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Cairo 

November 2016 
 

 

My phone vibrated on the coffee table, flashing his distinctive name: “Yamama.” I picked 

up and lit into him. I treat him like a bastard, and he likes that. His dopey laugh, which I know 

serves to smooth the delivery of a heavy message. It comes out of him whenever he feels a 

rush of anxiety.  

“Spit it out, what do you want man?” 

In an unusually courteous tone, he said, “Selma, I’ll be traveling and I want to see you as 

soon as possible.” 

  My heart jumped. I swallowed. Impulsively, I said, “That’s it, you’re pissing off?”  

In the same courteous tone, he answered, “Yep, all’s left is some procedures … ” 

“Meeting up with me is one of those ‘procedures,’ you lowlife?” 

“So the harangue begins ...” 

We agreed on a time, and I picked the place—a clandestine bar in Maadi running without 

a liquor license. I had never been there, and I didn’t realize the secret behind my choice of the 

new spot until the end of the night. 

I pulled up to the bar, which was on a secluded street. The surrounding streets were 

lifeless, lined with old villas and residential buildings under construction. Harsh lights from a 

Catholic church; faint murmurs, whose source I tried and failed to determine. A minute later he 

arrived in his dinosaur of a car. I pointed out a parking space for him and he rose from his 

vehicle like a genie, gesturing sheepishly to a figure sitting in the darkness of the building 

under construction, whom I realized was the source of the murmurs. 



The clandestine bar had a spacious garden. The guard at the gate sat vigilantly as if 

working on a secret operation. He stood up determinedly and extended a greeting void of a 

smile—just two lips parting on the orders of an employer. 

He asked, “Got a reservation?” 

Yamama looked at me questioningly. “Nope, guess we better go,” I answered quickly.  

The guard backtracked a step. “Just a question, come on in.”  

We entered the garden. It was carefully cultivated and pruned, flowers coloring the 

green garden fence. The mature palms and tree trunks connoted the age of the place. In the 

middle of the garden was a two-story villa—one of Maadi’s old villas with their distinctive 

architectural character. I was curious to see it from inside. We wandered for a moment until 

Yamama said, “Wow, what a wonderful place.” 

“Let’s go look inside.” 

We stepped into the reception of the villa, also spacious, and sensitively, dimly lit. There 

was an assortment of largish tables, and on the walls there were replicas of famous artists’ 

portraits with contemporary touches added, including the Mona Lisa drinking beer and van 

Gogh smoking marijuana. The reception was divided into two parts. The upper level was piled 

with silent musical instruments and had a silent microphone in the middle while music rang out 

from speakers on the ceiling and in the corners, and the lower part was for tables and chairs, 

empty save a couple of customers. 

We looked for a table fitting for a loaded conversation, and both our eyes fell on a 

sequestered corner with chairs suitable for our sizes. We share enormity of size, love for food, 

and the habit of dealing with our large bodies as if they were small. The latter causes us 

embarrassing situations, but we both cope by issuing people a deadpan smile to glide smoothly 

over those speedbumps. 

He said, “This place is really nice. Never been here before.”  

“Me neither, now that you mention it.”   

He dove in without mincing words. “You know I’m a prick, but that’s nothing new to 

you.” He laughed with campy hysteria. 

 “Cut it out, man,” I interrupted. 

He asked me about Bilal, and I started talking about our latest stormy quarrel.  

“He’s always been a little bitch,” he said with quiet conviction. 

I asked him about Wesal, his wife and our third friend. I met them both on a New Year’s 

late night in Fayoum in a chance encounter we remember well. Wesal’s trenchant voice had 

taken flight then alighted where we sat at the end of the dining room in a rural hotel. She was 

singing, “The river is angry, it isn’t smiling,” with a liquidity that did not diminish the potency of 

her voice. Behind her, between the verses of the song, we repeated, “Why does the river 

laugh?” I smiled, and she signaled to us to join them. 

“We’ve got vodka, beer, and some fruits and veggies.” 

“We’ve got whiskey, beer, and some cheese. Alright, let’s go.”  

The gathering turned into a big singing competition, each contributing what they had 

memorized—old TV series’ theme songs that our generation had memorized in spite of itself 

after state TV’s siege of our childhood; songs of 90s artists that disappeared without a clear-cut 

reason as if there had been an enforced declaration of the end of an artistic era. 

The late night between the two groups lasted until dawn. We promised each other to 

meet in the morning for a walk in the fields. Under the influence of drinks, we played laughter-



filled games around famous lines from old movies. The trip ended and everyone agreed to 

repeat it on New Year’s the next year. 

The meeting happened indeed the following New Year’s in the same spot, Amgad 

Yamama and Wesal returning to us a married couple. A unspoken attachment developed 

between them and me. I played the role of sister to him sometimes and to her others, and we 

discovered that we could extend the rope of convergence beyond just one yearly date. 

He invited us to their house to cook and listen to the forsaken songs of the 90s. 

YouTube had come about and changed the lives of generations. I witnessed the relationship 

between him and his wife from the time they were just two friends, so similar in their looks 

that strangers thought them siblings, not spouses.  

The group’s relationship with them dissolved, and I kept tending the threads of love. 

They were fantastic and hilarious, even when they fought. They saw no shame in planting—and 

exploding—the mines of their private relationship under my feet until they both were laid 

completely bare, exposed as the desert. My long silences around them paved the way for them 

to continue the denuding without a care. When the fighting had totally drained them, they 

would remember me and ask me what I thought about what had ensued! 

I used to go to their house alone when my life bore down on me. I would hide in their 

life, in their quarreling, in their stories told in Wesal’s raucous, aggressive voice met by 

Yamama’s lagging defense if he could even be bothered to respond at all. They hadn’t liked 

Bilal from day one; he went to their house with me just a few times. He couldn’t find his place 

among them, Yamama watching him the whole time from the tail of his eye, glass in hand, 

while he fell victim to the flood of questions that Wesal directed at him from every angle, 

trying to open doors and windows so that he might somehow get through to her or she to him, 

but that did not play out. So I decided that the rite of my visits to them would be exclusively 

independent, especially after they gave themselves over to well-ordered domestic life post-

childbearing. 

In the first phase of domestic docility, they foreswore their adventures traveling and 

moving around. They gave up gallivanting between bars and friends’ houses and built their 

island from what was left of the pandemonium of the first days of the relationship, 

squandering their reserves of early affection to charge their meticulously chosen new life. 

Wesal complained openly about Yamama’s turning into an alcoholic, his day awry without his 

trusty bottle. 

He complained in secret that she had turned into a nagging wife, dozens of cups of red 

wine insufficient to sweeten her soured mood. She insisted that he had turned into a slave to 

his distinguished international job, working by day to drink at night. He used to tell her that 

there’s no point trying to fix others at work or otherwise; better to just forget about them or 

immigrate. She refused to leave Egypt and would say to him angrily at the end of each fight, 

“You go, solo.” 

They had Rashid, a clever child, in distressing circumstances. The district their house on 

Youssef Abbas Street was in turned into grounds for the bloody battles between the State and 

the Muslim Brotherhood in Cairo in 2013. That red year. Making it home required charting a 

plan of expectations and possibilities, latent dread in every step. Delivery workers stopped 

coming within the borders of the area where the clashes were taking place, so Yamama was 

forced to hazard trips to the street to get medicine and other necessities while Wesal sat 

crooning to her child to try to mask the sounds of the raging street. 



Their domestic docility began to depress them as it turned into a siege inside and 

outside the house. She quit her job in revolt and indignation, making do with her studies and 

self-employment. They were two doctors not working in medicine, getting by on their work 

together in development and sexual health in an important international organization. He 

accused her of naivete and rashness, and she accused him of spinelessness and of being a cog. 

Discontent floated above the clouds of their good-natured relationship, and their 

quarreling lightened by humor turned into an unwieldy, dire deadlock. She came up with the 

idea of calling a truce and taking her baby on a trip to recuperate, but she never came back. 

During her holiday she came to think that she did not want to go back to Youssef Abbas 

Street—to the nightmare house surrounded by clouds of tear gas and cleaning trucks that had 

taken on the new task of washing the roads of blood in the rage-filled mornings. She came to 

think that her newborn deserved a gentler, more welcoming street. A street to offer him a 

sidewalk safe and sound and trees that would not give up on their role in repelling the toxins 

of tear gas; so that getting a bottle of medicine in the middle of the night were not a miracle 

requiring the protection of saints. She came to think that their siege inside the Youssef Abbas 

house was the source of her siege within her relationship with Yamama. 

She informed him of her decision, and he was at peace with it. He did not tease her 

about reneging on her earlier stance as he had expected she would. Her initial insistence had 

reassured him of the fixedness of his roots here; now he has nothing but the wind. He is faced 

with a real option of his former dream of leaving. 

He lived alone for a while, delighted by his reversion to bachelor life without 

responsibilities. He knocked on my door every now and then accompanied by his trusty bottle. 

We never got bored of talking about our previous lives and going over the stripes of people we 

had known over the years. Until the final meeting. 

We sat at the bar table as if meeting each other for the first time. To get things started, I 

called the waiter over and ordered a beer. We thought of having some light hors d’oeuvres and 

got excited, as usual, about talking about food, which breached the dread surrounding the 

conversation. We ordered a plate of fried chicken strips and a plate of Domiati cheese with 

tomatoes and hot peppers. 

  The beer came camouflaged too, like the clandestine bar, put it in cups meant for hot 

beverages. We laughed and drank the first cup quickly and spiritedly. We were thirsty, and the 

dribbling conversation had dried our throats. In the middle of the second mug of beer the 

conversation raced, flowing like blood treated by a thinner after ages of clotting. We took off 

and fell back into a semblance of our old relationship, gripped by the dialogue, thumping on the 

table in surfeits of laughter, tossing words at each other open-mouthed. We ordered yet 

additional drafts of beer while wolfing down the appetizers with great gusto until there came a 

lull for the ambush—the resumption of the heavy discussion. 

He said, “Seriously, why did you come back? People are leaving the country. Not 

everyone who leaves is a bastard, Selma.” He doesn’t laugh as he usually does.  

I laugh, “You’re a bastard even if you stay.” We howled with smothered breaths. 

With the fourth cup of beer, he mentioned that the salary is handsome and that he is 

able to travel to Wesal and Rashid in Istanbul and come back to Egypt to visit his parents. He 

said that Erbil in Iraq isn’t so different from Youssef Abbas Street in Nasr City; the difference is 

that it’s a city without memories. He said this laughing with a mouth jammed with food, the 

traces of which were left scattered on his lips. He wiped his mouth with an impulsive 

movement and threw the paper napkin onto the table like an adieu to the hors d’oeuvres meal 



then said that he will work a lot by day and drink at night from the diplomatic missions’ booze, 

a river of which runs right next to the Euphrates. 

It was natural for me to pick a new place to meet up with Yamama. Our old haunts 

didn’t suit our stations in life anymore. We stepped out, drunk, from the garden bar, the night 

weighing down heavy and unstirring. There was less lighting around the Catholic church. A 

soldier slept restlessly in a wooden box. Yamama headed to his car, as did I. He signaled to the 

stranger once again, but he had fallen asleep in his seat and did not answer the greeting. 
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Cairo 

January 2017 

Talk to me about the distance, Balal … it’s the time that doesn’t unite us and the words 
that we say to screens instead of looking each other in the face.  

The distance—it’s that my fingers are perpetually cold in the absence of your hot palms. 
It’s the end of a day wanting for a prospective dinner date. We always clash over the kind of 
restaurant and the quality of food, and our vehemence steers us to my house to put an end to 
the dispute. The distance is your not being around and sending a proxy instead—your faraway 
voice, your picture in places I’ve never been, and a selection of absentee faces’ “reactions” 
generated by WhatsApp and Facebook! 

I don’t see your reactions, and I fall into the net of questions that you put to me while I, 
meanwhile, have no answers. You always bombard me with logical questions, flinging them in 
my face when we’re at the end of our ropes—when we’ve lost our footing in the relationship. 
You know that I don’t have your abilities in logical analysis. You line ideas up next to each 
other and collect a nod of approval from me. My neck moves like a pendulum to set your mind 
at ease, and I assent to everything. Something prevents me from just defying. Maybe it’s that I 
don’t find the right words like you do. I have thoughts without words, Balal. Tough luck for 
those who don’t have that bridge between their inner thoughts and feelings and their words. I 
get so swaddled in silence that you sometimes chew me out to get me to talk with you about 
critical decisions. But you didn’t this time! People like me can’t deal with these kinds of things; I 
know I don’t have the skills to convince people of what I want. I stay clammed up, and they 
think I’m agreeing. I go quiet, and they think I couldn’t be bothered. This perplexity that besets 
others around me leaves me comfortable and free. Lots of people have a way with words, but 
few are those who understand the dialogues of silence. 



I chose to meet Balal that day despite that he was busy and exhausted. I wanted to 

clear things up—to demarcate my inner life from his. 

Said day, I went to my usual restaurant. I ate some hors d’oeuvres, waiting for us to 

have lunch together as we had agreed. It was the day of the appointment at the embassy 

where he had finally submitted his papers. He had gotten the new appointment after months 

on end of difficulty and pains followed by an unjustified rejection of the visa application. 

It was lunchtime. The restaurant usually fills up with customers who work downtown, 

but the latest price hike with the value-added tax that obliges customers to pay 25 percent 

extra on the check has reduced the number of patrons frequenting the restaurant. It’s no secret 

that the economic crisis is grinding down on business owners, who in turn are forced to grind 

down on their customers.  

The restaurant’s owners are among our sphere of acquaintances. They had dreamed of 

opening an unconventional restaurant and did so enthusiastically with the support of all their 

friends, who then became regular customers. The goal was a space to meet up and talk after 

downtown sealed off its pores and became a solid mass of memories. We pass through it 

quickly, no intimacy shown, no private conversation. 

Balal doesn’t like this restaurant, thinking it unconcealed to the street. That’s the secret 

of my fondness for it—those large, lofty windows that allow me to see the passersby on the 

sidewalk. They keep me company in the sidewalk’s late hours. I watch the gait of slow-footed 

men, the cumbersomeness of working mothers, hurried young people. In the wintertime the 

street looks gloomy, but I like it. Have I become depressing, as Balal has told me lately? 

I love my rituals. I conduct my meetings to agree on new translation projects in this 

restaurant, too, on Friday or Saturday mornings. I receive my coffee and orange juice without 

ordering it. If the work meeting goes favorably, I get some of the restaurant’s homemade ice 

cream. If luck is not on my side, I ask for the check promptly and clear out. Balal detests many 

of my usual rituals, calling them “old people’s routines,” but I have a liking for old people, too. 

In their company I find a security and warmth that can’t be found among young people, 

enthralled with their own vigor and their capacity to tear up the earth with their feet, vaunting 

their power to hurt or defeat their rivals. With older people, I realize the value of my journey 

and what it all leads to despite the conceit.  

Balal appeared at last on the sidewalk in front of the restaurant. He seldom walks in 

without my catching sight of him. Usually he walks on the sidewalk without much fanfare, but 

this time he looks different, passing like a sail spread out by the breeze, his shoulders brushing 

the sky, his hands even free. He signaled a greeting to me with one hand while the other 

clutched the documents. He doesn’t usually take his hands out of his pockets while walking on 

the sidewalk; we haven’t walked holding hands for years. I’m not sure whether the reason for 

this is the brutality of the streets that no longer have any love for us—streets that loathe 

embrace—or because we no longer walk the streets anymore at all. 

He came in swiftly as if returning from the promised land, offering me a smile for the 

first time in months. I stood to greet him, and he met me eagerly with a real kiss on the cheek, 

not just a quick brush of the sides of our faces. That’s when I realized how much I had missed 

his actual lips above my skin.  

He took off his jacket and sat down opposite me then reached out hungrily to the plate 

of appetizers and said, “The visa will be delivered within two weeks. That’s it. No more stress 

and grief and running around to different employees. So it’s about time we get our stuff 

together and play our cards ...” 



  “When exactly will the semester start?” 

“Like I told you, first of the month. I’ll be two weeks late for courses, but it’s not an 

issue. I’ll shoot an email to the university telling them what happened and explaining why I’ll 

be late.” 

“Why haven’t we ever talked about what we’re going to do when you go? I mean with 

our relationship.” 

He stopped inhaling the hors d’oeuvres. The waiter appeared at almost the exact 

moment I asked the question. Balal looked at the menu and ordered coffee and the pasta with 

ground beef that he loves. I ordered lemonade and held off on ordering my plate. 

“Why don’t you want to eat?”  

“I ate a lot of appetizers … I might order in a bit.” 

He said apace, “Look here love, I seriously think we should get married within the 

coming two weeks. Get the certificate at the registry, quickly so you’ll be able to get a spouse 

visa and come after me. I know that my scholarship money isn’t much, but we can live off it 

along with the money from your work.” 

“And what am I gonna do if I go with?” I asked, “Or I’ll just sit at home waiting for you to 

come back every day? I asked you a simple question: why haven’t we ever talked about this 

before? Why did you neglect to talk to me about it until you got the scholarship and the visa? 

And now you come tell me my life plan, which I am supposed to just execute …” 

He resumed his familiar frown. “You know that getting this scholarship was a daydream 

for me, and when I got it, it was a huge surprise for both of us, and after that I started working 

on the visa, which I was really stressed about, but it didn’t make me forget about the fate of 

our relationship.” 

I said with an agitation that I had always hid and no longer wanted to, “You thought, by 

yourself, and you made the decision as if I’m not a party in this. That’s the point of my 

question—don’t be cagey!” 

I needed to hear Balal’s perspective on me in no uncertain terms. I zeroed in on that this 

time. He talks a lot and had penciled in everything in the relationship since its inception. I don’t 

deny that I used to love his initiative and his efficient personality, but he, like others, doesn’t 

converse with my silence, and he doesn’t understand me when I do speak. I reckoned that he, 

like me, was afraid of confrontation and therefore chose to be evasive. I wanted to hear him 

say that he was scared for the relationship and for both of us if we came to be far apart. I 

wanted to see him bewildered, caressing me gently and telling me that we’ll overcome the 

distance and establish a new relationship altogether, but he had the plan—the solution—with 

wounding certainty. 

The man who has always bowled me over with his answers and logic said, “I was loath 

to impose the plan I had in mind on you. I said, I’ll leave her to think about what she wants to 

do. You know I hated the lawyering and courts and prisons and police stations, and I got sick of 

running after people killed and tortured and of the cycle of misery that we’ve been in for 

years. I can’t live in the middle of all of that anymore. Going back to school is the perfect 

solution to get through these few lousy years. We have two choices. Either you come with me 

or each of us chooses their life the way that makes them happy. I stated my plan so that you’d 

know I’m not running away from the relationship. On the contrary, I want to see it through.” 

Bilal kept talking. I stopped really even hearing him; I resumed my silence and stopped 

listening. I looked at him in genuine awe. The perfect rationale in presenting ideas, the 

watertight formulation. It would have been natural for me to say, “You’re right,” and for us to 



be happy and get our lives sorted out excitedly. But I, for the first time, felt repulsed. I detested 

the reasoning that snuffs out our tenderest moments together, this abiding imperiousness 

toward my emotions. The need for me to be, as a matter of course, cheerful when he’s happy 

and glum whenever the ring tightens around his neck, not even graced with making the most 

fateful decision of my life. In reality, he did put me in front of two choices: either I become his 

shadow or we end the relationship. As simple as that. How could he shroud this appalling 

selfishness in logic and objectivity? 

Three months I spent without him. I traveled to attend a training course in England. We 

were in the early days of love, the early days of the brutality that we and others were 

subjected to in 2013. He cried about my being gone before I left. I considered skipping the 

workshop out of horror about the state he was in and might have if not for the support and 

insistence of friends. He cried those three months, terrified that I would not come back as 

others had not. I chose to return. His love had continued to patch up all the fears that my 

temporary expatriation had laid bare; it had confirmed that it was impossible for me to stay on 

far from him. He had tried to join me there, that neither of us would go back, but he failed in 

bitterness and despair, gravely disappointed. We were good together in calamitous times, 

repairing each other skillfully and tenderly. How did we arrive at this deep gulf? 

I sit now inside that gulf, taking stock of all my relationships, all of them at risk. So I 

decided to clash with them like I did with my relationship with Bilal. I have many reasons 

compelling me to talk now and to be candid about my feelings towards my relationships—

ordinary, passing, and profound. Especially the profound relationships; they are the most 

hurtful and damaging. Through them we come to know pain and loss and sometimes reach the 

point of hatred and contempt, of doubt in every moment of confidence that bound the 

companionship and the dialogue about a shared fate. There is no shared fate, that’s the truth. 

Balal went on talking, not giving a damn about my long silence at a critical moment such 

as this. He was so busy putting his logical dialogue together that he did not notice me gathering 

my things. I put my lighter inside my cigarette box and placed them in my bag then searched 

for my keys inside the bag then got up and interrupted him. “Keep talking, Balal. I hear you.” 

I walked out and moved along that same sidewalk that I always see people on. I 

glimpsed his face nearly drop onto the table, trying to stop me with his eyes, shooting daggers. 
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Such odd behavior was unexpected of him. He had lived on this street for two years 

and had never stood even for a moment to see what those glass display cases held. People 

lined up in front of them like pieces on a chess board, their eyes widening and their pockets 

opening if they had money to spend. He saw hairless mannequins and others wearing dry, 

damaged wigs, one expression fixed on each of their faces, their stony eyes an eternal prison. 

The last thing Alfred saw in the vitrine was the merchandise. 

He was eyeing something else that he had never noticed before and that caused him to 

stand for a long time like the rest of the people whom he usually saw from the back. He had 

seen himself in the store’s mirror and had remained staring between the mannequins, searching 

for the rest of his body among them, grasping what he had been unable to grasp when passing 

by them hurriedly, for you must step into the experience to see what the others had seen. The 

merchandise and the stony eyes aren’t everything.  

While he was standing, he caught sight of her eyes looking at him in the mirror and 

easily spotted her smile. He heard the sigh of her chest as soon as she stood beside him, like a 

cue for him to “enter” the domain of the display with her! 



They were the only ones standing outside the blue wristwatch display on Adly Street. He 

cracked an astonished smile then pretended to be inspecting one of the small watches to play 

down his grin, drawing nearer to the glass, in which he saw the reflection of a small, youthful 

face. The young woman decided to scale up the measure of provocation, unwinding the cord 

from her hair then tossing it quickly, its lemony fragrance wafting about in the air. Then she 

tied it again and tossed a slip of paper with her phone number written on it at his feet and 

made off.  

Alfred pulled away from the vitrine to watch her moving down the sidewalk slackly, 

anticipating the sound of his voice or the stir of his footsteps behind her, but he didn’t do as 

much. He carefully picked up the slip of paper and pressed it into his fist. No one had paid 

mind to what happened in a flash inside the vitrine.  

He set out adjacent to the sidewalk, holding out against it, drivers pelting him with acrid 

commands to step up onto the platform and leave the road to the cars, but he didn’t listen; he 

would resist the allurement of the glass display case. He laughed at the guile of the years. He 

had thought that shopping turned the passersby into statues standing in front of the 

mannequins, but the people were not simply looking at the mannequins and the displayed 

merchandise. Rather, there are relationships that start and end outside glass vitrines. 

When Alfred had seen himself in the mirror, he had felt that he looked shorter than the 

mental image he had drawn up of himself. He knew that his height was unremarkable, but he 

did not feel that he was as short as he had looked from inside the vitrine. He wondered why he 

did not have a full-length mirror to lay bare to him the truths of his body before he collided 

with them in the street in such a way. He nearly called his mother to ask her about his father’s 

height, particularly given that his elder siblings were tall, as was his mother. 

Alfred has a lot of questions he would like to ask his mother, not all of them along the 

lines of the latter. Mothers always have the answers, with perplexing certitude and total 

candor. They also keep loaded truths. 

Alfred’s mother had carved out her life from the start, her voice carrying her to the 

world’s stages as a distinguished opera singer. She had been granted Dutch citizenship in honor 

of her status in the arts and had lived prosperous years with her children in The Hague, 

promising them the Egyptian sun to make up for months of cloudy skies. Alfred loved the 

country that he came to visit in the summer months, free and easy times in their lives, far from 

academic life and bedtime at 8 pm. This country meant vast capacities for fun and delighted 

eyes welcoming them wherever they went. In his grandfather’s village in Beheira or in their 

relatives’ homes in Cairo, they were “the foreigner’s kids.”  

In the summer, they would go to the sea at Marsa Matrouh with their family. The sea 

was just an extension of his grandfather’s blue eyes. He would take off his eyeglasses specially 

to see Alfred’s drawings in the sand. Alfred always says, “My grandfather was the seaman of 

my childhood.” He was shocked to learn that he had been a judge widely known for his 

firmness, sitting among paperwork and government logbooks and desks. 

Alfred loved his branching family. His mother lived inside their stories even after 

settling in the Netherlands. She kept up with the daily chronicles of the house of her elder 

sister and her children, likewise checking in daily on her widowed father who insisted on living 

alone in his home, without a companion or a family member. His grandfather aged and could no 

longer take them to the sea through his eyes. Alfred still managed to bring him along to the 

Shooting Club, where they would sit together to watch skittish cats and food-filching crows. 

Alfred talks slowly when speaking in Arabic, and his grandfather when talking in general. His 



grandfather began to decline, and Alfred’s tongue began to decline from trying to learn his 

mother language without an unmistakable foreign accent. 

Alfred runs out of breath often when speaking Arabic, ascending to the tenth floor in a 

flash then coming to a sudden standstill at the end of the sentence. But he is adamant that his 

relationship with the language be more than purely aural, and he certainly would not write in 

Arabic. At the very least he would like to speak it without fumbling for words or fragmentation. 

His sentences persistently get rent while crossing his lips, but he tries. The summer months had 

not sufficed to realize the undertaking; Alfred’s relationship to the Arabic language would take 

a revolution!  

Alfred thinks in hybrid Dutch, utilizing English as a second language, so his thoughts 

pass through filters of the two languages before he utters a single word in Arabic—a protracted 

journey over which he opts for keeping quiet when sitting at a gathering where people are 

speaking the Egyptian colloquial. In these instances he comes off quiet and reserved. He just 

barely follows the crossfire of dialog and translates it internally first, then differentiates the 

earnest remarks from the jest since early on he had not understood what the dialect threw at 

him. A remark might have seemed serious to him had it not made everyone burst out laughing, 

and a remark that he had understood to be funny might make everything around him seem to 

sprout sadness. He decided accordingly to monitor people’s facial expressions first. 

Alfred’s Dutch father, Albert Jacob, was several years older than his mother. He had 

worked in the music programs of the public radio for years, even becoming one of its eminent 

personalities. He passed away following a sudden heart attack inside the studio. Alfred had 

been too young to comprehend what had happened at the time; the broadcast had stopped 

suddenly, and his father’s voice had vanished from the house and the radio. His Dutch roots 

might have withered away after his father’s voice stopped broadcasting if not for his elder 

siblings, whom Jacob had by his first, Dutch wife. 

One morning his mother decided to inform her only son, who had only just begun work 

as an emergency physician, that she was thinking of going back to Egypt, settling, and moving 

about from there to the world’s capitals. She advised him that there was no need to change his 

life plan. She had stopped singing at the opera and was participating in various festivals and 

celebratory events, and she stood in need now of the closeness and company of family while 

Alfred’s grandfather needed someone by his side through his autumn years. 

Calmly and decidedly, Alfred told his mother, “Follow your plan as you see fit.” After all, 

he still had his whole life ahead of him as a physician in The Hague. “And I will by all means 

visit in the summer as we used to do together,” Alfred told her genuinely. 

Today he needed the courage to tell her that he could no longer walk the streets of this 

city. Three years he had spent in Cairo without a plan, because Cairo owned all the plans, and 

accordingly, visitors lost their way just as residents did. In the beginning, Alfred had liked the 

chaotic life of the city that kept on according to a set of unexpressed terms. He had anticipated 

that after a while he would understand some of the secrets underwriting its distinctive cadence 

of life, but he had not succeeded. 

Everything started when he learned that his mother and his aunt and her children were 

sharing with the millions in the January endeavor—the long road leading inevitably to the light. 

But he did not know why no one had reached the light as of yet. Striving alone was not enough, 

so it would seem. He sensed that his role here had ended—the field hospital doctor with no 



casualties to be saved and without a field
1
. Before he had joined the family’s flock toward the 

light, the finest of his ambitions had been completing his research projects for his master’s and 

doctorate in the white world. But the black world presented him with a new dispatch. 

Alfred did not need to ride the metro today on his way to the family house in Dokki. His 

grandfather had built the three-story villa in the middle of the agricultural lands known as 

Dayr al-Nahiya adjacent to Cairo University. Back when Dokki was a rural hamlet of Giza 

governorate, the house had been next door to the gardens of the Faculty of Agriculture and the 

largest of the governorate’s parks: the Orman Garden and the Giza Zoo. 

The villa’s garden still wrapped around the small house, the aged mango, lemon, and fig 

trees still shedding their crop on the soil. The children of the district did their utmost to climb 

the trees and pick the fruits. The grandfather did not object to that, but his daughters felt the 

motion of time. Their concerns about him intensified as their villa started to seem like a 

lonesome green recess amid the beleaguerment of massive new residential buildings. They 

raised barrier walls and installed electronic gates for the garage and the entrance of the house. 

Today Alfred needed to walk the whole stretch, crossing over the small, clove-like Al-

Galaa bridge, dear to the heart of smartly dressed anglers who come out by night if a police 

checkpoint does not overrun the bridge. 

Despite that Alfred has been subjected to a number of crises while walking, he insists 

on the habit. Headphones sometimes shield him from the mania of Cairo, but they also cut him 

off from what is happening around him. One evening someone struck him on the head in one of 

the streets of downtown to rob him of his cell phone as he was typing a text message. He had 

not sensed that someone had been closing in on him. He didn’t run after the thief, who cussed 

him out after the robbery, and he did not even hear the abuse for his resolve to keep the 

headphones on at even the very last second! 

He reached the house in Dokki. This time of morning his mother usually sits in the small 

garden open to the kitchen like a lung. He stepped inside and found her at work in the kitchen. 

He got a small chair and sat by the door where a stream of damp air passes through.  

“I won’t go back to The Hague … that’s for certain,” Alfred told his mother as he spread a 

paper napkin onto his face and mopped up the sweat. He would not be able to get his former 

life back so simply. She told him that the fruit from their land had been delivered and 

requested his help in sorting it and parceling it out to the family. She worked her hand into one 

of the orange crates and carefully selected four oranges then washed them and pressed them 

using a small, modern orange-juicing device. Alfred gulped down a cup of the juice in two 

swigs. 

She shifted to the crates of fruit stacked at the heart of the kitchen atop the large 

dining table then started working on apportioning it into fabric sacks printed with palm trees. 

Alfred got up and set about helping, his hand in the orange crate and hers in the crate of 

pomegranates. He explained that his compass was pointing eastward yet. Syria was in enduring 

need of doctors, her cities drowning in victims of an undeclared Third World War. They usurped 

his attention, and he had reached out to several medical organizations that confirmed their 

need for doctors who understand Arabic and speak English. 

While energetically carrying on with the fruit-sorting, he asked his mother about his 

father’s height. She responded authoritatively, “He was a tad shorter than you.” 

                                                      
1
 Here the word for “field” as in “field hospital” is the same as the word for “square” as in Tahrir Square. So this 

could read “a hospital in the square … without a square.” 
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She sings less each time she comes back to us. 

Where does her sonorous voice get off to? Something built up on the walls of her vocal 

cords and diminished their resonance whereas before the melodies had flowed forth to no end. 

We had gotten used to cutting off our serious conversation for excerpts of song sung by 

Wesal; they burst into the open almost out of nowhere. An evocative word in a sentence or a 

situation that might inspire a verse … that’s how the dazzling flames of song always broke out. 

We’d chime in if we could then turn into a chorus behind her until her voice dimmed, the words 

skating over the melody, and she would wrap up the song solo.  

Wesal plans her husband’s and child’s successive holidays to Egypt, coming with them at 

least three times a year. She doesn’t want to miss anything here, and she’s not willing to live 

here, either. She comes nostalgically and leaves nostalgically and plays with the distance like 

an amusing, pleasant game to recharge that nostalgia. 

This time she came back on her own, in fact the only time without Amgad Yamama. 

“Where’re you at, Selma?” A question searching for the place irrespective of the state. 

She dropped in on me like she always does wherever I might be—at home, at work, on the 

street, at a party. 

It was Friday, and I had decided to stay in with the end of a hot afternoon, wrapped up 

in getting some translations done, the submission deadline imminent. I told her from the outset 

that my circumstances wouldn’t permit today, and I emphasized as a warning, “I’ll listen with 

only half an ear and I won’t be able to cook like usual and we won’t be able to drink.” But she 

insisted on account of the tight timeframe of her trip to Egypt this time. I didn’t know why she 

had come on her own in a hurry. She said as an order of sorts, “I won’t be able to talk about all 

this on the phone.” 

People returning from abroad during their vacations impose them on us, too, as if we 

live waiting for them! They gradually forget the rhythm of life here, where there are no 

scheduled annual holidays or weekly days off. We work when work is available and take forced 

vacations when the work lets up, a state of fluidity we inherited from the agricultural societies 

that we descended from and the self-employment that most of our generation survives by, 

which resembles seasons of planting and harvest. 

She sat next to me ready to pounce then made a bid to draw nearer to me while I tried 

to hug my laptop close, going over the translation and pausing at the lines highlighted in yellow 

that I had targeted for revision. She drank some cold water then gushed quickly, “I came on a 

quick assignment with the company I work for. It came up that they wanted some field 

research with some people, so I suggested Egypt, of course, so that I could come visit on the 

same trip.”  

“Woooow, sly lady,” I snorted without looking at her, “Why didn’t you go to Beirut, get 

away and tour around a bit?!!” 

She straightened up and told me with the same effusive air that she had begun 

suffering a strange affliction every so often since she had moved to Istanbul. Sometimes she 

forgets her former life here; she stands at a distance from everything, content with her stable, 



quiet life and minimal work. She conserves all her energy to bring up her child, learning with 

him sometimes. They even take music lessons together, ascending to the same stage upon 

graduating from piano lessons, son and mother performing in front of the same panel of 

instrumentalists at the end of the training. 

But other times the aches and pains seep in without a clear cause. Out of the blue 

everything hurts her: the steady, iterative life, sleeping alone without Amgad the ever-

traveling, who comes back with his bottle and stories of the blazing terrain in Erbil, Mosul, and 

Baghdad. He returns to their home in Istanbul twice a month. Each time she loves him and 

threatens him and curses him, and each time he placates her and hears her out and proceeds to 

act like an imbecile and drink to a point that enrages her. She smashes his bottles and would 

like to smash his head sometimes. He lobs his icy formulations at her, and she slings her white-

hot words at him. 

The relationship that was salvaged by distance, departure, and flight yearns now to land 

on the ground, to touch terra firma. Even the birds descend to land to scrounge for worms and 

the scraps of humanity’s foodstuffs, for the earth is the fate of all living beings, even those that 

have wings! In the end, it embraces the remains of even the most magnificent and beautiful 

birds, the firmament unable to carry them fallen. The earth and that which you are promised. 

She works for a company that studies public needs and sells its reports to goods and 

services companies. Before convincing them of the excursion to Cairo, her condition began to 

intensify acutely. The cyclic anxiety filtered into her body and her consciousness. She has 

become familiar with this ailment; she falls into it then comes out of it with great anguish and 

exertion. When she gets worn down completely, her capacity to hold out is eaten away, so she 

collapses and then comes back again. But over the span of the fall, a huge commotion happens 

in her life, and she requires immediate repair. 

She raises her child and works from home. She meets up with the circle of friends that 

she has expanded, and she has even formed substantial friendships, too. She has been learning 

Turkish slowly, and Amgad is learning Iraqi Arabic with a knack and speed that astound her. 

The child shifts nervously between a range of languages and dialects. 

This time she does not yield to the cyclic anxiety, which launched its ferocious attack 

from a robust and strategic position: What remains of her dreams in scientific research, which 

she has given up entirely since she left Egypt? She contented herself with a master’s, and the 

doctorate remained an aspiration deferred. After all, she’s raising her child. It has not been in 

her capacity to do anything but, given that his father has been away on his travels, working 

long, perilous hours in the territories of perpetual fighting in Iraq. Her child needed her, and 

she needed him. She thinks of him as an alternative project to her life. But where is her life?! 

The crisis was that when the waves of cyclic anxiety tyrannize her, she thinks of going 

back to Egypt. At least here she wouldn’t bring him up alone as she has been doing for years. 

Her family and Yamama’s would be dying to see their grandson more regularly than on 

vacations alone. 

She refuses to divulge the idea of return at the moment she succumbs. She gets 

comfortable with the idea then throws it out, vexed and rageful; she wants to choose to come 

back. She thought that a short holiday in Egypt without her little family and without the typical 

agenda for visiting might lift her from her fall and rescue her from the cyclic anxiety. She 

found a way to made it happen, and her enthusiasm grew after the company’s agreement and 

payment of the travel expenses. 



For Wesal, there is something truly magical about travel preparations, especially for this 

exceptional trip. This time she confronted the cyclic anxiety diligently. 

“I’ll help you with the translation at the end, but focus with me here!” she barked.  

“Nope, we’ll sit and chit-chat away and you’ll spill all you’ve got then cut and run as 

usual. You talk, I’m listening.” 

She was fed up with me, but she didn’t back down. I continued my work quietly so as 

not to disturb her typical torrent of speech. She said, “Amgad and I decided to open our 

relationship, and since then I can’t figure out how to do anything in my life in general.” 

I pushed the laptop away from me a little. With the fatal blow, Wesal had succeeded in 

her quest. 

We have talked about open relationships and their exigency over the course of long-

lasting marriages and relationships continuing for years. We have come to understand the 

quandaries of time, tedium, and humdrum life. We have come to recognize our need for a 

permanent companion who understands us without our needing to speak, but the flame’s 

burning out by dint of routine is unavoidable. Life is inherently mundane, and it ossifies the 

more we reiterate the same rites. As we entered our thirties the case for open relationships 

began to posit itself forcefully. To maintain a permanent partner and permit ourselves short-

lived, casual relationships would ease the climate of torpid life, give it a hot kiss. We all know 

where the river ends. We all know that what rushes and teems one moment dribbles and drains 

the next. When the water runs dry in its course, its tracks are left behind on the land 

mournfully. Arid, cracked land that cultures only a devilish plant. 

Some of us have dismissed the idea of open relationships on principle and said that 

they’re sheer nonsense that eventually kill relationships. Others have said, prideful of their 

still-new partnerships, “Thinking of someone else means that the first love has expired, and the 

more honorable thing to do is to end the relationship.” Some have said with dated certainty, 

“All attempts at open relationships have fallen through and ended.” The uncertain few have 

said, “And why not? We might try and fail, or we might pull it off. Every now and again the 

body needs a foreign, fresh hand to mess about in the neglected areas—places the learned, 

practiced partner is not cognizant of.” 

I asked her, “Do you need the daring or the decision?”  

“We made the decision together because he spends most of the year away from us and 

we both need to breathe. He might ruin us both during his solo traveling. The bi-weekly visits 

won’t solve my crisis if I lose my strength one night and he’s not there or if I keep myself 

going, which means postponing my collapse until he comes so that the holiday turns into hell. I 

don’t know anymore when I might fall down or explode. When he’s away I have no choice but 

to be strong and functional to keep my son’s life in order, and on the break I have to be 

pleasant and excited to enjoy the holiday. When can I break down, even a little?” 

I told her, “But this all comes down to what you’ve chosen?!” 

She flared up and adjusted the positioning of her prescription eyeglasses that she 

insists on wearing, refusing LASIK surgery despite that it is now guaranteed safe and effective. 

She said, “What choices? Life here isn’t an option anymore! I want to spare Rashid, whom we 

had in the moments of false hope before he became a cross that I shoulder wherever I go. The 

district that Rashid lived his first years in was putrefied by killing; the smell of blood and the 

cry of weapons and the clamor of the masses fleeing the slaughter—all of that surrounded us. 

Escaping Youssef Abbas Street after all that happened in 2013 was not a choice. Because when 

it was, in fact, a choice, we didn’t choose it!” 



I backed off, apologetic for having learned all the details, but in truth by “choice” I had 

not meant the question of their leaving Egypt. I had meant the manner of her relationship with 

Amgad. She possesses extraordinary talents unrelated to the profession of medicine that she 

does not practice, and she deserves a fresh experience if the old relationship has dwindled. I 

meant her choice to open the relationship or not, her rebuff of anyone who tries to get close to 

her, and her abandonment of her passion for scientific research and investigation. 

Open the relationship truly so that you can find out what you want from him and from 

yourself, I told her. I glimpsed her fear of the step—her fear that she wouldn’t return. Or that he 

wouldn’t. She is certain that he would not start despite that they had agreed on exchanging the 

bodies of others, and this puts her mind at ease. But she knows that if she were to begin, he 

would not delay to do the same. And could she bear that? 

Yamama had let her walk into the trap, affording her the first step on soft ground while 

he stood watching at the end of the way, preserving for himself the assured, solid second step. 

She speaks with conviction about their special relationship despite everything that has 

come to pass—about their profound mutual understanding through times of trouble and the 

lengthy history that has united them since their college escapades and that abbreviates a lot of 

explanations and clarifications, but Wesal tries to tint the present circumstance with love. She 

summons up the sentimental energy from the legacy of the relationship to facilitate its 

temporary deliverance, speaking from both her heart and her mind to effect the necessary 

balance to give rise to a strong justification. I shortened the course for her. “Then put your 

feelings for him to the test and put your trust in what you two have. Try to enjoy your life 

without depriving yourself; a little fleeting tenderness on painful nights can’t hurt.” 

I said this with tremulous certainty. I egg her on, trying to stir up some hot blood in her. 

Into the unknown, so that I might jolt her body, and in doing so maybe my body might be 

moved with her. It was the entirely opportune moment for her to ask me, “And what about 

Bilal? Has your shot at an open relationship succeeded since he left, too?” 

I told her I don’t know … I was adamant about my decision to open the relationship, and 

he saw it as revenge against him. He didn’t absorb any of what I told him. A kind of deafness 

came over him, and he turned his eyes away. Even at our final goodbye at the airport I didn’t 

hear a single word from him, just his droning on. He cried fervently and kept on talking about 

his impending loneliness and what a shock it was to be traveling alone. He was genuinely upset 

that he wasn’t taking me with him, like an important suitcase that had gotten lost between 

airports. I went home extremely anxious that night. It’s baffling that I hadn’t had enough of 

being shaken up like that, my spirit wracking my body and vice versa. I cried all my tears 

alone; he didn’t deserve to see a single drop. 

“In that case the relationship is over, not open?!” she said. 

Actually I still love that brute, Wesal, with all his fatal flaws; I felt with him that life and 
the world loved me, I don’t say.  

“There’s still a lot between us,” I said, “When it’s over I won’t hesitate to announce that.” 

With predictable curiosity, she asked, “Does he know about your new flings?” 

“We agreed not to inform each other of the details. He and I both have total freedom, 

and when I started, he did not delay in snatching every conceivable opportunity. He came right 

out of his loneliness and his intense sobbing over the missing suitcase!” I laughed and looked at 

her, realizing that her turn in the conversation had come. On to rugged terrain. 

When she began to talk about her sexual asceticism, I started to detect the lie. It was as 

if she were piercing herself with a needle to let the words out. I cut her off mentally. Do you 



actually expect me to accept that talk, Wesal? You are handing over an excuse for this cruelty 
to yourself. Sexual asceticism … killer boredom, that is to say. Asceticism in your thirties! 

I nodded my head in incredulous amazement and shifted snugly in my seat, then 

resumed looking at the laptop screen. 

She fell silent and rested her head on the sofa cushion. She swept her hair behind her 

and said with solemn finality, “I don’t want to lose my partner away from our country … losing 

him will split my heart wide open and leave me even more lost, exposed and vulnerable facing 

the unknown —"  

I interrupted her gently. “Whenever I have talked with you about your life, your body, 

your heart, you respond with foolproof, airtight logic, but the whole thing is unfortunately not 

actually foolproof and airtight. The life has been seeping out of you for a while now because 

you forgo your fundamental needs and don’t seek any pleasure at all. If it were settled you 

would not fall into the fits of cyclic anxiety that have ruled your life lately.” 

She shifted her gaze away from me, looking for the first time at the balcony door, then 

turned with a nimble start and said, “Wisdom doesn’t suit you, O veteran of deep intimate 

tensions, of long-drawn, age-old relationships that might as well be marriage. Life doesn’t 

always line up with your ideals. You go through repeated crises with different people and do 

not stop to ask yourself why the tragedies repeat. I don’t want to redo the tragedy. One is 

plenty.” 

I told her spiritedly that the tragedy doesn’t arrive solo, before it come fun, sex, 

madness, and emotional fulfillment, then comes the turn for tragedy. All there is to it is that I 

seek variety in my tragedies rather than boredom with one. We laughed and adjusted our 

postures on the sofa, knowing that she will start now. Wesal’s voice ignited on a chorus. “Do 

you know why? … Without a reason why.” 

She took off abruptly to make it to another commitment. As I anticipated, she did not 

revise the translation with me. I sent an email to request an extension on the submission 

deadline to tomorrow and closed my laptop. 
 

 


