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Prologue

 

 

Thirty years of conflict finally came to an end with the signing of a peace treaty between Egypt and Israel. The accord was signed on 26 March 1979, by Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin and US President Jimmy Carter. It was the culmination of a process that had begun in 1974 with the signing of the disengagement agreement between Israel and Egypt following the Yom Kippur War. In 1982 the evacuation of the Sinai Peninsula was complete and it was transferred to Egypt.

There had been hope that the signing of the peace treaty would bring about cultural and economic cooperation between the two nations, however the Egyptians boycotted Israel. Egyptian intellectuals, writers and journalists, such as The Egyptian Association of Journalists and Academics, do not visit Israel and have refused all contact with their Israeli counterparts. Egyptian citizens cannot freely visit Israel because of the requirement of a special visa, known as the "yellow note." 

Despite the peace agreement, the media establishment in Egypt continued with their hostile coverage towards Israel, which at times borders on incitement and anti-Semitism. For years the Egyptians have been claiming that Israel is planting spies within its borders and many Israelis have been arrested on spying charges and sentenced to long jail terms in the notorious Egyptian jails.

In 2007, there was a worsening of relations between Israel and Egypt, as the Egyptian media lodged strong unfounded accusations against Israel. They reported that an Israeli spy network had been exposed; they blamed Israel for killing their captives during the Six Day War as well as other imaginary claims. Israeli tourism became almost nonexistent and since 1996 Israeli businessmen have stopped travelling to Egypt.

The only border crossing currently open between the countries is the one at Tabah, through which tourists as well as merchandise pass through with relative ease. The border crossing at Rafah, which was opened in 1982 and managed by the Airport Authority, was transferred to the Palestinian Authority in November 2005 and was subsequently closed in 2007. One section of the border passes through the heart of the Palestinian city of Rafah.

The border crossing for merchandise between Israel and Egypt is at Nitzana, which is located between Tabah and Rafah. It was inaugurated in 1982 and initially served as a crossing for both passenger traffic and goods, but due to the lack of passenger traffic, it is now a merchandise-only crossing. Until 2007 the traffic volume at the terminal was 10,875 trucks. The Egyptian side of the crossing is called Al Auja.

Here are some of the best-known cases of Israelis who were arrested by the Egyptians and placed in the Tora Prison, which is considered one of the harshest and most degrading prisons.

Azzam Azzam, an Israeli citizen, was sent by an Israeli textile factory to a textile factory in Egypt for a continued education program. On February 5, 1996, when after a day's work he returned to his hotel room, he was approached by eight Egyptians dressed in blue suits who identified themselves as members of the Egyptian security services. They asked him his name and immediately told him to accompany them. He was arrested and charged with spying for Israel and sentenced to eight years in prison, living in the most inhumane conditions.

An Israeli journalist, 31, who worked for a very prominent Israeli newspaper, was sentenced on December 13, 2009, to three years in prison for the possession of illegal drugs. She had crossed into the Sinai Peninsula from the Tabah border crossing. According to the report, the journalist admitted to using drugs for her personal use. 

Joseph Tahan was arrested at Cairo airport on August 28, 1985. Tahan, a resident of Ashdod, Israel, married with four children, arrived in Egypt on his way home from Bombay, after the family-owned shutter factory had run into financial difficulties and had gone bankrupt. At the airport, he was caught with more than a kilo of heroin that was hidden in a tube of toothpaste and in a box of biscuits. He admitted to drug smuggling and in February 1986 was sentenced to death. His sentence was later commuted by Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak to life imprisonment with hard labor. He sat in an Egyptian prison for seventeen years until his death. "The State of Israel has abandoned him, and let him rot in jail," said his wife, who lives in Israel.

David Ovitz, a furniture dealer from Givatayim, Israel, was arrested in Egypt in February 1992 on the suspicion of spying for Israel. He sat in an Egyptian prison for three months until he was released on May 5, 1992. Despite the extensive press coverage about his plight and about the efforts being exerted for his release, the description of his incarceration was chilling. "I was sure they were going to hang me," he said. Pressure from the Israeli government convinced Ovitz to return to his furniture business, but nobody can compensate him for the economic and emotional damage he experienced. "I spent three months in solitary confinement because of a quarrel between governments," Ovitz said.

Ilan Grapel, an Israeli-American citizen, was arrested on June 12, 2011 by the Egyptian secret service Muhabarat, and accused of being a secret agent for the Mossad. The Egyptian government did not provide any evidence to support its claim and the Israeli government and Grapel's family firmly rejected the allegations. After four and a half months in prison, as part of a deal that Israel made with Egypt, Grapel was released and returned to Israel on October 27, 2011, in exchange for the release of twenty-five Egyptian detainees and criminals held in Israeli prisons.

Udo Trabin, an Israeli citizen, was arrested in 2000 on suspicion of spying for Israel, and sat for fourteen years in an Egyptian prison under very difficult conditions. Many years passed before the Israeli government agreed to swap him for twenty-five Egyptian citizens who were in Israeli prisons. The Israeli government denied that he was a spy, and agreed to the exchange strictly on humanitarian grounds.

 

Egyptian convicted of spying for Israel - BBC March 23, 2002

Senior Egyptian sources have revealed that Sharif Al-Filali, who was arrested on suspicion of spying for Israel, admitted during interrogation that most of his information that he received came from a close relative who maintains a senior position in the Egyptian Ministry of Agriculture. If convicted, he may be sentenced to life in prison with hard labor. According to the sources, his activities will soon be exposed.

Senior sources in Cairo confirmed that Sharif Al-Filali, recently arrested in Cairo on suspicion of spying for Israel, acquired the bulk of the information that he provided to Israel from a relative who is in a senior position in the Ministry of Agriculture.

The Arab newspaper "Al-Hayat" reported this morning that the results of the investigation being conducted against Al-Filali shows that the main source of information was his uncle, who works as a senior official in the Ministry of Agriculture. He provided Al-Filali with information on economic and agricultural projects in Egypt. 

Al-Filali was able to obtain the information by deceiving his uncle, claiming that he was interested in the details of the economic activity of the Egyptian agriculture in order to advance the research he was conducting on the nature of the Egyptian economy.

For several years, Egyptian agriculture minister Yousef Wali had to contend with severe attacks waged against him by the opponents of the normalization with Israel. On one occasion he even sued the editor of one of the opposition daily newspapers for libel.

Sources in Egypt say that very soon more secrets from the findings of the investigation being conducted against Al-Filali will be exposed. They include Israeli attempts to harm the interests of Egypt in the world, and to disrupt the internal security in the country through research centers, symposia and various conferences conducted under the auspices of elements working for the Israeli Mossad.

Al-Filali apparently will be charged with the following offenses: espionage for a foreign country to harm state security, damaging the vital interests of Egypt abroad and bribery in order to undermine the political, economic and social interests of Egypt. If convicted, the Egyptian Court for State Security will most likely impose a life sentence with hard labor on Al-Filali.

Agriculture is one of the most prominent areas of cooperation between Israel and Egypt. The tension created has become a major problem, especially after Egypt's decision to recall Ambassador Bassiouni back to Cairo, and after the intense activity of businessmen and heads of economic associations in Egypt who encouraged the authorities to minimize cooperation with Israel.

Up to now, the response from Egypt concerning the expansion of cooperation in the field of agriculture has been positive. Agriculture is one of the few areas in which Egypt is interested in cooperation with Israel, even more than the desire shown by the Israel. Many Egyptians have come to Israel in recent years to take courses in agriculture. Israel is a active in several farm and other agricultural projects throughout Egypt.

 

Cairo suspends agricultural ties with Israel - Albawaba (Business) November 20, 2002

 

Egypt's Minister of Agriculture, Yousef Wali, announced today (Wednesday) that due to the deteriorating diplomatic situation, Egypt has severed all cooperation with Israel in the area of agriculture. He made the following announcement at a session of the Egyptian parliament: "Cooperation in research and training was totally suspended as soon as Egypt announced the freezing of diplomatic relations with Israel."

 

Egyptian flights to Israel resume - UPI April 14, 2002

Egyptian airline Air Sinai resumed flights to Israel on Sunday. The airline had announced on Friday that it was suspending all flights to Israel in protest of Israel's actions in the "occupied territories." A senior official of the company said that this morning an Air Sinai plane took off for Tel Aviv with twenty-three passengers on board including seven Israelis. He added that the suspension of flights was for commercial rather than political reasons. It should be noted that in the past year, the number of flights to Israel by Air Sinai has dropped from five flights to two flights, due to the decline in passenger demand.

 

Former Minister of Agriculture under Investigation – Aharam Online, March 16, 2011

Egyptian authorities have arrested the former Egyptian Agriculture Minister, Yousef Wali, on charges that he allowed the import of carcinogenic pesticides. Legal sources said that the investigation of former Minister Wali focuses on the import of banned carcinogenic products, as well as the accusation that he sold federal land below market price.

 

Giulio Regeni, 28, was an Italian citizen and a student at Cambridge University who became interested in the Middle East. He was writing his doctoral thesis on the Egyptian economy, particularly focusing on the objections and opposition of the various unions, known as the syndicates, to the economic policies of Egyptian President Abdel el-Sisi. According to his professors at Cambridge, he participated in meetings of the syndicate and sent articles to the Italian newspaper Il Manifesto, in which he described the protest movement of the Egyptian workers.

On January 25, 2016, his body was found in a small alley in Cairo. According to Italian sources who examined his body, it appeared that he had been tortured for seven days. There were signs of severe abuse, ranging from electric shock to the pulling out of his fingernails. The Egyptian police claimed that he was "kidnapped" by a street gang who has subsequently been eliminated in a shootout on one of the streets of Cairo. During that shootout, five of the gang members were killed. Italy rejects the Egyptian explanation and threatens sanctions against Egypt pending clarification. The chapter is not over. His body was returned to Italy for burial.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

"Passport please," the Egyptian border patrol at the Rafah crossing said to me in a thunderous voice. I handed him my Israeli passport, he looked at the picture, lifted his head and gave me a long, penetrating look. I tried to smile at him, but I was frozen with fear. Holding my passport in one hand, he wet the fingers of his other hand with his saliva and slowly began leafing through every page. It felt like an eternity. In my mind I already saw myself lying in a cell on a concrete floor with a bucket full of excrement standing in the corner.

He finally stamped my passport, stuck his hand through the small window and returned it to me. I wanted to say "Thank you," but the words did not come out of my mouth.

"Next," he shouted, as he waved his hand for me to move on.

I walked a few steps and an Egyptian customs officer approached me. "Anything to declare?" he asked.

I shook my head from side to side, but he did not let me through.

"Open your suitcase," he ordered.

I placed the suitcase on a low stool and opened it. It was in a total mess, as I had not had time to pack it neatly. Perhaps subconsciously I wanted it to appear messy, for in case I was searched, they would not notice the "strange" boxes of Telma instant soups that I had with me. 

He rummaged through the suitcase, skillfully inserting his hand underneath the clothing and feeling around, without taking note of the three innocent-looking packages.

When he ordered me to close my suitcase, I made every effort to return to a normal breathing rhythm and breathe slowly, without showing any signs of anxiety. I was afraid that the pounding of my heart could be heard from a distance. I picked up my suitcase and walked towards the exit.

In the plaza outside customs and passport control, there were buses parked waiting to take people to various points in Egypt. I got on the bus that was heading to Cairo. I waited until everyone had put their luggage into the luggage compartment and then I put mine in. The bus was packed with passengers, mostly Israeli Arabs and some tourists who sounded British.

The heat was unbearable, and nobody was permitted to open a window. Of course, there was no air conditioning. My main concern was that the driver would not fall asleep while driving in the hot bus on the winding and monotonous road through the desert.

After about two hours of driving in the oppressive heat and humidity, I was able to see in the distance the tops of palm trees; the town of El-Arish. The entire length of the trip, the sea was on the right side of the bus while on the left side all we saw was stretches of desert with endless white dunes that changed shape with every wind gust. We passed the El-Arish and continued south.

As we got closer to the Suez Canal, we passed rusty skeletons of burned-out tanks and trucks, remnants from either the War of Attrition or the Yom Kippur War, when Egypt mounted a surprise attack against Israel.

After several hours of continued driving, with my head swaying left and right from the zigzags the driver made as he attempted to avoid the potholes in the road, we finally arrived at El-Qantarah, one of the crossing points on the Suez Canal.

After about an hour of waiting, during which time we had to remain in our seats, the bus drove onto a ferry that took us across the canal. Luckily the ferry ride was a short one. 

By this point I was stuck to my seat from sweat.

Once on the other side of the Suez Canal, the bus resumed its journey to Cairo by way of the city of Ismailia. At Ismailia the bus driver stopped for a rest and we were permitted to get off the bus; most people immediately ran to the bathroom. Fortunately all I needed was to urinate.

When I entered the stall, I nearly passed out from the pungent smell of urine, feces, and Lysol that hit me. The walls of the stall were smeared with layers of dry feces. There was no toilet, only a hole in the floor, which was full of excrement.

I urinated while holding my breath and almost fainted from lack of oxygen. I ran out of the stall before I had completely emptied my bladder and as a result, I wet my pants. In one of the nearby stalls, somebody was vomiting. The heat outside suddenly felt like a cool breeze compared to the inside of the bathroom. Little did I know that this experience was just a prelude to what was awaiting me in Egypt.

I decided not to buy the coffee and sandwich that was being offered at the local kiosk for three Egyptian pounds. I boarded the bus, and noticed that most of the passengers were pale and shaken. I smiled to myself and thought that I was not alone, as other passengers had had the same Egyptian "experience" as I had.

A while later, I do not know how long because I had lost all concept of time, I noticed small white houses with thatched roofs. The sign at the side of the road informed us that it was Ramadan City, which, as someone pointed out, was very close to Cairo. There were no people on the streets, but the number of houses was increasing and there were more vehicles on the road. 

Indeed, not long afterwards, we arrived at Heliopolis, which in Egyptian is called Masr el Gedida. The bus stopped at the front of Hotel Beirut where I and some other passengers got off. The bus, with the rest of the passengers, continued on to Cairo.

"Welcome," is how the front desk receptionist greeted me with a big smile. "Marhaba," I answered him. Since I knew a few words of Arabic I decided to try and use them. When I put my Israeli passport on the desk, his face suddenly became very solemn as he restrained himself, trying to act pleasantly. He gave me the keys to my room that had been prepared earlier and said that he would return my passport to me a bit later. 

"I am sure that he is going to photocopy it and give it to the Muhabarat," I thought to myself.

The next morning I went to my planned meeting with Washington Esposito. As soon as I went outside and headed for the taxi stand, six cab drivers jumped on me, each one insisting that he had the best and most comfortable cab.

"Mister," one of them said to me while pointing to his cab. "My car is the most modern." I took one look at the cab and broke out in laughter. "Scrap metal," I mumbled to myself. In fact, all the taxis together looked like a junkyard.

I walked over to a friendly looking driver who had spoken the least and asked him, "How much is it to Midan el Tahrir?"

"Ten Pounds," he answered. 

Immediately the others jumped up and began screaming, "I'll do it for five," one of them said. "I'll do it for four," the other one said.

I turned to my driver and with a smile asked, "The last price?"

"Get in. I'll take you for four pounds."

He got into the taxi as I got into the back seat.

"Come and sit next to me, my friend. You will see the sights better," he said.

"Okay. Since we are friends, I'll move to the front," I said and got in next to him.

As we drove through the city, I noticed that every few meters, police officers in white uniforms stood, holding rifles. What struck me as really odd was that for a number of kilometers they stood with their backs to the road.

"What is this?" I asked while pointing to the police officers.

"Our president, Mr. Mubarak, will soon be passing down this road on his way to the airport. This is his security detail," the driver replied and pulled out a cigarette and offered me one. 

"No thank you. I don't smoke," I told him.

"Too bad," was his response, and lit the cigarette in his mouth.

I searched my memory trying to remember how Washington looked, as I had met him only once about ten years ago. I knew he was an Italian whose parents had moved to Egypt when he was a child. His parents eventually got divorced and he stayed with his father in Cairo while his mother returned to Italy. He was married to a Hungarian dancer who had defected to Egypt while performing with a folk-dance company. It was during the height of communism in Hungary, when ordinary people, behind the "iron curtain," were not permitted to leave and visit any western countries.

After being married for several years they had a daughter who they named Alessandra. A few years later Washington's wife fell ill and subsequently died. Alessandra grew up with her father and eventually got married.

Washington would travel often to Italy to visit his elderly mother who lived near Naples and his nephew who was studying in Bologna.

I befriended him during one of his visits to Bologna, where I lived for a while, and he invited me to visit him in Egypt. He gave me his address, and he advised me to bring along an assortment of vegetable seeds in order to finance my stay and earn a bit of money.

While traveling at a snail's pace in the blinding sun and choking from the exhaust fumes of the trucks, the driver pulled out a sandwich wrapped in newspaper, broke it in half and offered me the other half. "Eat, it's good."

Although I was quite hungry, I decided to decline his offer. The man just did not know anything about hygiene; apparently he had natural immunity. I did not want to take any risks, so I just told him, "No, thank you," and hoped he did not take it personally.

My meeting with Washington was supposed to take place at Midan el Tahrir Square near the entrance to the Egyptian Museum. I tried to remember the names of the main streets through which we crawled, but unfortunately all the signs were in Arabic.

Sitting nervously in the taxi, I asked the driver where we were, and he replied that we were on Qasar al-Nil Street, a main street in Caro. I had no choice but to believe him. 

I felt terribly uncomfortable about arriving at my first meeting with Washington so significantly late, but I was totally helpless. For a moment I thought about getting out of the taxi and walking and probably reaching my destination a lot faster.

We passed a monument with a statue of a man with a tarboosh (fez) on his head, pointing in the direction of one of the streets we just driven down. I "photographed" in my mind the place and recorded the street we had come from and the direction the statue was pointing to.

A few hundred meters ahead, which felt like an eternity, I was able to see the Egyptian Museum, with its black iron gates open and a long line of people waiting patiently to enter. I gave the driver a tip; I paid him five pounds.

The driver took the money, kissed it, held it to his forehead and put it into his pocket. "Thank you, sir," he said with a smile and continued on his way, but not before I wrote down his name and phone number. I wrote, "Farouk, the cheap driver."

Washington had been waiting for me for about two hours, sitting on a bench in the shade and reading a newspaper. Every now and then, he would pick up his head and look over the top of his reading glasses at the passersby. 

I sat down next to him and just stared at him, as I wanted to see if he remembered me. I realized that he did not, because after sitting next to him for about a minute, he asked me something in Arabic. I answered him in English and told him that I do not speak Arabic. He excused himself and asked me in English if I knew what time it was.

"Yes," I answered. "I am sorry I am late. Had I known about the traffic situation in Cairo, I would have left much earlier."

He looked at me and burst out laughing.

"Ariel, is that you"?

He got up and gave me a tight hug. Although he was seventy years old, he had strong arms. "He had surely been a boxer or a body builder when he was younger," I thought.

Washi, as everyone called him for short, invited me to a small café located just opposite the museum. The problem was how to get across the busy road.

Even though we were standing on the white stripes of a pedestrian crossing, not one car paid any attention to us; they all totally ignored us. We were forced to stand for a long while, hoping that somebody would stop and give us the chance to cross the road.

While standing, I observed the most amazing scenes. 

A slow-moving bus packed with people who were barely able to breathe. I think the number of people hanging onto the outside of the bus outnumbered the people on the inside.

A cyclist who passed us loaded with a huge pile of newspapers on his bike. Although he was swaying from side to side, the newspapers miraculously did not fall off.

Suddenly a police officer appeared out of nowhere, blew his whistle, raised his hand, and behold, all the cars stopped.

We crossed the busy road, walking between the cars just as the Israelites did when crossing the Red Sea. When the officer sounded his whistle again, the vehicles began moving and the tumult and commotion returned.

Washi ordered tea for both of us and a hookah (narghile) for me. We sat down on low uncomfortable wooden stools as the waiter brought a short-legged round table, placed it in front of us and put down two small cups with what looked like non-dissolved coffee.

"What is that?" I asked Washi.

"That is Egyptian tea. Drink it while it is hot," he answered, and he began drinking it in small sips.

In the meantime, they brought me the hookah and put the aspirating tube into my hand. 

Looking at Washi in amazement, I asked, "What am I supposed to do now?" 

"Inhale," he answered. "It is tobacco mixed with dried apple leaves and honey."

I inhaled deeply and suddenly found myself momentarily unable to breath. The smoke that I had inhaled was so intense that it clogged my airways, caused my eyes to bulge and I found myself coughing uncontrollably. When I finally recovered, I called the waiter and asked to take the lethal hookah away.

I took the cup and began sipping the tea which was excessively sweet. 

"Who asked for such sweet tea? I like my tea without sugar," I said.

Washi sat there laughing. "This is Egypt, not Tel Aviv. When in Egypt, do as the Egyptians do," he replied. 

I drank the tea, served in small glass, occasionally having to spit out leaves that were floating in the dark sweet liquid, known in Egypt as chai.

Washi did not ask me anything about the vegetable seeds and I did not volunteer any information on the subject. While we walked downtown, I brought up the topic.

"How much are the seeds that I brought worth?" I asked Washi curiously. 

I had no idea about the value of the seeds that I had smuggled into the country in the boxes of instant soup. 

"It depends," Washi replied. "If they are cherry tomato seeds, you may get up to $2,000 per kilo, but if they are cucumber seeds, which are sold by the unit, you can fetch three cents for each seed."

I felt a sudden weakness in my knees.

"Would you please repeat those prices?" I asked. Washi repeated them and added, "You have to find the right buyer and at times it is necessary to employ an agent."

I could not believe what I was hearing. The prices equaled the price of drugs without the risk of drug smuggling.

"Perhaps you want to move into a hotel in my neighborhood. Washi asked. "Why did you choose the Hotel Beirut in Heliopolis?"

"It was recommended to me by an Arab businessman who sat next to me on my way to Egypt. He told me that it was a nice hotel and reasonably priced," I said.

"Forget that nonsense and listen to me," Washi responded.  "I know them all. Next to where I live there is a nice friendly hotel, not expensive. I have every confidence that nothing will happen to you there." 

"What can happen to me," I asked.

"In Egypt, human life is cheaper than a pack of Marlboros. It is worth remembering," he replied. 

I took a taxi with Washi to my hotel in Heliopolis. Washi chatted in Arabic with the driver the entire trip. Other than a few words here and there, I understood not a word. I just focused on everything going on around me. I observed the various vendors, the vegetable stands all along the way and young children trying to sell whatever they could get their hands on.

This is the great metropolis called Cairo, where the contrast of the classes stands out in the most blatant way. A shiny black Mercedes could be parked right alongside a street vendor dressed in rags with his emaciated donkey bound to a wood post. This is the great noisy and congested Cairo, where the citizens breathe the polluted air emitted from the cars and trucks and where the noise of horns honking and sirens wailing can be heard well into the night. This is the mysterious Cairo, that has hidden within it more than meets the eyes and what the ears hear.

"Here we are. Go upstairs and bring down your belongings," Washi said. "I'll wait in the taxi."

When I reached my room and began packing my suitcase, I noticed that my clothing had been rearranged and was not the way I had left it. Somebody had been rummaging through my suitcase. The first thing I did was to check for the three boxes of soup that I had hidden under my clothes. Luckily they were there and there was no sign that anybody had tried to tamper with them or open them. I quickly threw all my clothes and personal items into the suitcase.

I did not wait for the elevator, but ran down the stairs. When I reached the ground floor, I threw the keys on the counter and said to the receptionist, "Charge my Visa card." I did not wait for an answer and just ran out into the street. As soon as I stepped outside, I was surrounded by taxi drivers, screaming at me," Mister, hey, mister." I jumped into the cab that was waiting for me and off we drove.

"Where will I be staying?" I asked.

"At the Palace Hotel," Washi answered. "It is not far from where I live," he added.

I was silent the entire trip. I began thinking that I was being followed. From now on everybody I see will be a suspect, except Washi of course, who I have known for many years, I thought to myself.

Washi suddenly turned to me and said, "Why are you are so quiet?"

"Many thoughts are going through my mind," I answered without going into detail.

As we were driving towards the hotel, I noticed a familiar street. 

"Is this Qasr al-Nil Street?" I asked.

"Bravo," answered Washi. "You are finally familiarizing yourself with the city."

"It was just a guess," I replied. "It's the only street I know."

I noticed that we drove through the square where the statue of the man wearing the tarboosh was standing. At the end of the square the road branched off into three or four smaller streets. After several hundred meters we turned right and entered a small street where on the left stood the hotel. Hotel Palace, the sign read.

Washi went into the hotel with me. The receptionist recognized him and they hugged and kissed each other. I signed in, showed my passport and got the keys to my room. We agreed to meet again in the morning.

I went up to my room, took a shower and went straight under the covers. As soon as I put my head on the pillow, my eyes closed and I fell into a deep sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter 2

 

 

 

The next morning when I went down to the buffet breakfast, I noticed Washi sitting in the tiny lobby, reading an English newspaper.

"Come and join me for breakfast," I suggested. 

He accepted my offer and sat down to join me.

"How do you know the receptionist so well?" I asked with great curiosity.

"Oh, Ibrahim? We are old acquaintances. We worked together in the management of a candy factory for forty years," he answered.

I never asked Washi his age, but since I knew that his mother in Italy was ninety, I guessed he was around seventy.

When we first had met in Italy, Washi used to wear fancy suits and shiny black shoes that shone like a mirror, but here in Egypt he wore a khaki-colored safari suit and a faded straw hat on his bald head. As he walked down the street he did not stand apart from the masses of passersby.

"So tell me Washi, what do I do with the seeds that I brought?"I asked while we were eating.

"What did you bring?" he asked.

"I've got a half a kilo of cherry tomato seeds in two separate packages and one package with five thousand cucumber seeds," I answered.

Washi took out a pen, spread open a paper napkin on the table and made a quick calculation. 

"Your seeds are worth about a thousand dollars," he said.

"A thousand dollars is nothing to sneeze at," I said. "Let's sell them."

Washi nodded in agreement, as he got up and went to the buffet for a refill.

"He must be hungry," I thought to myself.

As we were leaving, the receptionist said something to Washi in Arabic and Washi nodded to him. I did not understand nor did I not ask.

After a short walk, we turned onto the main street. All we had to do was raise a hand for one second and immediately several taxis stopped, without even considering the fact that they were causing a traffic jam. We go into the taxi that stopped closest to us.

Washi got in the front as I settled onto the back seat. After a short drive the taxi stopped and picked up additional passengers.

"What is this?" I asked surprisingly."Why is he picking up other passengers?"

"It is customary here in Egypt to pick up additional passengers in order to reduce the cost for everybody," he explained.

"Tell the driver to drop them off. The savings amounts to next to nothing. After all, how much does the trip cost, a few Egyptian pounds?"

"There are people who do not earn the cost of this taxi fare in a month," he replied.

I restrained myself from saying that I thought it was an audacious thing to do and that I really did not give shit about the half of one pound he was saving me. However, I kept quiet and calmed myself by thinking, "After all, he is my host. What would I do without him?"

"Where are we going," I asked, finally breaking the silence.

"To the Kahn el Khalili bazaar," he replied.

When we got out of the taxi, I heard the muezzin calling the people to prayer. He shouted Allahu Ackbar, God is great, and suddenly people stopped in the middle of the street, got down on their knees, all facing the same direction, and began praying. We stood by the roadside and waited. When the prayers were over, the worshippers stood up and the traffic resumed.

The Khan el-Khalili bazaar was opposite the El-Azhar University for the study of the Islamic religion. Since the area is an extremely religious one, the inordinate number of police officers milling about among the visitors was very noticeable.

We walked along the narrow alleys with souvenir stands and jewelry stores on both sides. Washi led the way and I just followed. Despite his seventy years, he was vey fit and in good physical condition and showed no signs of fatigue while climbing the many stairs and zigzagging between an endless torrent of people.

At one point, while I was lagging behind, he turned down a side alley and waited until I caught up. 

"We are almost there," he encouraged me. 

It seemed Washi knew where he was going, since he did not use a map or ask anybody for directions about how to reach his destination. 

Indeed a few minutes later, we stopped in front of a door that was so high that it was impossible to see into the yard. There was no sign or house number on the door.

In the yard there was a dog barking and scratching its nails on the door. After Washi had knocked several times, the door was opened by a man sporting a thick black mustache and dressed in an oversize long sleeved shirt that covered the entire body, called a jellabiya. I stepped back and stood a safe distance from the open door. The man held the dog by a strong leash. Washi exchanged some words with the man and we were invited to enter.

The three of us sat down in a small room which looked more like a living room than an office. It was obvious to me that this was going to be a long drawn-out meeting, as is the custom among the Arabs. Indeed, I was not wrong.

At first he brought out the sweet black chai served in small glasses. We then engaged in small talk in broken English peppered with Egyptian Arabic, which sounded more refined than the Arabic spoken by the Palestinians. Then the narghile was brought out, followed by soft candies coated with thick palm syrup.

"Take out the goods," Washi said to me.

I placed the boxes of Telma soups on the table, removed and opened the packages of seeds and spread them out on the table.

"How much do you have here?" the merchant asked.

"Five hundred grams of cherry tomato seeds and five thousand cucumber seeds", I replied.

Washi confirmed that the goods were original Israeli seeds and had been vacuum  packed in a seed factory in Gedera.

"I am prepared to give you five hundred dollars for the entire lot," the merchant said.

"Come, let's go," I said to Washi as I began returning the goods to my bag.

"One moment please. What happened? You Israelis have no patience. You just want to shoot and capture. Take it easy. You are in Egypt now and you must display a little patience. A woman likes her lover to play some love games with her before he penetrates her," the merchant said, laughing at his comparison.

I sat down again.

The merchant pulled out a wad of Egyptian pounds and began counting. I immediately stopped him and said, "If those are for me, let me spare you the job. I do not accept Egyptian pounds, only dollars."

At this juncture Washi intervened. "Arik," that as what he called me, remember the days in Bologna. "I will change them into dollars and you will not lose anything," he whispered to me.

The merchant continued counting. When he was done, he put the money on the table.

"How much is there here?" I asked.

"The equivalent of eight hundred dollars," he answered."You must realize that I have the expense of an agent and of distribution."

Washi who sat quietly the entire time and did not intervene, suddenly got off his seat and said, "Take the money, you will not get more."

I took the money and put it in my pocket and we parted from the merchant.

When we left, we passed stands selling food. Washi suggested that we get something to eat. 

When we passed a stand selling a kind of falafel called taamia, Washi stopped.

"Do you want to taste a real authentic Egyptian dish?" he asked me.

I looked into the pot in which they were frying the elliptic taamia balls and saw them floating in burnt oil. The man then stuffed the oily fried balls and salad into the halved pita bread with his fingers. 

"No thank you," I said to Washi.

The man took two taamia balls and offered them to us. Washi took the ball from his hand and bit into it. The man then handed me a ball and said "tfadal habibi," please my friend. I took the ball and we moved on. I gave the ball to Washi who took it and ate it with gusto.

As we left the market, I noticed a small restaurant. "Do you want to eat here?"I suggested.

"Let's go to the center of town. This place is swarming with Muslim Brotherhood. You will not get any beer over here." I agreed with him and we hailed a cab.

In the cab, Washi told me that recently Muslim fanatics had intensified their attacks against the Catholic and Coptic churches and the police had not intervened.

The taxi made its way slowly through the main streets. When the driver decided to a shortcut and drive down the side streets, I noticed how suddenly the urban landscape changed. Masses of people walked in the middle of the road and did not pay any attention to the desperate beeping of the cars that were stuck behind them. I saw donkeys pulling carts laden with goods, peddlers carrying heavy baskets on their heads, beggars and masses of children.

I was stunned and could not speak. I just watched wide-eyed trying to digest what I saw.

Washi turned around. "When I was a child, everything was different; you could lick the street with your tongue. Men walked around dressed in white suits and the women wore flowery dresses and carried small umbrellas to hide the blazing sun. Boys and girls went to school in blue uniforms with ties and white hats on their heads. At the entrance of every building there stood a gatekeeper with white gloves, who opened the door for the tenants."

I listened, but I could not imagine anything he told me. The hordes of people milling around were hardworking and fighting for their survival. The women wore black dresses and hiding their faces, the men wore grey jellabiyas and sandals and the children were dressed in rags. Every stand had a pot full of cooked fava beans waiting to be stuffed into a halved pita. In most cases it constituted the only meal for many of those unfortunate ones who could not afford anything else.

When we reached the hotel Washi said to me, "I am real tired. I will continue by taxi to my house and see you tomorrow morning."

I got out of the taxi and said goodbye to Washi. As the taxi drove off I walked into the hotel.

After falling asleep in my clothes for several hours, I was suddenly woken up when I heard knocking on the door. I opened the door, and saw nobody there. I went out into the hallway and again did not see anyone, so I went back into my room. "I was probably dreaming," I thought to myself. It was close to eight o'clock in the evening and I felt hungry and thirsty, so I decided to go out and get something to eat and take a stroll around the area.

Before I left, I took from the reception desk a postcard with the hotel address on it. I walked out of the hotel, turned right and went straight to the main street.

On a small piece of paper I drew a crude street map and wrote down some landmarks, so that I would know the way back.

I repeated over and over to myself the name Midan el Tahrir. That was the large square opposite the Museum of Cairo, where I had met Washi when I first arrived in Cairo. The tall building in the middle of the square housed the offices of the Mukhabarat, the Egyptian secret police and in the front, dozens of black shiny Mercedes-Benz with darkened windows were parked.

As I walked down the street and stopped to do some window shopping, someone walked up next to me making believe he was also window shopping.

"Tourist?" he asked, without at all looking at me.

"Yes," I answered.

"Are you looking for company?" he asked

"You mean a sharmouta, a whore?"I asked, emphasizing the word whore in Arabic.

He turned his head to me and asked, "Do you speak Arabic?"

"No, just a few words," I replied smilingly.

"I presume that you learned the most important words," he said.

"My name is Sami," he said to me as he held out his hand.

"And I am George," I lied as I shook his hand.

"Would you like to come with me to an apartment where you can choose any girl you like?" Sami asked.

"What do you mean? A whore house?" I asked curiously.

'No. It is a private apartment where several girls live," he explained. I was not totally convinced.

"Why do they live together?"I began questioning him out of curiosity.

"Why does it matter? Do you want a good "screw" or not," he asked, suddenly becoming impatient.

Actually, I left my money in the safe at the hotel and I do not have even one pound on me," I once again lied.

He pulled out a piece of paper with a handwritten telephone number on it and gave it to me.

"Whenever you are ready just call me," he said and quickly disappeared. 

I stood there looking into the store window trying to digest the unusual proposal.

I had had enough for one night and decided to go back to the hotel. On the way I stopped at a grocery store and bought a package of bread, a can of sardines, two bottles of mineral water and a bottle of beer.

I returned to the hotel, which I found easily with the aid of the map I had drawn.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter 3

 

 

 

The telephone in my room rang and woke me up from a deep sleep. Washi was on the line. "It's already nine o'clock. I have been waiting for you here for over an hour," he said.

I began searching for my watch on the dresser, when I realized it was still on my arm.

"I'll be down on five minutes" I said and jumped out of bed.

When I came down to the lobby, I saw Washi sitting in the corner in an armchair, reading a newspaper. 

"Good morning," I said as I walked over to him. "Come and join me for breakfast."

"I already had breakfast," he replied.

I wondered if he had eaten at home, or in the hotel at my expense.

I walked over to the bar and ordered coffee.

"Where are we going today?" I asked him while waiting for my coffee.

He put the newspaper down and come close to me.

"In Egypt, we do not speak loudly about where we plan to go or whom we are going to meet. There are too many curious people around," he whispered into my ear.

"Washi, have you brought dollars for me?" I asked, handing him an envelope with Egyptian banknotes.

Washi handed me eight hundred dollars. I first deducted three hundred dollar for the cost of the goods and then divided the remaining five hundred dollars into two; half I kept for myself and the other half I put into an envelope and gave it to him.

"This is your half of the profit," I said to him.

Washi took the envelope and put it into his pocket. 

"I trust you" he said. "We will be doing many more, larger transactions." 

Frankly, I had no agreement with him, not verbally nor in writing to give him any money at all.  However I felt he deserved it and it was the right thing to do. He actually expected me to give him some money.

We went outside into the street. Washi did not call a taxi and just stood there as if waiting for somebody.

"Where are we going?"I asked him a second time.

"Wait and you will see," he replied.

After a short wait an SUV pulled up in front of the hotel and came to a stop where we were standing. An elderly gentleman of around sixty stepped out of the vehicle and approached us. He and Washi embraced and he then shook my hand.

"Get into the car," he said to us, without introducing himself.

"Today we will visit several agricultural farms," the gentleman said. "I understand that you are an Israeli. Is that correct?" he asked me. "Yes," I answered. 

I immediately realized that this was somehow connected to the seeds that I had brought along. The picture was slowly beginning to become clear to me.

The trip out of Cairo was particularly difficult. A truck loaded with sand had overturned in the middle of the road and the cars cleared a path for themselves by driving up on the sidewalk between the vegetable stands, forcing the people to move out of their way.

Suddenly a strong desert wind began blowing, bringing with it grains of sand. The sky darkened as the wind gusts brought with more and more sand. The entire car was covered in sand and the driver had to turn on the headlights in order to able to see what was ahead. "This is just what I needed now," he said.

After driving for about two hours on the highway between Cairo and Alexandria, we turned off onto a dirt road. After about fifteen minutes of shaking from side to side and bumping up and down, we arrived at the entrance of a huge farm surrounded by a high wall. The entrance reminded me of the farms of the South American drug barons that I had seen in the movies.

Washi, who was asleep most of the time, suddenly sprang to life.

"Tariq, have we arrived yet?" he asked. That was how I found out the driver's name.

"Better if you let us do the talking. They do not like to talk directly to Israelis. The owners of the farm are Saudis and the manager is a Palestinian from Gaza," Tariq said.

We got out of the car and went into beautiful, air-conditioned offices. The Palestinian Mahmoud actually proved to be very kind and friendly. He shook my hand warmly and asked his assistant to bring us drinks.

A conversation between Tariq and Mahmoud ensued that did not involve Washi at all. While they were talking, Palestinian style coffee arrived; unsweetened black coffee with grains of cardamom.

They began making calculations and Tariq recorded in a small notebook what was agreed upon. I did not understand a word and did not ask.

As we were about to leave, Mahmoud asked us if we were interested in seeing the farm. I answered positively, however Tariq excused himself, saying that we were in a rush as we had to visit other farms.

As Mahmoud accompanied us to the car he approached me and in Hebrew asked me, "Why do you need a middleman. Let's deal directly," and stuck his business card into my hand while nobody was looking. Surprised, I got into the car and waved goodbye to him as he gave me a big smile and a wink with his eye.

When Washi asked Tariq what was agreed upon, he began cursing. "Ya ibn kalab. That son of bitch, that Palestinian dog wants to leave us with no profit. He wants everything for himself," he grumbled.

He then turned to me and asked, "Are you sure you can supply the quantities Washi is suggesting?"

"Excuse me, why is neither of you updating me about what is happening," I said to both of them. "Besides, what quantities are we talking about?"

"Mahmoud is talking about seven kilos of cherry tomato seeds and five hundred thousand cucumber seeds, and that is only
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