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         General Ahmad Alwany had no need of an alarm clock.

         The moment the dawn prayer was called, he’d wake up of his own accord. He’d lie on his back in bed, eyes open, repeating the words of the call in a whisper, then rise and go to the bathroom, where he’d quickly perform his ablutions, comb his black hair (carefully dyed, apart from two thin white streaks of equal length that he left, one on each side), then don his chic track suit and set off for the nearby mosque. The head of his security detail had asked him more than once to put up a mosque inside the villa so that he could be more easily protected, but General Alwany refused. He liked to pray alongside everyone else, just like any ordinary person, so he’d cross the street on foot, surrounded by four members of his guard, who kept their eyes on the road, weapons poised to fire at any moment. At the door to the mosque, the guard split up, two staying outside while the other two stood inside, guarding him while he prayed. During those blessed, radiant moments, General Alwany would leave our world for another. A deep and genuine humility would flood over him, his guards and the other worshippers would disappear from before his eyes, and he would cease to think of his job, or his children, or his wife. Placing his shoes under his arm, like any other worshipper, he would walk, head bowed, to a distant corner, perform the two prostrations of greeting to the mosque followed by two more in accordance with the Prophet’s morning custom, and then continue uttering thanks to God and entreaties for forgiveness until the collective prayer commenced. Despite the pressing requests of the other worshippers, General Alwany always refused to lead them, insisting instead on praying in the back row, head bowed in submission, the tears often gushing from his eyes when the imam recited, in a sweet and melodious voice, verses from the Koran. Prayer liberated him, made him feel as though he were a new person. His soul became limpid, his worries drifted away, and a sense of serenity came over him, as though the prayer were a draught of cool water offered him when thirsty, in the heat of the day. The world ceased to have any importance in his eyes and shrank to the size of a gnat’s wing. He would wonder at men’s struggles over their selfish interests, their panting after passing pleasures. Why all the scrapping and the competition? What was the point of all the lying, the envy, and the plotting? Were we not all merely travellers on the road? Were we not, in the end, all dead men? Would we not, one day, lay ourselves down in the moist earth, while our souls ascended to their Maker that He might hold us to account for our deeds? On that day, neither rank nor wealth will avail us, and nought will save us but good works.

         For fifty-eight years, the general had lived as a pious, observant Muslim, never missing a religious obligation or even a voluntary practice. He had never embarked on anything new without first ascertaining whether it was permissible. Not once in his life had he tasted a drop of alcohol or inhaled a draught of hashish. He had never smoked and had never known a woman outside of the marital bed (aside from a few fumbling sexual adventures as an adolescent, for which he asked God’s forgiveness). He had, thanks be to God, made the full pilgrimage to God’s Holy House twice, and the lesser pilgrimage three times. He was renowned for his charity. Ten whole families lived off monthly subventions that he paid from his own pocket, and when one of these people thanked him, the general would smile and whisper, ‘Say, “I seek forgiveness from God!” my lad! Nothing that I give you comes out of my pocket. All wealth is from God, and I am but its guardian. Just promise me, my dear friend, that you’ll remember me in your prayers. Hopefully, God will then excuse my shortcomings.’ Unlike many of those who hold high rank in our country, General Alwany also preferred that people refer to him by his religious title of Hagg rather than saying ‘Your Excellency the General’ or ‘Basha’.

         Now, following the prayer, he returned to his house and sat, as was his habit, on the luxurious sofa in the spacious hall to recite from the Koran. He began with the two ‘prayers of refuge’ and some of the short chapters, then recited a portion from the ‘Chapter of the Cow’ including the part of which the Prophet has said, ‘If anyone recites it in his house during the day, Satan will not enter that house for three days.’ After final praises of God’s glory and requests for His forgiveness, General Alwany then took the lift to his suite on the second floor, had a hot shower, put his dressing gown over his naked body, and entered the small kitchen to make his own breakfast – two large spoonfuls of top-quality mountain honey (sent to him, with unfailing regularity, by Yemen’s ambassador to Cairo), a few slices of toast spread with a thick layer of the Swiss cheese that he loved, and, finally, pancakes, covered with strawberries and melted chocolate and washed down with a giant cup of milky tea, followed by a cup of medium-sweet Turkish coffee.

         And what did His Excellency do then?

         There is no call for embarrassment when speaking of matters of which religion approves. General Ahmad Alwany was one of those who feel sexually energised in the morning, a fact attributable to his lengthy labours on the night shift, which had caused him to adopt this matutinal regime. Now, then, he sat on the edge of the bed where Hagga Tahany, his wife, lay fast asleep. Reaching for the remote, he tuned in to a pornography channel, regulated the sound so that it would be audible only inside the room, stared at the torrid intercourse taking place on screen until he could bear the excitement no longer, and, taking off his dressing gown and throwing it on the floor, launched himself onto his wife, kissing her passionately while fondling her body and taken by surprise at her immediate, ardent response (of a nature that suggested she too had been watching the film from under the covers). General Alwany’s uprightness, his avoidance of all depravities, his military training, the care he took to keep fit, and his healthy diet had all combined to preserve his sexual capacity without the aid of aphrodisiacs, and, holding images from the obscene film in his head, he was able to gambol and frisk in the bed like a forty-year-old.

         Some might ask, ‘How could a God-fearing Muslim like General Alwany watch pornographic films?’

         A foolish question that only ignoramuses, or the malevolent, could entertain! It is true that watching pornography is an act disapproved of by religion but it is not considered a major sin like murder, fornication, or the consumption of alcohol. The True Religion may allow, on occasion, the commission of an act that is disapproved of if it prevents the believer from committing a greater sin, in accordance with the legal principle that ‘necessity permits the prohibited’.

         By virtue of his elevated position as head of the Apparatus, General Alwany dealt on a daily basis with the most beautiful women in Egypt, many of whom would have loved to have an affair with him so that they could exploit his influence, not to mention that foreign intelligence services frequently thrust beauties into his path, either so as to be able to influence or blackmail him, or to spy on state secrets. All of these were real dangers that dogged his heels. Hagga Tahany Tuleima, his respected wife, who was over fifty, whose face was under attack from wrinkles, and who refused to have cosmetic surgery because it is forbidden by religion, was all he had as he faced the insistent, imperious charms of women. Hagga Tahany’s body had turned flabby and acquired an outer layer of fat, and she now weighed 120 kilos and had an enormous belly that began immediately below her exhausted breasts and reached its greatest girth at her navel before dropping away suddenly to form a hemisphere. This unique, almost masculine belly would have been enough on its own to put an end to General Alwany’s sexual appetite without the porn movies to which he resorted to inflame his imagination. As His Excellency once told his friends, ‘If you’re forced to eat the same food for thirty years, you have to add a few spices to get through it.’

         After the morning routine – prayer and recitation of the Koran followed by breakfast and sexual intercourse with his lawfully wedded wife – it was time for work. The moment General Alwany exited the villa, the soldiers of the guard performed a military salute and one of them hurried to open the door of the black, bulletproof Mercedes. His Excellency settled himself on the back seat and the vehicle moved slowly off, preceded and followed by a car for his guards, the cavalcade led by four motorcycles ridden by armed officers. Covering the distance between the house and the Apparatus’s building ought not to take more than half an hour, but in fact took twice that time as the guard commander insisted on changing the route daily to avoid the possibility of ambush or terrorist attack. The general devoted the time to studying the reports that had been issued overnight and issuing urgent instructions by telephone. The moment the car passed through the gateway to the Apparatus’s headquarters, a shout of ‘Attention!’ went up, followed by the sound of rifle butts clattering on the ground as those holding them performed the military salute. General Alwany leapt nimbly from the car and returned the salute of his aides who knew, from long service with His Excellency, that they had to be waiting for him at the door. They could read his face and on that particular morning were aware, from the first instant, that he was in a bad mood. Looking at them with a frown, he asked, ‘Did the boy talk?’

         ‘Lt. Col. Tareq is interrogating him, sir,’ one of them answered.

         Annoyance registered itself on the general’s face, he dismissed his aides, and instead of going upstairs to his office on the third floor, he ordered the lift operator to take him down to the interrogation rooms. As the iron gate opened, emitting a gloomy creak, the damp, foetid air of the basement assailed his nostrils. The general walked ahead, returning the salutes of the soldiers one after the other, till he arrived at a spacious chamber with high, narrow windows covered by iron bars and, here and there, metal instruments with arms and wheels, which one might at first glance have taken for sports equipment. A man wearing a blindfold was hanging by his hands from a thick rope attached to a metal ring that dangled from the ceiling. He was naked but for his underpants and his body was covered with cuts and bruises, while his face was swollen and blood had congealed around his lips and eyes. Four police goons stood opposite him and seated at a desk was an officer with the rank of lieutenant colonel, who jumped up and saluted the moment he caught sight of General Alwany. General Alwany drew the officer aside and held a whispered conversation with him, after which they returned to where the man hung suspended, only for the latter to let out a sudden moan, as though begging the newcomer for pity. ‘What’s your name, sonny?’ General Alwany asked him in a gruff voice.

         ‘Arabi El Sayed Shousha.’

         ‘Speak louder. I didn’t hear.’

         ‘Arabi El Sayed Shousha.’

         ‘Louder!’

         Each time the general told him to raise his voice, the goons rained blows on the man with sticks, causing him to scream louder and louder, then suddenly burst into tears. When this happened, the general gestured to the goons and they stopped the beating. In a calm, knowing voice like that used by a doctor advising a patient, he said, ‘Listen, Arabi. If you want to go home to your family, you have to talk. We won’t let you go. We’ll beat you till you die and we’ll bury you here and no one will know where you are.’

         In a voice full of tears, the man screamed, ‘Basha, I swear by Almighty God, I don’t know anything.’ 

         ‘And I swear by the Almighty,’ replied the general almost tenderly, ‘that this attitude of yours truly saddens me. Come to your senses, my boy, before you destroy yourself.’

         ‘Have mercy on me, Basha!’ the man shrieked.

         ‘Have mercy on yourself and talk.’

         ‘Sir, I don’t know anything.’

         Furious, Lt. Col. Tareq now yelled, ‘You expect us to believe that, you bastard?’

         It was a signal. One of the goons bent over a large black piece of equipment resembling an air conditioner and pulled towards him a thick cable that ended in two round metal ends, which he attached to the man’s testicles. Then he pressed the button. The man shuddered violently and let out an uninterrupted succession of high-pitched screams that resounded through the chamber. The shock was administered several times, until General Alwany brought it to an end with a wave of his hand and yelled in a voice like thunder, ‘We’ve brought your wife, Marwa. I swear to God, you son of a whore, if you don’t talk, I’ll let one of the soldiers jump on top of her in front of you.’

         ‘How can you do such things?’ the man shouted.

         General Alwany glanced at the goons and they hurried out, then returned holding a woman wearing a torn housedress, her hair dishevelled, her face showing signs of having been beaten. As the goons started hitting her, she began to scream, and the man recognised her voice.

         ‘Leave me my honour!’ he screamed.

         ‘Strip her!’ the general yelled.

         The goons fell on her. She resisted valiantly but they were stronger and were able to rip her dress completely open. When her underwear showed, General Alwany laughed and said, ‘Now there’s a lovely sight! You’re a lucky lad, Arabi, your wife has a padded cotton bra. That type was fashionable ages ago. They called it a “straitjacket bra”.’ 

         Everyone laughed at His Excellency the general’s wit and the sarcastic comments followed thick and fast. Then the general said cheerfully, ‘Take off her bra. What are your wife’s nipples like, Arabi? Personally, I go for the big, dark ones.’

         The goons ripped off the bra, revealing the woman’s breasts, and she let out a single, long scream.

         The man convulsed and screamed, ‘Enough, Basha! I’ll talk. I’ll talk.’

         Lt. Col. Tareq went over to him and yelled, ‘You had better talk, you son of a whore, or I’ll have the men string her up!’

         ‘I’ll talk, I swear by Almighty God!’

         ‘Are you a member of the Organisation?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What district?’

         ‘Shubra El Kheima.’

         ‘Who do you report to?’

         ‘Abd El Rahman Metwalli.’

         There was silence for a few moments. General Alwany took a couple of steps towards the door, then gave a wave to Lt. Col. Tareq and called out to him, ‘If you’d brought his wife in at the start, you’d have saved yourself a lot of trouble.’

         The lieutenant colonel smiled gratefully and said, ‘Thank you so much, sir! We learn something new from you every day.’

         General Alwany gave him a fatherly look and said, ‘Make audio and video recordings of the confession and write your report. I’ll be waiting for you in my office.’

         
            *

         

         The man had been disguised as a woman wearing a full-face veil. He’d been arrested at the Dar El Salam underground station and from there been moved to the police station where he’d almost been brought before the public prosecutor, who certainly would have let him go. However, a fingerprint check showed that he was in the files, though under a different name, so they brought him to the Apparatus, where he made a full confession. He said he was a member of an organisation that was spread over a number of governorates and he’d been wearing the veil so he could visit the families of members who were in detention without arousing suspicion. General Alwany gave instructions to his officers to have the members of the organisation followed and to write daily reports with any new information that might come to light. The case represented a new achievement for the Apparatus and for its boss, General Alwany, despite which His Excellency’s officers noticed that throughout the day he remained preoccupied – so much so that after praying the afternoon prayer, he’d wanted to be on his own and had told his office manager to admit no one.

         The general lay down on the sofa and began running his prayer beads through his fingers, saying ‘I seek refuge with God from lapidated Satan!’ Why did he feel oppressed? God’s bounty towards him was prodigious: He had blessed him with the sweetness of faith, the strength of submission to His will, and with success in his work. The president of the republic himself had praised the performance of the Apparatus more than once before the cabinet. The year before, when the Apparatus had aborted an assassination attempt against him in Alexandria and arrested all the conspirators, His Excellency the President had ordered that large bonuses be paid to all the Apparatus’s officers and then invited General Alwany to the presidential palace, where he had congratulated him with the words, ‘Bravo, Alwany! Just so you know, I’d been thinking about appointing you prime minister, but the problem is I can’t find anyone else as efficient to take your place in the Apparatus.’

         Fervently, General Alwany had responded, ‘Your Excellency is the leader, and I am but a foot soldier whose duty it is to follow orders! I have learned from Your Excellency that I must be ready to serve my country in any capacity.’

         God had granted General Alwany excellent health and an ample portion of daily bread. He lived with his family in a villa that, in reality, was a huge mansion in the Fifth Settlement, set in the midst of fifteen acres of land and including a swimming pool, a tennis court, and an orchard. He also owned a number of luxury villas on the North Coast, and at Sharm El Sheikh, Ein El Sukhna, Alexandria, Matrouh, Hurghada, and Luxor, as well as a 250-square-metre flat in Paris’s Saint Germain quarter, an elegant two-storey house with beautiful garden on Queen’s Gate in London, next to Hyde Park, and a spacious and luxurious flat in Manhattan. He had a number of bank accounts too, most of them outside Egypt (in case of emergencies). General Alwany was also blessed in his family: his eldest son, Abd El Rahman, had become a judge, the middle boy, Bilal, was an officer in the Republican Guard, and his youngest child, his daughter Danya, was a student at Cairo University’s Faculty of Medicine. His wife, Hagga Tahany – companion in the struggle and good luck charm – possessed, despite her advanced years and excessive corpulence, more energy than younger and lighter women. She was a wife who accommodated her husband’s intimate needs at least twice a week and a mother who had raised her children to the point where they were no longer at risk, as well as serving as chair of the board of directors of Start!, an NGO that concerned itself with rescuing street children and turning them into decent citizens. She was, in addition, a committed Muslim, who organised lessons in religion in her home and who had been – through God’s grace – behind a number of people finding the right path. Over and above all of this, Hagga Tahany owned a company called Zamzam, which was one of Egypt’s largest contractors. True, she’d registered the company in the name of her brother, Hagg Nasser Tuleima, but she’d got a defeasance from him (this was a kind of deed of abdication, which she’d registered with the public notary and then put securely away in her bedroom safe, informing her husband of its location, given that ‘all men’s lives are in God’s hands’ and ‘no man knows in what country he shall die’).

         General Alwany never exploited his office – let us give credit where credit is due – in order to gain any advantage for himself or his family. Were Hagga Tahany to let him know, for example, that her company was seeking to acquire a piece of land from one of the governorates, General Alwany would quickly contact the governor in question and say, ‘Your Excellency the Governor, I have a service to ask of you,’ to which the governor would immediately respond, ‘I am yours to command, sir!’ The general would now say, in tones that brooked no refusal, ‘Zamzam & Co. has asked to have a piece of land allocated to it. This company is owned by my brother-in-law Hagg Nasser Tuleima. The service that I need from Your Excellency is that you treat Hagg Nasser like any other contractor. Kindly apply the law without fear or favour.’ The governor would remain silent for a moment and then say, ‘Is Your Excellency giving us a lesson in impartiality and integrity?’ and the general would interrupt with ‘Heaven forbid! I’m just an Egyptian who loves his country’s soil, and a Muslim who would never allow his family to become involved in anything dishonest.’

         Later, after the land had been allocated to the company, General Alwany would feel not the slightest embarrassment. He had contacted the person in charge and told him to grant him no favours. What more could he do than that?

         When his eldest son, Abd El Rahman, applied to be appointed to the prosecutor’s office, General Alwany phoned the minister of justice and asked him to treat his son just like the rest of the applicants, without discrimination, and Abd El Rahman had been accepted into the prosecutor’s office and was now a judge on the South Cairo Court. And when his son Bilal had applied to join the Republican Guard, General Alwany had phoned the minister of defence and begged him to apply the rules to his son without partiality, and he’d been accepted into the Republican Guard and now held the rank of major. By such means, General Alwany maintained a clear conscience before Our Lord, Glorious and Mighty and had nothing to hide or be ashamed of. Why, then, had he, since the start of the day, been feeling oppressed?

         In his heart of hearts, he knew the reason, but was avoiding thinking about it – it was his only daughter, Danya, or ‘Her Highness the Princess’, as he called her. After he’d fathered two boys, he’d begged God to provide him with a girl. His wife became pregnant, but in the fifth month had a sudden haemorrhage that made her miscarry and affected her psychologically for a while. When she became pregnant again and gave birth to Danya, his delight was beyond description. He chose as a name for her a word used in the Noble Koran to describe the trees of Paradise. Danya induced in him feelings he had never felt before. Hard as it is to believe, General Alwany had left his work at the Apparatus for an entire day in order to accompany his daughter Danya on her first day at the nursery school run by the Mère de Dieu school. When the day came, he’d handed her over to the nun in charge but hadn’t been able to bring himself to leave her there alone. He’d remained huddled in his car in front of the school, following the work at the Apparatus by telephone and calling the nun from time to time to reassure himself about Danya. At the end of the school day, General Alwany had stood in the school garden, watching the door until Danya emerged, in her pink uniform with the little checks and the white collar. She looked angelic. She called out to him, then stretched out her arms and ran as fast as she could and threw herself into his embrace. At that moment, General Alwany almost burst into tears. Believe it or not, this man of steel, who could decide the fate of a family with a word, or even a wave of his hand, was, before Danya, transformed into a sensitive lover who would do anything just to see a smile on her face. Every evening when she was a little girl, as soon as he got back from the Apparatus, he’d hurry to her room to look at her as she slept. He’d contemplate her little fingertips, her nose, her mouth, and her innocent face, even her school bag and her socks and clothes – everything that had to do with her stirred in him deep feelings of tenderness and solicitude.

         Naturally, like any father, he loved his sons Bilal and Abd El Rahman too, but his daughter Danya was the true source of joy in his life. Frequently, he’d be discussing with her about some trivial matter and be suddenly overwhelmed by emotion and stop talking and hug and kiss her. Danya had never let him down and was outstanding, both in her studies and in her conduct. She was always a top student, and when she got her secondary certificate, at the Mère de Dieu, she’d wanted to study medicine. General Alwany had made all the arrangements to send her to Cambridge, but Hagga Tahany had started crying and pleading with him not to deprive her of the company of her only daughter. In the end, he’d given in and enrolled her at the medical faculty at Cairo University and bought her a Mercedes, though he feared for her too much to allow her to drive and appointed her a personal driver. General Alwany was careful, as was his wont, not to overuse his influence, so before the exams he’d phone the dean of the Faculty of Medicine to impress on him that he shouldn’t give Danya any special treatment, and his daughter had gone on getting top scores till now, when she was a year from graduating. He could imagine how joyful he would be the day she graduated and was forever thinking about the next steps. Should he open her a clinic in Cairo, or send her abroad to get her doctorate? His love for Danya could reach strange heights – so much so that the very idea of her getting married disturbed him. How could a day ever come when Danya would leave the house to live with a strange man and share her bed with him? How could she have a relationship with a man other than himself and become the centre of that man’s life? 

         He knew that that was how life was supposed to be and that his wife would never be completely happy until Danya was married and a mother, but he often wondered whether there was a young man in Egypt worthy of being Danya’s husband. Was there even one man, other than himself, capable of appreciating her as she deserved? The One True Religion commanded that a wife obey her husband and made her his ward, but where was the husband who deserved to be Danya’s guardian? She was far more refined than any of the young men he saw. She was straightforward and incapable of the cunning and deviousness of other girls and so sincere in her religion that in second year preparatory she’d asked, of her own accord, if she could wear a headscarf. She was good-hearted and pure, assumed the best of everyone and went to great lengths to provide help to all who needed it. What worried him was that Danya’s innocence (which amounted sometimes to naivety) would make her easy prey for any bastard of a boy who might take her in with a smile and a word or two and then do with her as he pleased. How often General Alwany had regretted giving in to his wife’s tears and not sending Danya to Cambridge! Now here she was, at Cairo University, rubbing shoulders with the offspring of riff-raff who were now her colleagues just because they’d scored high in the secondary school leaving exam. And now he was paying for his error. He could ignore it no longer: Danya had changed. She was still refined and well-mannered, but she was no longer the obedient daughter who, dazzled by him, hung on every word he uttered, who seized on everything he said and acted accordingly. He’d ordered one of his most trusted officers to write regular reports on her movements, and this morning he’d read something that had ruined his day. He’d kept putting off talking to her to give himself time to think, but now he couldn’t stand it any longer. He stood up suddenly, ordered his office manager to have the car brought, and a few minutes later was on his way home, having decided to confront her, whatever the consequences.
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         Dear Reader,

         You will never know who I am because I shall sign this book with a pseudonym. I am not afraid. I come, thank God, from a family of brave men, generation upon generation. The only thing is that we live in a lying, backward society that adores delusions, and I am not willing to pay the price of others’ stupidity. I have lived for fifty-five years, and most of those years I have spent in deep thought, which has led me to comprehend a number of truths, which it is now my duty to both proclaim and document. The theories that I shall put forward in this book would merit academic study, were we living in a decent society. We are, however, in Egypt, where the serious thinker and the brilliant scientist find no recognition, and where glory – and what glory! – goes to liars and impostors. Let me start my theory with the following question: ‘What is the essence of the relationship that ties a man to a woman in Egypt?’

         What is the point of all those earnest looks, affectionate smiles, yearning touches, and letters full of flirtatiousness and passion? What is the objective of all those whispered nocturnal telephone calls and romantic sessions on the banks of the Nile? Why do women go to such lengths to accessorise and wear make-up that accentuates their charms, and what is achieved by those so-called ‘ladies” shoes with the high heels that set a woman’s body a-wobble and bring out its succulence? Why all those dresses and ‘ladies” trousers and skirts and twin-sets? Why do designs and colours proliferate endlessly? Why do even many religious women who cover their hair wear tight-fitting, provocative clothes, as though they would like (if this weren’t so very unacceptable) to give men a glimpse of the details of their bodies?

         Gentlemen,

         This entire dazzling, prodigious firework display has a single purpose: to catch a man and drag him into the marital cage. From puberty on, man suffers from a persistent, painful desire that drives him to chase women and have sex with them and so find relief from the pressure on his nerves from his male hormones. Against this, woman is raised, among us, to think of her reproductive organ as her hidden treasure.

         Only in our country does the press describe a girl who has lost her virginity as having lost ‘the dearest thing she has’.

         Think, my dear reader: the dearest thing that an Egyptian girl possesses isn’t her mind, or her humanity, or her life. It is her virginity. That membrane that covers her reproductive organ so as to guarantee that it hasn’t been previously used. To acquire the right to make use of that untouched organ, the man chases the woman, so she acts the coquette with him, asking for presents and jewellery, a dowry and luxury furniture and a large flat in a posh neighbourhood. And the man submits to all these conditions, drooling as he dreams of tasting the pearl that rests concealed in the oyster. Then they marry, the ebullience of the early days comes to an end, and the man discovers that having sex with his wife isn’t the greatest pleasure in the world, as he had imagined. He will be surprised (in most cases) to find that his wife is sluggish in bed or finds sex disgusting and considers it something dirty, like urinating or defecating, so she’ll do it only when compelled, as though carrying out a duty. And the wife may even (and this is the worst) use sex as blackmail, as though saying to her husband, ‘If you want to enjoy my body, you will have to cover me in presents and give me any sum of money I may demand, and always back me up in my quarrels with your mother and your brothers and sisters.’ 

         Only then does the husband realise the enormity of the deception: he has spent everything he possesses dreaming of the pearl only to discover that the oyster is empty! But before he can escape, his wife will have borne a child. Egyptian women have children faster than any others on the face of the earth. They use their children as effective weapons to retain their husbands and make them subservient to their will. This is a fact known to every Egyptian husband (even if he denies it). The second fact is that the femininity of the Egyptian woman varies in reverse proportion to her social status. Women of the upper class are (for the most part) nothing but sterile, counterfeit dummies, pseudo-females, sugar dolls with neither desire nor soul.

         Only the woman of the popular classes is a natural, complete female, one who doesn’t ruin her spontaneity with artifice, knows nothing of the lies and games of the grandes dames, or of the hypocrisy that these imbibe with their mothers’ milk. Observe the paintings of Mahmoud Said. This great artist was raised in the mansion of his father, prime minister of Egypt, studied in France, and worked as a judge until he was fifty, after which he dedicated his life to art. Despite all which, when he painted, the sole example of femininity he found before him was the Egyptian woman of the popular classes. The explosive energy that looks down at us from the painting ‘Girls of Bahari’ is something the young women of the upper classes will never know. In brief, the woman of the popular classes is a woman, and every other woman is fake and artificial, the difference being precisely that between a natural and a plastic rose.

         The third fact is that the charm of the woman of the popular classes manifests itself most clearly when that woman is a domestic. When this is the case, she adds to her fresh, overflowing femininity a delicious stamp of submissiveness that puts fire into her allure.

         Kindly answer the following question frankly. What would happen if you were to invite your aristocratic fiancée to lunch at an elegant, high-class restaurant and then suddenly say to her, ‘Your body is extremely arousing, my darling. Your well-rounded backside has two halves that quiver in a marvellous way and your full chest makes me imagine myself sucking on your nipples, causing my member to go extremely hard and making me want to have conjugal intercourse with you this very minute.’

         What would your fiancée do?

         She’d be furious, no doubt about it. She’d revile you. She’d hurry home to cast herself weeping into the arms of her mother and curse the luck that threw her into the clutches of a man so vile and depraved. And she’d probably break off the engagement. Her anger at your open declaration of your sexual fantasies would be quite sincere. It would never occur to your fiancée that when she chose her form-fitting dress her goal was precisely to draw your attention to the curve of her backside and the swelling of her breasts. The rules of the charade require that your fiancée arouse your lust seemingly without meaning to, while at the same time you hide your arousal and talk of other things. The real reason for your fiancée’s fury would be that you have spoiled the charade with your frankness. But the very same sexual flirtatiousness that angered your fiancée, if directed at your maid, would probably be considered by her a charming compliment. She’d coo and laugh, with lovable obscenity and playful gratitude. Truly, maids are indispensable mistresses for anyone who knows how to quaff from their sweet, natural springs!

         Assembled gentlemen,

         He who has never loved the maid has never loved at all!

         I, like so many husbands in Egypt, have been the victim of a deception. When I practise sex with my wife, I feel as though I’m eating a sandwich filled with soap powder: no matter how hungry I may be, my gorge must inevitably rise at the first bite. When I reached fifty, I gave up having sex with my wife almost completely. I think she was relieved, because she had never liked sex and only practised it within the narrowest of parameters and after every possible excuse had been exhausted. In this book, I shall present my experience with maids, in hope that this may be of some assistance to the millions of husbands who suffer in silence, having been deceived with the same cruelty and in the same despicable way.

         Despairing, amorous husband, The Maid Is the Solution!

         What more does a man need than a desirable female residing with him under the same roof with whom he can take his pleasure whenever he wants? Whom he can have sex with straightaway, without any shilly-shallying or wasting time on phone calls and clandestine romantic meetings? A real woman, who knows the value of sex and enjoys it and looks forward to it? Did not our grandfathers, up to the nineteenth century, buy concubines for sexual gratification? Might not a lawfully wedded wife, back then, present her husband with a beautiful concubine, for which gift the husband would thank her and then have sex with the concubine, with the result that he would calm down and his worries would go away? If we could rid ourselves of middle-class complexes, the husband’s relationship with the maid would persuade him to bear with equanimity the tensions in his relationship with his wife and lead, as a consequence, to greater familial stability. Naturally, a maid can sometimes present problems, but these are all solvable. There is, for example, that roughness of hand and foot that plagues the maid because of her work. This can be overcome by giving her a monthly sum with which to buy creams guaranteed to smooth the extremities (due care being taken to avoid excessive smoothness, so as not to arouse the wife’s suspicions).

         Another common problem: your maid-mistress may be afflicted with a case of jealousy that will drive her to provoke your wife and disobey her instructions. On such occasions, you must warn her of the consequences of challenging your wife since, if she decides to throw her out, you will be unable to protect her. There is also the problem of the greedy, gold-digging maid – but in truth, how paltry the sums! What you spend on your maid-mistress in an entire year you may spend on your wife in one night, if you invite her and her family to dinner in a posh restaurant, or you buy her a necklace or a ring for her birthday. In this way, you can enjoy, for peanuts, a superb mistress who will make you forget your despair over your lady wife and her empty oyster.

         Beware, though, and beware again! Maid-love is not to be undertaken impromptu, or blindly. It is both an art and a science that call for study and carefully considered steps, which may be summarised as follows:

         1. Exploration

         It is possible to discover the maid’s character from day one. If you feel she is trying to attract your attention; if she keeps passing in front of you for no good reason; if she starts with surprise on finding you at the door to the kitchen and tugs on her headscarf and catches her breath in affected fear; if she bends over in front of you to wipe the floor with the floor cloth and then retreats, proudly showing off her backside; if she leans out of the window opposite you to hang out the wash, then puts the clothes pegs in her mouth and bends over so that her large breasts appear, resting on the windowsill – all of these things are signs that your maid is ready for love. Proceed to Step Two.

         2. First Manoeuvre

         As soon as you find yourself alone with the maid and well away from your wife, smile and ask her how she is, then give her a lustful look. Look her body over slowly and lewdly. This is a decisive moment, a definitive test. The unresponsive maid will ignore your look entirely, or talk to you about something serious, or call out to your wife to ask her any old thing. The responsive maid, on the other hand, will smile and talk to you coquettishly and may even grant you a generous gift, such as giving you a glimpse of a delightful shake of the breasts, or by passing in front of you while moving her backside like some fascinating pendulum (left, right, and back again). In this case, you are on the right track. Advance!

         3. Creating a Secret

         At the first opportunity when no one can see you, take out a hundred pounds, thrust them into the maid’s hand, and whisper in her ear, ‘Don’t tell the madam I gave you anything!’

         She will nod her head and thank you warmly. This step has two objectives: the first is to let the maid know that her love will not go unrewarded, the second to create a common secret in preparation for your relationship, which has in fact now begun, all that remains being the final step.

         4. Attack

         Take care before attacking. The maid may be matching you step for step and then, as soon as you touch her, erupt and threaten you with a scandal, or lecture you on morality. A maid of this sort will have a chip on her shoulder and a villainous temperament. She will have an inferiority complex that she wants to compensate for by catching you red-handed in an act of harassment. She seeks to satisfy her vanity as a woman while at the same time enjoying, as a maid, the exercise of moral superiority over her employer. This vicious species of maid is, fortunately, very rare, and can be exposed using a simple test. When zero hour arrives, have her make the first move. Call her over and invite her to sit down next to you, or pretend that your back hurts and ask her to give you a massage. The villainous maid will refuse, but the open-minded maid will come to you. At this point, hug her hard and kiss her and squeeze her breasts with your hands. She may make feeble protestations or pretend to try to wriggle out of your grasp while clinging to you. Pay no attention to this insincere, fragile denial, it’s just for the record. Intensify the attack. Pounce on her. Ravish her. And welcome to the Happiness Club!

         
            *

         

         Ashraf Wissa stopped writing and lit a joint, holding the smoke in to increase the effect of the hashish. The book’s subject was now clear in his mind. The first chapter would bear the title ‘Getting Laid by the Maid: A Guide to the Pleasures of’, the second ‘Diaries of a Delighted Donkey’. The third would be called ‘How to Become a Successful Pimp in Five Steps’. He’d also have a whole chapter describing the farcical scenes that took place in the cinema world. He’d tell everything in this book. He’d print 1000 copies at his own expense and distribute them secretly. No one would ever know he was the author. The original would be written on the computer, not in his own hand, and he’d have it printed at the press belonging to Ahmad Ma’moun, lifelong friend and repository of his secrets from the day they were students together at the Lycée Français.

         Unfortunately, though, Ashraf Wissa had discovered that writing was a lot harder than acting. After months of work, the book was still in its early stages and it had taken him a lot of effort to arrive at the right biting, sarcastic tone. He wasn’t trying to persuade his readers of anything. He just wanted to show them how many are the lies that we live. It would make him happy to see the effect of the book on all those artificial, arrogant women, devoid of femininity, and all those finicky, fastidious men, oozing triviality and stupidity.

         ‘Yes indeed! Read my book, you frauds, and learn the truth about yourselves! I am Ashraf Nagib Ramzi Wissa, failed bit player and hash fiend, whom you despise and make fun of, or are even so gracious as to pity. My book will deliver a resounding slap on your faces for every pain and frustration you have caused me and for every lie and mean-spirited act. 

         ‘I shall leave a copy of the book at the office of Lamei, that pimp of a casting agent who has for so long humiliated me and extorted money from me so that I can get fatuous parts lasting only a few minutes. I shall leave copies on the sets, so that famous actors may read them and realise that I know exactly how they reached stardom. I shall send a copy of the book to all of my ‘successful’ relatives, so that they know that success in the corrupt society in which we live doesn’t merit such self-satisfaction. I shall leave a copy of the book on the dressing table in the bedroom so that my wife Magda can read it. It will give me the greatest of pleasure to shock her out of her pathetic ideas regarding the holiness of the ‘facts of life’. My wife Magda is the executioner who has taken on the task of torturing me for a quarter of a century. If I were a Muslim, I would have divorced her a few months after getting married, but we Copts are allowed divorce only in case of adultery. Magda was the least suitable woman in the world for me. I saw her some miserable day at a church party and fell into the trap. My late mother warned me against the marriage so often, but I was a dumb, randy male and sent myself off to my doom. Dear Lord Jesus, glorified be your name, it’s as though Magda Adly Barsoum had been created for a single purpose – to make my life miserable, no more, no less.’

         Feeling suddenly anxious, Ashraf lit another joint, inhaled deeply, and resumed his memories of life with Magda. How many problems she’d caused! When she had children, she wanted to call the boy Patrick and the girl Kristina, to facilitate their assimilation into Western society when they grew up and emigrated. Ashraf had rejected her suggestions vehemently, because his grandfather Ramzi Basha Wissa had been a comrade of the nationalist leader Saad Zaghloul during the revolution of 1919, selling many parcels of land and spending vast sums of money in support of the nationalist cause. It was inconceivable that the descendants of that great Egyptian should bear foreign names! After violent arguments, Ashraf had been able to impose two Egyptian names on his wife – Sarah and Butrus.

         Life with Magda was nothing but a series of arguments and quarrels, interrupted by long periods of hostile silence, poisonous comments, and haughty refusals to acknowledge the other’s presence. She went on at him to sell his grandfather’s block of flats on Talaat Harb Street where they lived and buy a villa in ‘October’ or ‘the Settlement’ because Downtown had turned, in her opinion, into a plebeian neighbourhood that was beneath their station. What a stupid idea! Yet another upsetting battle to fight! Why should he throw away the income from the building off which, along with additional income from his inheritance, he lived? Where would he find another flat like the one they were in now? Seven spacious rooms with high ceilings after the old fashion, with two bathrooms and two kitchens plus a large balcony that sat ten people easily, not to mention three small balconies attached to the bedrooms. He’d be insane to leave a flat like that! On top of which, he couldn’t imagine himself living anywhere else. He had been born here and spent his childhood and youth here, and every corner of the flat had witnessed some part of his life. He couldn’t get any of these delicate human feelings through to Magda. She understood nothing about life that couldn’t be converted into figures.

         At the start of their marriage, she used to go on at him to emigrate to Canada, like so many of their relatives. She’d quarrel with him and shout, ‘Give me one reason for us to go on staying in this country!’ and he’d always reply with the same words: ‘I’d be like a fish out of water. If I leave Egypt, I’ll die.’

         He had managed, with much effort, to dissuade her from the idea of emigrating, but she had, unfortunately, convinced her son and daughter, and they’d emigrated to Canada as soon as they graduated. That was something for which he would never forgive her. How he needed Butrus and Sarah with him now! He was getting on in years and was entirely alone. Magda would leave in the morning and not get back from work before 7 p.m., leaving all the household chores to the maid. Even when she was home, she avoided talking to him unless she had to. Magda had never loved him and had dealt with him on the basis that he was ‘the best option going for marriage and children’.

         He didn’t mind because he too had never loved her. What truly made him sad was that she didn’t respect him. She considered him a failure. She alluded frequently to the fact that she had worked hard and become a chartered accountant with a well-known and successful practice, while he was unemployed, despite all his money, and sat at home for weeks, and sometimes months, before the order to film reached him, when he would spend days in demeaning, exhausting work just to appear in one or two scenes as an extra in a film or a serial. A few days ago, he’d screamed at her that he missed Sarah and Butrus and she’d answered, in a tone laden with significance, turning her face away from him, ‘No doubt they’re working hard to make successes of their lives,’ as though what she really meant was, ‘Let them get on with it, so they don’t turn out like you!’

         How the words had hurt him! Magda considered him spoiled and a failure but that was so far from the truth. Certainly, he lived off the income from his properties, but he wasn’t lazy or without ambition. He was an actor who loved his art, and the leading critics and directors had borne witness to his talent. Unfortunately, though, the opportunities had never come his way, because the acting field in Egypt, like everything else in that country, was like a filth-covered swamp swarming with insects and worms. If he’d been a flirtatious actress who gave her body to the director, he would have achieved stardom long ago, and if he’d been a pimp who brought the directors women, they would have given him leading roles. He was, quite simply, however, and like so many other Egyptians, paying an exorbitant price for his talent and self-respect. 

         Feeling tired, Ashraf turned out the lights in his study and walked down the long corridor to his bedroom, where he stretched out in the darkness next to Magda and soon fell asleep. In the morning, he was awakened by the usual everyday noise and listened, eyes still shut, to his wife as she came out of the bathroom, put on her clothes, did her make-up, and moved about quickly in all directions before checking, one last time, the work-related papers she was carrying in her bag. He pretended he was asleep. He didn’t want to talk to her. Now she was turning off the light, closing the door of the room, and leaving. Ashraf went back to sleep and when he woke it was past ten. He went into the pantry next to the bedroom and made himself a large honey and clotted cream sandwich, which he ate with relish, then prepared himself a cup of sugarless coffee which he sipped while smoking his ‘top-of-the-morning’ – that first joint whose effect was always so wonderful. His mind cleared completely and he became filled with an amazing serenity. He shaved carefully, then surrendered to the hot water pouring from the showerhead, and, having finished in the bathroom, put a cashmere dressing gown over his naked body, squirted himself with a few puffs of his favourite perfume, Pino Silvestre, and made his way to the kitchen, where his other, glorious, life would begin.
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         Good morning, Mazen!

         I’m Asmaa Zanaty. I was sitting opposite you at the Enough! movement meeting yesterday. I have long black hair and was wearing a white pullover with a collar and green jeans. Do you remember me? I wanted to talk to you after the meeting, but I was too shy. I got your email address from the secretary and made up my mind to write to you; I always express myself better in writing. I have a BA in English Literature and have made several attempts at writing. Perhaps I’ll show them to you one day. Would you like to know what I want from you?

         I’m going through a difficult time and I need your friendship. I know that I’m putting my reputation at risk, because if an Egyptian girl asks a young man to be her friend, she brands herself as loose. I’m sure you’ll understand me. I’m not loose, Mazen, just different, and being different is the cause of all my problems.

         I’m from a traditional Egyptian family. My father, Muhammad Zanaty, has been working as an accountant in Saudi Arabia for a quarter of a century. I only got to know him during the holidays. For one or two months a year I would have a real, ‘tangible’ father and for the rest of it he was turned into an elided pronoun, a mere idea, a cloudy concept. I can’t blame my father for the displacement he was forced to undergo to support us, but he had no impact whatsoever, apart from the sums of money he sent to cover my expenses, on my upbringing. It was my grandfather Karem – my mother’s father – who raised me and shaped the way I think. I was so attached to him that I’d often leave our house on Feisal Street and go stay with him in his flat in Sayeda Zeinab, where he lived on his own after my grandmother died and my uncle, his only son, emigrated to Britain. Grandfather Karem was a man of letters and culture, and it was he who made me love reading and the arts and gave me self-confidence. He used to take me to the opera, to the theatre, and the cinema, and he taught me that a woman is a legally competent individual and not just an instrument for sexual pleasure and a machine for producing offspring. He supported me against the reactionary thinking of my family to the day he died, five years ago, leaving me to fight my battles alone. I live on my own with my mother. Our life is one of unending arguments. My mother is my father’s representative in the house. She talks to me as though she were he and she believes all his ideas are correct and the essence of wisdom. I love my father and I’m certain that he loves me, but I’m always at odds with him and cause him such worries that sometimes I imagine he regrets having had me. My father is more comfortable with my elder brother Mustafa and my sister Sundus, who is two years younger than me. They, in his view, are normal. Mustafa graduated from the College of Engineering and got a contract in Saudi Arabia, and Sundus covers her hair and obeys her parents. She got an undergraduate degree in commerce, married the usual nice boy, went to Saudi Arabia, had a son, and now she’s pregnant again. I, on the other hand, refused to cover my hair, refused to work in the Gulf, and rejected the principle of marriage just for the sake of respectability. I can’t imagine sleeping with a man I don’t know simply because he’s paid the bride money, bought the engagement ring, and signed some legal papers with my father.

         Lots of men have made offers for me, and each time my parents pressure me to agree to see the suitor. I refuse and argue, and in the end, I’m forced to see him. The suitor usually comes to our house all dressed up, full of himself, confident in the impact of his well-stuffed pockets. He softens us up with sentences that make passing reference  to his possessions – a high-end car (Mercedes or BMW), a chalet on the North Coast and another in Ein El Sukhna, a luxurious flat (generally in Medinet Nasr) with 300 square metres of floor space and two levels. Following this display of wealth, the suitor begins his inspection of the goods (namely me). I feel his eyes exploring my body, bit by bit, slowly. We can’t blame him. The man will pay a large sum of money for me, to allow him to use my body for his pleasure (which is the definition of marriage in some religious law books), so doesn’t he have the right to a visual inspection of my body so as to be sure he’ll be investing wisely? Isn’t it possible that I have a club foot, for example, or suffer from some skin disease, or that my breasts are artificial? The suitor has the right to make sure that the goods are in sound order and he isn’t being swindled.

         How humiliated I feel, Mazen! I feel cheap and without self-worth – just goods displayed in a shop window waiting for the customer who will pay what I cost and take me away. On such occasions, the feeling of humiliation drives me to behave aggressively. I try to prove I’m worth more than just the body that is displayed for sale. I ask the suitor who his favourite authors are and what novels he has read recently (generally, the suitor hasn’t read a book in his life, apart from commentaries on the Koran and the set books at school). I feel happy when he reveals his ignorance in front of everyone. Then I lure him into a discussion of politics. I ask him, for example, if he accepts the torture of innocent people at the hands of National Security and the rigging of elections, and whether he accepts the hereditary transfer of rule by Mubarak to his son Gamal, as though Egypt were a battery farm.

         At this point, the suitor looks at me in astonishment, as though I were a winged creature just landed from Mars. He is an ordinary Egyptian citizen. He considers himself lucky that he works in the Gulf where, usually, he puts up with the slights of his local sponsor and lives with oppression to secure his livelihood. He really cannot understand, at all, how anyone could concern himself with anything in the world other than making money, plus regular performance of the rites of religion out of fear that his pampered existence will otherwise come to an end.

         Despite the interruptions from my father and mother and their desperate attempts to change the subject, I persist with my scheme. I tell the suitor about my participation in the Enough! movement’s demonstrations and about the wall magazine I used to write against the regime when I was at university. Then I turn to the topic of religion and announce that I will never ever cover my hair and review the legal opinions that assert that Islam has never imposed covering of the hair on women.

         This is the straw that breaks the camel’s back. The suitor leaves and never returns. And after each suitor has fled, the arguments with my family – my father and mother, my sister Sundus, and my brother Mustafa – begin. They all think that I’m unbalanced, stupid, and don’t know what’s in my own best interest. I’m completely convinced of the rightness of what I’m doing but sometimes I get tired. I wish sometimes that I could be in harmony with society, not in conflict with it. All the same, I quite simply cannot be anything other than what I am. I’m sorry to go on at such length, Mazen, but I need to talk. After I obtained my bachelor’s degree, I went for two years without work. Then, after numerous interventions by friends of my father’s, I was appointed last September as an English teacher at the Renaissance Preparatory School for Girls in Mounira. If you were to see the school, Mazen, you’d leave with an excellent impression: the building is elegant, the walls are freshly painted, and the lavatories are clean. This beautiful outward appearance, so rare in government schools, is attributable to the efforts of the headmaster, Mr Abd El Zaher Salama, who follows up personally on every matter, large and small, at the school and also takes an interest in his girls’ morals and how closely they observe the teachings of religion. 

         Mr Abd El Zaher forbids any of his Muslim students to enter the school with her hair uncovered and halts instruction for the performance of the midday prayer, when he himself leads the male teachers and workers in prayer in the school courtyard, while the girls and the female teachers perform the prayer in their classrooms. The headmaster isn’t the only one characterised by such rigorous religiosity: all the male teachers are religiously observant and bear on their foreheads the mark made by frequent prostration, and some of them are bearded, while the female teachers all cover their hair and we have three who cover their faces completely. You may be wondering, how do these hardliners deal with someone like me, who doesn’t cover her hair?

         On the first day, the principal female teacher, Mrs Manal, said to me, with a smile, ‘You look like a good girl, Asmaa, and you deserve to enjoy the comfort of obedience. I have to say, you’ll look lovely with your hair covered!’

         Mr Abd El Zaher received me warmly, gave me a tour of the school, and introduced me to the other teachers. The following day, he called me into his office, gave me a short pamphlet on covering the hair, then smiled and said, ‘Listen, dear girl. Where the students are concerned, I make them cover their hair because they’re young, and I’m responsible for them before Our Lord, Glorious and Mighty. As for the female teachers, my duty towards them goes no further than advice. I’ve provided you with all the legal proofs that the covering of the hair is a religious duty. Read them carefully and Our Lord will, should He so wish, inspire you to do the right thing.’

         I thanked him and told him that I would read the pamphlet but that I knew of other arguments to the effect that Islam imposes decency in general terms and does not impose any specific form of clothing.

         Mr Abd El Zaher laughed sarcastically and said, ‘My, my! So you’re a scholar of religion too?’ 

         I tried to list the legal opinions on which I relied but he interrupted me by saying, ‘Listen, Asmaa, covering the hair is as much a religious duty as praying and fasting. Any other opinion is wrong.’

         I realised there was no point in arguing with him, so I thanked him and left. After that, no one talked to me about covering my hair. I’d put a covering over my head when I was praying at noon with the girls, then take it off, and no one objected. I think they were prepared to coexist with me. I can almost hear you saying, ‘What more could you want, Asmaa? A well-maintained model school, and a headmaster and colleagues who are religious but not fanatical?’

         That, my dear friend, is how we look from the outside. The truth, though, is that the Renaissance Preparatory School for Girls is nothing less than a gang of criminals, in the full meaning of the word, that includes all the teachers and is led by Mr Abd El Zaher himself. This gang’s sole goal is to extort money from the students and force them to take private classes. The school is in the Mounira district, and the girls are poor. If the cost of going to school becomes too much for their families, they have to abandon their education, and my pious colleagues know no mercy. They divide the girls into three categories, starting with the girls who take private classes, who are treated well and get top marks at the end of the year because the teachers help them cheat. This happens with Mr Abd El Zaher’s knowledge and encouragement. Cheating is considered normal at the school, where they call it ‘helping’. The second category of students consists of those who can’t afford the cost of private classes but take ‘review’ classes. These aren’t treated well but the school administration is obliged to make sure they pass their exams because if they fail, the other students won’t take the review classes. Then there’s the third category, who are so poor that they can’t afford to pay for either private classes or review classes. These are the pariahs who always fail. I can’t describe to you the lengths to which the teachers go to take it out on them and humiliate them. At first, I couldn’t understand what made them so cruel. Then I realised that they were defending their livelihoods. They have to take it out on the poor girls to keep the machine of private and review classes going. The parents understand that without these lessons and special classes, their daughters will be subjected to humiliation, punishment, and mockery and that they will go on failing till they are expelled from the school. My problems began when I refused to give private classes and review classes. I’m no hero and no saint. However, I am quite simply better off than my colleagues. I’m not married and I don’t have children. My needs, too, are simple, and my father helps me by giving me some money every month. From day one, I decided that I’d give the teaching my all, and my students’ level began to improve, little by little, until they all passed the mid-year test. Not one student in the three classes that I teach failed English. Such a result ought to be considered an achievement for any teacher, but Mr Abd El Zaher called me into his office and instead of praising me, gave me a lukewarm greeting, and said, ‘If you don’t change your approach to teaching, I shall punish you. You aren’t leaving the girls any opportunity to think for themselves. Pedagogically speaking, that is a very harmful approach.’

         I tried to argue with him but he insisted on his point of view. Then he said, offensively, ‘Listen, I don’t have time to waste on you. Consider what I’ve said a warning. If you don’t change your approach to teaching, I shall punish you. You may go.’

         You cannot imagine, Mazen, how shocked I was. Think of yourself making every effort to succeed at your work and then being punished! Mrs Manal, the principal female teacher, made her position even clearer than the headmaster. She told me, rudely, ‘Look here, dear. If you’re too rich to need the money from the private classes, that’s your business. But every one of your colleagues has a family to support. When you explain everything in the classroom, you’re stealing the bread from the teachers’ mouths and you can be sure that no one’s going to let you get away with that!’

         Naturally, I paid no attention to these warnings and continued to do my work in a way that satisfied my conscience. Two weeks later, Mr Abd El Zaher called me in to his office, where I found Mrs Manal and a group of teachers. The moment I walked in, the headmaster accosted me angrily with the words, ‘Asmaa! I’ve decided to give you a final warning in front of your colleagues.’

         Before I could respond, Mrs Manal shouted out derisively, ‘Which are you, Asmaa? A Muslim or a Copt?’

         I said, ‘I’m a Muslim.’

         The headmaster said, ‘There are no Muslim women who do not cover their hair.’

         I tried to argue, using my usual justifications, but the headmaster interrupted me. ‘Silence! Forget this nonsense! Our function here is to educate and inculcate morals. I cannot permit you to corrupt the girls’ minds. Are you or are you not going to cover your hair?’

         I yelled in his face, ‘Covering one’s hair is a personal matter, and no one has the right to impose it on me!’

         The headmaster shook his head, seemingly relieved at my answer, and said quietly, ‘Fine. Kindly go to your classroom.’

         The next day, Mr Abd El Zaher presented an official complaint to the director of the Education Administration accusing me of wearing inappropriate dress at school. He asserted that he had put me on notice more than once in front of my colleagues but that I had treated him with contempt. At the end of the complaint, he demanded that decisive measures be taken against me to preserve the students’ morals. Naturally, a complaint of this sort could open the doors of Hell before me. I am to go to the ministry’s Legal Affairs department for interrogation tomorrow. I’m not afraid, Mazen, but I feel unjustly treated and demeaned. In what other country in the world do they punish a person for being successful? Plus, how can the headmaster and the pious teachers be such liars?

         Today, in class, I could tell from the girls’ looks that they knew about the interrogation. When the girls leave the school, the parents usually say hello and ask me about their daughters. Today, they avoided me completely, though the mother of one of my first-year students shook my hand and drew me aside from the others who were waiting.

         ‘Don’t let it bother you, Miss Asmaa,’ she said. ‘Good luck. We know they’re just taking revenge on you because you have a conscience. We’re all praying for you, but the parents are afraid that if they stand up for you, the director will persecute our daughters.’

         You know, Mazen, the parents’ behaviour annoyed me more than being referred for interrogation. I defend their daughters’ right to an education and they abandon me because they’re afraid they might have problems?

         Are all Egyptians now either corrupt or cowards?

         What is this swamp that we’re living in?

         I feel nauseated by all this lying and hypocrisy and corruption. Please, tell me what you think, because I’m really depressed. Thank you for your time.

         Asmaa

         
            *

         

         P.S. I’m writing from an email account that isn’t my own. Would you mind opening a new email account just for our correspondence? As you know, we’re all watched by Security.

         Even More Important Note: If this bothers you, don’t reply. I shall understand and shan’t write to you again.
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         As the time approached, they gathered, as though they couldn’t bear to wait. They went out to the gate of the villa, men in front, women behind, waiting for Sheikh Shamel to arrive. All were well-known figures – businessmen, celebrated doctors and engineers, former ministers, police and army generals either serving or retired. Most of them were accompanied by their wives and daughters, and there were famous actresses, some of them – the ones who had repented and abandoned acting – with their hair covered, others – the ones who were still taking their first steps on the path of piety – decently dressed but without hair covering. The moment the black Mercedes appeared, a thrill ran through the crowd. Sheikh Shamel always sat next to the driver, keeping the back seat for the ladies, as he was usually accompanied by two of his four (fully veiled) wives. As soon as the sheikh began his descent, men rushed to shake his hand, some of them even bending to kiss its precious back, though he would pull it quickly away, saying ‘God forgive me!’ in an audible voice. The sheikh’s disciples believed that the source of the delightful odour that filled the air as soon as he descended from the car was not the expensive musk with which he anointed his clothes but one of the signs of grace that God bestows on those of His servants whom He loves; the disciples believed in their sheikh that much. Few knew that he had received no formal religious education and had a degree in Spanish from Cairo University. He had tried hard, on graduating, to find a job as a tourist guide, but tourism had been hit by a recession, due to terrorism. The sheikh had then obtained a contract from Saudi Arabia to work as an administrator at a sports club; God had done well by him, and at the mosque he’d got to know Sheikh El Ghamidi, who saw signs of promise in him and imparted to him a generous portion of his learning. Sheikh Shamel had lived for ten years in Saudi Arabia before returning to Egypt, where he made up his mind to devote his life to proselytisation. With a tender smile and in grateful tones, he would say, ‘God was generous to me. I sat at the feet of Erudite and Learned Sheikh El Ghamidi, quaffing the religious sciences from that pure spring until my thirst was quenched, and then my learned sheikh – may God reward him well for his selfless service to religion! – granted me permission to teach.’

         The Egyptians fell in love with Sheikh Shamel when he appeared for the first time on his weekly show on the Godliness Channel. As his popularity grew, he withdrew from the latter and established the Right Path Channel, which opened before him the way to great good fortune. Sheikh Shamel speaks constantly (as the Koran commands us to do) of the many blessings God has given him: he owns three recent-model black stretch limousines and a fourth sports car that he himself drives on family outings. All of them are Mercedes, the make he prefers because of its solid build and elegance. It is also the case that the director of the Mercedes agency in Egypt is a disciple of his and always gives him special deals. Another of God’s blessings on Sheikh Shamel is that he lives in a large villa in 6th of October City, where three wives, each with her children, live in the top three floors, while the sheikh reserves the fourth for his newest, who is always a virgin whom he enjoys in full compliance with holy law and then dismisses with a generous sum, granting her her full legal rights including maintenance, the balance of the bride price, and all the rest. He is said to have taken the virginity of twenty-three young girls, all in compliance with holy law. There is nothing shameful or sinful about this because he has never broken God’s canons, and he always gives the following advice to his male disciples: ‘My brothers, I advise you, if your means and health permit, take more than one wife, for to do so is to guard yourself against sin and to provide a veil of godly protection to the daughters of the Muslims!’

         The sheikh’s love of intercourse brings no shame on him as he never exposes his virile member in ways forbidden by religion and is still (he is now over fifty) attractive to women. His body is massive, with broad shoulders. His face is fair-complexioned and handsome, his eyes large, honey-coloured, and lined with kohl, in imitation of the practice of the Prophet, God bless him and give him peace. He embodies the authentic elegance of the Righteous Forefathers – so different from that of the jeans and trousers brought to us from the West – and he wears a floor-length shift of the finest materials (except silk, which is forbidden by religion), covered with a mantle that is made specially for him in Marrakesh. He has dozens of pairs of chic Italian shoes, the cost of any one of which may reach astronomical figures. The white cloth with which he covers his head may be considered the last word in the sentence of his sartorial elegance. Sheikh Shamel never speaks of his attractiveness to women, but he is aware of it and keeps it resolutely in check, lest it should lead (God forbid!) to sin. During the programme he presents, a female viewer will often phone in and shriek in torrid tones, ‘I love you in God, Sheikh Shamel! I love you in God!’ On such occasions, the sheikh lets his heart be his guide. If he feels that what the caller has in mind is love in the virtuous sense, his features relax into a sweet smile and he says, ‘May God fill you with grace and surround you with blessings, my dear sister in Islam.’ If, however, he senses a dubious tremulousness in her voice, indicative (God forbid!) of lust, his beautiful face darkens immediately with something akin to anger, and he says, as he resolutely hangs up, ‘I pray to God, respected sister, that He may bring us together in blessing on the Day of Resurrection, should He so will.’ Continence, uprightness, and godliness are innate traits of Sheikh Shamel’s personality. 

         The disciples now joyfully followed him to where he would give his lesson next to the swimming pool. Sheikh Shamel gives the lesson every first Saturday of the month at General Alwany’s mansion. Men sit to the right, women to the left, while the sheikh sits on a broad raised seat made of oak inlaid with mother-of-pearl on which the Most Beautiful Names of God have been carved in delicate letters of great beauty. The seat is a genuine work of art that Hagga Tahany had made specially for the sheikh so that he could sit cross-legged and be comfortable while giving his lesson.

         Hagga Tahany, with her corpulent body and ample black robe, appeared enormous. On her chest, she had hung a heavy chain of white gold from which the word ‘Allah’, formed of flawless diamonds, dangled. She bowed and whispered a few words to the sheikh, then handed him a small piece of paper which he thrust into the pocket of his mantle with a smile, seeming to thank her. Throughout the lesson, Indonesian maids, their hair covered, would circulate with hot and cold drinks. Afterwards, there would be a large banquet for which superb food had been brought in by the Wholesome Bites company, owned by Hagga Tahany. Sheikh Shamel began with whispered prayers before the microphone, then smiled and said ‘Peace be upon you!’

         Those present returned the greeting in a variety of excited voices. Sheikh Shamel began his talk with the words ‘Praise to God, Mighty and Sublime, for His blessings and His favours, and blessings and peace upon the Chosen One, Lord of All Creation!’

         Then he said, ‘My brothers and sisters in Islam, I shall talk today about the covering of the hair, which is a duty imposed on every Muslim woman who has reached the age of menstruation, according to the consensus of legal scholars and orthodox Muslims. Covering of the hair is known to be a necessary part of religion that needs neither explanation nor debate. What brings me to speak of it is the rabid attack to which God’s religion is being subjected by the secularists, those agents of Zionism and the Crusader West. Through God’s grace, above all, and then through the grace of our righteous, revered sheikhs, the practice of covering the hair has spread and now predominates among the women of the Muslims, delivering the secularists a severe blow that left them first staggering, then dancing the dance of death. These secularists, with their plots against our Islamic nation, cannot bear to see a Muslim woman adorned with modesty and seemliness. We Muslims are subject to a general conspiracy that aims to distance us from our religion. Be on your guard, then, my brothers and sisters, and beware the cross-worshipping Christians and ape- and pig-descended Jews, and their agents the secularists, who bear Islamic names and live among us and stab us in the back. These secularists, despite the multiplicity of their sects and schools – liberals, communists, socialists – are all, without exception, devoid of honour, corrupt by nature, and worship their desires like beasts. Indeed, I swear there are beasts that show greater modesty than these brazen people with their defence of perversion and group sex (we take refuge with God!). To these acquiescent cuckolds we say, “Why do you hate the covering of the hair?” Healthy instinct imposed the covering of women’s hair before it became a divine command. Observe God’s creations about us, if you would indeed acquire wisdom! Is not the planet itself wrapped in a protective layer without which all of life would be destroyed? Is not fruit preserved in a protective layer that preserves its freshness? Is not the limb-severing sword kept safe inside a scabbard? Is it not the peel of the apple that preserves it from corruption? Is it not the peel of the banana that preserves it from turning black and rotten? Do we not wrap books and copybooks in jackets to preserve them from dirt? What then when it comes to the women of the Muslims? The secularists want to interfere with the laws of nature and call our women to unveiling and indecency. There is no god but God! As the Koran says, “How then can you be so deluded as to turn from the truth?” I ask you, dear sister in Islam, if you go to buy halvah, and you find a piece that is exposed, for hands to tear at and flies to settle on, and another piece of clean halvah well wrapped in a thick, elegant wrapping, which would you buy? Naturally, you would prefer the clean, wrapped halvah over the exposed, dirty halvah. God is great! God is great! You, my dear Muslim sister, are the piece of halvah and God, great and glorious, wishes to preserve you from uncleanness and keep intact your dignity, modesty, and purity. Would you refuse this generous gift from the Lord of the Universe, Great and Glorious? Would you meet God’s grace with rejection and recalcitrance?’

         Cries of ‘God is great!’ rose from the listeners. Sheikh Shamel bowed his head in silence for a moment, then resumed, saying, ‘How many of our girls have told me, “I’m not convinced I have to cover my hair. Convince me first, and then I’ll cover my hair.” Glory be! I put one question to such girls: “Are you a Muslim?” My respected young daughter will reply, “Yes, I am a Muslim. I bear witness that there is no god but God and that Muhammad is the messenger of God.” Then I ask her, “Do you love God and His messenger?” and the girl will reply, “Of course I love them.” And I say to her, “If you love God and His messenger, obey the command of God and His messenger! You are commanded to cover your hair. You have no choice but to obey. If you are living in a country, do you not obey its laws, which have been set by mortals such as yourself? My beloved young daughter, if you are working in a company, do you not obey your superior’s orders? How, then, can you disobey the commands of God, Great and Glorious? Is the Lord, Great and Glorious, of less account in your eyes than a superior in a company? Alas for mortal men! Is it that the hearts of some Muslims are carved from rock that they feel not and seek not the joys of obedience? Alas for those Muslims who quiver in fear at mere mortals like themselves, but, when God commands them to do something, argue and look for proof where none is to be found! This is a command from God, who created us and feeds us and showers us with blessings beyond counting! Which would you rather: obey God, Mighty and Sublime, or place yourselves above His commands and do harm to yourselves?”’

         The listeners murmured audibly, asking God for forgiveness. It was clear that they were moved. Even the celebrated presenter Nourhan burst into tears, causing the lady sitting next to her to take her in her arms to calm her down. The sheikh resumed in tones trembling with emotion:

         ‘Brothers and sisters in Islam, say after me the following prayer and memorise it, for, by Him who holds my soul in His hand, I teach it to you only out of desire for the approval of God, Great and Glorious: O God, make the women of the Muslims, and their daughters, righteous, godly, submissive, and penitent, and make decent clothing and the covering of the hair appealing to them, and implant in them modesty and continence! O God, guard them from the curses of the corrupt and the claims of those who would lead them astray, through Your mercy, O most merciful of the merciful!’

         The listeners repeated ‘Amen’ after him in voices that rang through the place. Suddenly, Sheikh Shamel cast his gaze on those around him, his features full of exultation. ‘O Lord! O Lord! Brothers and sisters, be joyful! I swear I see angels surrounding us on all sides, for in this gathering of ours we mention God’s name and worship Him, as God, mighty and sublime, has commanded us!’

         ‘God is great!’, ‘God grant you His blessings, Master!’ were the repeated, excited cries of those present. The sheikh fell silent, then reached into the pocket of his mantle and took out a piece of paper. ‘Brothers and sisters in Islam,’ he said, ‘I announce to you the good news that our daughter Marwa El Giyushi has bidden goodbye to sin forever, God willing. God has conferred upon her the blessing of obedience and she has decided to adopt the hair covering required by religious law. Come here, Marwa!’ 

         A young woman in her twenties wearing elegant, flowing garments emerged from the group. She seemed embarrassed and smiled shyly. Hagga Tahany took her by the hand and stood her next to Sheikh Shamel, whose face lit up as he exclaimed, ‘Bravo! Come here, Marwa.’

         Marwa moved closer to him and the sheikh gave her the microphone. When she appeared too embarrassed to speak, Hagga Tahany took the microphone and held it in front of her mouth. The sheikh began chanting in a sing-song voice the following prayer:

         ‘O God, You are my lord other than whom there is none other.

         You created me and I am your handmaiden.

         I seek refuge with You from the evil that I have done.

         O God, I seek Your forgiveness from every sin that creates grief and leaves repentance in its wake.

         O God, I accept Your favour in overlooking my sins and Your bounty in overlooking my unbelief.

         O God, I have wronged my soul, so forgive me and accept me as Your obedient slave.’

         The young woman wept during the prayer, and Hagga Tahany hugged her and then placed the hair covering over her head and knotted it below her chin. She gazed at her for a moment and then kissed her on her cheek. Trills of celebration rang out, loud exclamations of ‘God is great!’ were heard, and cries of joy echoed everywhere:

         ‘Well done!’

         ‘Congratulations, Marwa!’

         ‘Marwa, you look gorgeous!’

         
            *

         

         As General Alwany approached the house, he noticed the cars in front of the gate. He knew that today was Sheikh Shamel’s seminar but didn’t want to see the guests, so he ordered his driver to drive around to the back of the house and went in through the back entrance. There, he rode the lift to the second floor, made his way to Danya’s room, and rapped with his fingers on the door. Danya quickly appeared, on her face a radiant smile that roused in him a mixture of tenderness and gloom. She was wearing baggy trousers and a blue satin jacket and had removed her hair scarf, leaving her smooth black hair to hang down around her beautiful face. She reached up and gave him a peck on the cheek, then looked at her watch, pursed her lips playfully, and said, ‘Honourable General, you have come home from work early. May I know the reason?’

         General Alwany was briefly confused, then cleared his throat and said in a serious tone of voice, ‘I want to talk to you about something important.’ Her smile broadened and she said as she made way for him to enter, ‘We are Your Excellency’s to command, sir!’

         He decided not to fall in with her joking mood. He would not let her smile affect him. He had to confront her now. Danya’s large room was not unlike a luxury hotel suite, being divided into a bedroom, a study, and a bathroom. All the furniture and decorations were imported from Italy and all in either white or green, giving a restful impression of cheerfulness and expansiveness. General Alwany sat on the sofa, looked at Danya, and said, sounding rather like an interrogator, ‘Why didn’t you attend Sheikh Shamel’s lesson?’

         ‘He always says the same thing.’

         ‘Sheikh Shamel is a leading Islamic scholar. We have to show him respect.’

         ‘I do respect him, but I disagree with him.’

         ‘May I know why?’

         ‘Sheikh Shamel has shrunk Islam to covering the hair, praying, and fasting. He never talks about people’s real problems.’

         ‘It is the task of a man of religion to teach people the rules of religion.’ 

         ‘When a man of religion sees injustice taking place before his eyes and says nothing, he becomes an accomplice to it.’

         General Alwany looked at her angrily and said, ‘You’re getting some strange ideas.’

         ‘You have always encouraged me to express my ideas frankly.’

         ‘This is more important than ideas. Your behaviour itself has become unacceptable.’

         ‘What have I done?’

         ‘Your Facebook page contains videos damaging to the reputation of the police.’

         ‘Are you spying on me, Father?’

         He said nothing, and she looked at him reproachfully and said, ‘I would rather you ask me and I tell you than you spy on me. You’ve always trusted me.’

         ‘Of course I trust you, Danya, but this is my job. It is my duty to defend our country. We keep track of people who publish videos that hurt the reputation of the police and unfortunately you came up. Frankly, it was a shock to me.’

         ‘The videos show officers torturing innocent people, and putting them on Facebook may help to bring them to trial.’

         ‘Tens of thousands of police officers work day and night, giving their lives to protect Egypt. It’s not acceptable to sully their reputation because an officer or two, or even a dozen, have made mistakes.’

         ‘Torture isn’t a mistake. It’s a crime. Plus, telling the truth never hurt anyone. What hurts the police is the presence of criminal officers who torture people and escape punishment.’

         ‘Fine words!’ the general said, sarcastically.

         She replied, fervently, ‘The Prophet, may God bless him and grant him peace, said, “Wish for your brother what you wish for yourself!” I don’t think anyone wants his son or his brother to be tortured in a police station.’

         ‘Police officers only beat up criminals.’ 

         ‘Even if they’re criminals, they don’t have the right to beat them up.’

         ‘So what are we supposed to do? Give them chocolates?’

         ‘No. They’re supposed to face a court of law.’

         ‘Our law is taken straight from French law and isn’t suited to our country, and if we were to apply it in full, not a single criminal would confess.’

         ‘Ten criminals escaping punishment is better than a single innocent person being treated unjustly.’

         ‘That’s theoretical and won’t work in our country.’

         ‘Egypt, like any other country in the world, must be ruled with justice.’

         Suddenly the general grew furious and shouted, ‘So it’s come to this? You’re giving me lessons now? It’s not your fault, it’s my fault for having listened to your mother and, instead of sending you to Cambridge, putting you into Cairo University with the children of the rabble, who have poisoned your mind. I will not permit you to speak to me with such impertinence! Do you understand?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Danya said, in a low voice, but General Alwany had decided to push on to the end. He took a flash drive from his pocket, put it into his laptop, and pressed some keys. Danya quickly appeared on the screen, sitting with some young people who were talking to an elderly lady dressed in black. ‘What’s this?’ he asked her.

         Danya appeared embarrassed for a moment but then said, ‘That was a visit I made with my fellow students to the mother of the martyr Khaled Said.’

         ‘So people who die from drugs are martyrs?’

         ‘The late lamented Khaled Said died of torture.’

         ‘Even if he did die of torture, what’s it got to do with you?’

         ‘We’re demanding a fair trial for Khaled Said’s killers.’

         ‘Who’s “we”?’ 

         ‘Me and my fellow students at the faculty.’

         ‘I don’t understand. Are you a lawyer or a medical student?’

         ‘I’m a Muslim.’

         ‘We’re all Muslims.’

         ‘Islam commands me to defend what is right.’

         ‘Islam says, “Sowing discord is worse than murder”.’

         ‘Islam honours the individual and forbids treating him without respect or torturing him.’

         ‘That’s the talk of the human rights NGOs, the ones that take money from the European Union. Who told you that Islam forbids torture? Aren’t flogging, stoning, and amputation of the hand torture? Islam permits the torture of certain individuals, or even their killing, to keep the country stable. Did you ever hear of a punishment called “castigation”? Under castigation the ruler, on his own, has the right to evaluate a crime, decide its punishment, and carry it out against the accused. That means that if the ruler considers any person a threat to the stability of society, he has the right to punish him by flogging and imprisonment, or even, according to some legal scholars, death. Study your religion before you talk to me about it.’

         She hung her head, and he felt a sudden pity for her. ‘Think again, Danya!’ he said. ‘You’re being pushed into doing things without considering the consequences.’

         As though trying to placate him, she said, ‘I visited a woman whose son had died of torture. It was just a humane act.’

         ‘No!’ General Alwany responded excitedly. ‘It was a political act. The state has been accused of murdering Khaled Said. It follows that for you to show solidarity with his mother was an act directed against the state.’

         She didn’t answer, so he went on in a quieter voice, ‘I’m sure that your intentions are good, but you have to consider the significance of your behaviour. First, by virtue of my position within the state, I can assure you that there is a general conspiracy against Egypt. And your colleagues who are inciting people against the police are, intentionally or not, helping the conspiracy to succeed. Second, you aren’t the same as your colleagues, Danya. In the end, they’re just students, nobodies. Your situation is different. All of Egypt knows you’re my daughter. Have you any idea how many government departments monitor your Facebook page? Have you any idea how many departments filmed you at Khaled Said’s house? Don’t you have any idea that I have opponents and enemies whose goal is to spoil my image with the political leadership? This behaviour of yours is a gift to my enemies. Did it never occur to you that you have a brother who’s a judge and another who’s an officer in the Republican Guard and that their promotions may be delayed and that they could even be dismissed from their posts once and for all because of you?’

         She looked stricken, so he hugged her, kissed her head, and whispered, ‘Danya, if you love me, promise me it won’t happen again.’
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