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Praise for HUNA

‘Call it a manual on schooling the self, a deployment of fury to romp through prison life, a philosophical meditation, a love poem to family, friends and a fruit worm. ElGendy has gifted us a book like no other. Read it and be moved, delighted, informed and wiser.’

Ahdaf Soueif, author of Cairo: My City, Our Revolution

‘Huna is extraordinary. ElGendy has written a powerful and intimate memoir that will no doubt secure its place in the canon of prison diaries... This book broke me apart and put me back together again.’

Tareq Baconi, author of Fire in Every Direction

‘A work of masterful, uncompromising music, Abdelrahman ElGendy’s Huna sings to what is terrified and tender inside all of us... More than a political coming-of-age, more than a call to courageous struggle – Huna is a miracle.’

Sarah Aziza, author of The Hollow Half

‘You don’t read Huna, you live it, savour it, bite, suck up each word – the taste in your mouth? An untranslatable term Abdelrahman ElGendy teaches us, qahr: an injustice, rage, helplessness, but also a divine retribution... I will never be the same after reading Huna – a pivotal addition to world literature.’

Javier Zamora, New York Times bestselling author of Solito

‘Huna is a beautifully written portrait of a radical political awakening.’

Hanif Abdurraqib, New York Times bestselling author of There’s Always This Year

‘Abdelrahman ElGendy has written a masterpiece. Huna transforms six years of wrongful imprisonment into a work of profound literary beauty... Few books bridge the intimate and the political with such grace and insight. A searing indictment of injustice, a deeply humane meditation on survival, and an unforgettable work of literature.’

Saleem Haddad, author of Floodlines

‘In documenting the arbitrary brutality of Egypt’s carceral system, ElGendy illuminates the plight of thousands of political prisoners suffering just out of sight. This memoir is a testament to the conscience they preserve in the darkest cells of the nation. It is a battle cry for their liberation.’

Noor Naga, author of If an Egyptian Cannot Speak English

‘Huna is a clandestine letter, a lyrical act of resistance, and a transcendent song in the darkness.’

Nadia Owusu, author of Aftershocks

‘Riveting, cinematic memory and poetic prose. ElGendy’s soulful attention to detail and method is the work of a truly liberated writer.’

Fady Joudah, author of [...] and Exhibit G

‘Within the tender fury of this book is the poetry of a better world. Unswerving and intimate, it is the story of a prison nightmare told in pursuit of collective freedom. A moving act of resistance.’

Khalid Abdalla

‘This riveting, extraordinary work communicates the literal experience of being a political prisoner within the emotional life of injustice.’

Sarah Schulman, author of The Fantasy and Necessity of Solidarity
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For Baba, Mama, Salma, and Hashem
        For love, which is to say, for revolution



         هناك احتمال آخر لتتويج مسعانا بغير 
.الهزيمة، ما دمنا قررنا أننا لن نموت قبل أن نحاول أن نحيا

رضوى عاشور—

There is another chance to crown our struggle with something other than defeat, as long as we have resolved not to die before we have sought to live.

—RADWA ASHOUR




            انت مش الوحش ده

       انت أقل من الوحش ده

                      زئيرك بسيط

.ما يشَوِّشّ على صخب المدينة

علي طالباب —

You are not

that beast. You are

less than

that beast. Your roar

is too slight to graze

the city’s clamor.

—ALY TALIBAB
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I wrote on walls; I wrote on scraps. I wrote witness in cursive letters; I wrote handles on bolted doors. I wrote around, and through, the noise, and I wrote the noise. I wrote to soothe, to numb; when the frost thawed, again, I wrote.

In prison cells, I looked to Baba for a way out. I studied the breadth of his chest, soft enough for me to curl on at four, dampen with tears at ten, and wound at seventeen. I searched for an escape hatch, some hidden alleyway only he could reveal. I looked and looked, but nothing looked back except the rubble of him. So I looked away.

My eyes learned to glide past his figure, hunched on his thirty-centimeter farsha, spilling over its borders. Slowly, I erased him.

I blurred Baba into nothingness. I carved him out of my words. On the page, I preserved every touch, every smell, every whip crack—but not his body.

In the midst of steel, I wrote despite the Arms, at the Arms, and I wrote the Arms. I reminded myself: A world exists beyond the Arms, a world you once inhabited. I recalled the color of the wall that held my wooden library shelves, charcoal with the smoky swirls of marble; the bright-orange basketball hoop beside my bed, scuff marks circling it like misaligned planetary rings; the brisk air on the balcony at dawn, the chipped red railing cool in my clasp as I inhaled the promise of morning. I questioned that last memory sometimes, unsure if it planted itself in my head by way of fantasy. I never cared for balconies all that much, after all.

Still, I let the memories bleed into each other; take me away, take me out, take me in.

I made and unmade words. Words made and unmade me. I bore a multitude of names: terrorist, destabilizer, enemy of the state, threat to national security. Also: habibi, the ripe apple of an eye, the soul of a soul, the softest spot in the heart of a lettuce.

I have been many things in my life, but on October 6, 2013, I was only seventeen.
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October 6, 2013

I gazed out the windshield. Our car windows hummed with the vibrations of the city. Baba steered us down Ramsis Street, and the noise crested like a wave. In my chest, a drumbeat. A hundred meters away, black banners whipped in the afternoon breeze, emblazoned with يسقط يسقط حكم العسكر. Chant leaders sang it and swayed, “Down, down with military rule,” and the crowd, all the way to the other end of the street, reciprocated the call, fists punching the air.

Baba parked the car and refused to move any closer, the intersection a final divide between us and the protest. I stole a glance at him. His hands clutched the steering wheel, tense as he eyed the masses ahead. He glanced through the window to his left at each passerby racing to cross the street and join. His blue-and-white checkered shirt hugged his wide shoulders. When he shook his head at the sight before us, his short beard winked a white that vanished before you could catch it, a subtle prelude to his fifties, fast approaching. Trimmed like the borders of a homeland, it concealed soft pits in a face the color of damp Aswan earth, a softer shade of which I inherited.

Baba had no desire to be near the protest.

I, on the other hand, belonged nowhere else.

I wound down my window, pulled out my phone, and zoomed in. The silver of the phone caught the glint of Cairo’s afternoon sun. I opened the car door and stepped outside for a better angle. The percussion of chants and marching drums washed over me. “Down, down with military rule!”

Baba yelled at me, his voice strained: “No! Inside, now! This is too risky.”

I rolled my eyes but got back inside the car.

Switching my phone to video mode, I stuck my arm out of the window and continued shooting, a grin across my face.

“Put your hand inside,” Baba said, and I groaned. Baba followed Mama’s instructions to the letter, and the budding revolutionary inside me seethed. Wasn’t it enough that I remained cocooned inside the car like a coward?

A few minutes passed, then chants outside rose, urgent. Protesters’ fingers jabbed toward the street behind us, from which we had approached just minutes earlier. I twisted around and my breath caught in my throat. Armored police vans and trucks, their tires screeching against the asphalt, bore down upon us. Masked soldiers in navy blue camouflage, stationed at turrets on top of the black-and-white vehicles, trained the muzzles of their guns in our direction.

Gunfire split the air. Baba yelled at me to pull my arm inside as he turned the ignition key, but I was already recording the advance of the police forces. We had barely been there five minutes when the onslaught began.

“They’re firing live bullets!” I cried.

Twisting in my seat, I thrust my arm out the window, steadying the camera on the unfolding chaos. Though terrified, I thought of how I’d post it later to my social media for the world to see, and the rush of capturing such vivid footage electrified me.

Our car crawled forward, meters away from the crowd, toward the intersection with Soliman El-Halaby Street. Baba’s hands clenched around the steering wheel; he was ready to floor the gas pedal the moment we turned, leave the congested heart of Cairo behind.

The car door flung open. Someone grabbed my hoodie and dragged me out. A hand wrenched the phone from my grip, and another flattened my face onto the asphalt.

One of my attackers kicked a basketball injury from two days prior, still fresh: an opponent’s sharp elbow to my rib cage. My skin-and-bones frame had left it exposed. I lay splayed out on the ground before the car door, faintly hearing the shouts amid waves of nausea. “Terrorist! Ikhwan! Traitor! Shooting videos for Al Jazeera!” And from afar, a voice soothing like a lullaby despite its alarm: “He’s my son! He did nothing wrong! You’re hurting him!”

Mama said don’t leave the car. Mama said Baba will protect you.

The police had no regard for Mama’s rules, I learned, as the Arms pulled me up again, and a slap rattled my skull. I tasted blood; my braces slit the inside of my right cheek and upper lip.

Nothing will happen, I thought as the soldiers hauled me away. Like a wave they carried me, feral as the ones Baba hurled me into as a child. He’d laugh as I thrashed and gasped for air, shrieks skipping across the sands of Alexandria’s beach. How our chests heaved with laughter when he caught me. I’d pinwheel in the water, snorting salt until my sinuses burned, but I never thought to fear. Baba would scoop me up at the last moment and carry me on his back.

The boots, the fists, the sobs, the yells—none of it was happening. They couldn’t hurt me.

Baba was coming.


Al-Qahira

Once, she was not my city. Once, she was a tent, and in 641 a.d., a dove laid an egg in her belly.

Before the Muslim general who had conquered Egypt rode to another war, he found the egg on his tent’s bed. The egg was a sign from Allah, he decided. When he returned with his army, victorious, the general declared the tent Al-Fustat: The Tent. Around it he built his capital.

Legend says that over three centuries later, when the Fatimid dynasty established their new capital, which grew to absorb Al-Fustat, the imam gathered scholars to bestow upon it a worthy name. On the chosen night, the scholars brushed shoulders as they stood to pray Isha’a before convening.

Arabs knew planet Mars as Al-Najm Al-Qahir, the Vanquishing Star. When the prayer ended, an astronomer squinted at the sky, spotted the red planet, and yelled, “Al-Qahir is ascending—may she be Al-Qahira!”

And so she was: Al-Qahira, the Vanquisher.

Growing up, our teachers always told us: القَاهِرَة تَقهَرُ”
“.العِدَى

Cairo vanquishes her enemies.

Al-Qahira kneaded me with her dust until I couldn’t tell where my body ended and her gravel began. So, when they taught me how she held the hands of her kin and spilled the blood of her foes, I made a fatal error: I assumed.

I should have asked: Whose hands? Whose blood?

What are you when you’ve grown inside the womb of the Vanquisher?

Those who do not call Cairo home find her insufferable. To them, Al-Qahira is an untamed beast. Over fifteen million commuters funnel into her belly each day, knowing her from afar as a grim sight, as if her twenty-one million inhabitants all leaned on their balconies and dusted their carpets at once. They enter her, and she’s car horns blaring; children, vacant eyed, sniffing cheap kolla glue under her bridges; stray cats and dogs pegged with stones and bolting in terror; catcalls, unzipped pants, and unsolicited touches.

Yet those of us whom she birthed would object, a stubborn affliction. We cannot help but recall Al-Qahira as she beams through the shutters: the precarious wooden chairs at the ahwa, swaying to the euphonious voice of Umm Kolthoum; the ahwagi rushing to wipe tables with a cloth filthier than their surfaces; the saccharine fragrance of crackling shisha; the clanks of dominoes and tawla pieces against the board, flung by weary men sipping coffees brewed to crispy-crust perfection; the solitary strolls across Qasr El-Nil Bridge between dawn and six in the morning, spellbinding before the world awakes, its two lions towering at the threshold; the same bridge, hours later, carrying lovers and their stolen kisses, wrapped in wafts of cotton candy, grilled sweet potato, slightly burnt corn on the cob, and the slurping of h’alabessa.

Then, on a blue January morning, Al-Qahira gave birth to a revolution, and we all glimpsed her anew.

•••

In the nascent days of the January 2011 revolution, my family remained on the sidelines, supporting the protests from afar. In New Cairo, where we lived, I snuck out, curious, slipping into the occasional march. I chanted along, soaking in the fervor with the wide eyes of a fifteen-year-old.

On the twenty-eighth of January 2011, the Friday of Rage, Al-Qahira became serpents of smoke writhing in the sky over Qasr El-Nil Bridge as tear gas canisters exploded; water jets launched bodies into the air like dolls; young men bared their chests, staring down police vans accelerating to crush them; soldiers with shields and batons were met by screaming masses running—for the first time in ages—not away from but toward them. Al-Qahira became the maroon-tinted epic etched into the bridge’s asphalt when the soldiers retreated, then fled, before the unarmed cataract of Egyptians flooding Tahrir Square. That was the day I learned Molotov cocktails were not a drink, that destruction could be an act of love.

Only after the historic fall of Hosni Mubarak’s thirty-year dictatorship on February 11, 2011, and the transfer of power to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, did my family step into Tahrir Square to join the celebrations. “History is unfolding just kilometers from our doorstep,” Mama said that week, her voice carrying an unfamiliar heat after days with her eyes glued to the TV. “We cannot stand by and take no part.”

That afternoon, we crossed Qasr El-Nil Bridge and entered the square, walking through a living tableau of Egyptian history ruptured and rewoven with every chant, embrace, and cat ear of baladi bread dipped into a shared bowl of ful. The red, white, and black of our flag rippled in the breeze, the protesters molding into a singular mass pulsating in the heart of Al-Qahira. The hairs on my arms stood on end; I stood on my toes, too. My crushed body had never felt more comfortable.

But the honeymoon didn’t last. Once the military dropped the mask, the bloodshed surged and never ceased: snipers bursting eyeballs and skulls in Mohamed Mahmoud Street; virginity tests on arrested women protesters and army tanks crushing bodies of Christian revolutionaries in Maspero; the locked stadium gates and the slaughter of ultras football fans in Port Said.

See, I say “Al-Qahira” sometimes when I really mean the country. Even those from other cities, pushed to her periphery, still call her مصر as they chat over breakfast tables and steaming mugs of shai, as if she insists on swallowing the land whole.

She has always been a living contradiction, a fractal of the nation for which she serves as a capital. And despite our most romantic aspirations, the Vanquisher has never belonged to us.

The year right after the revolution, my Thanaweya Amma exams arrived and consumed me. The cumulative score for these final two years of high school would determine my future. For two years, I bounced between subway cars and microbuses on my way to basketball practice, my backpack flipped against my chest, one hand guarding my phone and wallet, the other gripping class notes. In crammed vehicles, my mind wrestled with second-degree equations and the flux of electric fields across imaginary spheres. But the juggling paid off: My scores earned me a scholarship to study mechatronics engineering at the German University in Cairo, an education my family could never have afforded otherwise.

In 2013, as I neared graduation, Egypt teetered on the brink of political chaos. Mohamed Morsi, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood—the Ikhwan—had been voted into power the previous year in the country’s first democratic elections. Ever since, the air was thick with debate. Teachers clashed with students, coaches with teammates, friends with friends. At the heart of every conversation was the argument that the Brotherhood now ruled by proxy through Morsi.

Following the 2011 revolution, all factions had stumbled and slipped, but the Ikhwan’s initial popularity had suffered the most dramatic plunge. Their reputation went beyond simple missteps: They became notorious for their hunger for power, clasping hands with the military whenever political gains were dangled before them.

Political tensions peaked in June 2013, when Morsi issued a decree granting himself vast power over the judiciary until a new constitution could be passed. His decisions were effectively insulated from legal challenge, as was the Islamist-dominated constituent assembly drafting the constitution.

Public squares rang with demands for early elections. The military and police, long adversaries of the Brotherhood, made no effort to hide their support for the anti-Morsi demonstrations. Their backing attracted droves of counterrevolutionaries and Mubarak loyalists. On TV, I watched officers hoisted onto shoulders, hailed as saviors.

It took less than a month. In July 2013, instead of ballots, the minister of defense orchestrated a coup and took over the country.

I absorbed it all, the foundation for what was to come simmering inside me. But the trigger that first drove me to the streets of Al-Qahira wasn’t history, politics, or ideology. It was, as it so often is, the most unsuspecting awakening: a crush on a girl.

The revolution had catapulted Twitter into its golden age in Egypt. As I transitioned from Facebook, I curated a list of accounts to follow, adhering to a self-imposed decree: Facebook for friends, Twitter for intellects. Nada made the list early on, a sixteen-year-old whose viral tweet had landed on my feed.

I’d lose hours to her timeline, her biting wit as she dissected the country’s turmoil, live-updating from protests; her readings of Nietzsche, books stacking like pillars in her bedroom, gifts from her publisher father; her fangirling over Messi, posing in his #10 Barcelona shirt. Her photography, self-portraits turned into striking political statements, made my seventeen-year-old heart flutter. I googled the unfamiliar in her posts, plunging into foreign worlds. I tweeted about adjacent topics, rehashing what I’d just read, hoping to sound sophisticated enough to command her attention.

I met Nada in person at Cairo Runners a few months into 2013. The street-running group, born after the revolution, had swelled with newcomers. Every few weeks, Nada and I saw each other at the dawn runs, galloping for kilometers at 6 a.m. on Fridays. Occasional Twitter replies became direct messages, which bloomed into daily exchanges on Facebook Messenger. After a run, whenever I found the courage to start a conversation, her words were sharp and cheeky, mine jumbled. When she walked away, I, like a sunflower, angled myself toward the lilt of her voice.

In the summer of 2013, a month after my Thanaweya Amma exams, I sat in a classroom at the German University in Cairo (GUC), filling out English and reasoning tests for early admission. As I stepped out of the exam hall, a TV in the lobby caught my eye: scorched bodies strewn across the screen.

Supporters of Morsi, the ousted president, had entrenched themselves in two sprawling sit-ins—at Rabaa Al-Adawiya Square in Cairo and Al-Nahda Square in Giza—demanding Morsi’s reinstatement. On the morning of August 14, as I walked the halls of the German University, security forces stormed Rabaa. Police bullets seared flesh, shattered skulls; the air filled with thuds, shrieks, and the hiss of flames. The Egyptian police and military committed what would be recorded as the most brutal massacre in modern Egyptian history, killing what some estimate as up to two thousand protesters.

Rabaa was the founding massacre of post-2013 Egypt and its point of no return. For the Muslim Brotherhood, it turned into the deepest catastrophe in their political memory, shattering their structure, identity, and sense of permanence; a lens of martyrdom through which they continue to interpret the world.

For some non-Islamist intellectuals and activists, complicity has become their unrelenting ghost. Their opposition to the Brotherhood was co-opted by the deep state, hollowed out, and redeployed as moral cover for the massacre.

Yet the most haunting transformation occurred among those who celebrated the killings: coup supporters, media figures, and segments of the public who blessed the dispersal in the name of stability or anti-Brotherhood sentiment. Once one endorses mass murder, one becomes bound to its logic, entrapped in the need to endlessly reaffirm the righteousness of spectacular violence. So, they commit to it again and again.

Nothing was the same after Rabaa.

On the day of the dispersal, I hurried home from the GUC, sank into the couch, flipped between Al Jazeera and state-run channels. The song “Tislam El-Ayadi” played incessantly, praising the police and military for purging the country of “terrorists.”

I scrolled through Twitter, speeding past frantic inquiries. Has anyone seen Nour? He was at Rabaa! Did Sarah contact anyone? No word since the dispersal. Names, names, names—none of them the one I sought.

My eyes darted to my DMs, firing off messages, willing the icon to light up blue. I rushed to our Facebook chat, refreshed, then back to Twitter, desperate for a post, a picture, anything to show the pink of her cheeks, alive.

Then, at last, the familiar letters of her name in a mutual friend’s tweet. Nada is okay. I just hung up with her.

I exhaled. Then I read the rest of the thread.

The faces of the slain flooded the screen. Among them, stark and searing, was Nada’s father.

I later learned Nada had been at the sit-in with him that morning. Meters away when the bullets rained, she was ensnared in the crossfire, choking on tear gas and smoke, when a young man scooped her up and, in a brief pause in the gunfire, hauled her outside through an opening in the flames. All the while, she coughed and whispered, “Where is Baba? Where is Baba?”

That night, I lay awake, haunted.

The next morning, I got on a bus and went to his funeral. Inside the mosque, hundreds stood shoulder to shoulder, the air thick with grief and rage. After prayers, I stepped into the glaring sun, shoes tucked under my arm, the ceramic yard scorching the soles of my feet. Across the courtyard, near the women’s section, I saw Nada, tears streaming down her face. Inside me, a helpless fury seethed—qahr.

Qahr does not flash or sear. It oozes down the chest like an oil leak, sizzling.

Nada held my gaze for a second. Then chants rose behind me. Her father’s coffin was hoisted above the crowd, and hundreds of men poured out of the gate, another line of women marching behind Nada. The two groups converged at the mosque’s entrance, spilling into the street.

The funeral morphed into a protest, my first since the military coup.

I pushed into the masses, chanting, “Down with military rule.” I chanted the names of the martyrs. I chanted as if each shout, each clap, could tilt the scales of the universe. As if the hoarser my voice, the bloodier my palms from slamming on car roofs, the nearer justice for Nada’s father hovered.

Days later, I implored Baba and my uncle to visit Nada’s family with me and pay our respects. In their living room, they showed us her father’s faded black backpack, straps stiff with crusted blood; a morgue photo, a crimson-stained white shroud cradling his face, hiding the puncture where the bullet tore through his throat. There were pictures of him playing oud on a beach, his butter-colored cap tilted to the side, smile askew and frozen.

Baba and Ammo offered their condolences. I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t stop studying Nada’s distant eyes, as if, by looking hard enough, I’d touch the ripple in her pupils where fire ended, and a void began.

I walked back to the car, a shell of myself forever abandoned in the chair at Nada’s house.

Every night for two weeks after the funeral I dimmed the lights, opened my laptop, and immersed myself in protest footage and revolutionaries’ interviews. I devoured clips of police brutality, tracing the chain of events that had ignited Tahrir: the murder of Khaled Saeed, the testimonies of survivors from the National Security Agency’s dungeons, the maimed body of Sayed Bilal, cigarette burns seared into his flesh before he died under torture. I studied the timeline of the Supreme Council of Armed Forces’ rule and its massacres—Mohamed Mahmoud Street, Port Said stadium, Maspero—until the Muslim Brotherhood’s rise to power and their obtuse politics, then the military coup and its machinery of mass incarceration and slaughter.

I learned how thick gloves let you snatch tear gas canisters and hurl them back at the police, how Pepsi soothed gas burns, how enough jacket layers could deflect rubber bullets.

I absorbed the workings of a militarized police state in ways I had never grasped before. I revisited the revolution’s literature, losing myself in the blogs of Tahrir icons. I nodded along to the ultras’ ballads cursing the police and military. Abdelrahman El-Abnoudi’s poetry looped in my ears. Cairokee’s albums seeped from my speakers, their lyrics a murmur under my breath.

Every week, I mapped out a calendar of protests, rushing from one to the next, live-streaming them, flooding my Twitter feed. My crush on Nada intensified the moral turmoil fueling me.

At first, Mama welcomed it, how my lexicon grew bigger, words of worlds beyond my desk. Baba watched, unsure what to make of my sudden metamorphosis.

Then, in early October 2013, I barely escaped arrest at a protest in Madinet Nasr. Dozens of us sprinted through twisting alleys, police on our heels, tear gas biting at our lungs. I called Baba, breathless, and he picked me up from a side street. Later, we learned four protesters had been taken.

“We cannot run around police stations looking for you,” Baba snapped as we drove home. “We were not made for this life, Abdelrahman.”

At home, even Mama wavered. I caught guilt flickering in her eyes, as if she were rethinking her earlier nods of approval, the risks they had ushered in.

I muttered that they were overreacting and stared out the window, refusing eye contact.

I had no language for the rage I carried. I had only the rage.

So each time I packed my protest signs and Pepsi, pulled on my gloves, layered up, and raced to the bus station, only one thought pulsed in my head: How had I ever lived any other way?

•••

Sometimes, you revisit a moment, strip it down to a skeleton of utterances and gestures. And it blows your mind, the infinite worlds that might’ve unspooled had fate swerved: a bullet two inches to the right of a throat, a mother’s head that shakes instead of nods, a gas pedal pressed two millimeters deeper.

A video unshot, a window unrolled.

I return to the morning of October 6, 2013, all the time. My parents stood in the living room, steeped in dread over my decision to join the Armed Forces Day protests, escalations against the two-month-old military coup, set to flood Ramsis, right in Cairo’s center.

At first, Baba and Mama yelled. Then fury ebbed into pity. Mama stood with her hands on her waist, Baba scratched his chin with the car keys. “Habibi, it’s too dangerous!” she begged.

For two months, they had tolerated my protests in New Cairo and Madinet Nasr, but Ramsis was different. Right by Tahrir Square, where police brutality hit hardest.

I prodded, pleaded. When I sensed a flicker in Mama’s resolve, I pressed, speaking only to her, clinging to the shadow of the voice that had once declared, “We cannot stand by and take no part.”

“If we all remain silent, who will speak up?” I said. “Who will avenge Nada?”

Then it happened. Mama turned to Baba.

“Go with him. Fifteen minutes,” she instructed Baba, arms hanging in defeat by her side. Then, wagging her finger, she added, “Do not let him out of your sight. Do not let him leave the car.”

Baba sighed. He had planned to visit Teita Batta, my grandmother. The quarrel ended with my solemn promise to stick to Mama’s rules and join him on his visit to Teita after the march.

I rolled my eyes as Baba shut the door behind us. What sort of rebel needed a chaperone to a revolution?

I knew the risks, of course. Only days ago, the police had chased me, tear gas in my lungs. Yet arrest still felt distant, ephemeral, the sort of catastrophe that happened only to others, always skirting just beyond one’s own doorstep.

When I closed my eyes, the ripple in Nada’s pupils left no breath for logic.


what do i do what do i do what do i do

I focused on a single curling paint flake to steady the blurring world. My tongue traced the curve of my bloodied lips, the jagged edge of torn tissue inside, before pressing against the three-months-old braces. I straightened my back, and the bed’s metal frame creaked. Was this room where the soldiers of the task force slept?

Clouds of tear gas seeped in through the small window and beneath the door, making me itch to scrape my cornea off. With each wave of gas, I coughed and wheezed, sending pangs through the tender spots on my rib cage. If our detention room was this fogged up, what did the street look like?

I patted my pockets, then remembered they had taken my wallet along with my phone. It had my ID, all my money, and my new German University student ID. I needed it to enter campus the following morning for the first day of college.

Baba shifted on the three-legged chair, and a twig splintered within me. When the police mob had hauled me into this building across the street, Baba chased after me. He banged on the steel gates of Ramsis Telecom Central building, pleading with the officer to let me go. So the officer arrested Baba, too.

A guard threw him against the wall beside me. They patted us down, confiscated our possessions, then shoved us into this bleak ground-level room right by the street where they were massacring protesters.

I looked everywhere but Baba’s face, terrified of what I’d find there, what I’d learn.

When the door next creaked open, Baba coaxed a guard to let him make a call, promising a bribe when he retrieved his confiscated wallet.

Through the phone’s speaker, Mama’s voice broke my haze.

“I thought you were dead!” she sobbed. So many people were killed today, Mama said. So many. How could we do this to her? Mama cried and cried—what do i do what do i do what do i do. Baba calmed her down with empty words he didn’t believe, and I blinked. “Find a lawyer,” Baba said. “Don’t worry. They promised us release.”

Baba and Mama’s faces in our living room that morning felt a lifetime away.

habibi it’s too dangerous put your hand inside we were not made for this life abdelrahman this is too risky put your hand inside do not let him leave the car he’s my son you’re hurting him put your hand inside what do i do what do i do what do i do—

What do we do? My leg bounced.

Night fell, and the crack of bullets outside waned. Police officers began to drift in and out of our room, their questions sharp, probing. Each time, before they left, however, they assured us of our release. Nothing to worry about, they said. A misunderstanding, they called it. “You seem like good people. ولاد ناس. Once things calm down, we’ll let you go.”

Baba and I circled the room, pacing until my ribs flared or his knees gave out. Then we’d collapse—onto the bed, into the chair.

Seven hours.

The door clattered open, and another officer entered, the copper eagle on his shoulder strap catching the dim light.

“What are your names?

“Are you with the Ikhwan?

“Were you sending those shots to Al Jazeera?”

We vehemently denied the accusations—truthfully—and claimed we had merely passed by the area on our way to Teita Batta, a convenient half-truth. We still thought our responses might make a difference. Save us, maybe.

Around 9 p.m., two guards swung open the door to the soldiers’ room and summoned us out.

We stepped through the building’s metal front gate and onto a deserted battlefield: burnt tires; smoke spiraling into the air; overturned vehicles with windows shattered; rubber bullets the color of ash; empty shell casings, their copper littering the road.

The guards returned our wallets and keys, left us uncuffed, and said that we would collect our phones from the police station once our release procedures concluded. I couldn’t find my national ID, and when I asked, the officer casually said they had lost it; I should order a replacement later. He was a short, stocky man with the kind of gruff face that bristles with stubble a few hours after a clean shave. Based on how everyone addressed him, I figured he was the head of the task force.

Baba asked about our car, and they said they had moved it to the building’s parking lot, a stroke of luck, they noted, or it would have combusted like most vehicles on the street. He should return to take it later, too, they said.

We clambered into a pick-up truck, and the driver declared our destination: Al-Azbakeya police station. Baba shuddered beside me. “I read in the news that a prisoner died of torture there recently,” he whispered. His words hung between us, heavy as lead.

“We must deliver you to the station, and they’ll release you from there. There’s a procedure to follow. Of course, you understand.”

We understood nothing.

Flanked by guards and officers, we ascended the staircase of Al-Azbakeya police station, tripping over its fractured steps. The climb reeked of sweat, piss, and cigarette smoke. We reached the first floor and came to a stop.

To our right, dozens of people crouched on the grimy ceramic tiles, their clothes in tatters, faces swollen and bruised, open wounds still dripping. Holding my breath, I noticed a young man in his twenties panting against the wall, clutching a gruesome gash on his side. The wound was so deep that I remember thinking his kidney might sputter out if he slackened his hold.

“Who are these?” an Azbakeya officer in a white uniform asked our escort. He stood over the battered group, wrath across his pale, fleshy face, a slight cut on his nose, likely gifted by a protester. He was probably nearing his forties and had slicked his hair to the side to cover a bald patch. The eagle and star gleaming on his shoulders denoted his rank—a muqadim.

I kept staring at the eagle on his shoulders, its bronze filling me with dread. Egypt has remained under de facto military rule since the Free Officers’ 1952 coup that overthrew the monarchy, its officers installed as the state’s founding class and guardians of its national destiny. That exalted status extends to the security apparatus: police, prosecutors, judges, and intelligence officers—anyone bearing the eagle emblem of the state. Together they form the Eagle Family, dominating governance, the economy, and public life. The eagle became shorthand for an implicit social contract: Those who carry it embody the nation; those who do not are its expendable subjects.

Our accompanying officer recounted the circumstances of our arrest, but the muqadim interrupted with a wave of his hand. “Hold on, hold on. These are suspects?”

Our officer nodded.

I stuttered: “No, no, no, we’re not with the prote—”

“Shut the fuck up!” the muqadim bellowed. “You don’t talk here!”

Countless times, I had imagined confronting a police officer. How I’d hold my chin high, match insult for insult, slap for slap. When it happened in that station, I only shook.

“Give me your IDs!” the officer spat.

Baba murmured that they had taken our IDs and lost them.

“Good,” the officer smirked, his gaze sweeping over the other “suspects” huddled on the ground. “None of you will need IDs. You’ll never touch asphalt again for the rest of your lives, you fucking khirfan.”

The slur slapped me. Khirfan, sheep: the insult hurled at presumed Muslim Brotherhood members. Had they already labeled us so?

The muqadim leaned back against a chipped wooden desk and wiped away the blood that trickled from the cut on his nose. “Take these two to the holding cells.” He gestured to a guard stationed by one of the many office doors lining the hallway, and the guard hurried to push us forward.

I cast a pleading glance at the Ramsis Telecom Central officer who had called all this a standard procedure. His lined face suggested the rank of an ‘aqeed. I would later learn that he was the one who’d collated our arrest report: Hossam Roshdi.

Sometimes, perhaps out of desperation or yearning, you cling to the hope that someone in the Eagle Family might perceive you as human, or even an inferior they deem worth saving. That they might risk the slight discomfort of an utterance that could deliver you.

Hossam Roshdi met my eyes, shrugged, then turned around, signaled to his group, and left.

Baba grabbed my hand. I remember thinking, despite everything, how awkward it felt; we had rarely touched. The rough skin of his palm pricked my memory, and recollections of him flashed: perching on the ladder to change a burnt light bulb, all 190 centimeters of him stretching above my little awed face. Carrying his magic toolbox to fix the plumbing because he’d have to lose both arms before a plumber entered our house. Assembling and disassembling furniture with deft fingers you’d think belonged to a woodworker, his white undershirt soaked from hyperhidrosis, a condition I inherited from him. Showcasing his chef skills in the kitchen and taunting Mama, then smiling and saying no cooking would ever match hers. Killing a chubby rat that scurried around Teita’s house with the swish of a broomstick. The day I accidentally locked myself in the bathroom at seven years old and no one could pry it open: Baba climbed out of the kitchen window with his toolbox, tiptoed along a protruding edge in the wall like a tightrope walker, opened the bathroom window, and squiggled in to unlock the door from within. The moment his face showed outside the glass, I stopped crying. I knew it had ended. When I recalled this memory over the years, I’d wonder why he didn’t just break the door, but that was Baba. He’d rather play circus, risk for the optimal solution, than take the easy way out. And he always found a way out.

I finally moved my gaze to Baba’s eyes, and my stomach dropped like a misplaced foot on a staircase.

For the first time in my life, Baba looked helpless.


Like a Wrecking Ball

I was thirteen in 2009, when Hannah Montana: The Movie premiered in Cairo.

A month before, I had come across a website with pirated episodes of the show. Since we couldn’t afford a Disney Channel subscription, I had only ever watched the censored episodes on MBC 3 with rough cuts at every kiss and joining of hands. Our newly installed ADSL connection and the shady website opened up my world. I watched thirteen-year-olds like me hold hands and sneak kisses on the beach under the stars. I belted out “The Best of Both Worlds” in the shower and nursed a major celebrity crush on Emily Osment.

I nagged my family to go see the film in the cinema until they relented. Only after we entered City Centre Mall in Madinet Nasr and took the escalators up to the cinema floor did we realize Hannah Montana was not playing at that theater.

We reached an impasse: the fluffy dogs that Emma Roberts stood over in the Hotel for Dogs poster captivated my younger siblings, eleven-year-old Salma and six-year-old Hashem; and Mama, swayed by the promise of a kissless, family-friendly film, agreed. The nearest alternative, Citystars Mall, was a fifteen-minute drive away. I insisted we go there first on the off chance they might be showing Hannah Montana.

Baba and Mama exchanged weary glances, inhaled, tempered their frustration. I planted my feet on the ground, refusing to budge.

“Your siblings want to see this movie, habibi,” Mama said, gesturing toward the Hotel for Dogs poster behind her. “None of us wants to see the Hannah Montana movie.” Her tone was gentle, but firm.

Baba tapped his foot, exasperated by the whole debate over American teen pop singers and hotels for barking furballs. He would’ve much rather stayed home, blissfully snoring through his weekend.

But I knew Baba. Beneath the gruff voice and stern façade, he had, as we say, قلب خساية, the heart of a lettuce: tender, pure, sweet. So I pushed, and minutes later, he acquiesced.

We split into two groups. Mama escorted Salma and Hashem to watch Hotel for Dogs while Baba, grumbling under his breath, followed my jubilant lead to the car. We drove to Citystars Mall and queued at the ticket counter on the fifth floor, Baba shifting awkwardly among the sea of Egyptian mommies and their ecstatic teenage daughters congregated around the Hannah Montana booth.

I bounced my leg as the movie rolled, munching on the caramel popcorn that Baba always complained was a rip-off for fools to buy, yet bought every time because he knew I loved it.

Mid-movie, a blond girl in a sun-yellow dress appeared on screen swinging a guitar. I jabbed Baba’s shoulder and shout-whispered, “Baba, it’s Taylor Swift!”

We sat there for two hours, father and son, oddballs under the flickering lights, amid teenage giggles and strummed guitar strings. I glued my eyes to the giant screen, and in my periphery, I caught Baba’s gaze on me; he was shaking
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