“Eureka!” 

Afeif Ismail – Sudan/Australia 

Time: the present, the night of a full moon 

Location: two mud houses next to each other, with a palm tree and a neem tree in front of each. A large, circular straw mat lies between the two trees. On the mat is a gourd containing water, a coffee pot, a teapot and several small cups. There is a one-stringed, traditional African instrument also on the mat 

Character: Storyteller, 95-year-old male 

STORYTELLER ENTERS AND PLAYS THE INSTRUMENT. 

STORYTELLER 

I smelt that cardamom, ginger and cinnamon from far away. Thank you, my children, for the coffee, hot tea and cool water. I’m always thirsty because I love to walk and talk, telling the endless story of our ancestors. If I measured all the words I’ve spoken since birth, they’d cover every place I’ve been. 

My blessed ancestors said, “On every leaf of a tree, there’s written a cure for a sickness.” I say, “In every forehead and blink of an eye, there’s a story that must be told.” I know you prefer tales about kings, heroes and myths, especially the one about the legendary Roc, flying with Sinbad around the world. Or why the elephant has a long trunk. But today I’ll tell the most important story ever. I’m at the edge of my life. I’m afraid my memory will dry before I tell this tale, which inspired me to become a storyteller. This happened a long time ago, before your fathers were born, I think even before your grandfathers, too. I’m ninety-five, that means I’ve lived through many generations but I’ve never told this story before. I heard it when I was five - I remember that day very well - in a place and on a night like this. We prepared the front yard for the Storyteller, who stayed with our family once a year after harvest-time. After he’d finished his delicious tale he noticed there were strangers amongst us. When he spoke to their elder, he responded with a heavy accent and told him they came to work in the cotton factory in the nearby city, but it was cheaper to stay here in the village. The Storyteller asked him if they’d understood his tales. He replied, “Not all of them.” But they enjoyed the music and atmosphere; it was similar to what happened in their land. Without asking him where he was from, the storyteller spoke in the stranger’s language and kept talking until dawn. 

The next morning, I brought the storyteller breakfast, and asked him how many languages heknew . He laughed, put me on his shoulders and asked, “Can you count the hairs on my head?” I replied, “There’s too many.”

“Maybe I know as many languages as I’ve hairs on my head. I can even speak to the animals. But let me tell you this tale. One day, there was a hungry, wild cat chasing a poor mouse. The clever mouse dodged the cat, running around as if in a maze, until he reached the safety of his hole. The cat waited for a long time then suddenly he shouted, ‘Eureka! I’ve found it!’ The cat started to bark like a dog. The relieved mouse thought, ‘That dog will scare the cat away!’ Slowly, he crept from his hole, but the cat was ready, and pounced and ate him up. As the cat patted his stomach, he declared , ‘It’s better to speak two languages than one.”
