

    
        
          The Cairo Accommodation

        

        
        
          Hosam Zidan

        

        
          Published by hz-studio, 2026.

        

    


Copyright © 2026 Hosam Zidan

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except for brief quotations in reviews or educational use.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Cover Design: Hosam Zidan

First published in 2026

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Cairo Accommodation

Chapter 1: The Weight of Routine

Chapter 2: The Gilded Cage

Chapter 3: The Spark

Chapter 4: The Roar Begins

Chapter 5: Early Ripples

Chapter 6: The People's Champion

Chapter 7: The People’s Voice

Chapter 8: The Scales of Justice

Chapter 9: Targeting the Messenger

Chapter 10: Language War

Chapter 11: Trial of Health

Chapter 12: Weight of Words

Chapter 13: Desperation

Chapter 14: Accommodating City

Chapter 15: Cracks in the Facade

Chapter 16: The International Gaze and Its Limits

Chapter 17: The Price of Indulgence

Chapter 18: Reckoning

Chapter 19: Legacy

Chapter 20: Enduring Light

Sign up for Hosam Zidan's Mailing List

Further Reading: Quiet Day

Also By Hosam Zidan

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Mayar

      

    



  	
        
            
            We will not be defined by their insults. We will define ourselves! We are not 'fat.' That is their word, a word of shame. We are… we are men of substance! We are generously built! We are… We are Beautifully Big Boned!
Mohamed Morsi

      

    

Part 1: Unaccommodating
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Chapter 1: The Weight of Routine
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The chair creaked, a mournful sound that seemed to echo the strain in Mr. Farid’s knees as he settled his considerable weight onto its moderate, yet comparatively small, frame. He was a man whose late fifties were etched heavily onto his face, each line a testament to a life lived large, now confined to this small, antiseptic room, facing Dr. Mayar Medhat. His shirt strained across his chest, and a fine sheen of perspiration already glistened on his brow despite the air conditioner’s diligent hum. This bi-monthly check-up always felt less like a consultation and more like a judgment.

Dr. Mayar, her black hair pulled back severely from a face of delicate, intelligent features, adjusted the round frames of her glasses. Her olive skin seemed almost luminous in the filtered afternoon light. A subtle, almost imperceptible upturn at the corners of her lips was present as she regarded him. It was an expression that hinted at a mind always a step ahead, processing, analyzing, perhaps even anticipating the familiar litany of excuses and anxieties. Her desk, a dark, unpretentious wood, held only a neatly stacked trio of patient files, a pen lying precisely parallel, and a computer monitor displaying a blood glucose chart. Every item in the meticulously ordered space seemed to have its designated coordinates, a reflection of the precise mind that governed the room, a stark contrast to the sprawling discomfort of the man before her.

“So, Mr. Farid,” Mayar began, her voice calm, modulated, each word chosen with the precision of a surgeon selecting an instrument. She tapped a perfectly manicured nail on the screen. “The HbA1c is still at 8.9 percent. And your blood pressure, I’m afraid, remains elevated. 155 over 95 this morning.”

Mr. Farid’s large hands, resting on his knees, clenched. He let out a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of the Giza pyramids. “I know, Doctor, I know. It’s... it’s not easy.” His gaze drifted towards the single window, towards the sliver of a dust-hazed Cairo street scene alive with the blare of horns and the distant calls of vendors – an impossible tangle of life outside. “I try, wallahi, I try. You say ‘walk more.’ Walk where? The pavements, if you can find them, are broken, or someone’s selling things on them. And the cars... they think pedestrians are just... suggestions.”

Mayar listened, her expression unchanging, her sharp eyes missing nothing – the slight tremor in his hands, the way his breath hitched. Her smirk didn’t waver; it wasn’t unkind, more a mark of her constant, rapid internal processing, an acknowledgment of the complex equation of human fallibility and environmental constraint she was always trying to solve.

“And the food, Doctor,” Mr. Farid continued, his voice gaining a note of pleading. “You tell me, ‘eat fresh vegetables, lean protein.’ Do you know what a kilo of good tomatoes costs these days? Or fish? For the price of one small piece of fish, I can buy enough koshary to feed my whole family for two meals. Or those... those packaged biscuits and cakes my grandchildren love. Cheap. Filling.” He gestured vaguely, a sweep of his hand encompassing a world of tempting, affordable, and ultimately harmful choices. “It’s everywhere. Easy.”

“The ease of access to calorie-dense, nutrient-poor options is a significant factor, I understand,” Mayar conceded, her tone neutral. She leaned forward slightly. “However, Mr. Farid, the numbers are unyielding. Your current path significantly elevates your risk of... further complications. We’ve discussed this. Kidney damage, neuropathy, a cardiovascular event.” She didn’t raise her voice, didn’t need to. The facts themselves were stark enough, a logical progression she saw with clarity.

“So what can I do, Doctor? What magic solution is there that I haven’t heard a hundred times?” His frustration was palpable now, a low rumble in his chest. “I’m not a young man. I get tired. My knees...” He patted one ample thigh. “They complain if I just stand too long.”

“There is no magic, Mr. Farid, only consistent, incremental adjustments,” Mayar stated, her mind already dissecting his complaints into manageable variables. “We could explore, for instance, incorporating more lentils and beans, which are affordable and beneficial. Or focusing on portion control, even with the koshary. Could you perhaps try walking for just ten minutes after your evening meal, even if it’s just back and forth in a quieter side street, or even within your apartment building if possible?” She offered these not as panaceas, but as small, achievable variables in his personal health equation, practical steps within a deeply flawed system. Her approach was always to find a logical pathway, however narrow.

Mr. Farid looked down at his hands again, deflated. “Ten minutes. Maybe. Maybe I can try that.” He didn’t sound convinced.

Mayar made a note in his file, her penmanship as neat and precise as the arrangement of her desk. “We will review again in two months. In the meantime, continue with your prescribed medication, and please, do consider these small adjustments. Your body will register the effort, however minor it may seem now.”

He nodded slowly, then levered himself up from the chair with a grunt. “Thank you, Doctor.” He offered a perfunctory handshake and shuffled out, leaving behind a faint scent of sweat and sweetened tea.

Dr. Mayar watched him go, the door clicking shut. She turned her chair slightly to look out the window at the chaotic, vibrant, unyielding city. Her smirk deepened by a fraction, a silent acknowledgment of the colossal, multifaceted beast she was attempting to nudge, one patient, one stubborn set of numbers at a time. The problem wasn't just Mr. Farid; it was Cairo itself, a city that nourished and strained its inhabitants in equal, overwhelming measure. It was a system, and systems, she knew, could eventually be understood, and perhaps, with enough strategic pressure, even changed. She took a steadying breath, her mind already shifting to the next file, the next patient, the next small battle in a very large war.

***
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THE DESCENT INTO THE Metro station at Attaba was like entering the city’s bustling, overheated lungs. Dr. Mayar navigated the tide of bodies with a practiced economy of movement, her slim frame an advantage in the dense human current. The air was a cocktail of dust, sweat, cheap perfume, and the faint, metallic tang of the tracks. She held her bag close, her gaze sweeping, observing, cataloging.

The platform was a river of people, a microcosm of Cairo’s relentless energy. When the train finally shuddered in, a screeching metal beast, the surge towards its doors was immediate and unceremonious. Mayar found herself pressed into a corner of the women’s carriage, the heat and proximity of her fellow passengers an unavoidable intimacy. She watched a stout woman struggle to maintain her balance as the train lurched, her face tight with the effort of occupying a space that seemed determined to shrink around her. Another, younger woman, her body spilling generously over the narrow plastic seat, fanned herself with a folded newspaper, her eyes closed as if in silent protest against the crush.

An environment designed for subtraction, Mayar thought. Every square centimeter accounted for, optimized for a theoretical average that reality so often defied. 

It wasn't just the seats; it was the narrowness of the aisles, the height of the handrails, the sheer density of the human load. A system under strain, forcing its occupants into uncomfortable contortions.

Emerging from the Metro’s subterranean embrace near her neighborhood was a transition from one form of sensory overload to another. The street was a cacophony of car horns, shouting vendors, and the tinny blast of music from a passing tuk-tuk. Here, the battle for space was even more overt. And the visual landscape, Mayar noted with a familiar tightening in her chest, was a relentless advertisement for the very things she fought against in her clinic.

Brightly lit kiosks gleamed with rows of sugary drinks in lurid colors, their labels promising refreshment but delivering a deluge of empty calories. Stacks of packaged crisps, biscuits, and processed cakes – engineered for maximum shelf life and minimal nutritional value – formed colorful, accessible fortresses on every corner. Children, their faces sticky, clutched at these offerings. The aroma of frying oil from a nearby fast-food stall, selling cheap, breaded chicken of indeterminate origin, was pervasive, almost seductive in its ubiquity.

Where were the vibrant displays of fresh fruit that should have been Cairo’s birthright, given Egypt’s agricultural abundance? They were there, Mayar knew, but often relegated to less prominent spots, their prices subject to greater fluctuation, their appeal less aggressively marketed than the siren call of the packaged and the processed. A cart piled high with watermelons offered a splash of genuine color and hope, but it was an island in a sea of manufactured temptation.

The path of least resistance, she mused, sidestepping a puddle of murky water, is paved with high-fructose corn syrup and palm oil. 

The city, in its relentless drive, seemed to conspire against the very well-being of its inhabitants, making the unhealthy choice the default, the easy, the overwhelmingly visible one. It was a design flaw on a grand scale, a system that prioritized immediate gratification and profit over long-term health. And Mr. Farid, with his tired knees and his koshary, was merely a predictable output of that system. The thought, as always, settled in her mind not as a judgment, but as a problem demanding a solution, however complex and distant that solution might seem. Her steps, as she continued towards her apartment, were brisk, her gaze already turning inwards, sifting through the day's observations, searching for patterns, for leverage points, for a way to recalibrate the scales.

***
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DR. MAYAR’S APARTMENT was a haven of quiet order, a deliberate counterpoint to the city’s relentless sensory assault. Located on the fourth floor of a respectable, if aging, building in a relatively calm side street, its main room served as both living area and study. Bookshelves lined one entire wall, filled with medical texts, journals on public health, studies on nutrition, and meticulously organized binders. The furniture was functional, comfortable but unostentatious – a sturdy desk, a well-worn armchair perfect for reading, a simple sofa. There were no superfluous decorations, only a few framed botanical prints that spoke of a quiet appreciation for natural, structured beauty. The air smelled faintly of old paper and the cardamom from the single cup of tea she allowed herself each evening.

She placed her bag on a designated hook by the door and methodically went through her evening routine: washing her hands, changing into simpler, more comfortable clothes. Everything had its place, its sequence. It was a ritual that helped her transition from the demands of the clinic and the city to the focused solitude of her evenings.

Tonight, however, the quiet was soon punctuated by the insistent buzz of her mobile phone. She glanced at the caller ID: Salma. A small smile touched Mayar’s lips. Salma, a primary school teacher with a boundless, sometimes overwhelming, enthusiasm, was one of the few people whose calls Mayar almost always answered immediately.

“Salma, good evening,” Mayar said, her voice losing a fraction of its clinical reserve, though still precise.

“Mayar! Habibi! How are you? Long day?” Salma’s voice was a whirlwind of warmth and energy, a stark contrast to Mayar’s own measured tones.

“Productive,” Mayar replied, which Salma would understand meant tiring but intellectually stimulating. “And you? How are the small warriors of knowledge?”

Salma laughed, a bright, infectious sound. “Oh, you know. Full of sugar and questions, mostly in that order. Which is actually why I’m calling. I was thinking more about what you said, about trying to introduce some healthier snack ideas at school. You know, get them interested in fruit instead of... well, instead of those luminous orange crisps that seem to be their main food group.”

Mayar settled into her armchair, tucking one foot beneath her. “A commendable ambition. And a challenging one, given the current culinary landscape they navigate.”

“Exactly! But I was thinking, maybe if we made it fun? Like, a ‘rainbow fruit day’ or something? Or get them involved in actually making something simple? I remember you mentioning some studies about children being more likely to eat what they help prepare.” Salma’s ideas often came in a rush, a torrent of good intentions.

Mayar listened patiently, her mind already sifting through Salma’s proposals, evaluating their feasibility, potential impact, and likely points of resistance. “Interactive participation can indeed increase acceptance,” she confirmed. “But we would need to consider the logistical aspects. School resources, parental consent, potential allergies... and, of course, the pervasive marketing they are already exposed to.”

“I know, I know, it’s a mountain,” Salma sighed, a momentary dip in her usual ebullience. “But we have to start somewhere, don’t we? I just... I see them, Mayar. I see them getting heavier, less energetic. It worries me. And you’re the only one I know who seems to have a clear map of why this is happening, even if the map leads to a dragon’s lair.”

Mayar’s almost smiled. “The dragon, Salma, is multifaceted. But even a multifaceted dragon has vulnerabilities. A well-structured plan, even for a small initiative like ‘rainbow fruit day,’ is a good starting point. Perhaps you could draft a proposal, outlining the objectives, methods, and anticipated resource needs. We can review it together.” Her mind was already constructing a mental checklist, a framework for Salma’s enthusiasm.

“A proposal! Of course! You’re right. See? This is why I call you. You make my chaos sound... strategic.” Salma’s energy was back. “Okay, I’ll work on it. Thanks, Mayar. You’re a star.”

“Just a doctor, Salma,” Mayar corrected gently. “Attempting to apply logic to an often illogical system. Good night.”

“Good night, habibti!”

The call ended, and the quiet of the apartment returned, now subtly charged with the potential of Salma’s impending proposal. Mayar picked up a journal, her gaze falling on an article detailing the metabolic effects of emulsifiers in processed foods. Another piece of the puzzle. Her work, it seemed, never truly ended.

***
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THE CLATTER OF PANS and the low hum of conversation were a welcome change as Dr. Mayar stepped into ‘Baladi’, Chef Hassan’s restaurant, later that week. The name meant ‘my country’ or ‘local,’ and it lived up to it. The aroma of simmering molokhia, grilling meats, and freshly baked aish baladi enveloped her, a comforting olfactory embrace that stood in stark contrast to the synthetic sweetness and fried smells dominating so much of the city’s air. The decor was simple, warm, with dark wood tables, walls adorned with old photographs of Cairo, and a few strategically placed copper lanterns casting a soft glow. It was an oasis, not just of good food, but of a certain kind of authenticity Mayar found increasingly rare.

Chef Hassan, a man whose round, jovial face was usually dusted with flour or creased with a smile, spotted her from behind the bustling open kitchen. He wiped his hands on his apron and came forward, his greeting booming. “Ah, Dr. Mayar! The busiest woman in Cairo graces us! Welcome, welcome!”

“Hassan, always the flatterer,” Mayar replied, her lips softening into a genuine, if fleeting, smile. “It’s good to see you. The place looks busy.”

“Alhamdulillah, we can’t complain. People still appreciate real food, thank God.” He led her to her usual small table in a quieter corner. “Though sometimes I wonder for how long. The competition from those... those fast-food factories is relentless.” His smile faded a little, a shadow of concern crossing his features.

“Their business model is predicated on volume and low-cost, hyper-palatable ingredients,” Mayar observed, settling into her chair. “It’s a difficult model to compete with if your primary concern is quality and nutritional integrity.”

“Exactly!” Hassan exclaimed, pulling up a chair for a brief chat, a privilege he afforded few. “I had a supplier try to sell me some new ‘flavor enhancer’ last week. Said it would make my tagines ‘unforgettable.’ I told him my grandmother’s recipes have been unforgettable for generations without his chemical powders!”

Mayar nodded, a flicker of approval in her eyes. “Your commitment to traditional methods is admirable, Hassan. And increasingly vital.”

From the corner of her eye, Mayar noticed a woman working with focused intensity at one of the prep stations in the kitchen. It was Amina, one of Hassan’s diligent sous-chefs. Amina was meticulously chopping herbs, her movements precise, her expression serious. She didn’t look up, absorbed in her task. Mayar had seen her a few times before during her visits; Hassan had mentioned she was a hard worker, quiet, and originally from a village in Fayoum, which explained her intuitive understanding of fresh produce. There was a certain groundedness about her that Mayar found... interesting, a quiet competence.

“So,” Hassan leaned in, his voice a little lower, “any new battles on the public health front, Doctor? Or is the city still determined to eat itself into an early grave?”

Mayar took a sip of the water Hassan had placed before her. “The challenges remain consistent, Hassan. Patient compliance is a constant struggle, influenced heavily by the environment we’ve discussed. And the information landscape is... becoming more complex.” She was thinking of Salma’s school initiative, the broader patterns of consumption, the subtle and not-so-subtle ways the system seemed rigged.

“Complex how?”

“There are always narratives that seek to simplify, or to deflect from the core issues,” Mayar said vaguely.

“Ah, narratives.” Hassan grunted. “Like the narrative that a meal isn’t a meal unless it’s the size of a baby and swimming in grease.” He sighed. “Well, at least here, you can eat food that remembers where it came from.” He patted her shoulder. “I’ll send you out some of the lentil soup. My mother’s recipe. Good for the soul, and the arteries.”

He bustled back to the kitchen, shouting instructions in a cheerful torrent. Mayar watched him go, then her gaze drifted back to Amina for a moment, still working, a figure of quiet diligence amidst the controlled chaos of the kitchen.

The meal, as always, was excellent – simple, flavorful, made with care. As she ate, Mayar found her thoughts solidifying. Hassan’s restaurant, Salma’s enthusiasm, even the quiet competence of women like Amina working with real ingredients – these were the small points of light, the existing assets in a system that often felt overwhelmingly dark. Her internal drive, the need to understand and strategize, felt a renewed sense of purpose. The problem was vast, yes, but not monolithic. There were leverage points, human elements, existing pockets of resistance to the tide of UPFs. Her work was not just in the clinic; it was in identifying these points, connecting them, and perhaps, just perhaps, building something more resilient.
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Chapter 2: The Gilded Cage
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The late afternoon sun, already beginning its descent, cast long shadows across the crowded pavement of Talaat Harb Street. Mohamed Morsi, his substantial frame clad in a light-colored galabeya that did little to conceal his over 160 kilograms, navigated the throng with a practiced, if somewhat lumbering, gait. He was on his way to meet a potential associate for his burgeoning legal ambitions, a man who held some sway in business circles. He prided himself on his punctuality, a small nod to the order he felt society often lacked.

He spotted an empty bench outside a closed storefront, a rare opportunity for a moment’s respite before his meeting. The bench was old, wooden, with ornate but unforgivingly solid iron armrests dividing it into three distinct sections. Morsi eyed the middle section. It looked... adequate.

He lowered himself onto the bench. Or rather, he attempted to.

His descent was met with an unyielding metallic reality. The armrests, designed for a slimmer era, perhaps, or simply without consideration for the broader spectrum of human forms, pressed hard into his sides. It wasn’t just a snug fit; it was a compression, a physical declaration that he was too large for this small slice of public space. He tried to adjust, to shift his weight, but the iron dug deeper, pinching the flesh of his hips, forcing his shoulders to hunch forward. A hot flush of embarrassment, quickly followed by a surge of indignant anger, rose from his chest to his face, visible even under his neatly trimmed beard.

A group of young men, lean and laughing as they passed, glanced his way. One nudged another, a smirk playing on his lips. Morsi heard a snippet of their conversation, a quickly stifled laugh, the word “tekheen” – huge/fat – floating back to him.

His face hardened. He felt the familiar tightening in his chest, not from physical exertion this time, but from pure, unadulterated humiliation. He, Mohamed Morsi, a respected lawyer, a man of intellect and growing ambition, reduced to a public spectacle by a piece of poorly designed street furniture. He pushed himself up abruptly, the effort making him grunt, his knees protesting sharply. The brief relief of standing was immediately overshadowed by the lingering ache in his sides and the burning shame.

He smoothed down his galabeya, his charm – the affable smile, the engaging demeanor he could usually summon at will – momentarily deserting him, replaced by a thunderous scowl. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of seeing his discomfort. He turned his back on the offending bench and continued down the street, his pace now more determined, fueled by a fresh wave of resentment.

This city, he thought, his mind already beginning to frame the incident not as a personal failing but as a systemic one, it’s an insult. An insult to men of substance. An insult to those who are... generously built. The term fat was a weapon used by the thoughtless, the cruel. He was not fat. He was... substantial. And society, in its narrow-mindedness, its slavish devotion to an ideal of skinniness, refused to accommodate substance.

The encounter, trivial as it might seem, lodged itself in his mind like a shard of glass. It wasn’t just about a bench. It was about dignity. It was about respect. It was about the countless daily cuts and abrasions inflicted by a world that wasn’t built for people like him. And as he walked, the anger began to transmute, as it so often did for Morsi, into a powerful, galvanizing resolve. This wouldn’t just be a personal grievance. This would be a cause. The city, the system, the very definition of what was acceptable – it all had to change. And he, Mohamed Morsi, would be the one to change it. The discomfort in his knees, the ache in his heart from the recent doctor’s visit, even the sting of the young men’s laughter – it all became fuel for the fire that was beginning to burn brightly within him.

***
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THE DOOR TO MOHAMED Morsi’s apartment opened with his characteristic flourish, a booming “As-salamu alaykum! I’m home!” that filled their comfortably furnished, if somewhat cluttered, living space. His son, Omar, a boy of eight whose roundness already mirrored his father’s impressive girth, bounded towards him, his eyes bright with anticipation. Omar knew his father’s arrivals often heralded treats.

Amina emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. Her smile was warm but tinged with a familiar weariness that Morsi, in his ebullience, rarely registered. She was a handsome woman, her features retaining the sun-kissed glow of her upbringing in a Fayoumi village, a stark contrast to the city pallor that clung to so many. “Wa alaykum as-salam, Mohamed. Welcome back.”

On the stove behind her, a pot of molokhia simmered, its rich, earthy aroma a testament to her efforts. A small plate of sliced cucumbers and tomatoes sat on the counter, a hopeful splash of color. This was her quiet rebellion, her attempt to inject some of the wholesome goodness of her village upbringing into her son’s city diet.

“Baba! What did you bring?” Omar chirped, already tugging at the plastic bags Morsi carried.

Morsi chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. He ruffled Omar’s hair, his charm in full effect, the benevolent patriarch. “Ah, my champion! Always eager. Well, your Baba wouldn’t disappoint, would he?” With a theatrical wink, he produced a large, brightly colored bag of cheese-flavored corn puffs and a family-sized bottle of cola. “A little something to celebrate... well, to celebrate Tuesday!”

Amina’s smile faltered. “Mohamed, dinner is almost ready. I made his favorite molokhia, with chicken.”

“Excellent, excellent, my dear!” Morsi said, already tearing open the bag of puffs. “This will be a fine appetizer. A boy needs his energy, eh, Omar?” He poured a generous amount of the puffs into a bowl, then handed Omar a glass already fizzing with cola.

Omar, who had been eyeing the molokhia with a distinct lack of enthusiasm, grabbed the bowl of puffs with glee, his small hand already diving in. He crunched loudly, his face alight. “Shukran, Baba!”

Amina sighed softly, turning back to the stove. It was a familiar battle, one she rarely won. Morsi, in his desire to be the fun, indulgent parent, consistently undermined her attempts to instill healthier habits. He saw her efforts as overly restrictive, a denial of life’s simple pleasures. “He’s a child, Amina, let him enjoy being a child!” he’d say, conveniently forgetting the doctor’s gentle warnings about Omar’s rapidly increasing weight, already well over 60kg, almost twice the mass a boy his age should have.

Later, as Omar, fueled by sugar and artificial flavors, bounced off the walls, his energy levels veering between manic highs and irritable lows, Morsi beamed. He pulled out his phone, snapped a picture of Omar mid-bounce, a half-eaten corn puff in hand. “Look at this champion!” he typed into his social media feed, adding a string of celebratory emojis. “A happy, well-fed boy! This is what life is about! #FamilyJoy #Blessed.” He conveniently cropped out the untouched plate of molokhia and salad Amina had tried to serve Omar.

Amina watched him, a knot tightening in her stomach. She loved her husband, his charisma, his larger-than-life personality - and increasingly, his size - that had swept her off her feet when he’d visited her village years ago. But this... this blindness, this casual disregard for their son’s well-being under the guise of "joy," it was becoming harder to bear. She thought of the fresh, simple food of her childhood, the energy she’d had running through the fields. Omar knew only the city, and the city, it seemed, was slowly, deliciously poisoning him, with his own father as the willing accomplice. The battle for Omar’s plate, she knew, was a battle for his future. And it was a battle she felt increasingly alone in fighting.

***
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LATER THAT EVENING, long after Omar had finally succumbed to a sugar-induced crash and Amina had retreated into the quiet disapproval of their bedroom, Mohamed Morsi sat alone in his armchair in the living room. The remnants of a late-night snack – an empty family-sized bag of crisps and a half-eaten block of processed cheese – lay on the side table. The television droned on, unwatched, casting flickering blue light across his partially bald head and prominent belly, which strained against the fabric of his house galabeya.

He shifted, a low groan escaping his lips. His left knee, a chronic source of misery, throbbed with a dull, insistent ache. He reached down to massage it, his fingers probing the swollen joint. It was the bench, he told himself. That damned, narrow bench. And all the walking he’d done today, meetings across town. It was the city’s refusal to provide adequate resting places, the strain of navigating an environment hostile to a man of his... stature.

A familiar burning sensation began to creep up his esophagus – heartburn, his constant companion after any indulgence. He fumbled in his pocket for the small tin of antacid tablets, popping two into his mouth, chewing them with a grimace. He’d have to get a stronger prescription from Dr. Sameh tomorrow. Another bill to file, another testament to the medical system’s failure to understand the needs of the generously built.

He thought of the doctor he’d seen last month for his... his “sluggishness,” as he preferred to call the persistent fatigue and the embarrassing issues with Amina in the bedroom. The doctor, a young, offensively slim man, had dared to suggest dietary changes, exercise. “Vegetables, Mr. Morsi. Fresh fruit. Lean proteins.” Morsi snorted in derision. Barbaric. The food of peasants, of deprivation. What did that young whipper-snapper know of real satisfaction, of the rich, complex flavors engineered into a good, hearty hamburger, the comforting fizz of a full-sugar cola? That wasn’t food; that was an insult to a man’s palate, an insult to progress.

His blood pressure cuff lay on the table. He should probably take a reading. His heart had been doing that odd fluttering thing again earlier. But the numbers would only be an accusation, another piece of ‘evidence’ for the slim establishment to use against him. No. The problem wasn’t him. The problem was a world that refused to see him, to accommodate him, to celebrate his very existence.

He picked up the empty crisp bag, crumpled it with a sigh of regret that it was finished, and tossed it towards the overflowing bin. His mind, already adept at constructing persuasive arguments for the courtroom, began to build its defenses. The aches, the pains, the pills – these were not signs of his body failing him. They were signs of society failing him. They were the wounds of a battle he was fighting every day, a battle for space, for dignity, for the right to exist without apology.

He reached for his worn leather briefcase, pulling out a folder. Inside, neatly organized, were his medical bills – a thick, growing collection. He took out the latest one, from his cardiologist, and smoothed it flat. He would add it to the pile. Each bill was a piece of evidence, a testament to the suffering inflicted. Proof. Not of his weakness, but of the system’s injustice. And this proof, he knew with a certainty that settled deep in his bones, would be invaluable. It would fuel his arguments, lend weight to his demands. It would help him build a new world, a world that finally understood. He carefully placed the bill into its designated plastic sleeve, a small, meticulous act of defiance in the quiet, flickering light of the television.

***
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THE INSISTENT RING of the doorbell cut through the late morning quiet of Morsi’s apartment a few days later. Amina, her hands dusted with flour from preparing dough for aish baladi – a small act of culinary rebellion she clung to – opened it to find Tariq, Mohamed’s younger brother.

Tariq, an agricultural engineer whose lean build and sun-weathered skin spoke of a life spent more outdoors than in courtrooms or overindulgent feasts, offered her a polite but concerned smile. “Sabah el kheir, Amina. Is Mohamed in?”

“Sabah el nour, Tariq. Yes, he’s in his study. Please, come in.” Amina stepped back, her heart sinking a little. Tariq’s visits, though infrequent, often heralded an attempt to reason with Mohamed about his health, attempts that usually ended in frustration for Tariq and a temporary cloud over Mohamed’s otherwise buoyant mood.

Morsi was, indeed, in his study, a room overflowing with legal texts, stacks of files related to his new cause, and, incongruously, several empty soda cans and sweet wrappers peeking from the waste bin. He looked up as Tariq entered, his face breaking into a wide, welcoming smile that could charm the scales off a fish. “Tariq! My dear brother! What a pleasant surprise! Come in, come in! Amina, bring us some tea, the good kind!”

Tariq returned the greeting with a nod, his expression more reserved. He was used to Mohamed’s effusive charm, and he knew it was often a shield. “Mohamed, good to see you. I was just... passing by. Thought I’d check in.”

“Excellent, excellent! Always good to have family visit.” Morsi gestured expansively to a plush armchair, one that, unlike the public bench, comfortably accommodated his frame. “Sit, sit. Tell me, how are things at the reclamation project? Still turning desert into paradise, are we?”

Tariq sat, perching on the edge of the chair. He waited until Amina had served the sweet, minty tea and discreetly withdrawn. “The project is fine, Mohamed. Slow, but progressing. Actually, I wanted to talk about you.”

Morsi’s smile didn’t falter, but a subtle wariness entered his eyes. “Me? What about me, dear brother? I’m in excellent spirits! Full of plans, big plans! This city is about to see some real changes, I tell you.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping conspiratorially. “We, the generously built, are finally going to claim our rightful place!”

Tariq sighed. He’d heard snippets of Mohamed’s new rhetoric. “That’s... partly what I wanted to discuss. Mohamed, I saw you the other day. You were... you looked unwell. You were limping quite badly.”

Morsi waved a dismissive hand. “Ah, that! Just a twinge from an old injury, aggravated by these ridiculous, narrow pavements. Nothing a man of my... resilience can’t handle. In fact, it only strengthens my resolve! We need wider pavements too, you see! It’s all connected!”

“It’s not just the pavements, Mohamed,” Tariq pressed gently, his voice earnest. He knew direct confrontation was usually futile. “It’s your breathing. And Amina mentioned you’ve been to Dr. Sameh again for your heart.”

Morsi’s bonhomie cooled slightly. “Amina worries too much. And Dr
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