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In memory of my mother, Laila

For my father, Raafat,
 and my sister, Dina


O my heart which I had from my mother, O my heart which I had upon earth, do not rise up against me as a witness in the presence of the Lord of Things; do not speak against me concerning what I have done, do not bring up anything against me in the presence of the Great God, Lord of the West.

The Egyptian Book of the Dead

The Theban Recension

Chapter XXXA
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THE NEW YORK TIMES

August 25, 2016

SUICIDE BOMBER KILLS 9 IN EGYPT

A suicide bomber detonated an improvised explosive device at a security checkpoint outside of the police headquarters in Cairo, killing three police officers and six civilians and injuring dozens more.

Egypt’s police spokesman said the bomber had an arrest record and had gained some fame two years ago, when an American journalist interviewed him for a series of profiles that appeared in The Times. The bomber is not known to have ties to larger terrorist groups and is believed to have acted alone.

The bombing is the latest in a series of attacks that have occurred sporadically since Egypt’s 2011 revolution. Previous incidents have mostly targeted military personnel stationed in the Sinai Peninsula, where militant groups loyal to ISIS are present, but attacks on police checkpoints are also common. Militants in Egypt blame the state’s security apparatus for the crackdown on extremists.

A statement issued by the Ministry of Interior Affairs vowed that tightened security measures are being put into effect.
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On her last night in Egypt, Rose waits for her parents to fall asleep and then sneaks into her sister’s bedroom. She sifts through the clothes strewn on the back of the chair, examines the contents of each desk drawer, picks through every nook of the armoire, then slides the mattress to the side and goes through the things stored under her sister’s bed. Her own childhood bed, still standing in the room she used to share with her sister years ago, is covered with clothes, books, CDs, and papers, and Rose goes through those, too. The items on the bed seem to be some of the ones her sister recently used—Gameela was never one for order—and from that pile Rose picks out a pastel-colored scarf, blue and green with Impressionist flowers that remind her of a painting of Monet, and drapes it on top of her head and across her face, inhaling deeply: her sister’s favorite perfume, flowery and fresh. She ties the scarf around her neck and continues with her search. She sets aside two T-shirts, a small box of jewelry, and a string of black prayer beads engraved with the ninety-nine names of Allah, one name on each bead. Anything that seems potentially significant, she tosses onto the growing pile of things she intends to steal.

She assures herself that she is an archaeologist, not a grave robber.

She works as noiselessly as possible, and when the mattress grinds against the bed frame as she tries to lift it back in place, she pauses, mattress poised in the air, and listens. Her parents are former heavy sleepers turned insomniacs, who now resort to sleeping pills to get them through the night, and she hopes the effect of the pills will mask whatever noise she inadvertently makes. Rose, on the other hand, is still jet-lagged seven nights into her visit to Egypt, her biological clock stubbornly clinging to Eastern Daylight Time. Gently, she lowers the mattress in place and glances at her watch: 1:00 A.M. in Cairo; 7:00 P.M. in New York. She can stay up all night.

Under the bed, behind the desk, into each of the six dresser drawers, Rose looks, combing through papers, setting aside everything that seems potentially important. She takes the cup of fine china with the butterfly motif; the newspaper article featuring the boy with dark, piercing eyes; the turquoise stone on a delicate gold chain; the stack of unopened mail; the notebooks filled with scribbles; all the photos she can find.

She goes through the entire room in just over four hours.

By then, dawn has already broken, and Rose walks up to the window and pushes the wooden shutters open, letting the daylight in. Already people are stirring, walking up and down the narrow street below. Rose leans out, resting her elbows on the sill and letting the warm breeze caress her face, toying with Gameela’s scarf, still tied around her neck. The room does not have the best view of Cairo her parents’ apartment offers—that view is shared between the living room and dining room, both overlooking the Nile—but Rose still looks out, a bit nostalgically, at the alley below, which seems a lot narrower than she remembers. Dustier. Only five stories up, she can clearly see the faces of the few people walking down the alley, and she catches the eyes of a young man looking up, watching her as he walks. Reflexively, she takes a step back. Her tank top is stretched tight across her breasts and deeply cut, and Gameela’s scarf does nothing to conceal her cleavage. Rose’s first instinct is to reprimand herself for forgetting that she is in Egypt, that women here are not supposed to lean out of windows half naked, but then she steps closer to the window and looks out, and when she sees that the man is stopped, still staring up, she flips him off. He walks on.

Rose watches his back as he strolls away. For a moment, she is proud of herself, but then fear creeps up on her: What if he noted which floor she was on? Which apartment? What if he is so offended he comes back in a day or two, after she is gone, breaks into her parents’ apartment in the middle of the night, and kills them? What if she just flipped off a psychopath?

She steps away from the window, her heart racing. Jet lag notwithstanding, Rose has been awake for over fifteen hours, and she knows exhaustion is partly to blame for her irrational fears. But then again, for the ten days since her sister died, she has had the butterfly effect on her mind, has been obsessed with minor events that lead to major ones.

An interview leading to a suicide bombing, for example.

Or her own marriage leading to her sister’s death.

She looks at the pile of things she is taking out of her sister’s room and all the way to the U.S. with her. Theoretically, the things could help her trace the events backward in time, from the tornado all the way to the butterfly, and the butterfly may prove to be something other than her marriage. She hopes this is true, but suspects it is merely wishful thinking. Even though everyone keeps repeating that Gameela’s death is the result of being at the wrong place at the wrong time, a freak accident similar to standing in the middle of a field only to be struck dead by a Cessna making an emergency landing, Rose finds that such a coincidence is highly unlikely.

The pile of things on the floor is pathetically small, and Rose tries not to think of how she is distilling her sister’s twenty-eight years into a heap of possessions. Noiselessly, she carries her suitcase from the guest room where she has been sleeping to Gameela’s bedroom and, one by one, places her sister’s things among her own, tucking them in, hiding them from sight.

SHE WAKES UP DISORIENTED, takes a few seconds to remember where she is: in the guest room, staring at her mother, who has one hand on Rose’s forearm.

“It’s nearly noon, habibti. You need to get up,” Nora whispers.

Rose sits up in bed, nods.

“I’ll make you some breakfast,” Nora says, heading out of the room.

“No, Mama, wait,” Rose croaks. “I’ll do it.”

“Your dad and I are sitting on the balcony.”

“I’ll make us all some tea, then.”

Nora stands in the doorway, looking at Rose. She has one hand resting on the door frame, and Rose stares at her mother’s delicate wrist.

“Are you done packing?”

Rose glances at the suitcase, finds that she has brought it back into the guest room and closed it before she fell asleep. She remembers the things she took from Gameela’s room and swallows to clear the knot in her throat.

“Yes.”

Nora nods. “We’ll be on the balcony,” she repeats. She lingers at the door, looking at Rose, and then lifts one hand and touches her collarbone. Reflexively, Rose lifts her hand to her own collarbone, and is surprised to find she still has Gameela’s scarf tied around her neck. She tries to pull it off, but it is tangled. Rose tugs at the knot, looking down, trying to see it—so close to her chin—and when she looks up again, her mother is gone.

IN THE KITCHEN, Rose waits for the water to boil, watches the lid of the copper teapot quiver under pressure, and munches on a triangle of pita bread stuffed with feta cheese. She scoops three full spoons of loose-leaf black tea, twirls them in the teapot, and gazes at the whirlpool. Once steeped, the tea will be black and syrupy, sweetened with sugar to mask its bitterness. Rose inhales the rising steam, opens a ceramic canister and pinches out a few leaves of dried mint, and tosses them into the teapot. Every time she reaches for something and finds it in its place, she is momentarily disoriented, unsure where she is or what year it is, the familiarity of her childhood home constantly jarred by the fact that, except for short, sporadic visits, she has been away from this home for six years. When she discovers that things have moved in her absence—the sugar is not where it used to be—she feels cut off. Foreign.

She pours the tea through a strainer into three cups placed each on its saucer on a silver tray, adds two cubes of sugar to her mother’s cup, five to her father’s, a dollop of milk to hers, then carries the tray to the balcony. Her parents are sitting on two of the wicker armchairs with their backs to the glass sliding doors and their feet propped against the low wall supporting the wrought-iron railing. They do not hear her coming. Rose pauses behind the glass and watches them in their silence, noting how similar their stances are, as if they are the mirror images of each other, with the line of symmetry running through the middle of the balcony and cutting the glass-topped coffee table in half. The only difference is that Ahmed is reading a book, while Nora has the fingers of both hands laced and resting on her stomach, her head tilted back, her eyes closed.

Rose pulls the sliding door open and places the tray on the table, handing her parents their cups. She drags one of the two remaining armchairs closer to the center of the table and sits there, imagining the line of her parents’ symmetry running through her, splitting her in equal halves.

“You still make the best tea, Rose,” Nora says, slouched in the armchair, the teacup held in both hands.

“Belhana, Mama,” Rose says, wishing her mother would enjoy the drink in good health—the traditional reply. Rose feels everything about her mother has shrunk: her ankles are narrower, her legs skinnier, her arms and hands emaciated, covered in liver spots and contoured with raised veins. When Nora reaches up to pull off the rubber band holding her ponytail in place, her hair, usually a massive halo of silver curls, falls limply to her shoulders. She smoothens it down and tucks it behind her when she rests her head again on the back of the armchair. Rose wishes she had used honey to sweeten her mother’s tea instead of sugar, because the healing powers of honey were mentioned in the Qur’an, because honey has antibacterial properties, and because, inexplicably, she remembers a papyrus in the British Museum:


The god Re wept and the tears

from his eyes fell on the ground

and turned into a bee.

The bee made (his honeycomb)

and busied himself

with the flowers of every plant;

and so wax was made

and also honey

out of the tears of Re.



The bees remind Rose of butterflies, which remind her of the fine china cup now hidden among her clothes in her suitcase.

She picks up her own cup, lifts it to eye level, and examines the miniature golden dots chasing each other on its rim.

“How long have you had this china, Mama?”

“Since I got married.”

“I remember it since forever, but I wasn’t sure. Have you ever had any other designs? I vaguely remember cups with yellow butterflies etched on the edges.”

Her mother frowns. “Maybe you’re thinking of your aunt Omneya’s set?”

Ahmed puts his book down. “Omneya’s cups have flowers on them, not butterflies.”

“Didn’t know you paid that much attention to fine china,” his wife smiles at him.

“I pay attention to everything,” he whispers.

Nora laughs—a small, soft chuckle. Rose reaches over and puts a hand on her father’s shoulder, squeezing it, and he pats her hand in response. She wants to say something to make her mother laugh, too, but she cannot think of anything. Her plane heading home takes off in just over twelve hours, and it seems to her they are all biding their time until she leaves, the remaining hours too short to fill with anything other than small talk. The chance to discuss what they should have talked about—her husband, his work, the events leading up to her sister’s death—is now gone, and Rose is torn between gratitude to her parents for sparing her this pain, and anger with herself for her cowardice, for failing to ask the questions she should have asked and to answer the ones her parents never posed.

Slowly, Rose withdraws her hand, pushes her chair back, and starts rocking it on its hind legs, her feet resting on the table’s lower shelf for balance.

“You’re going to fall down, Rose,” her mother says.

“No, I won’t, Mama.”

“You’ll break the chair.”

“I won’t.”

Her mother sighs and murmurs something to herself. Rose runs a finger along the golden dots decorating the edge of her teacup. They are raised, tiny bumps.

“So you don’t remember who has cups with butterflies on them?”

“Ask your dad, the one with the excellent powers of observation.”

Ahmed shakes his head. “No one I know of.”

Rose wonders where Gameela acquired that one cup of fine china, old and certainly used, its edge marred by a minuscule chip, its rim decorated with yellow butterflies. Her memory of the various things she confiscated during the night is so vague that she suspects she may have dreamed the cup up, but then she remembers how it was wrapped in tissue paper and placed in a cardboard box up in the corner of the armoire, and she doubts she could have imagined such details. Now Rose sees Gameela carefully tucking that box out of reach, and she feels a tenderness toward the cup, and, inexplicably, toward all fine china. Slowly, she lowers the chair, places her cup on its saucer on the tray.

A car honks, and Rose gets up and steps to the railing, looks at the cars crammed in the narrow, two-lane road below, at the Nile ahead with its traffic of sailing boats and floating restaurants, at the crowded bridge visible in the distance to her left, at the high-rises on the other bank. Once, when they first met, Mark took her on a boat ride down the Nile, and when she told him of the saying that claims those who drink from the Nile’s water are destined to return to Egypt, he reached out of the small sailboat and scooped a handful of water, gulping it down despite her protests that the saying referred to purified, not raw, Nile water, and that he will now certainly die of dysentery. Resting her elbows on the flat, wrought-iron handrail, her fingers laced, Rose looks at the water flowing below and thinks not only of Mark, but also of Osiris, the ancient Egyptian god whose brother, Seth, trapped him in a coffin, nailed it shut, and sent it floating down that same river. Osiris’s sister and wife, Isis, sought her betrayed husband, found him, only to see Seth kill him again, this time hacking him into fourteen pieces and sending the parts floating to each of ancient Egypt’s provinces. Isis, faithful sister, faithful wife, roamed Egypt collecting Osiris’s dismembered body, sewed him together, and brought him back to life. With Isis by his side, Osiris went on to reign as god of the underworld, of resurrection, as the ultimate judge of the dead.

Rose sees herself as both Seth and Isis, killer and redeemer. She imagines that by collecting Gameela’s things she will put her sister together again and then instate her as queen of the underworld, empress of resurrection. She imagines Gameela whole again.
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Rose insists that Mark does not meet her at the airport. She texts him from London during her layover, repeats that meeting her would be irrational. Her plane is delayed—a computer glitch is grounding all flights—and she will most likely arrive in New York early the next morning. He must leave work if he is to meet her, which is foolish.


I’m not a child. I can find my way home.



She stares at her phone’s screen, the three quivering dots indicating that her husband is typing something.


I know you can. Not a matter of ability.



She waits to see if he will add anything. He does not.


I’m exhausted. I’m going straight to bed once I’m home. I’ll call you when I get there.



She clicks SEND and waits. The three dots appear, waver, and then disappear. He doesn’t write back, and she tucks her phone away.

SHE IS TOO TIRED to take the subway, heads straight for the taxi line in front of the terminal, and avoids looking around just in case Mark has decided to come meet her against her wishes. In the cab, she glances out of the window, waits for the city’s skyline, finds, as she always does, the approximate spot where she went for her PhD, the other spot where she, a year ago, started her curatorial fellowship at the Met’s Egyptian Art Department. She has always had a soft spot for the Empire State Building with its concrete walls, square and heavy, like the temples of the Pharaohs, but she has fallen for One World Trade Center, too, for its facets of alternating triangles which, again, seem to her like glorious, modern pyramids. She loves that building, but it’s a guilt-ridden love that she hardly allows herself because she feels that this site should evoke nothing but sorrow. She looks away.

The cab crosses the Greenpoint Avenue Bridge before dropping her off in front of the four-story apartment building where she and Mark have lived for five years. Entering, she is careful not to make too much noise lest Mrs. Kumiega, her landlady, hear her and step out to chat. Mrs. Kumiega lives on the first floor, and Rose, rather than roll her suitcase into the building, lifts it up, hauls it to the second floor, and opens her apartment’s door, and closes it with the softest click.

The apartment looks the same but feels different. Rose knows that nothing physically changed, but she cannot shake off a feeling of foreignness, as if the universe she is now stepping back into were a cleverly forged copy of the one she walked out of when she left for Egypt just over a week ago. She suspects it’s the jet lag, the effect of lack of sleep on her eyes, perhaps. Somehow, the colors have changed. The sun shining through the windows of the kitchen, open to the living room, is bright but cold, making the edges of the cabinets and the glass-top breakfast table glisten. The bookcases lining the walls seem more cluttered than she remembers. When she and Mark first moved in, she decided to take the right-hand side of the bookcase, he the left-hand side. They called it their East-meets-West arrangement, a visual representation of their marriage, where her books on Egyptology, archaeology, and literature slowly blended into his books on politics and foreign affairs. The middle bay, originally featuring souvenirs of their various travels—a handmade urn from Spain; a wood carving of a cedar tree that Mark picked up in Lebanon; some figurines in the pharaonic style from Egypt; rocks from their hikes in West Virginia; a framed photo of them on the New River Gorge Bridge—has, over the years, started filling up with their books, and was now a mangle of mismatched volumes, an ambiguous territory. Rose walks up to the bookcase and runs her fingers on the edge of the books sitting on the shelves. She inhales, taking in the midday calm, the dust particles illuminated by sunrays. She is home—she knows she is home—and yet she feels out of place. Alien.

She takes Gameela’s things out of the suitcase, finds a plastic bin to put them in, then walks into her bedroom where she shoves it in the closet, hiding it under a pile of sweaters. Then, dissatisfied, she pulls it out again and pushes it under the bed, concealing it behind her rolled-up yoga mat. She is exhausted but cannot fall asleep without showering first, and when she finally walks out of the shower, her hair dripping and in her underwear, she slips between the covers, pulling an eye mask over her eyes to shut out the light seeping in through the blinds. She has not called Mark, she realizes, but she is too tired to do it now. Within minutes, she has drifted away, dreaming that everywhere she goes, the walls are covered in pharaonic reliefs, images of people in profile, among them, of course, Gameela.

SHE WAKES UP TO a knock on the door. Opening her eyes, she is disoriented again and glances around her. The clock by her bed says it’s past four in the afternoon. The knocking persists, soft but determined. She gets up, fishes for a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, and wobbles to the front door.

“You’re back!” Mrs. Kumiega’s smile spreads from ear to ear. Rose looks at the Tupperware box in her landlady’s hands and smiles.

“Hey, Mrs. Kumiega. I missed you.” Her voice is thick and sleepy. She clears her throat.

“I woke you up?” The statement a question; Mrs. Kumiega’s eyes wide in concern.

Rose shakes her head. “Don’t worry about it. I overslept. I should have been up hours ago. Please, come in.”

“No, I’m not coming in. I know you’re tired. But I brought you food.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Kumiega. You’re an angel.”

They linger. Rose accepts the box her landlady hands her with one hand and holds the door open with the other. Mrs. Kumiega is short and stout, her hair a dusty blond forming a compact, curly halo around her head, and Rose, just over five feet tall and quite a few pounds heavier than she would like to be, feels she is looking at an older, whiter version of herself.

“Your parents are okay?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“I’m sorry about your sister, Rose. I’m very sorry.”

Her landlady reaches one hand and touches her forearm. Rose nods. Her eyes are starting to water on cue. She is too self-aware to wipe her tears, so she tries to blink them away.

“Thank you for the food, Mrs. Kumiega. I’m quite hungry. I think I’ll have some right away.”

“Yes. Do that.” Mrs. Kumiega’s eyes shine with excitement. “I made you some golabki but I didn’t use pork, just beef. It will be good for you. Make you stronger.” She pumps her fists in the air, signaling the impending strength the meal will invoke. Rose looks at the cabbage rolls and nods. She wants to tell Mrs. Kumiega of the very similar Egyptian dish, different only in being a bit smaller and having more rice and less meat in the stuffing, but she remembers how much Gameela loved this dish and decides to say nothing. When Mrs. Kumiega leaves, Rose walks up to the kitchen and puts the Tupperware in the fridge for Mark.

ROSE CHECKS HER PHONE for messages from Mark, finds several as well as two missed calls. She texts him back.


Sorry. Was asleep and had the phone on silent. When will you be home?



Immediately, he replies.


Trying to get out of here as soon as possible. Have to finish editing an article for online publication tonight then will go. Probably need another hour.



She looks at the clock, estimates that she has close to two hours. She heads to the bedroom and pulls out the bin, lifts it up to her bed, and sits down next to it.

Carefully, she pulls the items out one by one and sorts them into stacks, divided by category: photos, documents, books, clothing, jewelry, miscellaneous. The items cover up half the surface of her bed. When she is done sorting them out, she walks over to the kitchen for Ziploc bags and a marker, then returns and puts the smaller items into bags and labels them with the location she found them in and a serial number. Rose’s desk stands in the corner of her bedroom, and from there she grabs a notebook and starts labeling the pages, each with a number corresponding to a bag, and jotting down notes: That’s the necklace she bought at Khan El–Khalili that time we went there in high school. This stack of photos is probably work related: construction sites, dug up trenches, and freshly poured cement. That stack is personal, probably with friends or colleagues, a few at the offices of the construction company, a few at a restaurant (where?). As she writes, she becomes increasingly aware of the triviality of some of the items she picked out: A pink T–shirt with “All you need is love” stamped on it in black cursive font. What did she think such an item will tell her? She picks the T-shirt up, lifts it to her nose, and sniffs it—it smells of laundry detergent, soft but impersonal. She puts it back on the bed. A couple of the items are her own and thus further complicate the sorting: her old, frayed book on ancient Egypt, the one she bought as a child and has kept because it marked the beginning of her fascination with this subject; the necklace with the turquoise stone; a photo album with snapshots of a high school trip to Upper Egypt. She puts the necklace on but leaves the book and photo album with Gameela’s things. Her sorting system is already flawed, marred by cross contamination, but she still goes through with her work, the monotony of jotting down and labeling soothing. Whenever she is done with an item, she returns it to the plastic bin—larger items on the bottom, smaller ones on top, everything in its place.

ROSE IS HALFWAY through unpacking when Mark arrives. She hears him open the door, hears his muffled footsteps on the carpet, but does not stop. Her suitcase is on the floor in their bedroom; Gameela’s things are tucked under the bed again.

“Hey.” Mark walks over and hugs her. She averts her eyes until the last minute, when he is standing right next to her, then she looks up and makes herself smile.

“I missed you,” he says.

She lets him hug her and says nothing.

“How was your flight back?”

“Okay. Hate the delays, but otherwise fine.”

He sits on the bed. She is aware of his eyes as she picks up her pajamas and puts them in the laundry bin, as she plugs the phone’s charging cord back into the wall by her bedside table, as she pulls a pair of shoes out of the plastic bag she had packed them in and puts them on the shoe rack in the closet.

“How are your parents holding up?”

“As well as you’d expect.” She pulls a couple of T-shirts out of the suitcase, can’t remember whether they are washed or soiled, and tosses them in the laundry bin just in case.

“I’m glad you got to spend time with them. I’m sure you all needed it.”

“Yes.”

“Nothing new here. Ingrid called to check on me, which was nice. She and Ted wanted to take me out for dinner, but I said I’d rather wait till you’re back so that we can all go out together.”

Rose nods.

“She asked when you’d be back at work. I told her probably as soon as you arrive,” he laughs a soft, low laugh.

“Yes. I’m going back tomorrow.”

“That’s what I thought.”

She glances at him and sees him sitting with his head bent down, his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor. He is trying to make small talk, which is entirely out of character, and Rose almost feels sorry for him, starts to take a step his way, considers giving him a hug, but then she remembers her mother, sitting out on the balcony, fingers laced on her stomach, head thrown back, silent, all delicate joints and skinny limbs, and her sympathy for her mother floods over any sympathy she might feel for her husband. She remains in place.

She looks back at her opened suitcase, checks pockets for forgotten items, but the suitcase is empty now. She doesn’t know what to do next. Finally, she zips it closed and tries to slide it under the bed, careful not to disturb her bin. The suitcase’s top gets caught on the sideboard.

“Let me help you.” Mark gets up.

“No. I’ve got it.” She gives the suitcase a final shove and it slides in so suddenly that Rose hits her face nose-first on the bed’s wooden sideboard.

“Ouch!” she yelps.

She leans back and holds her nose, which stings with a sharp pain that strangely comforts her. She doesn’t try to hold her tears back.

“Let me look.” Mark is sitting on the floor next to her, trying to pry her hand open.

“I’m fine,” she lies.

“Just let me see.”

“I said I was fine, Mark!”

She jumps up and heads to the bathroom, closing the door behind her. In the mirror, she sees that her eyes are shot red, her nose is equally red and bleeding. She runs the water and splashes her face, notices her hands trembling, and holds them under the water, examining them, marveling at the tiny tremors. Her hands will not stop shaking. She looks back up at her nose, still dripping blood, then at the dots of blood as they turn the water in the sink a variegated pink.

“Rose. Open the door, honey. Let me look at you.”

She tilts her head back, pinches her nose, waits. On the other side of the door, she can feel her husband waiting, too. When she finally walks out, Mark holds her face in both hands, and she lets him do it. He seems so concerned for her safety that she is afraid she’ll start crying again. His fingers are probing her face, gently pressing on her nose. Just two weeks ago, she would have found this funny. Endearing. She would have joked with him about it. Now she cannot joke, but she still caves under his touch. She reminds herself of how angry she is with him, but her mind seems indifferent. All she can think of is her husband’s fingers touching her face.

“It’s okay.”

“I think you broke your nose.”

“No, I didn’t. It always bleeds when I hit it. You know that.” She wiggles free and walks away from him.

“Let me take you to the ER to check it out anyway.”

“No.” She walks up to the fridge, pulls the Tupperware box with the cabbage rolls out. “Mrs. Kumiega made us some golabki.”

For a moment, she is disoriented again, the mixture of the English she speaks, the Polish names thrown in, and the Arabic words in her head dizzying. She stands in place, the Tupperware in her hands, and it takes her a second to remember what she was doing. Carefully, she picks the cabbage rolls up, one by one, and places them in a casserole before pouring the sauce on top of them, covering the dish with foil, and putting it in the oven. The glass door shows the reflection of her husband standing behind her, his hands on his hips. His reflection is looking her in the eyes, mirrored in the oven’s door, but she doesn’t turn around.
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THE NATIONAL CONTRACTORS

Notice of Approval of Resignation

29 March 2016

Engineer/Gameela Gubran

Greetings,

In response to your request dated 22 March 2016, in which you ask to resign your post, we would like to inform you that the general manager, Engineer Ahmed Elmasry, has decided to grant your request for resignation starting the date of this notice. Please arrange with the director of your division, Engineer Samy Bayoumi, to issue an official severance form and a record of receipt of all the company’s belongings that are in your possession.

We would like to extend our deepest thanks to you for your efforts throughout your employment time with The National Contractors.

With our best wishes for continued success.

Respectfully,

Maha Elattar

Employee Affairs

cc: Accounting; Social Security
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EGYPT AFTER THE REVOLUTION: PROFILE 4
PIGEONS

By Mark Hatfield

Cairo—Saaber wants to raise pigeons. Amid dozens of scattered dwellings stands a pigeon house his father built years earlier. Each morning, Saaber climbs the wooden ladder and refills the water bowls and grain dishes. “There is good money in pigeons,” he says. “Also, they are loyal. They know me. All of them.”

He crouches in the center of the clearing surrounded by the wooden cages, which are lined up along the perimeter of a rectangular platform that stands on top of wooden scaffolding and juts higher than the twoand three-story buildings around it. The cages are painted sky blue and have sliding doors that, during the day, are left open, allowing the birds to roam free. Pigeons pick grain out of Saaber’s opened palm, and when one of them catches skin in its beak, he winces and draws his hand back. “Sometimes they bite,” he says, rubbing his palm on his thigh.

From the pigeon house, the neighborhood is visible, sprawling and stretching until it is abruptly interrupted by a wall of new high-rises, marking the border of the upscale neighborhood of Zamalek. Here, in Ramela Boolak, buildings spawn free of any planning, infrastructure, or zoning regulations. This is one of Cairo’s multiple slums dubbed as Ashwaeyat—the Randoms—home to the city’s poorest residents. “We cannot afford apartments, so we build our own. But the government doesn’t like that,” Saaber says.

Five years earlier, Saaber’s father was jailed after getting in a fight with a neighbor and striking him dead. He and the neighbor had fought over a piece of land that Saaber’s father had constructed a dwelling on, the same dwelling Saaber still occupies with his mother and four younger siblings. Saaber’s father, a diabetic, died while serving his prison sentence.

When the revolution erupted in January 2011, Saaber and his older brother, Houda, glimpsed hope. “There were chants of ‘Bread, liberty, and social justice.’ For the first time in my life, I saw a possibility for change.”

But change did not come, at least not in the form Saaber had hoped for. Now, three years after the revolution, the most prominent change affecting Saaber is the absence of Houda, who, together with Saaber, had been the main source of the family’s income since their father’s imprisonment and subsequent death.

Houda was killed during a protest in 2013, two years after the revolution. Even now Saaber still has trouble speaking of his brother’s death. His eyes grow dark, wider than they already are under his thick, bushy eyebrows, and his gaze wanders. “I was there. I was standing right next to him, and I couldn’t do anything.”

No one could prove who was responsible for Houda’s death. The police inquiry closed with no conclusion because the bullet could not be traced to a specific weapon. Saaber insists Houda was shot by a sniper working for the antiriot forces that were openly attacking protesters, but the judge argued that some of the protesters were armed, too, and that the bullet could have come from anywhere. Saaber points at the center of his own forehead, indicating where his brother was shot. He doesn’t believe such perfect aim could have been the result of a random shot accidentally fired by one of the protesters.

Since then, Saaber has stopped participating in protests. Growing up hopping from one apprenticeship to the next, Saaber has settled in the same job for the last year, working for the local electrician. His job takes him into the apartment buildings of Cairo’s middle- and upper-class residents, and Saaber describes with awe an apartment they are working on now: gilded ceiling trims, multicolored solid wood parquet floors, and marble everywhere—countertops, vanities, even bathroom floors. He plans on one day having his own electrician’s shop, but knows that such a plan requires an initial investment that he may never be able to raise. A pigeon trade, on the other hand, can start cheaply and be quite lucrative. Even if it isn’t, at least it’s a reliable source of food. Nowadays, feeding his younger siblings is becoming more and more challenging. His mother earns some money sewing for neighborhood women, but the bulk of the responsibility falls on Saaber’s shoulders. At twenty-one, he is the family’s main provider.

“This is one thing I miss about the Brotherhood. They used to fill my mother’s pantry—oil, rice, sugar. They even provided my father with his diabetes medication. Now they are gone and no one has filled that void.” The Muslim Brotherhood’s support was the main reason Saaber and Houda felt compelled to join the protests after the Brotherhood’s president, Mohammed Morsi, was forcibly removed from office one year after his election. “They are good people. Religious people. They helped us out for years. And they always said they stood for God and what He wants, so we had to support them.”

Saaber grows a narrow, neatly trimmed beard, and no mustache. Under Egypt’s religious classification, that implies he is a supporter of the Salafis—not the Muslim Brotherhood—a different group of Islamists who adhere to the fundamentals of Islam but who are not as politically organized as the Muslim Brotherhood was. For Saaber, however, such distinctions seem trivial, and he claims he doesn’t know the difference between both ideologies. “Houda used to grow his beard like this, so I copied him. He was the one who knew all about politics. I merely followed him around.”

Like many young men of his generation, Saaber is only superficially versed in Egypt’s modern political Islam. He claims he belongs to the Islamists, but when asked about details of their ideologies—the role of women in society, for example, or their attitude toward freedom of expression—he has only the broadest of answers. As far as he is concerned, any organization that says it is there to implement God’s will is better than any secular organization. Criticizing such an organization, or denying it support, is, to him, blasphemous. He believes in simple classifications: you are either with God or against him, and being with God is always better.

Equally simple is Saaber’s dream of renovating his pigeon house. The scaffolding is strong, but the cages are built on a narrow platform that could easily be expanded to include at least fifty more. He is trying to educate himself in the business—pigeons are grown not just for food, but for collectors as well, who pay upward of three hundred pounds for the right pigeon. He points to a larger, freestanding pigeon house in the distance, one of several similar wooden structures dotting the neighborhood. That pigeon house, which is a good twenty feet higher than Saaber’s and at least twice as large, belongs to a friend of his father’s who, now that sunset is approaching, can be seen standing on top of the structure and waving a large flag to call his flock home. “One day, I will have a pigeon house just like his,” Saaber says. “Wait and see.”
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A Traditional Marriage Certificate


It is on the day of Thursday, 7 April 2016, that this contract was written between:

First: Mr. Fouad Salem Sedky, of the Muslim faith, born on 5 January 1959 (the husband)

Second: Ms. Gameela Gubran, of the Muslim faith, born on 12 May 1988 (the wife)

After both parties have declared their eligibility to marry and denied the existence of any religious prohibitions against this marriage, they agreed, in presence of the two witnesses signing below, on the following:

The first party declares that he has offered and accepted the marriage with the second party, a religiously sound marriage as proclaimed by God’s book and the tradition of His prophet, peace be upon his soul.

The second party declares that she has accepted the marriage with the first party, of her free will, and in accordance to the traditions of Islamic law.

Issued in two copies, to be kept by both parties until a legal contract can be obtained.

Signed by:

 

The first party


The second party



 

 

The first witness


The second witness
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