
        
            
                
            
        

    

			Praise for Spaces Between the Nile and the True North

			An eloquent memoir that captures not only the essence of the immigrant experience but also the spirit of adapting to and thriving in Canada. As part of the first wave of Egyptians who immigrated to Canada in the late 1960s, I found his story both authentic and inspiring—a valuable record for future generations. A very enjoyable read.

			— Professor Mamdouh Shoukri

			Former President and Chancellor, York University. Toronto

			A memoir is a selected slice of the author’s life. It may be well written and interesting. It may bring new knowledge to the reader’s mind world. In rare cases, the story lingers in the reader’s thoughts because of the choice of detail and the sense of connection with the author’s experiences. Mohsen Rifaat has accomplished all three in Spaces Between the Nile and the True North, and this reader is most grateful for the voyage shared. I highly recommend you join him on his journey.” 

			— Virginia Baldwin, 

			BSc, MD, FRCPC 

			Vancouver, British Columbia

			Rifaat offers a vivid portrait of a life shaped by movement, memory and creativity. Spaces Between the Nile and the True North is a thoughtfully written reflection on what it means to belong.

			— Sara El Sayed

			Author of Muddy People. Brisbane, Australia
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“Kindness is like snow—it beautifies everything it covers.”

			Khalil Gibran

			Renowned Lebanese poet/philosopher

			The line felt abstract to me—I had never seen snow. But after living through a Canadian winter, I understood. Fallen snow blanketed the landscape, muffled the noise, and made the harshest corners feel gentle, just like the kindness of the people around me. M.R.
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Preface

			This memoir began around dinner tables, in conversations with friends and family who listened to my stories with interest and urged me to write them down. Some found them absorbing; others laughed at my adventures and the way I told them, and insisted they were worth preserving.

			For years, I set their encouragement aside. Eventually, when I found time on my hands, I realised that unless I started gathered these memories, they would begin to fade—like watercolours left too long in the sunlight.

			This book is my way of preserving those moments for my children and grandchildren. It is also for anyone who has found themselves living between two worlds, or who wishes to understand the stories and struggles of immigrants more deeply. And finally, it is for those in faraway places who may be contemplating the journey of emigrating to Canada.

			All watercolours in this book are my own work, painted on Arches paper, with the exception of two pieces by my mother. They appear in black and white for publication purposes. The dates shown indicate when each work was completed, rather than when the scene itself took place.

			A colour edition of the book is also available.

			More of my artwork can be viewed on my website: www.artbymo.ca.

			Vancouver, British Columbia, 2026
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Prologue

			“We know exactly what you are up to.”

			It took some time for the full impact of these words, uttered by Mr. Kelly, the Canadian immigration officer in Cairo, to sink in. I had just confidently presented him an admission letter to a graduate programme at the University of Toronto.

			“All I need is a student visa,” I reminded him, thinking it should not take more than a day or two to be issued.

			“We know exactly what you’re up to,” he repeated, leaning over his desk and retrieving a red file from a nearby drawer. “You submitted an immigration application last year,” he said, his eyes wide with suspicion.

			In my naivety, I reassured him that either option, immigration or a student visa, would be acceptable to me. He explained that a student visa could not be granted while an immigration application was pending. Worse, the embassy had frozen all immigration processing entirely. At that moment it dawned on me: The long gruelling journey I had taken to get here might be ending in sudden failure.

			It felt like slamming into a brick wall mid-stride. After months of wrestling red tape, sidestepping bureaucratic traps, and overcoming one obstacle after another, I was halted mere steps from the finish line. Stunned, and unaccustomed to challenging authority, I swallowed my frustration and kept my composure. He held my fate in his hands. I left the embassy with a hollow chest, feeling utterly deflated.

			The year was 1967, a disastrous year for Egypt’s military. Under President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s astonishing mismanagement, Egypt was decisively defeated. Israel attacked and easily outmanoeuvred him, both on the battlefield and in the court of world opinion. With overwhelming military superiority and unwavering US support, Israel succeeded in portraying Egypt as an existential threat while knowing full well its army was unprepared. Because Canada voted for positions aligned with Israel’s interests at the United Nations, diplomatic ties with Egypt were strained, and the embassy’s operations in Cairo were scaled back. Nothing to do with me personally!

			And so began the long, uncertain road to Canada, a journey that started with resistance and rejection, but which opened the world to me and set my life on a path I never could have predicted. Immigration was not only about changing countries. It was about reshaping my sense of self, slowly, until I no longer belonged completely to one place. Today, I am Canadian in spirit and in outlook, while Egypt remains my foundation. I would grow into a hybrid identity and, in time, feel peacefully at home in my own wholeness.

			I do not know what fate might have had in store for me had I never emigrated. But in Canada I found what I had hoped for, and more than I could have imagined.

			



	

Part I.

			Roots in Egypt

			



	

Chapter 1 Mother of the World

			As the Second World War crept perilously close to Alexandria, I came into a world where Britain, Egypt’s occupying power, was deeply entrenched in a conflict that would shape history. In October 1942, El Alamein became the site of a decisive battle where General Montgomery’s Eighth Army repelled Field Marshal Rommel’s German Afrika Korps. It marked a turning point in the war, and my first birthday.

			Yet beyond that curious overlap between world history and the timing of my birth lay a far more serious reality. From the very beginning, my life would unfold in the long shadow of conflicts, both near and distant. 

			Despite Egypt’s substantial material and financial support to the British war effort, the independence it had been promised remained out of reach, overshadowed by Britain’s unyielding determination to maintain its grip on power. Then came the Nakba, the catastrophe that accompanied the creation of the State of Israel and left more than seven hundred thousand Palestinians displaced from their homes. Their homes were taken, their towns renamed, their olive groves abandoned. The following year, war broke out between the newly declared State of Israel and its Arab neighbours.

			Like the great war before it, this one drifted past my consciousness. I was too young to grasp the disasters unfolding but not to feel moments of fear. I vividly recall the shrill air raid sirens slicing through the citywide blackouts. The clatter of anti-aircraft guns filled the air, and every now and then, a thunderous bang would rattle our windows and terrify us. 

			My father calmly explained that it was the Agouza gun firing into the air. Agouza was our neighbourhood, and so the anti-aircraft gun must have been uncomfortably close by. My younger brother reminded me recently of how we’d huddle together, petrified, and how our mother, ever composed, would soothe us by saying, “It’s just the nearby shooting club members again, practicing with clay pigeons.” I don’t remember if that calmed me, but I must have wanted to believe her.

			Neither of those conflicts left lasting scars on me as a child. Palestine, for years afterwards, felt like a distant land—somewhere over there, beyond the horizon of our daily lives. And yet, the tragedies born of that era—the uprooting, the wars, the broken promises—still ripple across the Middle East today.

			Once the guns fell silent following the 1949 armistice, the nightly biplane drills began. As Egypt had no faith in Israel’s intentions, it had to remain prepared, my father explained. We would race up to the rooftop of our eleven-storey apartment building, wide-eyed. The sky would suddenly spark to life as searchlights swept across it, long beams of light criss-crossing the heavens in search of a single biplane. The low hum of an engine would cut through the silence. Soon, a searchlight would catch the plane, then another, until the aircraft was caught in a net of light. The plane would twist and turn, trying to escape the beams, to our great entertainment.

			One of those target-plane pilots was a distant relative. He told us that an hour or more of piercing searchlights and violent spinning through the sky often left him returning to base with blurred vision and a long-lasting pounding headache. It occurred to me then that this was no theatre, and these men weren’t performers, they were enduring something real.

			British colonial roots had dug deep into Egyptian soil long before then. The occupation, cloaked in the justification of safeguarding the Suez Canal, a lifeline to imperial India, began in 1882 and lingered for decades. Despite mounting nationalist resistance and waves of protest, the British dominated Egypt well into the twentieth century, leaving behind wounds that is still healing.

			My childhood unfolded in the Agouza neighbourhood of Cairo in a world of comfort. My father was a practising architect, and my mother cared for me and my two brothers during our early years, after which she gradually turned her attention to becoming a professional artist. The building we lived in was designed by a Belgian architect, elegant in its art nouveau style, standing only steps from the Nile and not far from the pyramids. 

			Our home was, in fact, two ground-floor apartments joined together by a doorway my father had opened between them, creating a single, generous living space. In Egypt, major alterations and renovations were often carried out by the renters, with no objection from the landlord, because apartments were permanent homes. 

			The apartment’s true gem was the quintessential Egyptian salon, a formal sitting room lavishly adorned with polished, gold-framed pieces and Louis XVI-style armchairs and sofas that gleamed beneath the chandelier’s light. It looked permanently staged for visiting royalty, a place of untouchable order standing in contrast to the rest of the home’s warm, lived-in rhythm. None of us children ever dared to sit there; it wasn’t locked, but everyone knew the rule: Enter only when guests were being entertained. 

			[image: ]

			My mother’s rendering of a corner of our Cairo apartment salon (1977).

			

	

I grew up cocooned in a small, protected world. School, home, my sports club, and the familiar neighbourhood streets formed its boundaries. I remained blissfully unaware of the historical events shifting dramatically beyond that circle.

			Ironically, while much of Europe lay in ruins and worked feverishly to rebuild, Egypt in the 1940s presented a different picture. Under a constitutional monarchy, we had a democratically elected parliament, a vibrant free press, and a government that prided itself on delivering education, healthcare, and modern infrastructure. The country enjoyed the trappings of a thriving market economy, though, as always, the benefits tilted in favour of Cairo’s elite and foreign businessmen. For many Egyptians though, survival was often a daily struggle, masked by the glitter of the capital.

			In the early 1900s, cosmopolitan and historic Cairo and Alexandria stood as Egypt’s twin cultural capitals, each with its own soul. Cairo, the sprawling political and intellectual heart; Alexandria, the breezy Mediterranean gateway echoing the traces of its Greek ancestry. While such diversity wasn’t unusual in nations shaped by the Ottoman Empire, Egypt’s strategic and prosperous location on the Nile Delta and the Suez Canal corridor attracted English, French, German, Italian, Greek, and Levant communities. A continuous influx of refugees fleeing persecution added new threads to Egypt’s already vibrant tapestry. Diverse community centres, social clubs and schools flourished, supported by private doners, public institutions, and foreign countries.

			Fond memories linger of our kind Greek-Jewish governess and French tutor, Mademoiselle Acobas, who stayed with us during the summer months. Sensing that the rigid French instruction at school had left us cold to the language, my mother took matters into her own hands. She devised creative family practice sessions—games, outings to the beach, cinema visits, and amusement park trips—all in French, with dear Mademoiselle Acobas in tow. Language became not a subject, but a setting.

			We were just as fond of our first piano teacher, Madame Elie, who often took us on small adventures after lessons, like open-air afternoon concerts. Once the taxi broke down halfway, and Madame Elie, alarmed at the prospect of wasting my mother’s money, launched into a spirited argument with the driver in broken Arabic, who finally offered a discount, I think, because things were settled amicably. 

			Our second piano teacher, Madame Melic, was Armenian. A short but dignified woman with a commanding presence and a perfectionist’s ear. She trained us to perform with confidence in front of large audiences at her annual open recitals. One year, I played Beethoven’s “Für Elise”, another year, Bach’s “Inventions.” My older brother Cherif’s turn always came at the end of the evening alongside the truly talented and serious pianists, whose performances made guests sit up straighter and pay full attention. 

			Even in the political arena, there was a time when Cairo’s unparalleled diversity created a kind of ordered chaos, where Nazis, nationalists, royalists, Egyptian ruling and opposition parties, along with colonialists, lived side by side, not quite in harmony, but in balance.

			Our long-time neighbours mirrored Cairo’s easy, colourful blend of cultures. Across the landing from us was Mr. Gartner, a Jewish construction contractor married to a Catholic woman whose soft Parisian accent made everything she said sound musical. I never thought much about where they truly came from. He might have been Italian, despite a name that sounded German, and she seemed French in the effortless way she carried herself. They had no children, and over the years I sensed that we filled that empty space in their lives. She spoiled us endlessly—hugging, feeding, fussing over us with a tenderness that felt genuine. 

			On the same floor lived Karima Hanem, of Turkish origin. She was small, always well groomed, polite, and smiling, a presence of effortless grace. It never occurred to me then to wonder why she lived alone. Two floors above us lived a Greek family with an only son named Mitso. He loved coming down to the courtyard to play football with us, usually for much longer than his mother approved. Inevitably, she would lean over the third-floor balcony and call out in Greek, “Ela edo, Mitso!” again and again, until he finally, and very reluctantly, abandoned the game and went upstairs, head bowed. Thus, “ela edo,” meaning “come here,” became my first Greek words.

			I loved visiting downtown Cairo with its belle-époque streetscapes at a time when the city gleamed with symbols of European extravagance: Ornate banks, multi-storey department stores, airline offices, bars, cinemas and restaurants lined the streets. The higher echelons of society were steeped in luxury and refinement, marked by haute couture and elaborate social gatherings.

			Cairo was a world city in its own right. According to Stadiem, it possessed: “… a glamour mystery, and the cachet that put the city in the pantheon of urban legends, with fin de siècle Paris and jazz age Manhattan and swinging sixties London1.”

			My own motivations, however, were far less philosophical. I only agreed to accompany my mother on her shopping trips because I knew that if I were patient enough, I would be rewarded with a millefeuille and an éclair at the café and pâtisserie Groppi. It was founded by Giacomo Groppi, the Swiss Italian pastry chef in 1924. The rich textures and divine flavours of these gateaux still linger on my taste buds, setting the standard for every pastry I’ve tasted since.

			We were captivated by the new wave of movie stars, including Rock Hudson, Deborah Kerr, and Grace Kelly, whose performances dazzled us on the grand screens of the majestic cathedral-style cinemas. Being likened to American or European film star was the ultimate compliment. Mourad, my future brother-in-law, beamed with satisfaction whenever girls likened his appearance to that of Alain Delon, the French superstar. Meanwhile, boys strolled about in Egyptian-made jeans and simple white T-shirts, striving to embody the iconic James Dean look. 

			Regardless of social class, urban women enjoyed the freedom to dress as they pleased without fear of intimidation or harassment. I rarely saw young women wearing hijabs. Knee-length skirts and short-sleeved dresses were familiar sights on city streets, in schools, and on university campuses. Yet I held a special fondness for the traditional veils, dresses, and colourful head coverings worn by brides during village celebrations and bedouin weddings that were decorated with patterns and shades I suspect, traced their origins back to ancient times. Later, I took great pleasure in painting them and trying to capture the light on the fabric and the expressions of joy and shyness in their eyes.

			Traditional Bedouin brides (1995).
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			Today, that easy freedom has given way to a more conservative tone. Dress codes have become increasingly modest, expressions of personal interpretations of Islamic traditions, brought back, I suspect, by waves of Egyptians returning from years of employment in the conservative oil-rich Arabian Gulf states. I don’t personally identify with these newer norms and firmly believe that every woman should have the freedom to choose how she dresses, guided by her own convictions, comfort, and sense of self.

			It saddens me that as a schoolboy, my visits to the medieval parts of the city, which held my true heritage, were few and far between. Alongside the art nouveau structures stood the breathtaking monuments, dwellings, and souks (markets) of the medieval Islamic architectural style that is characterized by distinctive domes, arches, courtyards, and intricate arabesque details.

			I thought it quite normal for main streets to be washed and scrubbed with detergent daily. Streetside cafés and restaurants catered to elegant ladies, with or without gentleman escorts, showing off the latest Paris fashions. It was common to hear two or more languages in the same conversation, or even the same sentence, because this was Cairo, one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world. 

			Downtown Cairo presented a stunning panorama of diverse architectural wonders, seamlessly blending ancient history with contemporary urban life. From the vantage points of balconies, one could witness the majestic Great Pyramids towering over the Giza Plateau on the horizon, forming a background to the minarets, domes, and bell towers. 
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			Silhouette of medieval Cairo (1966).

			Noteworthy among the architectural gems is the Ben Ezra Synagogue. Steeped in history, this synagogue’s roots are believed to trace back to the very spot where the infant Moses was rescued from the Nile. Also steeped in history is Saladin’s Citadel, a formidable ancient fortress housing a mosque and palace that stands atop a hill overlooking the city. St. Mark’s Coptic Orthodox Cathedral with its intricate Byzantine designs and ornate decorations, is also nearby. 

			Whenever I strolled among the spectacular ancient Egyptian statues and artefacts displayed at the Egyptian Museum near the Nile in downtown Cairo, I was left in awe. We simply called it “Antiqukhana”, a name that roughly translated to “the House of Antiquities.” This magnificent museum, founded in 1902 as one of the earliest purpose-built national museums, was crafted in the graceful Beaux-Arts and neoclassical style by a French architect. Inside its grand halls, the silent ranks of statues, sarcophagi, and astonishing treasures seemed to carry the weight of millennia, leaving visitors with the unmistakable feeling that Egypt’s long history was watching us from every corner of the room.

			On one childhood excursion with my mother, I couldn’t resist pondering aloud why a structure meant to celebrate our heritage felt so foreign in its architectural essence. While I can’t recall his exact words, my father mentioned Khedive Abbas’s2 admiration for French culture and his endeavours to infuse Egypt with modernity through adopting such influences. His explanation resonated, but I grew to understand that harmonizing modernization with indigenous traditions would have better suited in Egypt, particularly in this context where Egypt’s ancient glory was displayed. 

			The eternal Nile, veiled in ancient allure, stands as an emblem of magnificence. Egypt has often been referred to as the “Gift of the Nile,” a phrase attributed to the ancient Greek historian Herodotus. It means that without the Nile, there would have been no Egypt. Winding through parched lands, it has nurtured civilisation for millennia, and in my view, it far surpasses the world’s other renowned rivers.

			My favourite dining spot overlooking the Nile was the pizzeria on the ground floor of the Nile Hilton Hotel, a renowned five-star establishment managed by the American chain, a unique presence likely permitted by Nasser to cater to foreign dignitaries and conferences. Dining at this pizzeria was an elegant experience with crimson tablecloths, impeccable service, an Italian chef, and pizzas that were simply heavenly. 

			After our pizza meal, we would step into the soft night air, cross the street to the Nile and take a slow stroll along the Corniche. The crisp breeze carried the mingled scents of river water, city dust, and the sound of distant car horns. The Nile, flowing steadily through the restless urban landscape, always had a calming, almost hypnotic, effect on me. Its deep, dark waters shimmered faintly under the scattered city lights. Below us at water level, a myriad of flickering lanterns floated like stars fallen onto the river’s surface, their light emanating from fishing boats, ferries and pleasure crafts carrying tourists and locals alike.

			Among them, feluccas moved with timeless grace, their tall white sails billowing gently in the evening breeze. They glided north from the docks of southern Egypt, descendants of the same graceful craft that had plied the Nile since antiquity. They were not just a romantic sight but a vital thread of everyday economic life that carried traders, families and goods along the river’s endless spine. Some of the larger feluccas stretched more than 25 metres from bow to stern. Like dinosaurs, they have now become extinct, mainly due the influx of diesel-powered boats, highways and trains.

			Often my father, driving our family Citroën, would come to a halt at the entrance of a bridge spanning the Nile. Bridges would open at specific times to let a waiting procession of feluccas gracefully pass by, creating a surreal sight of tall white sails gliding across the open bridge with the boats hidden from view under the pavement. While my father would grumble about the half-hour wait, I cherished these moments, peering through the car window in wonder.

			[image: ]

			Moored feluccas waiting for the bridge to swing open. Painted by my mother (1954).

			Houseboats lined the banks of the Nile, especially along the shores of Zamalek and Garden City—two leafy, refined neighbourhoods where Cairo’s well-to-do lived alongside artists and writers. These floating dwellings came in all sizes and styles. Some served as full-time homes; others were weekend retreats used for entertaining guests or simply escaping the city’s noise. With their shaded verandas, potted plants, and views of the Nile skyline shimmering across the water, they added a unique charm.

			The Nile Hilton was inaugurated in 1959 with an elaborate reception attended by dignitaries and a scattering of Hollywood stars. I had my own close encounter with some of them, though not exactly by official invitation. The day before the big event, I was out riding near the pyramids with my school friends when the stable master at the place we frequented told us he had been booked to take a group of visiting Hollywood stars on a ride around the pyramids the next day.

			Seeing our faces light up, he asked if we wanted to join in. Of course we did! He gave us a time to show up and firm instructions not to wear anything fancy. He wanted us to pass for his assistants, to blend into the background. We eagerly followed his every word. At the appointed hour, we turned up dressed plainly, mounted the horses prepared for us at the stables, and joined the group. And there they were: Van Johnson, Martha Hyer, Jeanne Crain, Jane Russell, and a few other faces we didn’t recognise but admired anyway. To see them in person on horseback, with the pyramids as a backdrop like a ready-made film set, seemed almost unreal. In my eyes, they looked every bit as dazzling as on screen, but I tried to sit straight in the saddle and act as though this sort of thing happened to me every day.

			For some reason, Martha Hyer kept changing her coat—different colours, different textures—every time we paused somewhere. An assistant seemed to appear from nowhere, holding out the next one as if it were part of a royal ritual. To my bewilderment, Sadek, my cheeky friend, edged his horse close to hers and, in the most casual tone, asked, “What’s with the coat routine?” The look on her face was a priceless mix of confusion, annoyance, and disbelief. Clearly, she hadn’t expected to be heckled by a smart-alec stable boy. She gave a small shrug, frowned, and turned away while we doubled over with laughter, much to the displeasure of the entourage.

			Within minutes, we were chased off, still laughing as we galloped away. Back at the stables, the master was waiting for us, arms crossed and scowling. Somehow, he had already received the news.

			“You were supposed to blend in, not offend our guests,” he grumbled. “There goes my tip.”

			But we caught the twitch of a smile he couldn’t quite hide as he sent us off.

			Each visit to the Pyramids of Giza left me in an almost reverent mix of wonder and admiration that never faded no matter how many times I stood before them. Their sheer scale, the precision of their construction and their mysterious silence held me spellbound. Like the Nile, they seemed to pulse with the eternal. 

			They didn’t just impress—they humbled. I don’t remember my first visit to the Pyramids; they were simply always there on the horizon. What I do remember is how small I always felt standing in front of them. I often found myself staring up and trying to fathom how such colossal magnificence had been shaped from bare stone by human hands thousands of years ago. I’d tilt my head back until my neck ached, trying to catch a glimpse of the very top, trying to count the massive stones stacked in perfect geometry. But my numbers quickly fell apart, overwhelmed.

			Climbing into the interior of the Great Pyramid was even more overwhelming. The passages were narrow and steep, the air cool and still. I felt excited but also a little uneasy. The ancient walls pressed close, reminding me that people had walked through these corridors thousands of years before I ever took my first breath.

			Emerging from that ancient labyrinth, I found myself reflecting on Egypt’s enduring gift to humanity and how Plato played a role in the transmission of knowledge from ancient Egypt to Greece, and from there to Europe and beyond.

			But nothing defined those years more than our carefree summers in Alexandria.

			Alexandria: The Pearl of the Mediterranean. 

			From July to October of every year, Alexandria became the country’s capital. The king and the government operated out of the official palace, the Italianate Ras El Tin, overlooking the site of the Pharos Lighthouse and the library that had made Alexandria the greatest centre of learning in the ancient world. As described by Stadiem, this was connected to his summer abode on the eastern coast, the Montaza Palace, “by a Cannes-like necklace of verdant rainbow hued villas and brilliant white Victorian resort hotels strung along the 12-mile Corniche overlooking the sea.”

			Most of our extended family and friends—along with what felt like half of Cairo—moved their entire households to Alexandria for the summer. The breadwinners would join us on weekends, escaping the capital’s heat for the sea breeze. For me, it was simply a season of freedom. Alexandria meant holidays—months of fun with no responsibilities. After the long drive from Cairo on the desert road, squeezed into my father’s fully loaded Citroën, it was exhilarating to begin that gentle downhill slope on the approach to Alexandria and suddenly catch sight of the azure waters of the Mediterranean on the horizon, framed between buildings. We have arrived.

			Then came the sea breeze: that distinct seaweed smell, the wide, clear sky and the sound of waves crashing against the breakwater barriers. I would feel a thrill in my chest because I knew that from then on it would be nothing but long days of swimming, surfing, lounging in the sun, breathing in the salt air, playing beach racquetball and, as we grew older, dancing at beach parties. Our family’s summer apartment was in the suburb of Miami, just steps away from our beloved beach cabin, where carefree, fun-filled summers were simply the norm. Summer jobs for schoolchildren were unheard of.

			Later, when King Farouk was ousted, his magnificent Montaza Palace—nestled in the lavishly cultivated Royal Gardens (palms, pine, eucalyptus, citrus, olive, cypress and oak trees)—was converted into an official guest residence by the revolutionary government. The extensive grounds were soon dotted with chalets for the regime, senior officials, and well-to-do Egyptians. Many of my wider community of friends and family gradually migrated to this royal resort, holding tightly to our social bonds. What a treat!

			Like Cairo, Alexandria functioned as an open port of humanity, a Mediterranean mosaic where languages overlapped, and identities blurred. One could hear Greek at the bakery, Armenian in a photography studio, Italian in a café, French in business offices, and Arabic binding it all together.

			I especially enjoyed mingling with the Alexandrian Greek community, which formed the heart of the city’s vibrant foreign population. Every now and then, we indulged in the out-of-this-world cakes and chocolates from Delice, Tamvaco or Sistovaris, legendary patisseries near the Glymonopoulo tram station. Their offerings rivalled the famous Groppi of Cairo. While Groppi carried an air of refinement and nostalgia, these Alexandrian spots had a freshness and seaside charm all their own.

			The popular Greek Club, tucked near the old Qaitbay Fortress with its graceful medieval architectural simplicity, overlooks the small boats harbour with the Alexandria skyline in the background. It was a favourite haunt on those occasions when we dragged ourselves away from the beach to dine on Greek food while watching the small fishing boats bobbing gently on the waves.
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			Fishing boats moored across from the Greek Club in Alexandria (2009).

			Although I saw Alexandria only as a summer wonderland, the truth was that it had always been far more than a seaside retreat. Founded by Alexander the Great in 331 BC, this coastal jewel became the intellectual and cultural heart of the ancient world. The Great Library of Alexandria, that legendary centre of knowledge, was reputed to hold copies of countless manuscripts from across the known world. It attracted scholars from across civilisations, drawn to it like moths to a flame.

			The Lighthouse of Alexandria—the Pharos—was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Built in the third century BC, it rose above the sea as a beacon for sailors crossing the Mediterranean, a symbol of the city’s maritime strength and engineering genius. Earthquakes in the Middle Ages eventually brought it down, but its memory still stands tall in the imagination.

			As a child, such monuments meant little to me as I was too busy chasing an endless summer of fun and games. The ancient monuments were just part of the scenery; they were always there. I barely paid much attention to them because they felt like part of the everyday backdrop of my life. Much later, as non-resident Egyptians, when we took trips back to Alexandria and walked around the ancient sites, the experience was deeply emotional. 

			Alexander is said to have honoured Egypt with the title “Egypt, Mother of the World”, recognising the country as the cradle of civilisation. I am proud that the Arab world still refers to my homeland as Umm El Donia, our enduring Mother of the World.

			When we grew tired of the Alexandria scene and longed for a change of beach, we headed to Agami. Tucked away to the west along Egypt’s north coast, Agami was magical in a different way, compact, calmer, and with its own cool little community of cottage owners. Not far from Alamein, famous for the WWII battle, it was a quiet haven of pearly white sand, turquoise water, and a slower rhythm that made you forget the rest of the world.

			What made Agami even more special was that it wasn’t just a place; it felt like a club without walls. People knew one another, visited freely, dined together, and somehow always kept track of who was staying where and for how long. And thanks to our network of friends, we could slip in easily and blend into that close-knit circle.

			In this lively setting stood a cottage belonging to the family of my future wife, Sarah. And here is the part that always made the place feel even more special: the story goes that Field Marshal Montgomery once used this very cottage as his headquarters during his command of the British Eighth Army. Whether this fascinating detail was accurate or slightly embellished, Agami still seemed to carry a faint echo of history, blended with sunshine, sea air, and the cheerful bustle of summer life.

			Monty’s headquarters during the Battle of El Alamein. It later became Sarah’s family beach cottage.
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			Cottage Fireplace (2015)

			But what really made this vast outdoor life enjoyable was something so obvious that we hardly even noticed it: Egypt’s climate. Weather in Egypt was never a topic of idle chit-chat; it was simply there. You didn’t hope for good weather; you assumed it. Our back-and-forth journeys between Cairo and Alexandria guaranteed long stretches of agreeable days with Cairo’s dry, reliable sunshine and Alexandria’s Sea breeze adding just enough salt and freshness to make the summer sweet life feel endless. It never occurred to me as a boy that this was a great blessing. Only much later did I realise it through a travel agent, who explained that tourists were drawn not only by Egypt’s ancient wonders but also to escape the grey cold misery of their winters. 

			We truly had everything. Egypt, Um El Dunya, Mother of the World, indeed!

			



	

Chapter 2 My Parents

			In Arab culture, families are a big deal. Gatherings are noisy and affectionate, filled with hugs, touches and overlapping conversations — our bonds ran deep, everyone felt involved in everyone else’s life.

			It was within this warm, tightly woven, supportive circle that my own story began, and no one shaped it more than my parents.

			My father was a provider and mentor, but he was also a remarkable athlete whose strength seemed effortless. As a teenager, he represented Egypt on the Olympic gymnastics team and was a member of the national Davis Cup tennis squad. Years later, he achieved a rare honour: winning the national over-forty tennis championship three years in a row. In recognition, he was invited to keep the silver trophy permanently, a proud moment marked by a ceremony presided over by Princess Fayka, the king’s admired sister, known for her devotion to sports and the arts.

			My father, Olympic gymnast. (1940s)
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			Although an architect by training, he set aside a flourishing private practice when the revolutionary government invited him to lead a large scale housing programme affordable housing for the underprivileged, a bold initiative. Motivated by a deep sense of national purpose, he devoted himself to the cause.

			My mother’s background, by contrast, was a rich fusion of cultures. Educated at Cairo’s prestigious French Catholic school, the Collège de la Mère de Dieu, she was taught by nuns in an environment where French and Egyptian, Christian and Muslim influences mingled. That duality gave her a natural ease with diversity and a love for French literature and European art, as well as indigenous traditions

			Her strong-willed, independent spirit was inherited from her mother, Perizat Hanem, a woman of Turkish and Circassian3 descent whose very name carried weight. “Hanem” was an Ottoman-era honorific akin to “pasha” for men used to address women of stature and respect. 

			The story my mother told us about how she became an Egyptian national sparks my imagination. I am not sure I have all the details right, but I recall that Perizat was born in the 1880s in Ottoman Turkey and was orphaned at a young age. She was adopted by the sultan’s sister at the royal court and became her close companion within the walls of the imperial palace. One day, the princess decided she would slip to a downtown studio for a portrait bareheaded—a small act of personal defiance in a world ruled by strict decorum and tradition. Perizat accompanied her, loyal and obedient. The photographer, perhaps out of fear or a sense of duty, reported the incident to the palace. The sultan responded swiftly and decisively, ordering the princess exiled to Egypt. My grandmother refused to stay behind and accompanied her into what became a permanent exile. It was a life-altering decision that changed the course of my grandmother’s life and put an Egyptian, Turkish and Circassian mix into my DNA long before I was born.

			Despite her Circassian roots, Perizat became a fervent nationalist with a deep love for Egypt. During the 1919 revolt against British occupation, she stood shoulder to shoulder with street-level activists in support of Saad Pasha Zaghloul, the nationalist prime minister. A police bullet left a scar on her forehead, a permanent and visible reminder of her courage which she carried with pride until her final days.

			[image: ]

			My grandmother Perizat Hanem, late 1890s.

			Though I never truly got to know her in her prime, her spirit lived on through the stories my mother shared. One of my favourites was how she took a stand, quite literally, against foreign influence in Cairo. She would position herself for days in front of Les Grands Magasins Cicurel, the super department store dazzling with imported British and French goods that catered to elites and foreign residents. It was modelled after Paris’s iconic Galeries Lafayette.

			Day after day, she would stop Egyptian shoppers at the entrance and ask, “Do you know who owns this store? Do you know it’s run by foreigners, people from the very nations that occupy and colonize our land?” Then, with a disapproving frown, she would add, “Why are you buying from them?” Her firm tone, broken Arabic and Turkish accent made the message more striking. Many shoppers turned around, embarrassed or stirred, choosing to support local businesses instead.

			She was a devoted supporter of the women’s rights movement, though not through marches or slogans. She made sure her girls were enrolled in good schools, receiving the same level of instruction and discipline as their brothers. She encouraged my mother to pick a husband of her own choosing, demonstrating that a woman did not have to live within the narrow boundaries of tradition, a radical idea for her generation.

			Her example left a strong impression on my mother. While she embraced the role of full-time mother after marrying, she never abandoned her love for the arts. She often told us, with a twinkle in her eye, that the very day her youngest child, Aziz, left for school, she rushed to set up her painting station again. Her turning point came when Maître Hidayet, a master aquarellist of Turkish origin, seeing her potential, offered to become her mentor and teacher. He was a brilliant watercolourist whose works were purchased and exhibited by the Louvre. Remarkably, she was his only student, and he soon became a close friend of the family. In time, she earned her independent reputation as a gifted and leading artist.

			Hussein Bikar, one of Egypt’s most respected artists and critics of his day, wrote of my mother’s decision to pursue watercolours: “Her choice of specializing in watercolour represented the most crucial decision she ever made, because in relation to the degree of difficulty compared to other media, painting with watercolour is like swimming in the deepest, most dangerous ocean… Nevertheless, she persisted, only to become the undisputed leader of watercolour in the Arab world.”4
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			My mother in the 1950s.

			With her work adorning nearly every wall of our home, it’s no wonder I absorbed her talent through the pores of my skin. By consistently winning school art prizes, I convinced myself that I must be talented too. Even though I was often top of my class in fine art, it never occurred to me to pursue it seriously. I spent hours watching my mother paint, mesmerized by her brushwork and colours, but still, the idea of studying art never seemed like an option. In the world I grew up in, boys were expected to follow more “serious” paths: medicine, engineering or science. Art was seen as a hobby, or something girls pursued.

			My brothers, both engineers by training, had stronger inclinations towards the piano than I did. Cherif, the eldest, spent long hours mastering classical pieces. Our family eagerly anticipated soirées musicales in our softly lit music room when Maître Hidayet and my father would bring out their violins and my brother would accompany them on the piano. I loved those evenings, especially the imperfect moments. When the harmony slipped just slightly, my father, taking on the role of chef d’orchestre, would gently tap his bow on the music sheets to cue a restart. Those small pauses and recoveries were, to me, the most human part of the music. Brahms’s “Hungarian Dances” was invariably played, and to this day, listening to it gives me goosebumps.

			Aziz, on the other hand, chose a very different path. He became the piano player and a founding member of what grew into a much-sought-after professional dance band.

			Soirée musicale, 1960s. My father and Maître Hidayet violonists.

			[image: ]

			Gratefully, I grew up surrounded by contentment in a safe and loving home. My parents were always kind and attentive, and with the help of house staff, my brothers and I never felt we lacked anything. Meals showed up as if by magic, our clothes were always clean and neatly pressed, and life moved along in an orderly way. As children, we were oblivious to the hands that made it all happen behind the scenes.

			



	

Chapter 3 The English School, Cairo: An Oasis of Englishness

			Naturally, one of the most significant forces shaping my being was my early schooling. 

			By some miracle, I still have my report from the first educational institution I ever attended. That timeworn booklet tells me I was enrolled at the Lycée Franco-Egyptien for the 1946/47 school year. I make no claim of remembering the classroom or teachers, but the booklet speaks on my behalf. 

			[image: ]

			My 1946 Lycée preschool report card

			Interestingly, my teacher’s remarks, dated December 1, 1946, read:

			Écriture: bien

			Lecture: bien

			Mathématiques: bien

			Dessin: excellent

			Evidence that I have inherited my mother’s artistic genes.

			Arabic was our first language at home, but my mother had been educated in the francophone tradition and would have loved to pass it on to her children as a way for us to grow closer over the years and share a second layer of cultural identity. However, my parents agreed that English was the global language of the future, not French. So, after just one year at the Lycée, I was transferred to Gezira Preparatory School (GPS), a British-run private junior school.

			Not long after, my younger brother and I were moved again, this time to The English School, Cairo (ESC), which included junior and senior levels. The school was nestled on the desert fringes of Heliopolis, an elegant new town north of Cairo known for its tree-lined boulevards, shaded sidewalks, and a blend of European and Egyptian architecture cropping out of the desert. Named after an ancient Egyptian city, the neighbourhood was established in 1905 by a Belgian industrialist.

			It was a torturous one-hour ride away by school bus, the kind of journey that felt much longer to a restless boy staring out the window at the crawl of streets and traffic. Yet, obviously, my parents believed the quality of the school made the daily ordeal quite worthwhile.

			Cherif, my older brother, was already well established at ESC, and it’s likely my parents wanted to reunite us under one school roof, so they jumped at the opportunity when it opened. Both schools had been founded in the early twentieth century during the height of the British presence in Egypt. They were intended to educate the children of British expatriates and military officers, and remained, in structure and spirit, faithful replicas of what the British called “public schools” in England.5 Truly an oasis of Englishness in the Heliopolis desert.

			As the British community dwindled, the ESC began admitting local students to bolster its finances, eventually leading to them becoming the majority. By 1950, all three Rifaat siblings were among the students enrolled at the school. 

			The Tudor Rose School emblem.
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			The school crest featured an intricate Tudor rose framed by a scroll bearing the Latin words: “Ducit. Amor. Patriae.” I understood this to roughly mean “Leadership. Love. Country.” There was little doubt about which patria it referred to—it was a clear nod to Great Britain, not Egypt, and certainly not some vague universal ideal. The design of the rose itself left no ambiguity. Not that I had any idea who the Tudors were or what they represented. To me, it might as well have been a decorative flower chosen at random by someone in London.

			But within the school gates, the rose carried a different meaning altogether, one we all understood. Its colour mattered. If your crest was plain red, you were a regular unremarkable student. A half-colour, in red and blue, marked you as a solid athlete, likely on the first eleven football team or close to it. But the full colours—deep royal blue—were the pinnacle. They were reserved for the best of the best. Earning them was a badge of honour worn with chest-out pride. That patch on your blazer could elevate you from anonymous to universally admired no matter what your report card said.

			I earned my full colours, and it mattered. Years later, I spoke with an Old Boy who was a few years younger than me. “We looked up to you. You were a real man,” he said, shaking his head. “Not like the lot we later had.” 

			It’s all relative, of course. Every generation sees a golden age just before its own. But hearing that gave me a sense of pride. It reminded me how much it meant at the time to wear those colours, and it was proof I had left a mark.

			The Tudor Rose crest was an integral part of the uniform, stitched to my blazer, protected by the school rules and worn without question. Outside the school gates, though, I wished I didn’t have it on. I’m not sure what I was ashamed of, or what people thought of it. It just seemed oddly out of place.

			My school days occurred at a time and a place of British stiff upper lip meeting Egyptian warmth, preparing us not just for Oxford and Cambridge written exams, but for the great, less predictable exam called life, as I now appreciate. But obstacles to this smooth plan were already on the way from far across the Atlantic. The biggest threat to British discipline and cultural influence wasn’t political unrest or economic shifts; it was the unstoppable invasion of American comic books. We devoured them like forbidden fruit, mesmerized by the stories and the bold, kinetic images. 

			Little Lulu was my favourite comic. She was a bit of a goody-goody, easy to relate to, and although she was a girl, we boys read her stories without a second thought. I always thought she was special and should have been invited to the “No girls allowed” boys’ tree house. Tubby added his lovable goofy bravado. Together they opened up what we saw as the fascinating far-away American suburban life. 

			Superman, on the other hand, captured my imagination with a world of pure fantasy that Lulu’s down-to-earth adventures simply could not match. Compared with the breathless drama and visual pleasure of Superman leaping across skyscrapers and soaring through the clouds, the polite words and occasional black-and-white illustrations of Jane Austen or Charles Dickens seemed rather tame. 

			I once used the word “invulnerable” in a sentence in my homework composition, which seemed to impress Mr. Beasley, our English grammar teacher, who appeared to live permanently inside a tweed jacket.

			“Where did you learn that word from?” he asked.

			Proudly, I explained that it had been drilled into me through dozens of Superman comics I had devoured. I went on to enlighten him that even invulnerability had limits, since kryptonite could weaken him. That, however, proved to be a mistake: his face turned red, he shut me down abruptly, and launched into a stern lecture on the moral toxicity of such fictional characters, warning that the American English in those comics would corrupt the proper grammar he was trying so hard to teach us.

			We were like a league of secret agents, swapping comics in secret places. During recess, in a shadowy corner of the schoolyard—our own black-market stock exchange—we’d negotiate fiercely. The value of each comic was determined by an unbreakable code: publication date, condition, popularity, and, of course, the almighty publisher—was it Dell or Marvel? Sometimes a rare issue could command two or three lesser ranked ones in return. Without realizing it, I was honing my skills in evaluating fine art. Add the Hollywood factor, and it felt like an inevitable prelude—America slipping into the cultural driver’s seat even before the British had fully stepped off the bridge.

			Life inside the school bore little resemblance to what was happening beyond its stone walls. Inside, the laws of the land were secondary to The School Rules, which governed the pupils’ every action, behaviour, and appearance. Disobey them at your peril. I had to read them carefully at the start of every term. They were not suggestions; they were commandments. The rules followed us beyond the school gates as well. Behaviour and appearance were still subject to discipline outside the walls, inside the school’s distinctive school buses, and whenever we were in our school uniforms.
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			Page 1 of the dreaded The School Rules.

			We began each day with morning assembly in the courtyard, where boys and girls in immaculate uniforms lined up in rows, each row representing a separate house. Before the headmaster spoke, the house prefects moved slowly along the neat lines, inspecting every detail of our appearance with deliberate care.

			“Button up your shirt collar.” 

			“Pull your socks up.”

			Their voices rang out in firm tones. I remember the slight anxiety of those inspections, the hope of passing unnoticed. 

			During the winter months, boys wore navy-blue blazers emblazoned with the familiar red Tudor rose, crisp white shirts, striped ties in house colours, caps bearing the school badge imported from England, grey shorts, and long stockings. In summer, the blazers disappeared, replaced by white shirts and oversized khaki shorts reminiscent of what British soldiers wore.
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			Mrs. Turner my Form 2 teacher, with Laila, my classmate, (1950). We jointly won the trophy for best form captains.

			After years of wearing these uniforms, I grew to despise them, counting the hours until I could return home and change into my own clothes. Dress shorts were hardly a source of pride for teenage Egyptian boys. Most embarrassing of all was being spotted outside the school gates in that little cap, which few in the real world understood and many found laughable.

			The junior girls wore a royal blue tunic over a crisp white blouse with matching royal blue bloomers underneath, which was a practical solution to avoid changing into shorts for physical education. For the senior girls, the tunic and blouse remained, but the bloomers became optional, as they eagerly switched to smarter, sportier shorts. The bloomers were unmistakably British: loose-fitting, gathered at the waist, modest and sturdy enough to survive cartwheels, skipping ropes, and spirited netball matches. In winter, the girls wore mandated berets, which, in my observation, sometimes interfered with their carefully arranged hairstyles, especially those who took pride in a polished look beyond the schoolyard.

			I remember Laila in particular. Her hair was arranged in long, loose vertical strands that fell to her shoulders. To avoid ruining it, she would place the beret flat on top of her head and fasten it with a small clasp, just enough to satisfy school rules, but with minimal contact.

			In summer, the berets gave way to light-coloured, wide-brimmed straw hats wrapped with a dark blue ribbon in the school colours. They were meant to shield the girls from the sun and project an image of tidy discipline, though I always suspected they served appearance more than practicality. The brims sometimes sagged, the ribbons frayed, and the hats had a mischievous habit of flying off in sudden gusts of wind. Still, there was something charmingly proper about the uniforms, as if the students were being prepared to step straight from the classroom into the pages of an Enid Blyton novel.

			During my Junior School years, we occasionally recited the Lord’s Prayer. Children of all backgrounds said it aloud together, unselfconsciously and in good spirits. We also sang the British national anthem, accompanied on the piano by Miss Minty. Tall, slender, and plainly but neatly dressed, she had the air of a dear figure who might have stepped straight out of one of those British school stories. Gentle and proper, she had the curious habit of blinking both eyes at once. The lyrics rolled easily off our tongues: “God save our gracious King,” and “Send him victorious, happy and glorious, long to reign over us.” I assumed we were singing about the king of the British Empire, not our own King Farouk.

			Speaking in Arabic on the school premises was forbidden other than during Arabic language classes. Our own history was neglected until after the 1952 revolution when the Egyptian Ministry of Education issued an ultimatum whereby compulsory Arabic classes and Egyptian history were to be upgraded and intensified. Curiously, before that the only Egyptian history I learned was about the Pharaonic era, but I did learn about King Harold being killed by an arrow in the eye during the Battle of Hastings in 1066!

			Before that, most of the teaching materials came from England and were written by British authors, including one history textbook6 that covered ancient Egypt through a distinctly Western lens. It was filled with illustrations and romanticised scenes of pharaohs riding golden chariots, workers piling stone blocks with obedience, and half-naked women musicians performing for temple audiences. We were assigned cut-and-paste tasks using these images. I enjoyed those projects, not so much because of what they meant, but because they gave me something artistic to do. 

			The text itself was shallow—broad strokes, simplified figures except for one chapter that stood out awkwardly to me: “The Slaves of Ramses.” It told the biblical story of baby Moses, tucked strangely into the middle of our ancient history curriculum. It seemed too dramatic, too disconnected and too complicated for our age group. I don’t remember paying it much attention at the time. But what stuck with me were the detailed illustrations: baby Moses floating in a reed basket on the Nile and grim-faced Egyptian guards whipping slaves in the shadow of the pyramids. These weren’t images we were asked to cut and paste. In fact, our teacher never even mentioned the chapter. The religious content was ignored completely, but there it was, printed plainly for any child to see.

			By some minor miracle, I stumbled upon a copy of that very book years later tucked away in a forgotten box. I flipped through its worn pages and soon found the chapter again. This time, I read the lines aloud slowly. One passage stood out more than the rest: “And every month, cruel Egyptian soldiers went through the slaves’ houses, and whenever they found a new baby boy, they carried him away, and the poor slave mother lost her baby forever.” I don’t recall if I had read these words as a child, but imagining it now, I think they might have haunted me for a long time. The image of ancient Egyptians, our ancestors, the source of so much pride and cultural identity, portrayed as merciless brutes, killers of helpless infants?

			Studying the book further, I found it quite remarkable that the editor’s note states that the stories in the book “…tell of a real people and are set against a background of real history—that of ancient Egypt thousands of years ago; and they are linked with Bible story, which is the young child’s first introduction to history.” I can’t help but wonder who decided to include such narratives in a history textbook for junior school classes in Egypt. It blurred the line between archaeological findings and religious, faith-based storytelling. The intent behind it remains unclear. And just as curiously: Was our teacher instructed to skip over this chapter, or did he simply choose to?

			I had always imagined the pharaohs as wise, almost godlike rulers—figures admired, even loved, by their people. The idea of Egyptian soldiers carrying out acts of cruelty against their own people, under royal command, jarred sharply with that image. It simply didn’t fit.

			Archaeological discoveries near the Great Pyramids of Giza tell a different story. They reveal carefully planned workers’ villages—not slave camps—where labourers lived in organised communities, ate well, and even received medical care. There is no evidence of forced labour on a massive scale, only of a disciplined and highly structured society that took pride in skill and craftsmanship. Yes, some reliefs show men in chains, but these were prisoners of war—defeated outsiders, not the backbone of Egyptian society.

			Anyone still doubtful might walk through Cairo’s magnificent new museum and pause for a moment. It is hard to believe that such refinement, such beauty, could have grown out of a civilization built on cruelty.

			During my school years, I remained blissfully unaware that, beyond the school’s brick walls, a growing nationalist movement was calling for an end to Britain’s so-called “glorious” presence in Egypt. Inside, however, life followed an entirely different script.

			There was a peculiar charm in the blend of accents that filled our classrooms—the clipped precision of our teachers set against the warm, musical cadence of my Egyptian classmates. During breaks (recess), that contrast came alive. The playground buzzed with a lively mix of children of every shade and background who ran, argued, laughed, and shouted together, while prefects patrolled like watchful sentries, ready to pounce on rough play or stray Arabic chats.

			My personal refuge during breaks was the football field beside the junior school, the only place where unorganised games were allowed. There, the rules loosened just enough for us to run freely on our own terms. I loved it.

			I threw myself into every chaotic game, convinced that, one day, I could be the hero. During one game, my team’s goalkeeper had been beaten, and the ball was rolling straight into our open net. In a flash, I lunged and stopped it, with my hand. I’d saved the game.

			Instantly, a chorus of “Penalty! Penalty!” erupted around me. 

			It was a clear foul, no question. Licos, our fiery Greek senior, was furious. 

			“Why didn’t you stop it with your foot?” he shouted.

			I was crushed that my moment of glory had turned into scolding. But when the penalty was missed, something shifted. Licos came over and, without a word, patted me on the back. Just like that, the storm passed. I don’t know why that small memory has stayed with me all these years. 

			Some girls gathered during breaks in their favourite corners and sang in small groups. I still remember one of them seated on the steps of the dining hall, swaying and smiling, as they sang “Que Sera
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