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… and we do not expect people to be moved by what is not unusual. That element of tragedy which lies in the very fact of frequency, has not yet wrought itself into the coarse emotion of mankind; and perhaps our frames could hardly bear much of it. If we had a keen vision and feeling for all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence.

George Eliot, Middlemarch
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I

July–August 1979


Scene 1

Saturday, 28 July 1979

London

– used to it – although sometimes the very fact of my having grown used to it strikes me as the oddest thing of all! But then as Dada Zeina (and the vast majority of grown-ups) would say: one gets used to anything. So Chrissie, dear, I’ve been notching them up again (although not at the moment, of course, with Khalu and Nadia both here) – nothing serious – just broadening my base, so to speak, and am looking forward to telling – and hearing – many stories in two months’ time (your children permitting of course), although I guess there may not be Arabiscos still for tea. Is it all really as different as I hear it is? Not everything can change though, can it? I mean, there must be some things that stay as they are; after all, it’s only been five years, and while that’s very long for you and me it isn’t long at all in the history of a country-

Asya looks up from her letter-pad: her uncle sits in her new armchair with the vaguely Andalusian design in red and gold velvet and gazes out through the french windows and across the small south-facing balcony. What is he looking at? What can he see from where he sits? Only an elaborate arrangement of fragile lines and angles black against the clear blue sky: the aerials and the antennae on top of the Czechoslovak embassy building. Were he to stand up he would see the grey bulk of the Cromwell Hospital – still under construction but functioning nevertheless. And in the foreground, between her house and the hospital, a long, white wall well on its way to being completely covered with green creepers.

He sits and stares without moving for a while, then raises his right hand and slips it under the back of his chequered beige wool shooting cap so that the brim falls at a rakish angle over his eyes – and rubs the back of his head. He adjusts the cap and reaches towards the black ash table and picks up his diary once again. He smooths it out on his knee and holds it open with the heel of his right hand. Then he turns backwards one page, then two, then forward to where he had first opened it. He rests his palm on the diary and sits back frowning.

Asya moves from where she has been sitting at the old gate-leg table. She walks over to him and bends and puts her arm around his shoulders.

‘I’ll make you some coffee, Khalu.’

He does not look up but says, ‘I seem to have lost a day somewhere –’ ‘Well, don’t try to find it this minute. You’re still tired.’ She pats his shoulder. ‘Come on, put the diary away. Do you want a biscuit with the coffee? Or some cake?’

He looks up at her with her brother’s eyes – and her mother’s. Where did they get these eyes? They aren’t her grandmother’s; her eyes had been green. And they aren’t her grandfather’s either. Ismail Mursi’s eyes had been black black: deep and shining and looking as though they were lined with kohl – like Nasser’s. Typical Upper Egyptian eyes. His son’s are a gentle hazel and she notes – suddenly and with a slight surprise as she does each time – slightly mismatched: the right eye now looks puzzled, anxious; the left eye is – as usual – blank.

Then he looks down at the diary. He closes it.

‘Let’s go out. Let’s go for a walk.’

‘Do you think –’ she hesitates. ‘I mean, can you – manage?’

‘Of course I can.’

An impatient, arrogant note has come into his voice. Her grandfather’s. But her grandfather would have stood up and walked out. His son, Hamid Mursi, continues, ‘There’s a place in Kensington High Street that makes good espresso. And you can have some ice-cream.’

Asya smiles. I am twenty-nine, she thinks. But you are still my uncle; my only uncle. And I still like ice-cream.

She stands back and watches him lever himself up with his right hand, wait a few seconds till he steadies, then walk to the bedroom to find his shoes. He comes back with them on and carrying his jacket in his right hand. She takes it from him and stands behind him, holding it for him to get into. Then she comes round to his front and reaches up and straightens his tie – a deep red silk with a scattering of tiny dark green circles – and he says, ‘I shan’t bother with the arm this time.’ So she does up the two buttons of his jacket and he pushes the end of his left sleeve into its breast with his right hand and she slides her own hand into the crook of his right elbow and they set off.

Outside, the sunshine makes them blink and she digs into her handbag and finds his sunglasses and hers before they start walking down the dappled Kensington streets. In Addison Gardens they stand aside for two young nannies in striped uniforms pushing their prams home from Holland Park. The nannies look up from their conversation and smile their thanks. What they see is a tall man in his middle age standing erect and looking a bit military with his left hand tucked into the breast of his jacket. His jacket is a beige tweed and he wears a white shirt and a tie and a woollen shooting cap on this warm July afternoon. He has on a pair of gold-rimmed sunglasses and he is foreign of course. Darkish. Could be Spanish – or Greek – or Arab. So could the woman who holds on to his arm – his daughter maybe? Or could be a young wife. She is somewhere in her middle twenties, goodlooking, with black eyes and lots of long black hair. She wears a loose blue cotton skirt and a sleeveless fuchsia top from French Connection and she has earrings, bangles, open-toed shoes and toenails to match. She carries a big bright mirror-work bag that Oxfam just up the road had in their window for three pounds last month and round her neck she has a single strand of pearls. Real ones. When the nannies look back a couple of minutes later they see the couple turning into Allen Street. They are walking slowly – somehow more stately than strolling – arm in arm, and do not alter their step even as they cross the road.

‘This is it,’ says Hamid Mursi.

They find a table in a patch of shade and Asya asks for a chocolate icecream with caramel sauce while her uncle orders a ‘doppio ‘spresso, per favore’ and for a moment enjoys the sounds of Italian on his own tongue. She watches as he glances with automatic interest at a tableful of tanned blondes. But in seconds his face takes on its abstracted look again. The end of the left arm still sits – Napoleonic fashion – in the breast of the jacket. But the right hand has slipped back into the pocket that holds the diary. Oh brother of my mother. First dashing young man of my girlhood – he looks up and finds her staring at him and raises his eyebrows questioningly.

‘I was just thinking’ – she smiles – ‘that you look a bit like Napoleon.’

‘He was a dwarf.’ He gives her a wide smile. ‘I’d make two of him.’

‘Even Napoleon you’ll take on, Khalu?’

‘Asya, dear, I must be keeping you from all sorts of things.’

She smiles and shakes her head.

‘You’re keeping me from nothing. It’s a weekend anyway.’

‘I don’t mean just now.’

‘I’m doing everything I want to do.’

‘All right. But you know you don’t have to spend every minute with me? It’s enough that we have your lovely flat as a home in this country.’

‘It’s OK. Really. It’s just so nice having you here – even under the circumstances.’

And what about all the time you’ve given me. The bits of your life – no, of my life that you’ve given me? The ‘quick spins’ to Port Said and Ismailia when I was small and your black Austin was the first and only car in the family? The wild games on the stairs of Grandfather’s house so I wouldn’t hear my mother’s screams when Kareem was being born? The summer days in Alexandria when you taught me to swim? The summer nights when you let me come with you and your amazingly beautiful new bride to the open-air cinema? Asya smiles. One night they had wandered into the cinema, bought their drinks and sat down. The film was called A Rage to Live and starred Susanne Pleshette, whose pictures Asya had seen in magazines and who she thought was terrific. She had played a small-town girl and Asya (although she was eleven and did not really understand what was happening and only learned the word ‘nymphomaniac’ a few years later when she saw the woman in Fellini’s Satyricon who lies tied down to her bed in a tent in the fairground while her husband desperately rounds up one man after another to dive into the tent and into her. As long as some man is inside her she lies still. She cannot fold her arms around him but her face looks tender and serene even beatific. The moment she is left empty, however, she snarls and writhes and gnashes her teeth and strains to break free from her bonds and gouge out the eyes of her keeper: her husband) – Asya was spellbound. She had noticed her uncle conferring with Tante Sunny and, halfway through, he had said lightly, ‘This is a bit of a silly film, isn’t it? Shall we go?’ But Asya had merely shaken her head and they had had to sit at her side through many torrid scenes and seductions before Pleshette arrived at her awesomely moral end. Afterwards, over pancakes stuffed with mincemeat in the marketplace at Sidi Bishr, with the big gas-lamps glaring in the night and the sounds of the nearby funfair drifting on the wind and the sea a mass of dark movement on the other side of the road, he had obviously felt he ought to say, ‘She was ill, you know, she wasn’t normal. It was a silly film.’ Neither Asya nor he has mentioned that night since. Now she looks at him and smiles. She taps pink fingernails on the table to catch his attention.

‘Khalu, aren’t you a bit too hot in this jacket?’

A look of uncertainty crosses his face, then he says, ‘No. No, it’s just right. I’m a little cold.’

He orders a second espresso and she has one too. Then he takes his diary out of his pocket and opens it on the table in front of him.

Alexandria. The beach at Sidi Bishr. The sun has set and all the parasols have been gathered. A few people still loiter on the beach. Mama Deela, Asya’s grandmother, and Tante Soraya, Mama Deela’s second daughter, are standing at the edge of the water looking out to sea while what must have been a four-year-old Asya, wrapped in a blue and white striped towelling robe, snatches a few last moments of play at their feet Eventually, a swimmer can be seen rounding the back of the rock island which sits about two hundred metres out to sea and represents after the bobbing red buoys – the final boundary known to bathers in the sheltered bay. He approaches with leisurely freestyle strokes, his feet making hardly a ripple in the water behind him. Mama Deela starts unfolding a large bath-towel.

Tante Soraya says, ‘I told you not to worry.’

‘It’s just that he might catch cold.’

‘Hamid never catches cold. He never even feels the cold.’

‘Stop it, Soraya: you’ll evil-eye your brother.’

Uncle Hamid wades out of the sea, hitches up his navy blue swimsuit and shakes himself over Asya, who squeals and looks up for more. His mother wraps the towel around his shoulders and he says, ‘You’re still here? I thought you’d have gone home.’

‘Mama has been worrying about you,’ Tante Soraya says reproachfully.

‘Mama always worries about me,’ he says as he uses a corner of the towel to dry his face. He puts a damp hand on the shoulder of his mother’s pale green dress. ‘You shouldn’t worry about me.’

‘Come on, come on.’ Mama Deela pats his hand and starts to walk heavily homeward. ‘Come. Otherwise it will be time for evening prayers before I’ve done the sunset ones. And you’re going to catch cold.’

For how could Fadeela al-Nabulsi stop worrying about her only son? She had started twenty-two years ago before he was even born, as she lay on her bed with her hand on her belly, attending to the kicks of the new child while she watched its older brother die. She had two daughters, Lateefa and Soraya, and she knew that her third child, her first-born son, was going to die. She had known it for more than a year. He was two now and he could speak and sing and laugh but he could not stand or walk. Lateefa had to carry him everywhere for she herself had been unwell since his birth. And he was heavy and swollen. Swollen and swelling more and more every day and nobody knew what to do for him. He was a placid, happy child and sometimes she could hardly bear to look at him. But he was Lateefa’s responsibility now, and even though she was not yet six she looked after him and took him everywhere on her bony little hip, and she, Fadeela, was now five months pregnant and still ill and in bed concentrating on the new baby growing inside her and praying for a boy – a healthy boy to bear his father’s name and partner him in his business. What would Mama Deela have felt if she had been there when he finally did? When he sat in his father’s shop that first day – under his own portrait taken thirteen years earlier when he was just twenty-one – and said hesitantly, ‘Maybe you could let me do the books?’ And the old man had grunted and shambled off to the back of the big dark shop and made some show of looking for things in various desk drawers, then vanished upstairs into the workrooms where he stayed with his carpenters and polishers and upholsterers till night-time, and his son sat under his triumphant portrait and considered what he should now do with what was left to him of his life.

She had been spared all that, for she had died in 1956, when Hamid was just twenty-three. There is a photo – it must have been taken a few weeks after that summer evening on the beach – showing Mama Deela standing in the desert. Her dress is blown by the wind and she holds on to it with her right hand while she raises her left to her head to secure her tarha. She squints a little into the sunlight and looks, as she does in all of the few photos of her that exist, part proud, part embarrassed. At her right her son stands tall and handsome. His feet are wide apart and both his hands are on his hips. He wears baggy white shorts, a sleeveless vest and a thin, Spanish-style moustache. Tante Soraya, not quite twenty-four, stands on the other side of her mother looking very pretty and windswept in a long, light cloche skirt and a shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbow, her bare feet dug into the sand. Near her feet sits Asya in dark trousers and a white shirt with a white ribbon in her hair. And next to Asya and looking up at her brother sits Nadia, his youngest sister: sixteen, with curly hair and round glasses. Hamid has got his first job – with an oil company drilling in the Sinai – and his mother and the two of his sisters who were in Egypt had brought Asya with them and come up for a few days to inspect his new whitewashed bungalow and help him set up home. In her room in the north of England many years later (nineteen years later to be exact), Asya had spent what must have been hours staring at this photograph. It had amazed her then that Mama Deela was only fortyfour when it was taken. How proud she must have been on that day – and how relieved. She had borne him without mishap. When he was only one year old she had pulled him back – with the help of God – from the brink of the grave. She had seen him through school. She had seen him arrested and imprisoned for two whole years during which her heart and blood had turned sluggish with grief. She had rejoiced in his release and in his graduation, and even though he had not joined his father – Ismail was, after all, a hard man to work with, he was a hard man to live with – the business would always be there and Hamid was in a pioneering, responsible job, a job fitting for a man: for a fine strong decent clever man, as her son had turned out to be. And his future lay before him. Maybe one day, when he’d first stood on his own feet, he would join his father –

‘This won’t do.’

‘What won’t do, Khalu?’

‘It’s Saturday today? Right?’

‘Right.’

‘I came out of hospital yesterday, Friday, and I went in the day before, Thursday. But I can’t remember anything from Wednesday.’

‘No. You went into hospital Wednesday.’

‘But I went in one day and came out the next.’

‘No, Khalu. You went in on Wednesday. You stayed in Thursday –you were having the treatment – and you came out Friday – yesterday –evening.’

‘Then it’s Thursday that I don’t remember?’

‘Don’t you remember any of it?’

He shakes his head.

‘Don’t you remember suddenly waking and looking to see if you were still hooked up, and then the pretty Australian nurse came in to check the drip – you don’t remember anything?’

Again he shakes his head.

‘She said, “OK Mr Mursi?” and you said, “Nurse, where’s my icepack?” She just looked at you. You looked completely wide awake. Then you said, “I understand the ice-pack stops the hair falling out. I haven’t got many hairs left and each one of them is precious to me. Each one of them is known to me. If I lose any of them I shall be very unhappy. I shall sue the hospital.” ’

Hamid Mursi is grinning; his right eye is alive, interested. He throws back his head and laughs.

‘I said that?’

‘Yes you did, and then you closed your eyes and fell asleep. Nadia had to follow her into the corridor and convince her you were joking – or delirious.’

He pushes his cap over the bridge of his nose and rubs the back of his head, still smiling. Then he nods admiringly.

‘That’s not bad. That’s good.’

‘She was going to stop the treatment.’

He shrugs and signals the waitress.

‘Nadia must be home by now,’ he says. As he adjusts the cap he says, ‘A lot of the hair – not that there was a lot to begin with – but a lot of what there was – has fallen out.’

‘It will grow again,’ Asya says.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Yes, I know it will.’


Scene 2

Later that evening

They sit on the balcony looking silently at the sky. A warm, moonlit, July night. Rod Stewart is on the record-player and a supper of cheeses, cold roast beef, salads and yoghurt is spread out on the low bamboo table in front of them. Mint tea is brewing in the teapot and three small glasses stand ready for it. Asya al-Ulama and Nadia Mursi share the cane twoseater while Hamid Mursi, wrapped in his woollen cloak with his beige shooting cap still on his head, sits in the woven armchair and longs for a brandy.

Nadia takes up more than her fair share of the small sofa, but Asya is glad of the comforting solidity of her presence. Asya glances at her aunt. She is looking into her tea as though she could read the leaves – but there are no leaves, for this has been made with teabags. What is she thinking of? Of her brother sitting to her left? Or of the two small children she has left in Lateefa’s care in Alexandria so that she could be here with him? How awful to think that even as they sit here the cells are growing. Asya kicks gently at the brick wall. She misses her cottage up in the north. Khalu would have enjoyed it: he would have liked her tiny stream and the horses grazing in the field and the smell of the wood fire in the evening. She kicks again at the brick wall. She had wanted to plant ivy and roses on this balcony, but if she was going to Cairo soon – and for long stretches – who would water them and look after them?

Nadia says, ‘I don’t know, Hamid. I don’t know if it’s wise –’

‘It’s finished, Nadia. It’s finished,’ Hamid says, but gently.

‘I see Khalu’s point,’ Asya says.

‘Of course,’ says Nadia. ‘His point is very clear. But still –’

‘It’s not possible, Nadia,’ says Hamid. ‘It’s not reasonable. If the cells were responding to the treatment even – that would be something. But they’re not and all the rest of me is suffering. I’m becoming confused.

I’m losing days. And the cells are simply unaffected.’

‘I spoke to Tony and to June Hampshire today and they both confirmed that it can take three to four treatments before the response begins, and they strongly recommended that you continue for a bit.’

He shakes his head. ‘I can’t do it. What did Shnayerson say in New York? He said if it were his case he would operate.’

Nadia nods. ‘It’s a different approach; they’re much more aggressive in America.’

‘Fine. That’s what I want. We get in there and we carve the bastards out. No more treatments.’

Nadia looks at him silently for a while. Then she says, ‘I’ll call Tony. I’ll ask him to recommend a surgeon.’


Scene 3

Monday, 30 July 1979

Nadia sits in front of Mr Haygold’s desk as he goes through her brother’s file. ‘He’s South African,’ Tony had said, ‘but he’s good.’ Which meant he was terrific. A National Health practice in the Marsden and a private practice in the Cromwell. Two thousand pounds to pick up his scalpel And he is young – mid-thirties – and looks like Robert Redford. She sighs quietly and slips her right foot out of her too-tight shoe.

‘So’ – he turns back to the beginning – ‘an extremely fit forty-nine-year-old man – weight in indoor clothes seventy-one kilos – automobile accident twelve years ago – several fractures including ribs, scapula and base of skull – damaged left hand – neurologic damage to the olfactory and left optic nerves – blindness in left eye – disuse atrophy of left upper extremity – necessary for him to wear a cast on and off for two years and left with atrophy of some of the muscles of the hand –’

He looks up at her. Her face is neutral but intent Her green eyes seem slightly unfocused.

‘Pretty bad eh?’

She nods. ‘He was lucky to come out of it alive.’

‘Career?’

‘He was an engineer. He lost his job and became unemployable.’

‘Ah! Insurance?’

‘No.’

‘Damages?’

‘He got what they called “compensation”: seven thousand Egyptian pounds after nine years.’

‘Well!’ He makes a face. ‘What does he live on? Private means?’

‘Our father died in seventy-three. He took over his business.’

‘Family?’

‘Yes. He has a wife and two sons. The boys are both at university now.’

He looks back at the report. ‘ “June 1974 the patient noted the appearance of a mass in thenar side of left hand. Biopsy revealed a low-grade fibro-sarcoma – led to below the elbow amputation August seventy-four. Clinical examination reveals normal heart-rate 102 a minute – blood pressure 126 over 70 – right pupil reacts to light – lens clear – conjunctivae of good colour – tendon reflexes normal in legs – foot pulses palpable.” Right.’ He opens a large brown envelope with a stiff cardboard back. ‘And now it’s hitting the lungs –’

He clips eight cat-scan sheets on to his lantern and narrows his eyes at them. Nadia waits.

‘The left lung.’

‘Yes,’ she says.

Now she pushes her foot back into her shoe and gets up and leans over to peer at the scan sheets with him.

‘You see there,’ she says, ‘they all seem to be clustered in the lower node.’

‘Yes. The lower quarter, say, or maybe third.’

‘So, it would be possible to go in and clear –

‘He’s not responding to treatment?’

Nadia sits down in her chair. ‘No.’

‘He’s had’ – he looks down at the reports – ‘cytoxan 600, vincristine 2, actinomycin 2.5 and DTIC 500. And how many times?’

‘Twice. And the carcinoma is proliferating. He is also reacting badly to the treatment.’

‘Well –’ He sits back. ‘It’s your field too.’ He offers her the field with outstretched hands. ‘Tony says you’ve worked with him. What would you recommend?’

Nadia looks at him. She takes off her glasses and closes her eyes and rubs the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. Then she puts her glasses back on again and opens her eyes.

‘If I didn’t know him I would recommend he continue with the treatment – at least once more – and if there is still no response then we should consider a switch to either adriamycin or high-dose methotrexate as single agents. But he is completely against this; his whole – leaning is towards surgery.’

‘June Hampshire is giving the treatment; I’m sure she would think he ought to continue.’

‘What did Tony say to you, Mr Haygold?’

The surgeon shrugs. ‘Noncommittal. You know Tony. He’s seen it all.’

‘Yes,’ says Nadia. ‘But he’s been very good.’

‘I’m sure he has.’ Haygold sits forward suddenly, both tanned forearms on the desk. His shirt is a brilliant white and his tie a brilliant turquoise. ‘You see, there’s another reason why I wouldn’t want to do it.’ He turns back to the lantern and points. ‘On the right lung, look, there’s a shadow. Only one, I know, but definitely there. You can see it.’ He jabs his finger at three scan sheets one after the other. ‘Here and here and here.’

‘I know,’ Nadia says, ‘I saw it too. But it’s ill-defined. It needn’t even be a carcinoma.’

‘Does it show on any previous scan?’

‘No.’

‘Does your brother know about it?’

‘Yes.’ Nadia takes an envelope from her handbag. ‘We went to the States between the two treatments.’

Haygold sits back in his chair and looks at her with new interest. ‘Yeah? Who d’you see?’

‘We saw Shnayerson at Sloane-Kettering. This is his report.’ Nadia places the envelope on the desk and the surgeon picks it up.

‘ “Forty-nine-year-old white male –” da dada – “showed the presence of three pulmonary metastases. The largest measures about three centimetres and the smallest approximately one by two centimetres. All three nodules are confined to the left lung. A recent CTT scan and full chest tomography shows that there is no other metastasis – find this to be a malignant schwannoma. It is my opinion that we should not wait too long to perform radical surgery.” Radical eh? “My decision to do surgery at this time is based on several factors. First, the above lesion in the left lower lobe involves the chest wall as well as the pleura. It may begin to involve more chest wall and become less operable if the lesions do not respond to chemotherapy. All three lesions look as if they are surgically resectable now, however this latter lesion will be a problem. Secondly, malignant schwannomas notoriously are resistant to chemotherapy, however we have recently had some success with cis-platinum in combination with adriamycin. It would be my plan to treat him with this combination chemotherapy following successful surgery. Also I think he is definitely a surgical candidate since he has three large solitary metastases and no evidence of any smaller metastasis in the remainder of the left lung field and the right lung field is completely clear.”’ Haygold looks up. ‘But of course the right lung is no longer clear.’

Nadia nods.

He picks up the report again. ‘ “The surgery will be difficult and should be done by a very experienced thoracic surgeon in the field of surgical oncology. To this end I have suggested Dr Geoffrey Winfrey at the Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami, Florida, or Dr Frank Junior at the Memorial Sloane-Kettering Cancer Centre in New York: The above two surgeons have had extensive experience in this type of surgery and in particular in resecting lesions that might involve the chest wall. The patient may need chest wall resection and reconstruction of that area during the surgery. The success of his treatment will depend on the adequacy of the surgery, even with postoperative chemotherapy, this will not prevent the local recurrence if radical surgery is not performed.” ’ Haygold nods. ‘They are certainly aggressive over there.’

‘Yes – and my brother responds to that: he wants to get in there and fight it. But of course the costs in the States are prohibitive.’

There was silence. And then, ‘You’re really asking me to do this, aren’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Even though he might come back in six months’ time with a definite carcinoma on the right lung?’

Nadia smiles. ‘But then again, he might not.’

‘I’ll have to see him,’ the surgeon says. He leans back in his chair and looks at Nadia. She nods.


Scene 4

Tuesday, 31 July 1979

Hamid Mursi sits in front of Mr Haygold’s desk. His file is in front of the surgeon and his lungs are displayed in eight scan sheets on the lantern.

On the desk beside his file is a small silver statue: a slender figure you cannot tell if it is male or female – stands on the tips of the toes of its right foot. Its arms are stretched upwards and its hands have just caught a small silver disc. Its left leg is extended behind it, toes pointing. It has been caught in mid-pirouette.

‘So Mr Mursi, you really want to go ahead with this?’

‘Yes,’ Hamid smiles.

‘You will undergo major surgery. This is major surgery, right?’ Haygold looks round at Nadia who nods. ‘About as major as you can get,’ he continues. ‘We’ll open up the left side of your chest and take out from one quarter to one third of the lung. It looks as if we should be able to clear it completely –’

‘Good.’

‘For the moment. However, there is this mysterious shadow on the right lung.’

‘I know about that, Dr Haygold.’

‘And we can’t open up both sides at once. So – depending on the behaviour of this shadow – we’ll probably have to open up the right side later, after you’ve recovered completely. That’s another major surgery.’

Hamid nods.

‘And I have to make sure, Mr Mursi, that you understand that I believe that there is a very real chance that the carcinoma will regroup and grow again in the left lung so that in five, six months you will be back to where you are now – having gone through the trauma of one, maybe two big operations.’

‘Dr Haygold, those five or six months would be free of medication?’

‘After your convalescence in hospital, yes.’

‘So I would function normally?’

‘After recovery and until a relapse occurs – yes.’

‘Do I understand that there is not a very big chance that I do not survive the operation itself?’

‘Only the normal odds in major surgery.’

‘And when you go in there you will eliminate every single cell of cancer you can find?’

‘I will do my very best for you, of course.’

‘When can we do it?’

‘Well’ – the surgeon pauses for a moment – ‘I have a space in the Cromwell the day after tomorrow – in the evening.’

‘Good. We will be there. It will be convenient for my sister and my niece: it is right next door to where we are living.’

Hamid Mursi stands up and, smiling, holds out his hand to the doctor.

Out in the street he steers the two women towards a taxi.

‘Come on, come on. We’re going to go home and change, then we’re going out to celebrate. Nadia will find us a concert, she’s good at that. And Asya will book us a restaurant for after, she’s good at that. Six months without medication! With a clear head! Come on, girls: we’re going to celebrate!’

In one of the tapestried armchairs of L’Epicure, Hamid Mursi raises his glass of champagne-

‘I think we should drink to Mr Haygold,’ Nadia says, ‘since he’s the cause of this celebration. To Chris Haygold!’ She raises her glass.

‘Dr Haygold!’ Hamid raises his glass and drinks.

‘May his hand be steady and his eye be straight!’ Asya raises her glass. How odd that he should be South African. Might he have known Mario? Or known of him? It would depend where he was brought up of course – but he is English – and in two days Khalu will be on the operating table and this man will swiftly and precisely run a knife down his chest –

‘Will you both stop looking so worried? I thought the music would brighten you up,’ Hamid says.

‘You’re taking a big risk, Khalu,’ Asya says.

‘Listen, Asya,’ her uncle says. ‘Those drugs are terrible. And my heart feels that they won’t do me any good.’ He turns to Nadia. ‘I know that you believe they are best –’

‘No,’ Nadia says, ‘I don’t. I just believe they keep your options open for longer. And I’m afraid for you. Surgery is traumatic, but if it works it’s best of all.’

‘Good. Then we agree. And there isn’t a risk of not surviving the surgery –’

‘Not if Haygold is as good as they say he is.’

’So the danger is in a relapse – after, say, six months?’

‘Yes.’

He sits back comfortably. ‘I need those six months. I have our father’s business, don’t forget. And that belongs to all of us, you and Lateefa and Soraya and all our children –’

‘Hamid, none of us –’

‘There are some things that we have to be serious about,’ her brother interrupts. ‘We all have children. This is the eldest’ – he rests his right hand on Asya’s shoulder – ‘and the smallest is only one year old: your own daughter. I have to sort everything out. Six months with a clear head are very important to me. And if there is a relapse at the end I won’t be worse off than I am now – and my mind at least will be easy. I will be very grateful for six months. Now, can we all forget about this until Thursday? Come on. Let’s look at the menu. What shall we eat?’

‘They ought to bring Haygold to Alexandria University for a day,’ Nadia says to her brother when they’ve ordered. ’That could do with radical surgery –’

‘I bet I know who you would want to be the first to be carved out,’ Hamid says.

‘Absolutely,’ Nadia says. ‘You’re right. My so-called husband. But there are a few others whose departure would improve matters. And while we’re about it we can prescribe radical surgery for the country – and the whole Arab world.’

‘Surgery for the Arab world? That’s impossible.’ Hamid smiles. ‘Who would you take out of Lebanon? And what about Israel? And lots of people would now say eliminate Egypt altogether –’

‘You’d have to make sure Haygold’s on your side,’ says Asya. ‘like he knows you’re the one who’s paying him.’

‘Well, the “Collider” of Iraq probably sees himself as a Haygold figure,’ Hamid says. ‘A couple of hours in his National Assembly resecting a few cells – and his republic is as good as new.’

‘That seems to have been pretty bad though,’ says Asya. ‘Really spooky.’

‘The story will come out some time,’ says Nadia, ‘and it will turn out to have been terrible.’

‘They’re particularly brutal, the coups they have there,’ says Hamid.

‘I remember when ‘Abd el-Kareem Qassem was overthrown,’ Asya says, ‘and Mummy hid the newspapers and I found them, and they had these awful pictures of him and his men being dragged about after they were killed.’

‘ “My son, what aileth the sheep that she is skinned after she hath been slain?”’ Nadia quotes.

‘Ah, but still,’ says Asya, ‘even in coups it takes a certain type to hire a photographer to record the corpses being kicked around.’

‘It doesn’t matter to the sheep,’ says Hamid, ‘but it tells you something about the chap who’s skinning it. This man isn’t the one who overthrew Qassem though.’

‘Isn’t it odd about his name,’ says Asya. ‘I mean, imagine if he’d been named “Collider”1 and been a meek little knock-kneed chap –’

‘There was practically a call to arms in the Telegraph yesterday,’ says Hamid. ‘Did you see it?’

‘No.’ Asya and Nadia shake their heads.

‘They’re worried about Russian influence: “Soviet control over Iraq’s oil and” – some word like “unrestricted” – “use of naval bases in the Gulf.” And they urge that this “should evoke some reaction in London and Washington”.’

‘London and Washington have got Kuwaiti and Saudi and Gulf Oil. Plus their own. Do they have to have Iraq’s as well?’

‘America is worried now it has lost Iran – for a while anyway.’

‘The flambé for madame?’

‘Yes, please,’ says Asya, sitting back to make room for the waiter.

‘That’s really “the wheel of fortune”, isn’t it – the Persian thing?’ says Asya, leaning over to cut up her uncle’s escalope milanese. ‘One minute he’s Eternal Shah of the Peacock Throne, the next he’s running away and he’s got – ill, and has nowhere to go.’

‘Well, Sadat has kindly offered him asylum,’ says Nadia.

‘Sadat loves it all.’ Hamid smiles. ‘He’s really enjoying it, “my friend Jimmy” and “my brother Henry” and Marcos and the Shah –

‘Do you think it might happen to him?’ asks Asya. ‘Three years ago Deena told me he was encouraging the Islamic groups, now he seems to be threatening them.’

‘They’re growing very strong,’ Nadia says, extricating a curled-up prawn from her sea-food salad and putting it in her mouth. ‘You wouldn’t recognise the University now, Asya: half the girls are wearing the hijab; a particular angular version of the hijab that makes them look like the Sphinx –’

‘But I don’t understand how they can – I mean religion for me and Chrissie and everyone was Ramadan and our grandparents praying and things like that –’

‘It is understandable though,’ Hamid says. ‘People have to have something to hope for.’

‘But there’s lots,’ Asya says. ‘There are the things we’ve always hoped for-’

‘Yes, but it’s all changed –’

‘Your generation was brought up on ‘Abd el-Nasser’s speeches; on “Non-Alignment” and “Socialism” –’

‘Yes,’ Asya agrees. ‘And “Arab Unity” and “The Palestinian Cause” –’

‘So they find it difficult to accept the open-door economic policy and begging for US AID and bilateral peace with Israel–’

‘The worst thing,’ says Asya, ‘is this terrible rift between us and the rest of the Arab world.’

‘There you are, you see. Because you were brought up believing in Egypt’s position – its role in the Arab world –’

‘And meanwhile there’s real economic hardship at home,’ Nadia says. ‘You can’t imagine. I mean if you were to look for a flat in Cairo these days – forget it.’

‘So really,’ says Hamid, ‘it’s neither one thing nor the other. The kids see their ideals being dismantled, and they see no gain to themselves – in fact the opposite. They have to look for something –’

‘Something that’s theirs,’ says Nadia. ‘You’ll see the change when you come back.’

‘I’ve been so looking forward to coming back,’ says Asya, ‘and so dreading it.’

‘Dreading it?’ Nadia says. ‘Why dreading it?’

‘Well, because – I suppose primarily because of-of the Saif thing, you know. And because everything must have changed so – and I’ve been holding on to things as they were –’

Her uncle reaches across and pats her hand. ‘Not everything has changed. And what has – well, you’re young and strong; you’ll find your way. Here: I want to drink to the health of Asya who for the last month has provided us with a home and wonderful hospitality in this country of brilliant surgeons and great concert-halls and excellent food! To Asya!’

‘Absolutely! To Asya!’ Nadia raises her glass and drinks.


Scene 5

Thursday, 2 August 1979

They drift around the reception areas of the hospital surveying the different nationalities – mostly robed Arabs, Asya has never seen so many robed Arabs – the glass display cases, the florists and newsagents, the deep armchairs and deep-pile carpets – ‘more like an airport than a hospital,’ says Asya, ‘but nice.’ They loiter in the luxurious powderrooms and brush their hair and redo their make-up and spray themselves with eau de toilette. They go down to the staff canteen where Nadia has pulled strings to get them admitted and sit in front of coffee and cakes. They sit on sofas in the lobby and read the day’s papers. Asya thinks how ‘gauche’ it feels, somehow, to be sitting here so anxiously when it is just another evening’s work for all the staff. ‘These Arabs,’ they must be thinking. ‘You get one bloke ill – and his extended family has to all come along with him.’ Well, it’s sort of true. And now Lateefa, Asya’s mother, is on her way too. She had managed to make herself stay in Egypt as long as it was chemotherapy. But for surgery she has handed over Nadia’s children to Tante Soraya and is flying over tomorrow. Khalu Hamid has been four hours in theatre. Asya tries not to think of Chrissie’s father. This is different: Uncle Sidki hadn’t had an operation, Uncle Sidki hadn’t had Nadia to make them do the things he might have wanted done – and yet – anything can happen. Nobody is protected, not really.

‘Nadia,’ she says, ‘you know, Saif once sent you some car brochures.’

‘Did he?’ says Nadia. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘But do you remember if you’d ever asked him for any car brochures? Two summers ago, if you’d been thinking of changing your car?’

Nadia looks at her niece a little oddly, then shakes her head. ‘I don’t remember,’ she says.

At last, when they have exhausted all the public facilities of the hospital, when Nadia has said for the sixth time, ‘He insisted on doing it,’ and Asya has thought for the hundredth time, ‘But of course he’s going to be all right’ – as they sit silently doing nothing on a sofa in the lobby, they see the lift doors open and Chris Haygold walk out. His step is jaunty, his jacket is slung over his shoulder, his shirtsleeves are rolled up and he is whistling. They both watch him approach and as he draws near they stand up. The surgeon winks at them and pauses – ready for flight

‘Wonderful. Wonderful. Cleaned it out completely. Lucky formation. He’s comfortable. Good night.’

At Information they are told that Mr Mursi is in intensive care and that they can’t even peep at him through the panel till next day.


Scene 6

Friday, 3 August 1979

(1) Large picture of abdominal area of pink dress: a slim waist flaring out into hips. Text: ‘Here is a woman.’

(2) Superimpose line-drawing of female reproductive organs. Text: ‘These are the reproductive organs of a grown woman. This is the uterus – also known as the womb and the home of the child “beit el-weld”. This is the vagina – and up here are the ovaries.’

(3) Superimpose drawing of released ovum in fallopian tube. Text: ‘The ovaries’ job is to release the eggs out of which every new baby is created. God in His wisdom has given each woman two ovaries. Each ovary, with the grace of God, produces an egg every eight weeks. The ovaries alternate in the production of eggs.’ Here invite audience participation by asking: ‘So how often is a new egg released into the womb?’ Correct answer: every four weeks.

It is possible here (depending on time available, sex and qualification of extension personnel and other situational factors) to invite more audience participation by asking the women whether they do, in fact, get their menstrual periods every twenty-eight days. Or more? Or less? After discussion, assure them that variations from twenty-eight days are normal.

(4) Superimpose line-drawing of spermatozoa swimming up the vagina. Text: ‘When copulation takes place between a man and his wife, the sperm of the man, by the will of God, are released into the woman. They swim up through the vagina and through the womb and eventually – if such be the will of God – one of them will meet the ripe egg up here in the tube. The sperm is a human cell. And the egg is a human cell. The sperm and the egg desire union even as the man and the woman desire union – and out of this union a new human being is, by the will of God, created. Now, if for any reason a man and his wife have decided –’

Oh dear – how is this going to go down now?

If for any reason a couple have decided to thwart the will of God already mentioned – how many? one, two, five times above, if, for any reason, a couple have decided to render this twin miracle of ovum and sperm as nought, we will show you how to implement that blasphemous decision.

Shit. This won’t do. OK. Go back and cross out all those references to the will and grace of God. Now what? Now it doesn’t sound like the way anyone would talk in Arabic, let alone in a village. Far too definite and cocksure – so to speak. Positively asking for misfortune. Asya sits back in her chair and throws her pencil on the desk. Behind her, the window looks out on the bustle and the one-way traffic of Long Acre. At her left hand is a pile of rough sketches of figures using a variety of contraceptive devices. Next to them is a pile of detailed medical notes on the use, reliability and side-effects of each device. And next to that is another pile containing the directives of the Egyptian Higher Council for Family Planning concerning the formulation of the messages it would use in its forthcoming campaign. A fourth pile contains a number of pertinent quotes from the Qur’an and the Traditions compiled by Citadel Publishing Inc.’s religious advisor for the Visual Aids Project from the School of Oriental and African Studies. On the desk also are an A3 sketch-pad, five sharpened pencils and the blunted one Asya has just thrown down and a large Staedtler eraser. She has finally learned why she should call them ‘erasers’ and not ‘rubbers’ as she used to. At her right hand there is a telephone and she is waiting for it to ring. She and Nadia had left the house together that morning and her aunt had turned into the hospital while Asya had crossed the Cromwell Road and gone on to catch the underground from Earls Court station. That had been –Asya checks her watch – almost three hours ago and Nadia still hadn’t phoned to tell her how her uncle was doing. Does that mean something has gone wrong? She reaches for the handbag hanging from the back of her chair and rummages in it for her address book. She picks up the receiver and dials the hospital.

‘Good morning. You have a patient by the name of Hamid Mursi who was admitted for surgery yesterday. Last night he was in intensive care. I want to find out how he is, please.’

‘…’

‘Mr Haygold’s.’

‘…’

‘Yes, I’m his niece.’

‘…’

‘No, that would be my aunt: his sister.’

The door opens and Gus comes in, bleary-eyed and grinning. He waves a blue envelope at her. She smiles and pats the desk and he puts the envelope down and leaves, giving her a wobbly ‘thumbs-up’ on his way out.

‘Yes? He’s still in there?’

‘…’

‘Thank you. Bye.’

No change. Still in intensive care. So why had Nadia not phoned her? The blue airmail envelope lying in front of Asya is addressed in her sister’s large scrawl. But the stamp is a British one and the postmark W2. So Deena must have given it to someone to mail. Asya slips it into her bag to read over lunch. The phone rings.

‘Asya?’

‘Nadia!’

‘I’m sorry I didn’t call you before, dear. I went over to Mr Haygold’s and had a long talk with him and I’ve just got back to the hospital and checked on your uncle and he’s fine.’

‘I just called the hospital. They said he was still in intensive care.’

‘He’ll probably stay there two or three days. I haven’t been inside. But I’ve talked to the sister and he’s fine.’

‘Good. Nadia, Mummy’s plane gets in at five.’

‘I know. Are you going to be able to make it?’

‘I don’t think so. I’d have to leave the office at four to get home and collect the car and drive out to Heathrow. And it’ll be the rush hour. And we have a meeting which won’t end till five anyway.’

‘OK, then. I’ll go.’

‘But you’re not driving.’

‘No. But at least I’ll be there. We’ll take a taxi back.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, of course. Absolutely.’

‘Then I’ll come straight to the hospital. About six.’

‘Fine. We’ll meet there.’

Asya pulls her hair to one side and twists it into a rope. She tugs at it with her left hand while she retrieves her pencil with her right. She puts the pencil in her mouth and bites it, then puts it down and lets go of her hair and leafs through the images. Her task right now is to co-ordinate the images and the notes in a practical sequence; to formulate a ‘message’, and to fashion out of the notes two sets of text to accompany each image: one set detailed and technical for the extension personnel; the health workers, teachers, outreach workers, and village leaders all over the Third World whom Citadel Publishing Inc. were hoping would use their new educational device – and the other text, simple and punchy for those same health workers, teachers, outreach workers and village leaders to deliver to their target audience: the men, women and children of the villages of the Third World – starting with the Arab Middle East – starting with Egypt

In the plan-chest in the left-hand corner are the prototypes of the two modules Asya has already finished: ‘Environmental Hygiene’ and ‘Infant Diarrhoea and Dehydration’. Each series of four images is stapled to a blank A3 sheet – and under them the two accompanying texts are neatly written out in Arabic. Under the Arabic you can read the English translation: ‘The river is the lifeline of your village. Discourage your children from urinating in it.’ ‘Cleanliness is a component of faith. Always wash your hands after performing natural functions.’ Others are yet to come. ‘Basic Arabic for Nigerians’, ‘Immunisation’ etc. But the one to hand is easily the most difficult. ‘Discuss the matter with your husband’ should come under the image of the two smiling faces that had been delivered with such labour from the design department: one moustached and male, the other long-haired and female, both a warm, toasted colour meant to appeal to third-worldeans from Chile to Afghanistan. But Asya truly cannot imagine any Egyptian fallaha – take Dada Sayyida for example – discussing any such thing with her husband. What would she do? He comes back from the fields at sunset and washes, ablutes and prays the sunset prayers. She puts his supper on the tabliyya and after he’s eaten she makes him a glass of tea. Their three children are out playing in the moonlight – but what if they are asleep in the corner of the room? She says, ‘Let’s go for a walk I want to talk to you’? Of course not OK. So he’s finished supper and he starts looking around for his slippers so he can go out and meet his mates, and she takes the plunge and says, ‘Abu Muhammad. I was kind of thinking maybe that maybe we might sort of – I mean three kids – in the face of the enemy – are enough for now wouldn’t you say? And if we want more later we’re still young and God is generous’? It just doesn’t feel right. Asya can see the man pausing in his search for the slippers and gaping at the wife who has never before in his presence strung together a sentence one third the length of this one. And yet the Higher Council for Family Planning’s policy is clear: the government is not and cannot be seen to be coercing the populace into family-planning practices. The government is not aiming its message solely at women. The family-planning message should not be divisive for the family; the whole family must see that it is in their interest to practise family planning: ‘A Small Family is a Happy Family’. Well, Asya tells herself, just write ‘Talk about Family Planning with your husband’. But she can’t. She puts the pencil down. You’ll just lose them if you kick off with something that they think you ought to know is absurd. And she will be the one right there on the spot; testing the stuff out – seeing if it was going to work. It will be bad enough when they ask her how many children she’s got and she has to say ‘none’. At twenty-nine – thirty by then. Those women would be twenty-four with five kids. Well, but they won’t know she is thirty. She can easily pass for – what – twenty-six? And she had been studying. ‘Completing her education’ as they would say. Even so. Asya is, as she had told her uncle and Nadia, partly dreading it. She has not been to Egypt for five years. And she has not been to a village in, what? Seven years maybe. And soon, in October – in two months – it will all begin. Where will Khalu be then? Will he still be here? Or will he be home and well? She is lucky, really; she knows that. Fresh from the viva for her Ph.D she had fallen into this job, and now that she is preparing to go back to Cairo and teach in her old department Citadel are saying that it suits them just fine that she should be in the Middle East and would she go on working for them there? Yes she will, and gladly too, as long as it is on projects like this, for she welcomes the chance to be involved, to have something to contribute, to be part of real life and not just teaching English Literature in Cairo University – but now these prototypes have to be finished and dummied up ready for testing and there is no one whose advice she can seek. She is meant to be the expert at ‘communicating with Arabs’ – who could she have asked? She can hear Saif saying, ‘What, family planning and empty talk? These are poor people; they can’t see tomorrow and you want them to see nine months from now?’

‘That isn’t true. Of course they know about planning. They know when to plant which crop; they know when to get their children into the fields to clean up the cotton –’

‘Yes, but these are natural processes. Try getting them to plant some new strain of something, to try a new method of irrigation –’

‘But they must see that it’s better for them if they only have two or three kids –’

‘Nonsense. Their children are their work-force, their ornament, their providers in old age – you know all that, Princess; why are you coming on like some European?’

Asya shakes her head. Well, Mummy will be here tonight. Maybe she can come up with something. She looks at her watch. One o’clock.

Asya stands in the take-out queue. She does not want to sit at a table and chat. She wants to get back to her office. She wants to stay near the phone – and to read her sister’s letter. And she has just started reading Chért. She waves at her boss’s secretary who is making her way out of the coffee-shop with his carton of tomato soup and his two roast-beef sandwiches and her own carton of Cottage Cheese with Pineapple and a packet of two brown Ryvitas. Asya gets her purse out of her handbag. Deena’s letter peeps out from where it nestles in between the pages of Chért. She can see bits of her own address: the characters big and untidy; ill-formed like a child’s. Deena is twenty-three now – teaching physics at Cairo University and thought to be brilliant. She already has her MA and a couple of her papers have been published in Hungarian journals – in English, Asya imagines, although they don’t seem to use much language in that kind of paper. Asya hasn’t seen her since July 1976 when Deena had come and stayed for three weeks in the cottage up north at the end of the summer. She had written to Muhsin Nur-el-Din practically every day and when she went back to Cairo she married him. Unlike Asya, she could not be persuaded by her parents to wait till she had finished college before she married. Well, it was a different time, and besides, Deena had always been more forceful. So she had married Muhsin Nur-el-Din despite her parents’ mild attempts at discouragement; attempts which she had dismissed as being ‘based upon entirely bourgeois reasons’, as indeed they were, for he was a nice enough chap and kind and thoughtful and intelligent and he obviously cared for her. It was just that they couldn’t quite see where he was going. True enough, he was in the prestigious Faculty of Economics and Political Science – but he was still a student, although five years older than Deena. ‘But,’ Deena had countered, ‘this is not his real career, his real life’s work. He is only at college as long as the “movement” wants him to be there.’ She told them, somewhat proudly, that he belonged to a left-wing organisation – a liberal intellectual left-wing organisation – which by right, of course, and under any decent system of government, would be a legitimate political party, but in Egypt’s repressive climate had to work underground. She would tell them no more about it for their sakes as well as his – but she assured them that she was not a member nor about to become one – just a sort of auxiliary – a sympathiser. Lateefa had twisted her lips and her eyes had looked sad and bewildered behind her spectacles. This is how she always looks when she comes up against some intransigent, wrongheaded decision taken by one of her children. She would go round looking surprised and hurt for a day or so, and then she would collect herself and gather her resources and set about discovering how she could help them implement their decision with minimum damage to everything that she wanted them to hold on to. But Deena’s father, Mukhtar al-Ulama, and her uncle Hamid Mursi, who in their idealistic youth had had dealings with the ‘National Democratic League’ and ‘Bread and Freedom’ respectively, found no ground on which to object to Deena’s choice. Except that each separately pointed out to her that his affiliation with left-wing underground organisations inspired by liberal intellectual ideals had ended in pointless disaster: for Mukhtar al-Ulama had been jailed for one year, and Hamid Mursi for two, and everything else had continued exactly as it would have done had they spared themselves and their families that particular unpleasantness.

But Deena now combined her own natural idealistic fervour with passion and compassion for the pleasant, undogmatic young revolutionary who might possibly not change the course of history but was, nevertheless, prepared to make the sacrifice of deliberately flunking his college exams year after year upon the orders of his organisation for the furtherance of some future, general good. So she married Muhsin Nur-el-Din and her parents bought them a little flat in the ugly new residential area that was springing up in place of the fields and meadows that used to border the Pyramid Road, even though everyone concerned disapproved strongly of the trend to build on priceless agricultural land and – what’s worse – to use the black silt which had taken thousands of years to get to its present state of richness and fertility to do it; to take the provident earth and bake it hard in ovens and throw up leaning, illfinished buildings that would never even be painted – but what could you do? For you could not find a hole to pass a needle through in Cairo today unless you were a thief or a foreigner – or both.

Over the last year Asya has been regaled by members of her family who have passed through London – and even by Deena’s letters – with tales of the new in-laws – and she has created an image of a farming family straight out of World Literature. The mother is a silent, stillfaced, black-clad figure out of Lorca: small, but the centre of power. Her domain is the large, crumbling farmhouse and her vocation is to keep the family going. The two sisters, married into neighbouring farming families, are sometimes from Grimm and sometimes from Louisa May Alcott. The brothers are a couple of well-meaning buffoons out of Dickens or Fielding: they are dogged by disaster. If they decide to boycott the wholesaler who cheats them and market their vegetables themselves, their tomatoes rot in their slatted wooden boxes because they have not considered how they will transport the boxes from their land to the nearest town or, better still, to Damanhur, the big, hungry city that stands only twenty kilometres away. If they buy a donkey as an initial step to providing their own transport it reveals itself to be rabid by spending its first night biting all the cattle in whose barn it is supposed to be making its new home. So the tomatoes once again rot in their boxes and the cow, the buffalo, the two sheep and three
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