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We should lift the coronavirus restrictions for the sake of the younger generation. Sacrifice the old for the young, rather than the young for the old.

— Sydney Morning Herald, april 2020

Only the very young and the very old may recount their dreams at breakfast.

— joan didion

The old believe everything, the middle-aged suspect everything, the young know everything.

— oscar wilde




1.



Wise guests wake early at the Royal Karnak Palace Hotel.

That’s not simply because of the heat— although by late morning, the desert sun torches all of Luxor, and even though it’s only April, flowering springtime in the Sahara, heatstroke has already claimed a handful of guests. Just last week one of the honeymooners in room 207 collapsed on the terrace and grew so unresponsive she had to be airlifted to a hospital in Cairo. The rash of fainting spells has set a worrying precedent at the hotel. “It’s always hot, but never this hot so early in the season,” Ahmed, the Royal Karnak’s manager, divulged to me. He decided it was best to draft up a sign at reception, and I helped with the English phrasing: Honored Guest, it is highly advisable to visit the Tombs early in the day, before noon, and please take a broad-brimmed hat and plenty of extra water. “Yes!” I said, knocking my shoulder against his as we reviewed our handiwork. “This is very good, Ahmed. Duly warned!” We placed the sign in front of the glass candy bowl on the reception desk so no one would miss it. Make no mistake, the temperatures in Luxor are lethal. You don’t want to get caught outside with no shade in the grip of a scorching afternoon. But the real reason to wake early is that the hours around dawn provide the only peace in the day.

When I first arrived at the hotel three months ago, I made the novice mistake of taking a room with a Nile view. Who could resist such a temptation? To gaze out the window while flossing your teeth as the mythic river of pharaohs meanders by, and beyond its glittering brown surface, the cabbage-green edges of the desert and the dusty Theban Mountains jutting on the horizon like the blades of rusted knives. That view felt like the sweetest reward after two days of grueling pandemic travel— the swab tests and quarantine papers and the slithering lines at passport control and the sprint to catch a connecting flight only to sit for hours on the runway listening to the same Quran prayer drone over the intercom, terrified of the slightest sniffle or cough from contagious seatmates. And mind you I was only traveling to Egypt from a hotel in the Swiss Alps. The world has become a nightmare, more a box than a sphere, splintering at every edge. That first day, when I breezed into the lobby of the Royal Karnak, Ahmed surely mistook me for a wealthy American idiot. I am eighty-one years old, and try as I might, I can’t knock the Wisconsin accent off my tongue. To Ahmed’s credit, he had no reason to suspect that I would be anything more than a short-term stay— two or three days at most. He must regard our faces the way we guests treat our room numbers: essential information to keep at the front of mind for the duration of our stay, only to be forgotten instantly as soon as we walk out the door.

“It’s a spec-tac-ular room,” Ahmed exclaimed, his round, reddish-brown eyes trained on me over the pink-marble reception desk. Not a drop of perspiration rolled down his forehead to indicate that the hotel was desperate for bookings due to the pandemic’s cataclysmic hit on tourism. “Of course, our ‘premiere views’ come with an additional surcharge. But it is worth it for the Nile, Mrs. Burkhardt. The Nile! Absolutely a once-in-a-lifetime experience!”

I discovered the hitch the following morning. Like clockwork at sunrise, the local touts line up along the corniche in front of the hotel, bright as songbirds in their blue and yellow gallabiyahs. When the first tourists trickle down the hotel’s front steps, the touts begin their non-stop chorus— A horse carriage to the market? A boat across the river to the Valley of the Kings? Want to see the body of the child-pharaoh, mister? Good price! Step into my uncle’s shop, only for a minute, very cheap, no pressure, one scarab, just hold in your hand, a favor to me, to the people of Egypt. You don’t have to buy, I give to you, no disrespect. How about some incense, the smell of the Nile! Where are you going? I take you. How dare you walk away! PLEEEEEEEASE!!

These huckstering shouts continue without pause through the course of the day and don’t fall silent until sunset. Naturally, the voices ring the loudest through those front rooms with “premiere views,” a mad harmony of almost-accusatory falsettos set to the disco of horse hooves and tuberculotic car motors. That first morning I tried shutting the windows, then the curtains, then I ran all the taps in the bathroom, but the touts’ cries still managed to penetrate the walls. On the third morning, riddled with a migraine, I marched down to the lobby and demanded to be moved to a non-premiere room at the back of the hotel. “I’ll pay a surcharge not to hear those men!”

“Okay, Mrs. Burkhardt,” Ahmed giggled, his face flushing only slightly. “I understand. From time to time, we do receive the occasional complaint from guests with more sensitive ears.” Occasional complaint? I can never tell when Ahmed is being disingenuous. I tend to take him at his word, because, in the months since that quibble, he’s become a dear and trustworthy friend. In a snap of his chubby managerial fingers, the bellhops relocated me and my three suitcases to the more modest room 309, where my windows now open onto the hotel’s sprawling, orange-scented back garden. From this perch, I still hear the faint drone of the hawkers along the corniche, but for most of the day those shouts are drowned by the din of silverware on the lunch patio and the splashing in the swimming pool. Despite the unseasonable heat and the return of my uncontrollable compulsion, I have been extremely happy at the Royal Karnak ever since.

The compulsion: it scratches at my skull and wakes me up at night, drumming its long fingers on my forehead. Are you just going to lie there and refuse to intervene when you see someone in pain? I had hoped to leave my insatiable need to help others behind in the Alps. As it turns out the compulsion was only hibernating, lying dormant all these months to hatch back to life as soon as I found my footing. Believe it or not, I want people to be happy. Or if not happy, then free. I don’t meddle, that’s not how I think of it. No, I engineer a fork in the road, the miraculous moment when the prison door falls open, the rare and precious possibility of a second chance.

You might not agree with my tactics. Judge me all you want, but I think it’s healthy to test others. Go or stay. Run free or remain trapped. I don’t decide. That’s for them to choose.

I wake at six, as I do every morning, in the blue hour before sunrise when the whole world seems wrapped in gauze. Even the birds in the garden haven’t stirred yet. I perform my ten minutes of stretches— knee bends, leg lifts, “tornado arms,” the muscle movements my physical therapist back in Klode Park taught me— as I grip the faux Louis XIV desk chair for balance. I’m surprisingly limber for my age, and taller than most women who have been relentlessly pressed on by the thumb of gravity for eight decades. Still, I tend to avoid the naked body that awaits me in the bathroom mirror— the tubular yellow sacs hanging on my ribcage, a necklace of maroon spots and ruched skin, upper arms that look as boneless as eels, a face chiseled by a lifetime of earnest expressions. I’ve discovered that it isn’t so much the eyes of strangers you miss in old age as the pleasure in your own eyes at the sight of yourself. Mine now stare in dazed horror at my reflection, wide as if tricked— how in the world did I get to be eighty-one? I’m not talking about the wounded vanity of not being young anymore (I bore that tough verdict decades ago). I mean, how did I become this failing contraption on the tiptoe edge of extinction? Sometimes I honestly don’t recognize myself in the mirror, and it’s not simply because I dyed my hair black after my escape from the Alps. And it’s not the new wardrobe of loose, long-sleeved kaftans covered in loud prints that I’ve adopted since starting afresh in Luxor. No, I genuinely don’t recognize the dying, pitiful organism staring back at me in the glass.

I miss Peter. I always miss Peter, that’s a given. But I miss him terribly right after I complete my morning exercises and I’m stepping into the tub to take my shower, alert to the danger zone of slippery porcelain (each morning we octogenarians take our lives in our hands simply to clean our bodies). I wish I could tell you that my grief for my husband is at its most intense at sunset, or as soon as I lift my head from the pillow in the morning. It’s been six years since Peter’s death, and the sadness of that loss tends to spring on me a half hour after waking, right as I rotate the shower handle and unwrap a fresh bar of hotel soap. Grief has no sense of theater; it nestles itself into the most ordinary corners of the day. Oh, yes, I do still break down in tears on occasion (music, don’t listen to music, it shoots sorrow right into the veins). More often, though, I’m just left with the dull ache of the fact that Peter and I have been separated for more days than I can count. (For a while I did count; for the first thousand days I added a new digit every morning to the grief pile, in hopes it would eventually topple and crush me under its weight.) Peter and I had the fiercest love, inseparable from the day we met. For fifty-four years we didn’t just finish each other’s sentences; we could start them.

After I shower, I dry off and swallow down a fistful of medications, including my risperidone to calm my nerves. If the loss of Peter ever grows too overwhelming, I reach into my cosmetics bag and take out the single memento I’ve managed to save, a lock of his hair. Just brushing the soft white bristles back and forth against my lips reminds me of him. But I don’t let myself linger for too long in my room. I slip on one of the Nubian-print kaftans that I buy at the local bazaar, and at 6:45 on the dot, I head downstairs to breakfast.

At this early hour, the hallways are as still as crypts. Housekeeping has yet to clear the discarded room-service trays left by the doors, each silver rectangle resembling a tornado-ransacked parcel of land strewn with food scraps, ticket stubs, wadded napkins, squeezed-to-death sunscreen tubes, and upturned wine glasses. No sound emanates from the rooms. A church-like quiet reigns for a little longer. Only the murmur of a vacuum can be heard running deep in the basement.

The Royal Karnak Palace. I once asked Ahmed the reason for the hotel’s ostentatious name, and he tilted his head in bewilderment as if no one had ever posed that question. “The Karnak is Luxor’s ancient temple complex located just down the river— ”

I stopped him. “No, I get that part of the name. What about the rest of it?”

“Well . . .” Ahmed paused as he tried to concoct an answer gilded to impress. “Because it’s a historic destination fit for royalty! Many dukes and princesses and dignitaries have stayed here during its storied existence!” A pretty dodge, I thought, to hide the deceitful nature of the name. Disregard “Royal.” Ignore “Palace.” The hotel was conceived purely as a capitalist venture bent on attracting rich Western vacationers. In 1907 an intrepid British tour company who’d invested up to their starch-collared necks in package Nile cruises was hampered by a dearth of five-star accommodations at one of its key ports. Thus the white marble Beaux-Arts “Royal Palace” was quickly erected in Luxor on the Nile’s muddy eastern banks. From the outside, the hotel still looks much as it did in the commemorative photographs that hang in silver frames along the ground-floor hallway, the sepia prints foxed with brown freckles and bleached by that amazing airbrush artist, Time. (One shot, of a champagne picnic at the Valley of the Kings, shows a throng of long-skirted ladies with weak chins wielding donkey whips and fly whisks.) The hotel is constructed like an accordion, anchored in the center by an imposing square hall, with each side wing stretching out in a wide curve as if offering a conciliatory hug to the necropolis of ancient Thebes across the river. The Royal Karnak Palace’s three floors of velvet-flocked corridors and scarlet Persian runners boast seventy guest rooms. It also holds bragging rights for maintaining the largest private garden in all of Upper Egypt. And Ahmed wasn’t completely misleading with his mention of royalty. Early in its life, the hotel served as a watering hole for lesser nobles and ousted dictators who managed to spin a playboy lifestyle out of permanent exile. Famously, the hotel was also a refuge for wayward female mystery writers and gentleman grave robbers; in fact, almost exactly one century ago, the discovery of Tutankhamun’s tomb was announced to the world from the Royal Karnak’s grand staircase.

Back in the Alps, when I was frantically searching online for a viable escape route— limited to countries that were still accepting foreigners during the height of the lockdown— there were only a few decent hotels sprinkled along the Nile to choose from. Most of the finer establishments had shuttered during the pandemic. There’s an equally illustrious hotel straddling the cataracts of Aswan farther up the Nile, but when I clicked on its website, I discovered it had undergone a massive renovation, transformed from a decadent nineteenth-century Ottoman retreat into something like a business-class airport lounge. Since the Luxor’s Royal Karnak Palace had been acquired by the same Belgian hotel conglomerate that had soul-sucked its Aswan rival, I presumed it, too, had fallen victim to a “luxury upgrade.” (The cultural vandalism of the Richesse Resorts corporation on grand hotels knows no limit.) Blessedly, perhaps due to the global pause button of Covid, the Luxor property had been spared. I don’t want to sound like a snob. Everyone has their own vision of an ideal sanctuary. I happen to prefer the faded glamour of the grand hotels of yore. Yes, the Royal Karnak’s interior is shredding, pilling, mildewing, and moldering before our very eyes, a fact evident in even the dimmest of lamp light. I like to think of it as atticky. A bit of advice: if you fear mice, don’t peer too closely into the corners. I suggest walking around the hotel in a happy glaucomal squint. The satin curtains are tattered; the bald patches in the carpets have expanded to the size of continents; the velvet sofa upholstery feels like running your hand through the fur of a sickly Dalmatian; and yes, a covering of dust envelops most of the harder-to-reach windows to the point that I have to resist the urge to write my initials into it, the way Peter and I did on our car windows after snowstorms back in Milwaukee. Nevertheless, in the golden light of morning, all these minor housekeeping sins are forgiven. In the past five years of travel, I have been a guest at eighteen hotels, and the Royal Karnak is the only one I’ve ever considered my home. My plan is to stay forever.

My hip bones are clicking by the time I reach the staircase, and my ankles go wormy as I begin my descent, my hand clamped for safe measure on the banister, lotus flowers blooming in wrought iron. I could take the elevator, but I enjoy circling the grand staircase, following the links of the chandelier’s chain as it plunges down the shaft and ends in a red scribble of Murano glass.

Even in the lobby, most of the world is still asleep. The hawkers won’t start their chorus for another forty minutes. On the bony sofas nearest the front door sits a squad of listless tour guides, each waiting for their first bookings to appear, the guests eventually coming down by midmorning, yawning dramatically as if they deserve a standing ovation for waking so early. As usual Ahmed is at the reception desk, shuffling papers. I can see the shiny waves of his gelled black hair. He lifts his head as I cross the lobby and mimics checking his wristwatch. “You’re late this morning, Maggie!” It’s a joke, of course: I’m never late, I’m right on time, but this friendly sparring has become our morning ritual. I’m about to utter my scripted riposte, “I guess I haven’t shaken off the jet lag,” but to my surprise I notice a young woman standing across from Ahmed at reception. I try to blink her out of existence, but she isn’t a hallucination. Her presence throws me off. It’s too early for check-ins; the first commercial flight into Luxor doesn’t land for another hour; the first incoming Nile cruise boats don’t dock until ten. She’s masked and backlit by the front windows, so I can’t get a clear look at her. I’m so perplexed by this small glitch in the normal rhythm of the morning that I nearly overlook the little boy sitting alone on the sofa across from the tour guides. This skinny, quiet nothing of a boy. Later, I’ll wish I had paid more attention to him, examined every part of his little body for clues, his moody face, his restless eyes, his jittery knees. He wears a pair of dirty round glasses, the lenses glowing in the lobby’s gloom. The window light illuminates his giant ears, the skin covering the cartilage making an orange stained glass, brightened to the color of apricots. The boy— I couldn’t guess his age, seven, maybe? It’s too murky to see him clearly— is staring down at a device in his lap, his thumbs twiddling on the screen in the raptures of some video game. Short-termers, I decide, the primary breed of guests that checks in at the Royal Karnak for a night before embarking on a cruise or traveling south to the ancient temple of Edfu. They don’t matter. Who can keep track of them? Their faces are like those of the dead strewn across battlefields in old war photos, already forgotten the moment you encounter them.

“I guess I haven’t shaken off . . . ,” I announce, but Ahmed has already turned to the young woman, handing her a waiver to sign, promising she won’t sue Richesse Resorts if she contracts Covid during her stay. Then Ahmed points a gun at her forehead to take her temperature. I smile like a good sport, No big deal, we can do our routine tomorrow, and hurry past the trophy cases and bulbous Chinese vases sprouting ostrich feathers to hip bone-click down the hall.

I’m always the first guest to arrive at breakfast. Murals of yellow palm fronds and lime-green ivy dance along the cream walls. I take my usual table in the corner, which the sunlight never touches even as it expands through the room in the morning. The busboys are busy filling the samovar with pots of coffee, and Hamza, the hotel’s chef, is behind schedule, only now lighting the torches underneath the silver terrines on the buffet table. Every morning I sit at my corner table until 10:00 a.m., when the busboys carry away the leftover eggs and gelatinous koshary, invested in the careful observation of my fellow guests. Today has already gotten off to a strange start, time out of whack so early, and I hope it doesn’t bode ominously for my dangerous task ahead. I keep an eye out for the Bradleys. Once the compulsion becomes too strong inside me, there’s no taming it— I wish for my own sake that I could.

Call it my sunset-years mission: I’ve decided, with what little time I have left on this planet, to put myself to good use. I know it’s unfashionable to talk about soulmates, but when you’ve had the kind of love that Peter and I shared, you’ll understand that going through the motions or settling for what’s in front of you counts as a terrible loss. That’s walking death to me, the years of brave-faced misery, permanently moored in the stormless coves of merely good enough.

What do I do? I liberate people who don’t know they’re stuck. I help them to press the eject switch. That’s one definition.

Another? I sow chaos. I clean house.

I change people’s lives for the better, whether they see it that way or not. Only once did my actions end for the worse. But I don’t like to think about the murder.




2.



Egypt is a noisy country. The hawkers are particularly rowdy today, as if they suspect a dwindling supply of tourists and feel an urgency to compete for the remaining scraps of wide-eyed sightseers emerging like lambs into the sun. I can hear them shouting through the breakfast room’s diamond-gridded windows. At nearby tables, a few newbie vacationers chewing on jammy croissants look genuinely frightened by the racket that awaits them. As I told you, most guests at the Royal Karnak stay only a few days; in Egypt, even during a pandemic, there’s simply too much to see. But for those of us long-haulers who have made a more permanent refuge of this hotel in Covid times, these temporary guests appear more as human place filler, background extras not worth engaging in for even the shallowest rounds of small talk. They’re easy to spot, perpetually exhausted, trudging around with too many carry-on bags, fanny-packs girdling their waists; their hands are continually frisking their bodies to ensure they haven’t lost their passport, vaccination card, or wallet. (Debra? Debra! I think I’ve been pick-pocketed! Oh, false alarm, here it is.) Due to the current hazards of travel, few of these vacationers are American, and an undesirable proportion are red-faced Russians, a population that doesn’t seem one bit daunted by warnings of “the spread.” Their lack of concern is likely bolstered by the Egyptian government, which has discovered a novel cure for Covid: it simply underreports its death toll. A few weeks ago, when I ducked out on an errand, my taxi driver boasted that Egypt had one of the lowest coronavirus contraction rates in the civilized world. “It’s all thanks to our climate. The desert makes our lungs strong. The heat burns the germs away.” I asked him if he knew anyone who’d died from the virus, and he reluctantly nodded. Yes, his sister, two cousins, his neighbor, and an aunt had all succumbed to the disease.

Despite the disinformation, tourism in Egypt has pretty much flatlined. The country’s most spectacular ruins have sat deserted (sand collecting dust, so to speak). In a desperate bid to fill vacancies, the Royal Karnak has agreed to play host to a slate of meagerly attended medical conventions frequented by doctors and their spouses, primarily from Germany, Serbia, and South Africa. I promised myself I would give up my calling once I arrived in Egypt. It isn’t my obligation to solve the problems of strangers. But that vow proved easier said than done. Two weeks ago I noticed a shy thirty-three-year-old guest from Johannesburg whose pompous, bob-haired wife was delivering a keynote at one of the conventions on osteoporosis. He had soulful eyes and was especially polite to the staff, but he kept to himself, reading alone on the back terrace. Eventually, I coaxed him into opening up to me. His marriage toggled between listless and combative, but he was convinced it could be salvaged by an impending round of fertility treatments. I badly wanted to rescue him from the years of misery that lay ahead, but before I could act, the possibility was taken out of my hands. The man took violently sick one morning after drinking the Egyptian tap water, and the couple checked out without so much as a goodbye. Still, that little taste roused my longing to do good. Unfortunately, misery isn’t hard to come by on vacation.

Here they are: the Bradleys, sitting at a table halfway across the breakfast room. They’re a family of three from Manchester, consisting of a slim, middle-aged husband and wife and their ungainly teenage daughter, dressed as if she were headed to a barbecue in the Florida Panhandle rather than touring sacred sites in a modest Muslim country. All three are ladling bircher muesli into their mouths, each of them staring into space, lost in their own separate portal of oblivion, while a strip of sunlight blazes across their table, illuminating the miniature jars of orange and strawberry jam. A part of me had hoped that the Bradley family wouldn’t materialize in the breakfast room this morning, saving me from my compulsion. It’s not uncommon for guests to disappear as abruptly as they arrived. Families on vacation prefer to be on the move, their tolerance for each other liable to wither the longer they remain in a single location. The Bradleys, however, have defied all expectations, lingering on at the hotel for nearly a week.

The father is bearded, late forties, not unattractive, with tight blue eyes and a slender nose bent at the bridge. Geoff (that’s his name) is the first to break from the group staring spell. He glances at his wife to ensure she’s not paying attention before letting his eyes prowl the room, ogling any attractive women he sees. Those blue eyes rake over me without taking me in; I’m not what he wants, not worth even a nod of recognition. But I see Geoff clearly, have learned his habits and monitored his signs of discontentment. He wants out, but can’t figure a way to the exit. He needs me more than he realizes. Really, though, it’s his wife, Shelley, who most deserves a chance at freedom. She’s the one whose pleading face is hounding me into the resumption of my services. Small-boned, with a miniature nose and mouth marooned between jowly, pale-pink cheeks, shoulders slumped as if she’s mentally washing dishes even as she sits in a luxury hotel eating imported granola in the middle of an African desert.

Two days ago, I accompanied Shelley and her daughter, Stella, on an early-morning tour of Hatshepsut’s Temple, after Geoff begged off to “catch up on work emails.” It seemed as evident to Shelley as it was to me that her husband would be spending those hours admiring young bodies at the hotel pool. Hatshepsut’s Temple is a massive stone shrine that juts from the base of limestone cliffs on Luxor’s West Bank. It’s devoted to its ruthless namesake pharaoh queen, and from a distance, its wide horizontal terraces look like the stacked keyboards of a church organ. The temple is a humbling sight, and only Stella, in her tight denim shorts and lace crop top, remained unmoved by it. Ahmed had insisted on pairing us with an eager young tour guide, fresh from university, and while I had already visited the temple complex, I feigned interest as our guide recounted rote anecdotes of back-stabbing and infighting among the soap-operatic Eighteenth Dynasty pharaohs. The guide, still so green, stumbled through his description of the ankhs and scorpions engraved on the walls. I could have corrected his occasional blunder, but I was attuned to a very different set of facts that morning. Chiefly I’d come to study Shelley Bradley. Did she need my help? Was she so hopelessly miserable that I’d be obligated to step in and save her?

“You and Geoff seem happy,” I exclaimed as Shelley and I wandered into one of the tiny dark cells carved into the bedrock.

“Oh!” Shelley cried, as if spooked by the sudden turn of our conversation. Then frailly, she repeated, “Oh,” and added faintly, “yes, of course . . . very happy.” She studied a wall too drenched in shadow to discern any of its hieroglyphics.

“I don’t mean to pry,” I said gently, my voice sounding so harmless inside the cavern. “It’s nice to see a successful marriage like yours. And your lovely daughter! How many years has it been?”

“How many years,” Shelley echoed as she slowly circled a room that had been fashioned from rock in the fifteenth century BCE. She had the annoying habit of repeating questions back as answers. Finally, though, she submitted. “Well, let’s see. Twenty-three years, I think it’s been?”

“Oh, you must have married young! Twenty-three years of happiness!”

“Yes, of happiness . . .” Her voice trailed off. “Do you mind if we step outside? Stella has a habit of wandering off.”

I was getting nothing out of this woman. We left the room, and I held my purple umbrella securely over my head against the sun. I have a skin condition that’s aggravated by sunlight, and I was putting myself at great risk to be out here trooping after Shelley for clear answers.

When we emerged on the terrace, the guide gave us a pleading look. Shelley’s daughter began reading aloud from her phone, and instantly I understood the cause of his agitation. “Were you guys aware that there was a terrorist attack at this temple back in the 1990s?” Stella turned accusatorily to the guide. “You knew about this massacre and didn’t warn us?” The guide blushed and stuttered as he attempted a pacifying response. Stella didn’t give him the opportunity. “It says that, like, sixty tourists were machine-gunned down right where we’re standing. Right on this spot!” She glanced around, as if assessing our current level of risk. “I mean, honestly, it was smart of the killers to choose this place, because there’s nowhere to run. We’re completely exposed, just left out in the open to be picked off one by one.”

“Stella, I’m sure we’re absolutely safe,” I said, less to calm the teenager’s nerves than for the sake of the guide. I knew he was forbidden to utter a single word on the subject of terrorism by order of the military government; he would be fired for spooking tourists if he even hinted at any dangers in Egypt’s most lucrative industry. “I promise, dear, no one is interested in killing you.”

But Stella wouldn’t relent. “What was the name of the terrorist group?” she demanded. “Are they still active?” The guide glanced away. Her snotty voice, set in a British accent that elicited a kind of kneejerk, old-empire respect, was obviously frazzling him. He attempted to tour-guide his way out of the subject, pointing out the repeating motif of cow horns holding the disc of the sun along a temple wall. “This is symbol of goddess, Hathor. She consecrate divine Ra to make the queen eternal . . .”

Stella shared an affronted expression with her mother and me, presuming we were on her side. “How can he be a guide and not know about a massacre that happened here twenty-five years ago? Within his lifetime!”

“Sweetheart,” Shelley murmured, digging into her fanny pack to withdraw a wad of Egyptian pounds. “Why don’t you get a soda from the vendor by the gate. Buy one for me, too, will you?” It was a bribe befitting a small child, but Stella grabbed the bills and flounced down the steps. As she crossed to the walkway leading to the front gates, two male workers began to trail behind her, taunting her with whistles and kissing sounds. Her mother and I watched the girl stride along the concrete path as if it were a fashion runway, this ungainly teenager in skimpy clothes mistaking a burst of horny male attention for the confirmation of her beauty— here, finally, in Egypt, Stella could be the pretty one. I know I should be more sympathetic. I had a daughter once, my dear Julia, the pride of my and Peter’s lives, an intelligent, shy, beautiful girl who was taken from us too soon. That loss should have softened me to Stella, but I couldn’t swallow my repugnance. The girl’s only notable ambition revolved around the accumulation of social-media followers; on the van ride to the temple, she told me her Instagram handle three times, Stella$Forevr, as if I might be so infatuated with her that I craved even more access to her life and might want to savor each of her uploaded excretions in the privacy of my room.

“Go on, you were saying,” I gently encouraged the guide, making it clear that he was now among friends, “about Hathor and the sun god?” I watched as Shelley struggled to fix her attention on another chapter of Hatshepsut’s sordid court intrigues. As we continued through the complex, I began to feel that I wouldn’t be able to unlock Shelley’s confidence. Even if I did pry out a few unpleasant details about her marriage, perhaps this woman didn’t need my help. Some people don’t. Trying to save them is pointless. They’re comfortable in their allotted parcel of quicksand, and so I let them be. Not every couple can have what Peter and I did— an eternal bond that nothing could break. There are those who don’t want that kind of love, who prefer the hug of their own loneliness inside a dying relationship.

By the time we climbed to the top of the temple, my ankles throbbed, I worried about my skin, and I wanted to return to the hotel. As we entered a dark antechamber decorated in rows of human figures sprouting falcon heads, Shelley surprised me by grabbing my hand and confessing how relieved she was to escape chilly Manchester during the pandemic and that she didn’t miss teaching physics at the local college. It wasn’t much to go on, hardly a plea for help, but I could sense Shelley’s despair bleeding through her words. In the end, it was an ordinary British expression that made me decide to help her.

“Things haven’t been quite the same since we moved house last year,” she said. Moved house. It rang like a bell in my ears. Yes, I thought, that British phrase is exactly right. In the United States, we would say “moved out of a house and into a new one.” Houses don’t move, houses stay fixed, increasing in value while the unvalued humans who inhabit them come and go like seasons. But right in that dark shrine to a dead queen, my heart sang with Shelley’s notion that houses travel with us, that they aren’t merely comprised of cladding, brick, and plumbing but are defined by the individuals inside them and the marrow of their years there, and that the soul of a house journeys with us when we move. It gave me pleasure to think that the fifty years Peter and I spent in our blue Tudor Revival in Klode Park had crossed the ocean and the mountains along with me to room 309 of the Royal Karnak and that I continued to live in our house even without its wide lawn and fat buckeyes raining their baseball seeds on the roof each autumn. I squeezed Shelley’s hand in gratitude. I knew right then I would rescue her. Shelley doesn’t feel she’s brave enough to make a dramatic change, but I believe in her. Yes, right here in Luxor, Shelley Bradley will be reborn.

We were still holding hands while staring at the frieze of Set, the god of havoc. “Shelley, you deserve to be happy,” I told her. “Take it from someone who has lived for as long as I have. You don’t owe anyone your misery. Will you promise to remember that?”

She nodded uncertainly and withdrew her hand.

Now, sitting in the breakfast room, Shelley snaps out of her daze. She notices her husband staring at a table of giggling young women. He’s so blatant about his appetites. Instead of calling him out, though, she redirects her attention to her daughter. Stella takes no notice of her mother’s devotion, and when Shelley risks reaching over to fix a lock of her daughter’s hair, the girl jerks her head away and gives her a vicious glare. Stella’s sudden movement startles Geoff, and he squints at his wife and daughter as if they’re a windstorm he’s forced to withstand.

“I was only trying . . .” But Shelley’s voice dies over the jam jars on the table. This poor woman, marooned with these people she calls her own. I don’t have much time left to pull her from the drying concrete of her existence. I must act quickly. It’s got to be done today.

Hamza carries his usual postprandial offerings to my table, three pistachio butter cookies on a blue tea plate. He bakes them first thing every morning and leaves them to cool on the kitchen rack so they can be served at the end of breakfast. No one except for me ever eats these treats that he lovingly prepares; the cookies must be a holdover from colonial days, a nod to the old tea rooms of bygone Royal Karnak Palace civility. Sweet, ogreous Hamza, rumored to have two wives and four sons, places the plate in front of me. “Eat up, Maggie!” he encourages with a familial wink. I thank him, patting his hairy forearm and laughing. “You’ll kill me with all this butter! I know your plan, Hamza! I’m watching you!”

In the doorway to the breakfast room, I spot a woman trying to talk her way past the host who guards the door, writing down room numbers. She gesticulates at herself and then at the buffet. Eventually, he grants her entry. As she removes her mask, I realize it’s the young woman who checked in early this morning at reception. The skin between her eyebrows is creased, giving her a permanently vexed expression, and yet she’s also strikingly pretty, with wide, protruding eyes, high cheekbones, and stringy brown hair left stylishly unkempt. She must have been explaining to the host that she’s a new guest whose room isn’t yet ready. There’s no sign of her little boy. Perhaps he’s off exploring the hotel. As she wanders through the room, she knocks into a busboy carrying a tray of puddings. “I’m so sorry, excuse me,” she says, and I can tell by her accent that she’s American. She toys with the fringe of a blue kafiya wrapped around her neck, her small nails covered in clear varnish that glimmers in the window light. She scans the buffet table, but in the end she only nabs two rolls from the breadbasket and retreats into the hall. Her brief appearance, however, has not gone unnoticed by Geoff Bradley, who stares longingly after her as if the force of his lust alone might lure her back.

I wish this young woman had checked in two days ago. She would have been a much more convincing instrument with which to pick the lock on Shelley’s cage. Instead, I’ve had to settle for Carissa, the Greek divorcée on the second floor who wears a different yellow silk scarf with each outfit. Well, I work with the circumstances given to me. I don’t make fate. I only twist it.




3.



Zachary and Ben are my closest friends at the Royal Karnak. They’re long-haulers like myself and had already been staying at the hotel for several months by the time I arrived, occupying the Sultan’s Suite on the opposite end of the third floor. It’s an exorbitantly expensive room that Ben’s Ivy League university subsidizes, otherwise they couldn’t afford Sultan status. Zachary (according to Zachary) was a successful corporate lawyer in Boston, pocketing nearly a million per year before the pandemic gutted his firm. He found himself in those first unthinkable weeks of chaos like so many other white-collar welfare recipients: living off a nest egg he never expected to touch. Unable to land a job interview during the apocalypse, Zachary decided to join his husband in Luxor. A breather from the stressors of unemployment. A chance to reconsider his values and ponder life’s quick stopwatch. Zachary spends most of his waking hours idling around the pool.

Ben is half-Japanese, half–French Canadian, born and raised in Montreal. Although already waist-deep into his thirties, he’s approximately fifteen years younger than his muscled, dolphin-smooth, unemployed husband, and he has a wispy teenager’s starter mustache. Ben is (again, according to Zachary) something of an archaeology wunderkind. When Covid struck, he was midway through a sabbatical in Luxor, 3D scanning every artifact in the local antiquity museum (a minimalist cinnamon-brown building a seven-minute carriage ride up the corniche, its most popular attraction being its industrial-grade air-conditioning). Both men are vigilant about their diets, although it is Zachary who is neurotically addicted to vitamins and exercise. If the pair didn’t skip Hamza’s high-carb morning buffet, preferring to chug green smoothies up in their room, I probably wouldn’t sit alone at breakfast. “The boys,” as I call them, tend to congregate at the pool around noon— Ben prudently sitting under one of the peach-canvas umbrellas during a long lunch break from the museum, while Zachary lies supine, glittering like a human sacrifice under the pounding desert sun.

As a couple, they’re unwreckable. I admit, when I first befriended them, the urge stirred in me to make them my next mission. You see, I liked them immediately, and yet I sensed an undertow of resentment in their cheerful, sarcastic banter— Zachary’s resentment over Ben’s insane work hours at the museum, and Ben’s resentment over Zachary’s utter lack of purpose beyond the confines of the hotel’s pool and fitness center. In a further development, I clocked Ben rolling his eyes on several occasions when Zachary goofily entertained children at neighboring tables. It seemed to me there was a festering antagonism that, if needed, I could exploit for maximum effect. At the end of the second week, when I spotted Zachary leading a handsome young Egyptian up to the Sultan’s Suite while Ben was at work, the truth elbowed me in the stomach. But that night at dinner, Zachary beat me to the shocking revelation, winking at Ben as he relayed the exciting afternoon he’d spent with a handsome university student he’d met at the market. I waited for the inevitable fallout, but Ben didn’t erupt in a tear-soaked jealous rage. He merely told his husband that he needed to be careful about random hookups in Egypt. Then he let out a self-pitying moan. “Figures you’d be the one to get some action. I’ve been here for nearly a year, and not so much as a pat on the ass!”

I was stunned, confused, even a little distressed. As I sat between them at the table, I felt like a child struggling to understand the complicated behavior of adults, two sophisticated men who were in full control of their private lives. Eventually my shock turned to amusement, and finally I said over my entrée of honey-glazed salmon, which is not Hamza’s specialty, “Wow, you two really have it figured out!” They loved that I was blushing, each throwing an arm around me. “Look, Zee,” Ben said, “we’ve shocked Mags!” and ordered a bottle of red wine to celebrate Zachary’s lucky find at the market. I learned later that the boys have one stipulation: never the same guy twice. I could have done wonders with that tiny loophole, but I no longer felt the urge to test their bond. Ben and Zachary belong together. They don’t need to be saved.

I yank open the lead doors that lead into the back garden and begin my slow pilgrimage to the pool, keeping my purple umbrella pinned directly over me to block all sunlight. Lounging by the pool at lunch with Ben and Zachary is one of my principal daily activities, our boats briefly meeting on the vast ocean of the day. I’ve found that it’s essential during these extraordinary times to establish a few dependable routines to prevent the whole world from spinning into madness. Even with the umbrella handle tight against my chest, I can feel the intense noon heat pawing at me from all sides. It’s so hot, the moisture is sucked from my lips, and the air burns the insides of my nostrils. Even if I hadn’t decided to drastically alter my appearance after fleeing Europe, the weather in Egypt would have forced a transformation. In the Alps I wore tweed, high-waisted skirts, starched round-collared blouses, and leather flats, and my then-gray hair was tied in a strict bun. Here in Luxor, I don’t even bother to wear a bra under my kaftans, and I clap the sweat from my Velcro sandals out my window in the evenings. Thankfully there are plenty of shady spots along the garden’s winding brick paths: the puddles of jet-black shadow that collect under the helicoptering fronds of the date palms; the dense pools of darkness amid the shaggy hibiscus and bee-laced lemon branches; the cool stone bench under the mango tree.

The Royal Karnak may have let its interior go to rot, but its garden is fastidiously tended by an army of workers. Nile rats can be a problem in Luxor, but not at the hotel, thanks in part to seven feral cats that patrol the grounds, mostly harmless except for the occasional unprovoked swipe at an ankle; gray, calico, and the meanest one, the tiger-orange female who sphinxes in the coral bushes. From my third-floor window I once watched this orange cat scale a palm tree to attack the bats who perch there at night. The most noteworthy element of the garden, though, is a large aviary, built, as its plaque states in semi-oblique English, “in the year 1921 after War.” Inside this green-painted woodframe structure, metal-netted on all sides, sit three yellow-mohawked lutino cockatiels on a network of artificial branches. They are the main suppliers of the hotel’s whistling birdsong throughout the day. These birds are the unofficial mascots of the Royal Karnak, cared for by the grumpy head gardener, Seif, who has a calloused prayer knot in the center of his forehead and teeth as black as his fingernails. Seif barks at any guest who dares to rattle the mesh in hopes of attracting the cockatiels. He is the least likely man to work in hospitality, and even I, practically a family member of the Royal Karnak at this point, have yet to merit so much as a nod from him. As the winding garden
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