested.

My appreciation extends to the generations who preserve the memories of their communities through conversations, family histories, personal recollections, and the traditions of storytelling. Their experiences remind us that history is not contained exclusively in official records. It also survives in kitchens, courtyards, marketplaces, riverside gatherings, family disagreements, and the silences between generations.

I also acknowledge the wider literary tradition of psychological realism, philosophical storytelling, and narratives concerned with displacement, identity, memory, and the relationship between individuals and their societies. Such literature demonstrates how seemingly ordinary lives can reveal profound questions about human existence.

The landscapes and emotional atmosphere of Sudan provide an important imaginative foundation for this collection. The Nile, village life, migration, generational change, and the relationship between rural communities and distant cities offer a rich setting for exploring the universal experience of belonging and separation.

Finally, I am grateful to every reader who approaches these stories with patience and sensitivity. The characters in this collection may inhabit particular places, but their questions belong to a much wider human experience.

Fazal Abubakkar Esaf

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction 

[image: ]


The Geography of Memory: Between the River, the Village, and the World

A person can spend half a lifetime travelling away from home and another half trying to understand why returning feels so difficult.

Home is often imagined as a fixed place. It is associated with a particular house, a familiar road, a family courtyard, a village marketplace, or a landscape remembered from childhood. Yet human relationships with places are rarely permanent in the way geography appears to be.

A village may remain in the same location while the people who once gave it meaning disappear. Houses may be repaired, trees may grow older, markets may become crowded, and roads may connect previously isolated communities to distant cities. The physical landscape continues to exist, but the emotional landscape gradually changes.

For those who leave, the transformation can be even more complicated. They carry memories of places that no longer exist in precisely the same form. Their recollections become increasingly selective. They remember certain voices, particular evenings, childhood friendships, and family gatherings, sometimes forgetting the conflicts and limitations that also formed part of their earlier lives.

Distance can turn ordinary memories into powerful personal possessions.

This collection begins with that tension.

The River as a Witness

The Nile is central to the imaginative landscape of these stories. Its presence represents continuity, movement, history, and the passage of human generations.

People come to its banks with different concerns. Some remember their childhoods. Others wait for news, contemplate difficult decisions, or simply sit in silence. The river does not resolve their problems. It does not judge their decisions or distinguish between those who have stayed and those who have departed.

Its movement offers a contrast to the human desire for permanence.

People change their names, occupations, beliefs, relationships, and ambitions. They leave their villages and return with different understandings of the world. Yet the river continues flowing through a landscape that contains traces of countless forgotten lives.

The river becomes an observer rather than a narrator of human history. Its significance lies in what it allows the characters to remember and what it cannot restore.

The Returned Stranger

One of the most important figures in this collection is the person who returns after years of absence.

He may have travelled to Europe, worked in distant cities, acquired education, experienced unfamiliar cultures, and developed a new understanding of his identity. His family may have celebrated his achievements and expected his return to represent success.

But returning introduces a different set of questions.

Does his family still understand him? Does he understand them? Has the village changed, or has his perception of it changed? Are the people around him disappointed by his transformation, or is he disappointed by their refusal to see it?

The returned stranger occupies an uncomfortable position. He remembers belonging, but belonging is no longer automatic.

His difficulties are not necessarily the result of hostility. Sometimes the distance emerges from ordinary misunderstandings. A familiar joke no longer makes him laugh. A family expectation feels unreasonable. A childhood friend regards his experiences as unnecessary complications. His father asks questions that he cannot answer honestly.

The stranger gradually discovers that physical return does not guarantee emotional restoration.

Those Who Never Left

Migration stories frequently concentrate on the person who travels. Yet the lives of those who remain are equally important.

A mother continues maintaining a household after her children leave. A father grows older while waiting for visits that become increasingly irregular. A woman builds a life around responsibilities that cannot be postponed until someone returns. A childhood friend watches the village change without ever seeing the world beyond it.

These individuals are not merely waiting figures. They possess independent ambitions, private disappointments, and complicated relationships with the people who have departed.

Their understanding of home may be different from that of the migrant. For them, home is not primarily a memory. It is a daily responsibility.

The collection therefore gives attention to both sides of absence: the person who leaves and the person who must continue living with the departure.

Tradition and Modernity

The encounter between tradition and modernity forms another important dimension of these stories.

Modernity does not arrive in villages as a single event. It enters through education, transportation, communication technology, changing employment opportunities, consumer culture, political developments, and new expectations about personal freedom.

These changes can create opportunities, but they can also generate tensions between generations and within families.

An educated young person may question an arrangement that an older relative considers essential. A returning migrant may discover that his understanding of progress differs from the aspirations of those who remained. A village teacher may find that formal education cannot prepare a student for every difficulty of life.

The stories do not assume that tradition is always wise or that modernity is always destructive. Both contain possibilities and limitations.

The central concern is how ordinary people negotiate change while trying to preserve relationships, dignity, and a sense of continuity.

Women, Silence, and Unspoken Lives

The women in these stories occupy their own emotional and moral worlds.

Their experiences are not limited to waiting for absent men or preserving family memories. They make decisions, interpret social expectations, experience disappointment, protect their independence, and sometimes refuse to explain themselves.

A woman may recognize a returned man and pretend not to know him. Another may wait for someone without admitting what she expects. Another may discover that the person she once loved has become a stranger.

Such decisions can emerge from affection, self-protection, social pressure, disappointment, or the simple recognition that certain relationships cannot be restored.

Their silence is not always weakness. Sometimes it is a form of control over what remains private.

Memory and the Unreliability of the Past

Memory is not a perfect record of experience.

People remember events according to their emotional significance, present circumstances, and later understanding. Two individuals may remember the same conversation differently. A childhood promise may seem sacred to one person and insignificant to another.

The stories explore these contradictions without assuming that one recollection must always be entirely correct.

The past is frequently reconstructed through family stories, old letters, photographs, familiar locations, and conversations with people who remember events differently.

In this sense, the village itself becomes a place of competing memories.

The Stories

The stories are connected through recurring concerns rather than a single continuous plot.

The river, the village, migration, family relationships, the returning stranger, and the changing meaning of home provide a shared emotional landscape.

Some stories concentrate on individual characters. Others examine the psychological atmosphere of entire communities. Certain narratives explore the distance between parents and children, while others consider the private consequences of migration, forgotten promises, social expectations, and the passage of time.

The stories are designed to be read independently, but together they form a larger meditation on belonging.

Their endings do not always provide explanations. Some questions remain unresolved because human experience does not always offer clear conclusions.

A Final Thought: What Does It Mean to Return?

Perhaps the greatest difficulty of returning home is that the person who returns expects recognition from a place that has continued changing without him.

He expects the old house to preserve his childhood, the village to remember his former identity, and familiar people to understand the experiences he has accumulated elsewhere.

But time has not been waiting.

The people who remained have also lived, suffered, changed, and developed memories of their own. The village has continued its ordinary existence. The river has carried away countless reflections.

The returning stranger must therefore confront a difficult truth: he cannot recover the past simply by revisiting its locations.

He can only meet it again, through the people who remember it differently and through the person he has become.

And perhaps that is what the river teaches.

It remembers without attempting to return.

It carries the past without allowing it to stop the present.

The Unfinished Returns, but neither can return a person to the life he once knew.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1. The River That Recognized My Return before the Village Did
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The river was the first to recognize me.

I had been away for twenty-three years, long enough for the names of certain streets to disappear from my memory and for the faces of people I once knew to become uncertain shapes in my dreams. Yet when I stepped down from the old bus and walked towards the Nile, I recognized the bend in the river immediately. It was wider than I remembered, or perhaps my childhood had made everything appear smaller.

The water moved quietly beneath the afternoon light. A fisherman stood near the reeds, holding his net with the patience of a man who had long ago stopped expecting the world to hurry for him. Beyond him, a boy was washing a donkey. The animal resisted, as if it understood something about the river that the boy did not.

I stood there with my suitcase beside me.

The river did not ask where I had been.

It continued flowing.

I had imagined my return many times. In London, during winters when the windows became covered with rain, I imagined the village beneath its enormous sky. In crowded trains, I remembered the smell of dust after the first rain. In restaurants where people spoke languages I had learned but never entirely inhabited, I remembered my mother's kitchen and the sound of metal cups being placed on a wooden tray.

I had imagined that returning would restore something.

Now that I had returned, I was not certain what that something was.

My father's house stood beyond the market, behind a wall that had been repaired so often that no two sections were the same color. The wooden gate was still crooked. A small crack ran across the upper corner, where I had once thrown a stone while trying to impress my younger brother. My mother had scolded me for breaking the plaster. My father had said nothing, although I remembered him looking at the damage for several days.

The gate was open.

An old woman sitting beneath the neem tree looked at me without recognition. I greeted her.

"Peace be upon you."

She returned the greeting and examined my face.

"Are you visiting someone?"

I smiled.

"I am returning home."

She nodded politely, the way people nod when they have received information that does not concern them.

"May God make your visit easy," she said.

I continued walking.

There was something almost amusing about being welcomed as a visitor in a place where I had once been known by every household.

My mother was waiting in the courtyard.

She had become smaller. That was the first thing I noticed. Her shoulders seemed narrower, her movements more careful. Her hair, once black and thick, was almost entirely white. But her eyes were the same, and when she saw me, she did not immediately move.

For a moment we looked at each other.

Then she came forward and touched my face.

"You have become thin," she said.

I laughed.

"I thought you would say I had become old."

"That too," she replied.

She held my hand longer than necessary.

Inside the house, everything had changed and nothing had changed. The same wooden cupboard stood against the wall. The old brass clock had stopped. The sitting room smelled of dust, cardamom, and the faint fragrance of soap. My father's walking stick rested beside his chair.

I looked towards it.

"Where is Father?"

My mother adjusted the edge of her scarf.

"He is at the river."

"He still goes there?"

"Every afternoon."

I placed my suitcase near the wall.

"Does he know I am coming?"

She looked at me.

"He knows."

There was no accusation in her voice. That made the answer more difficult to accept.

My father had been a quiet man even when I was young. He had worked the land, repaired the roof, argued with merchants over prices, and spent long evenings listening to the radio. He had never asked me to stay. When I announced that I had received an opportunity to study abroad, he had simply asked whether I had enough money for the journey.

I had interpreted his silence as approval.

Years later, I sometimes wondered whether it had been disappointment.

At the market, people began recognizing me.

The recognition arrived in fragments.

A shopkeeper remembered my surname. A man selling vegetables recalled that I had been a troublesome boy. Someone asked whether I was the son of Mahmoud, the man who had once organized the repair of the village irrigation channel.

"Yes," I said.

"Ah, Mahmoud's son."

The words travelled faster than I did.

By evening, several people knew that I had returned from England. Some asked what I had brought. Others wanted to know whether I intended to remain. One man asked whether I had married a foreign woman.

I answered politely.

The questions were not unkind. They were simply the questions people ask when a familiar person returns carrying an unfamiliar life.

At the tea stall, I met Hassan.

We had been inseparable as boys. We had climbed trees, stolen unripe mangoes, and once spent an entire afternoon searching for a goat that had been standing behind Hassan's house throughout the search.

He was now a heavyset man with a grey moustache and a small scar above his left eyebrow.

He recognized me immediately.

"Look at this!" he shouted. "The Englishman has returned!"

People laughed.

He embraced me, then stepped back to inspect my clothes.

"Do you still know how to drink tea without complaining about the sugar?"

"I never complained."

"You complained about everything."

We sat together.

Hassan told me about his marriage, his children, the death of his elder brother, and the new road that connected the village to the larger town. He spoke quickly, as though twenty-three years could be compressed into an evening.

When I asked about our old friend Idris, he became quiet.

"He died six years ago."

I looked at him.

"What happened?"

"His heart."

I remembered Idris running barefoot along the riverbank, laughing whenever someone fell into the water. I tried to imagine him as an older man, but the image refused to form.

"He used to say you would return one day," Hassan continued.

I looked towards the river.

"Did he?"

"Yes. He said you would come back when you had seen enough of the world."

"And what did he say after that?"

Hassan smiled.

"He said the world would probably not be impressed with you either."

We laughed.

For the first time since arriving, I felt something familiar.

Later, Hassan walked with me towards the river.

The evening had softened. Women were returning from the market, children were chasing one another along the path, and the smell of cooking fires drifted across the village. A young man was speaking into his mobile phone near the water.

The river looked almost unchanged.

"Do you remember that tree?" Hassan asked.

He pointed towards an old acacia whose branches leaned over the bank.

"Of course."

"We used to sit there."

I remembered. We had carved our initials into its trunk, convinced that the tree would preserve our friendship forever.

Hassan laughed.

"Someone has cut the marks away."

I approached the trunk. The surface had grown thick and uneven. There was no sign of our names.

"Perhaps the tree became tired of remembering us," I said.

Hassan looked at me.

"Trees do not become tired. People do."

We stood quietly.

Then he asked the question I had been avoiding.

"Are you staying?"

"I haven't decided."

He nodded.

"That is what everyone says when they have already decided to leave."

I wanted to argue, but I could not find an answer that did not sound rehearsed.

The following morning, I went to see my father.

He was sitting beneath the same tree beside the river, wearing a white robe and holding a small cup of tea. His walking stick rested against the trunk.

He did not stand when he saw me.

"You have arrived," he said.

"Yes, Father."

He pointed to the ground beside him.

"Sit."

I sat.

For some time, neither of us spoke. He watched the water. I watched him.

His face had become thinner, and the skin around his eyes had deepened into folds. I noticed that his hands trembled slightly when he lifted the cup.

"How was the journey?" he asked.

"Long."

"England is far."

"Very far."

He nodded, as though I had confirmed something he already knew.

"Do you still work there?"

"Yes."

"What do you do?"

I explained my work in an office, the responsibilities, the meetings, and the people I supervised. He listened carefully, although I could not tell how much of it interested him.

"Is it good work?" he asked.

"It is respectable."

"I asked whether it is good."

I considered the question.

"It pays well."

He smiled faintly.

"That was not my question either."

I looked at the river.

There had been a time when I wanted him to understand my ambitions. I had wanted him to know that I was not simply escaping the village. I was seeking a life larger than the one available to me.

But sitting beside him, I realized that I had never explained what I was seeking.

Perhaps I had never understood it myself.

He asked about my mother, although she was living in the same house. He asked whether I slept properly, whether I ate well, and whether I still had the habit of reading late into the night.

Then he said, "Your brother wanted to study engineering."

"I know."

"He did not get the opportunity."

I turned towards him.

"Why didn't he tell me?"

My father looked at the water.

"He did not want to ask you."

I felt an uncomfortable pressure in my chest.

I had sent money occasionally. I had paid for repairs to the house and contributed towards family expenses. I had believed that these gestures had fulfilled much of my responsibility.

But there were things money could not purchase, and one of them was the feeling that someone had not been forgotten.

"Why didn't you tell me?" I asked.

My father took another sip of tea.

"You were busy becoming successful."

The words were spoken without bitterness.

That was what made them painful.

For several minutes, I searched for something to say. I wanted to explain the difficulties of living abroad, the expenses, the loneliness, the pressure to establish myself. I wanted him to understand that leaving had not been easy.

But he had not accused me of anything.

He had merely described what had happened.

A small boy came running along the bank. He stopped near us and stared at my shoes.

"Are you from the town?" he asked.

My father laughed.

"No. He is from here."

The boy looked unconvinced.

"He speaks differently."

My father turned towards me.

"Do you hear that? Even the children have become experts."

I laughed, but the boy had already run away.

That afternoon, I walked alone through the village.

The house where my childhood friend had lived was occupied by another family. The old well had been covered. A small grocery shop stood where an empty plot had once been. The school had acquired another building, and its walls were painted in bright colors.

Near the marketplace, I met a woman named Salma.

She had been my neighbor when we were children. We had once sat together beneath the mango tree while she taught me the names of flowers growing beside her mother's house.

She recognized me after a moment.

"You have returned," she said.

"Yes."

"Your mother told me."

She was carrying a bag of vegetables.

I asked about her family. She told me that her husband had died several years earlier and that her daughter was studying in Khartoum. She spoke about these things without seeking sympathy.

Then she looked at me.

"Do you remember the old mango tree?"

"Of course."

"It was cut down."

I felt strangely disappointed.

"Why?"

"The roots were damaging the wall."

I remembered the tree's branches spreading above the courtyard. I remembered its shade and the afternoons when children gathered beneath it.

"That is unfortunate," I said.

Salma adjusted the bag in her hand.

"It was only a tree."

She said it without cruelty.

Perhaps she had understood something I had not.

For me, the village existed partly as a collection of memories. For her, it was a place where walls cracked, trees damaged foundations, children needed school fees, and vegetables had to be purchased before evening.

I had returned to a remembered village.

She had never left the living one.

That evening, my mother showed me a small box containing old letters and photographs.

Some of the photographs had faded. In one, I stood beside my brother, both of us smiling awkwardly in front of the house. In another, my father held a young goat by a rope. My mother was standing behind him, laughing.

I picked up a photograph of myself as a boy.

My hair was untidy. My shirt was too large. I was looking directly into the camera with the confidence of someone who had never imagined becoming a stranger.

"Your father kept these," my mother said.

I turned towards her.

"He did?"

"Every year he said he would arrange them properly. He never did."

She smiled.

I placed the photograph back into the box.

"Did he ever speak about me?"

"Sometimes."

"What did he say?"

She closed the lid.

"He said you had become a man."

I waited.

"Was he proud?"

My mother looked at me for a long moment.

"He was your father. He was proud when you were a child and you learned to write your name."

I could not tell whether she had answered my question.

Perhaps she had answered a better one.

On my fourth evening, I returned to the river.

The sky was turning orange, and the water reflected the last light. The fisherman I had seen on the day of my arrival was standing near the reeds. He appeared older than I remembered, although I had never spoken to him before.

I sat on the bank.

The village behind me was full of familiar sounds. A radio played somewhere. A woman called her child. A motorbike passed along the road. Two men argued about the price of grain.

I thought of the years I had spent abroad.

I remembered the first winter, when I had walked through unfamiliar streets carrying a borrowed coat. I remembered the embarrassment of misunderstanding jokes, the exhaustion of working long hours, and the quiet satisfaction of receiving my first promotion.

I had not been unhappy there.

That was another complication.

It would have been easier if the foreign country had rejected me. It would have made returning seem like a simple act of recovery.

But I had built a life there. I had friends, responsibilities, memories, and a room whose windows overlooked a narrow street. I had learned to enjoy the silence of Sunday mornings.

I belonged to that life in ways I had not expected.

And yet I belonged here too, although the nature of that belonging had become uncertain.

A young boy approached me carrying a small fishing net.

"Are you Mahmoud's son?" he asked.

I smiled.

"Yes."

He looked towards the river.

"My grandfather says your father knows the water better than anyone."

"Your grandfather is generous."

"He says your father can tell when the river will rise."

I looked towards the distant bank.

"Perhaps he can."

The boy crouched beside me.

"Do you know the river?"

I considered the question.

"I used to."

He looked confused.

"How can you stop knowing a river?"

I watched the water moving around a cluster of reeds.

"Sometimes you remember something without knowing whether it still belongs to you."

The boy seemed dissatisfied with the answer. He stood and ran towards the fisherman.

I remained there until the evening became darker.

When I returned home, my father was sitting in the courtyard. My mother had placed a cup of tea beside him.

"Will you leave again?" he asked.

I sat opposite him.

"I don't know."

He nodded.

"That is an honest answer."

I looked at his face.

"Would you prefer me to stay?"

He remained silent for a while.

Then he said, "I would prefer you to come when you want to come. Not when you feel guilty."

I lowered my eyes.

There were many things I wanted to tell him. I wanted to say that I had remembered him every year. That I had imagined his voice during difficult moments. That I had sometimes opened my phone to call him and then postponed the conversation because I did not know what to say.

But I understood that these explanations would not change the years.

My father lifted his cup.

"Tomorrow, come with me to the river."

"I will."

He nodded and said nothing more.

That night, I slept in my childhood room.

The ceiling fan made a familiar noise. Outside, the wind moved through the branches of the trees. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked and then fell silent.

I thought of the river.

I thought of the village.

I thought of the people who had remembered me and those who had forgotten.

Perhaps the river had not recognized me at all. Perhaps I had simply recognized myself in the place where I had once stood without needing to explain who I was.

The next morning, my father was already waiting near the gate.

We walked slowly towards the water.

He did not ask when I would leave. I did not promise that I would remain.

At the riverbank, he sat beneath the acacia tree and closed his eyes.

I stood beside him.

The water moved as it had moved before my departure, carrying leaves, reflections, and the uncertain light of another morning.

Across the river, a fisherman raised his net.

My father opened his eyes.

"Look," he said. "The river is rising."

I watched the water carefully.

For a moment, I thought I could see my childhood reflected there: two boys running along the bank, a woman calling them home, a young man standing at the edge of the village with a suitcase and an ambition too large for his understanding.

Then the reflection broke.

The river continued.

And for the first time since my return, I did not ask it to remember me.
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2. The Stranger Who Came Back Speaking a Different Silence
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When Sami returned to the village after nineteen years, people noticed that he had forgotten how to sit.

He remained upright even when there was nothing to do, keeping his hands together and his back straight, as though someone might enter the room at any moment and ask him to explain himself. At meals, he waited until everyone had finished speaking before touching his food. When people asked him questions, he considered them carefully, sometimes so carefully that the person asking had already forgotten what he had wanted to know.

His mother said he had become educated.

His uncle said he had become European.

The children said he spoke like someone on the radio.

Sami said very little.

The village had expected stories. It had imagined that a man who had lived in distant countries would return carrying descriptions of enormous buildings, clean streets, expensive cars, and people who behaved differently from those who lived beside the Nile. The young men expected him to speak about opportunities. The older men expected him to discuss politics. The women expected him to remember the names of those who had once visited his mother's house.

Instead, he spoke about the weather.

On his third evening, his uncle Musa invited several neighbors to drink tea in the courtyard. Sami sat among them, listening to their conversation about the price of grain and the poor condition of the road leading to the market.

"So," Musa said eventually, "tell us about the great world."

The men smiled.

Sami lifted his cup.

"It is large," he replied.

They laughed.

"That is all?" Musa asked.

"What else would you like to know?"

"Anything. How do people live? Are the houses really as tall as they say? Do people know their neighbors? Do they eat together?"

Sami looked at the men.

"Some do. Some don't."

Musa shook his head.

"You have travelled all that distance to return with answers that could have been given by a man who has never crossed the river."

The laughter grew louder.

Sami smiled, but his eyes remained elsewhere.

His mother, Fatima, watched him from the doorway.

She had spent nineteen years imagining his return. In the first years, she had counted the months. Later, she counted the occasions on which he called. Eventually, she stopped counting altogether, although she continued asking the telephone seller whether international calls had become cheaper.

When Sami arrived, she had embraced him and cried.

He had held her gently, almost cautiously, as if he were afraid that too much affection might injure her.

Now she wondered whether he had brought home a stranger who happened to possess her son's face.

When he was seventeen, Sami had left to study abroad. His father had sold two goats and borrowed money from a cousin to pay for the journey. The family had celebrated his admission as though the entire village had been accepted into the university.

His father, Abdallah, had walked him to the bus.

"Do not become ashamed of where you come from," he had said.

Sami had laughed.

"How could I?"

Abdallah had placed a hand on his shoulder.

"You will understand later."

At the time, Sami believed his father was offering a blessing.

Now he remembered the words differently.

In the foreign city, he had discovered that people could misunderstand him without intending to be unkind. They mispronounced his name, asked where Sudan was, and occasionally confused it with countries he had never visited. He learned to explain himself with patience.

At first, he corrected every mistake.

Then he corrected only important mistakes.

Eventually, he stopped correcting people.

He discovered that silence was useful. It prevented arguments, concealed uncertainty, and allowed him to remain present without becoming involved. At work, it was called professionalism. At university, it was called concentration. In relationships, it was sometimes mistaken for maturity.

There were evenings when he returned to his apartment and realized that he had spoken to nobody all day.

He had friends, but friendship had become organized around appointments. People sent messages to arrange meetings, apologized when they could not attend, and promised to meet again. Nobody appeared unexpectedly at his door carrying fruit or asking whether he had eaten.

He had grown accustomed to this arrangement.

He had also grown accustomed to loneliness.

When his father died, Sami received the news by telephone. He had been preparing a presentation for the following morning. He remembered standing beside his desk, listening to his mother explain that Abdallah had been taken ill and had died before reaching the clinic.

He had booked the earliest flight.

But the funeral had already taken place by the time he arrived.

He stood in the courtyard where his father had once sat and looked at the empty chair.

Nobody asked him to speak.

Nobody needed him to explain his absence.

The family had buried Abdallah, completed the arrangements, and continued living.

Sami discovered that grief had no particular respect for international travel.

Now, nineteen years after his departure, he had returned to a village that remembered him more clearly than he remembered it.

One morning, he walked to the market with his cousin Haroun.

Haroun had remained in the village, married, raised three children, and inherited a small piece of agricultural land from his father. His clothes were dusty, his sandals worn, and his conversation moved easily from one subject to another.

He spoke to everyone.

A merchant complained about the price of onions. Haroun argued with him, laughed, and purchased two bags. A schoolboy greeted him. Haroun asked about his examination results. An elderly woman requested that he deliver a message to her nephew.

Sami followed him quietly.

"You know everybody," he said.

"Not everybody."

"Almost."

Haroun shrugged.

"People are easier to know when you see them every day."

Sami considered this.

In the city where he had lived, he had known the names of people in the apartment building. He knew the woman who collected parcels and the man who repaired the heating system. He could identify the sound of his neighbor's footsteps.

But he did not know what happened in their families.

"Do you ever feel that you should have left?" Sami asked.

Haroun looked at him.

"Sometimes."

"Why didn't you?"

"My wife did not want to leave. My father was ill. The land needed attention. There were always reasons."

"And now?"

"Now my children ask why I never travelled."

He smiled.

"I tell them that somebody had to remain here."

Sami stopped walking.

He had never considered that staying could also be a decision involving sacrifice.

That afternoon, he visited the school.

The building had been extended, and the old classroom where he had learned arithmetic was now used as a storage room. A young teacher named Mariam was arranging exercise books on a desk.

She recognized him through his family name.

"You are Abdallah's son?"

"Yes."

"Your father used to bring vegetables for the teachers."

Sami smiled.

"I remember."

She looked at him with curiosity.

"Did you enjoy living abroad?"

"It was useful."

"That is not the same as enjoying it."

He looked at her.

She continued arranging the books.

"My brother lives in Qatar. He says the same thing."

Sami laughed quietly.

"Perhaps we all learn to answer questions without answering them."

Mariam smiled.

"Perhaps."

She asked whether he would speak to the older students about studying abroad.

He agreed.

For the next hour, he spoke about universities, examinations, scholarships, and the difficulties of living in another country. He explained that education required discipline and that travelling abroad did not automatically make anyone wiser.

One boy asked whether people in Europe were happier.

Sami paused.

"No," he said. "They have different reasons for being unhappy."

The children laughed.

Then a girl near the window asked whether he missed his mother when he was away.

He looked towards the courtyard.

"Yes."

"Then why did you stay so long?"

The question was innocent, but it entered the room with the weight of something that had been waiting for years.

Sami looked at the girl.

"I thought I would return when everything was ready."

"What had to be ready?"

He could not answer.

After the students left, Mariam offered him tea.

"You should visit more often," she said.

He nodded.

He had heard that sentence many times since returning.

Everyone seemed to want more of him, although nobody knew exactly what they wanted him to provide.

A few days later, Fatima asked him to help sort his father's belongings.

They opened a wooden cupboard in the back room. Inside were old documents, agricultural receipts, photographs, and a collection of notebooks. Some contained measurements of the land. Others recorded debts and payments made to relatives.

At the bottom was a small envelope.

Sami recognized his father's handwriting.

His name was written on it.

He opened it carefully.

Inside was a short letter.

My son,

Your mother says you may come next month. I hope the journey is not difficult. There is no need to bring anything. We have enough here.

Your brother has repaired the roof. The rain entered last year, but it is better now.

I wanted to tell you something when you were here, but you were leaving again and I did not wish to make the departure difficult.

When you were a child, you used to sit beside me without speaking. I liked that. We did not need to explain anything to each other.

Now when we speak on the telephone, I sometimes feel that we are both waiting for the other person to say something important.

Perhaps there is nothing important to say.

Your father.

Sami read the letter twice.

Then he folded it and placed it on the table.

Fatima was sitting near the doorway.

"Did he write many letters?" he asked.

"Not many."

"Why didn't you send this to me?"

"He told me to keep it."

Sami looked at her.

"Did he write it before he became ill?"

"Yes."

He turned the envelope over.

There was no date.

"Did he ever say he was disappointed in me?"

Fatima continued sorting the papers.

"Your father was not a man who explained his feelings."

"That is not an answer."

She stopped.

"He waited for you."

Sami looked down.

"Everyone waits for someone," she continued. "Sometimes they become tired of waiting. Sometimes they learn to live without the person. Your father did both."

He wanted to defend himself.

He wanted to explain that he had worked hard, that his
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