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Translation of “A White Rose” by Mona Elnamoury

Translation from Arabic by Abdel Wahab Khalifa
University of Leeds, United Kingdom

A White Rose (Warda bayda’ - elaw 63)9) is a short story by Mona Elnamonry, a Cairo based university
lecturer, creative writer and literary translator. The story was recently published in the Egyptian literary journal Al-
Mashhad and is set to appear in an anthology of Arabic short stories soon.

He looked at his wife’s prone body on the bed, immobile. He looked at her glassy eyes fixed upon
some indefinite point in space. He could perfectly recall everything that had happened since she had
been bedridden; it seemed clear that she was dying. She used to remain motionless like this for a
long time, then open her mouth to try to say something. But when she did, she spoke indistinctly, or
murmured in a language that he could not understand. Tired of trying, she would fall silent.
Sometimes, she would nod her head towards a point in front of her. He would try to make her write
down what it was that she wanted, but she would write in a strange image-like language, similar to
the hieroglyphic inscriptions of the Pharaohs. When she first became ill, she would try with more
resolution and desire to fight for her life, as a drowning person would clutch at a floating straw.
Now, that he had sent the kids to their granny in order not to get weirded out by their mother’s
condition, she became drained of strength to carry on trying, devoid of persistence and tenacity.
Days passed by and she did not try and he kept offering her everything in the house, but to no avail.
He even brought her magazines, newspapers and photos to show her in the hope that he could see a
change in the appearance of her face, a gesture from her head or even hear a faint voice come out of
her mouth indicating her approval that this thing was what she wanted. Yet this did not happen. Her
movements became limited to drinking her juice and using the toilet. He could no longer remember
her voice or the way she used to talk. He could not even find any recordings of her to remember her
by. She was the one who tidied things in the house and he never knew the way of anything. He was
grateful to her that she had always kept his clothes and things tidy and in the front of the wardrobe
so that he could find them easily. Had it not been for this, he would not have been able to find
anything himself. Was her voice soft? Hoarse? He could not decide. The truth was, he could not
even remember whether he had ever heard her utter a long sentence. Was she content with using
only short sentences? Or was he not there to listen? He was baffled by these questions, but he could
not care less about them now that he was trying to figure out what he could do to save her life.

Oh deat! Sometimes she used to tell him stories. He never fathomed why she would always
resort to stories to get her message across instead of stating what she wanted in a simple way. A
story! The story of... the rose—a white rose in the heart of winter, so desired by a little princess
from her father, a globetrotter merchant. Her two older sisters wanted beautiful and expensive
things: a necklace and a bracelet. However, meeting their demands was much easier for the father
than finding the white rose. He nearly lost his life looking for the white rose, which was in the
garden of a bewitched monster. Grown tired of her stories, he used to laugh and say: “I am too old
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for stories, woman! Save them for your kiddos! And what has this story got to do with my question
in the first place? I asked you what you want and you’re blabbing about a white rose to me? Don’t
complain later that I don’t take care of you!” He ran quickly and bought white roses. He brought
them anxiously and put them close to her nose. She opened her tear-swollen eyes and looked at him
fervently. He pointed with his head to the roses. She looked at them and a lone tear escaped her
eyes. She tilted her head to the other side and seemed absent.

He returned to his chair, watching her. How did she end up like this? She was as active as a
bee, as smart as a whippet, brimming with energy, sometimes even anger! She was... She had been a
glorious rose! Oh, God! Maybe she had meant herself when she spoke of the rose? He scribbled to
her with big letters on a scrap of paper, “You are as beautiful as the white rose.” He held the paper
in front of her eyes. She could not have forgotten her own language after all, even though she now
spoke a weird one that seemed indecipherable to human beings. She read the caption on the paper
and cried again. Desperate, he left her and returned to his chair.

After some days (maybe even weeks), to his surprise, she lifted her head up again and fixed
her eyes on his. He was instantly alert, bemused and anxious. Then she opened her mouth, and said
many things. She was not crying or in pain as she had often been before. She opened her mouth
again, but this time she did not speak. He thought she was thirsty, and dashed to get her some water.
When he returned he found her completely silent. Unresponsive. Lifeless.

His heart was shattered by losing her, and in the midst of his mourning, he kept thinking of
a meaning for the white rose.
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! Translated and published by permission of the author, Mona Elnamoury.
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