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You may ask what is the landscape?

To which CJ would answer,

“When we get out of bed in the morning and put our feet on the floor,

we are in the landscape”.

What? My apartment, my flat, my house, my town, my city?

To which he would simply answer, “They all sit in the landscape…

and the landscape?

It may not be your friend.”
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Preface

Previously in Yenbo Palms and Crystal Vision, W. Kurt Milligan, CJ’s old friend and boss, had to narrate the stories. Why? Because he had been told CJ was dead. Kurt struggled to get details because he did not believe it. Even though Kurt didn’t know it, he was correct in his conclusion.

In Orient Espresso, CJ finally tells what really happened to him in Cairo, Egypt—a difficult story.

 

Edward Flaherty


Foreword

Friends,

Hey! I had been looking forward to my new job in Cairo. I had been without work, without a home since the RIF (Reduction in Force) in Yenbo, Saudi Arabia… but… my Cairo job and the aftermath? A long story, another landscape battle.

Here’s the background. Following my spectacular landscape and jodelling experiences in the Swiss Jungfrau Region, I had hoped in Cairo I might broaden those Swiss experiences by gaining some universal perspective from the Egyptian (Pharaonic) landscape, culture and music.

My enthusiasm for the Pharaonic landscape and the roots of Umm Kalthum’s music? That was part of a professional cocoon that I had always used to hide from the emotional hurt, the loss of my wife Sachy and our kids in that horrific auto accident two decades ago in Albuquerque—the hurt always felt like yesterday.

My personal life had been crippled for decades until in Switzerland where Bree, an acquaintance from my student time in the Morocco landscape, took me by the hand and helped me create some new and healthy personal memories.

In Orient Espresso, I struggle trying to balance my personal and professional lives. Life is hard. For every ounce of sweetness there are pounds of suffering.

From two years of my Egyptian diary and design journal notes, I have compiled my landscape discoveries in the first chapter of Orient Espresso.

Everybody is going to be asking me—what have you done? Why throw away your career? What were you thinking? I owe people some answers.

 

Christopher Janus aka CJ


1-Egypt


Doorstep

I stood on the doorstep.

The Nile.

Cairo.

Egypt.

The Sahara.

Over decades I’d heard so many stories about this landscape—so many good, so many more bad.

All strange and stranger.

And the stories kept coming.

And the people telling them even stranger.

Was this the landscape of my lifelong quest? Was this the landscape of my dreams…

Eleven months ago I walked away from my job in Cairo.

Today I am hitching out of Bahariya on my way to the Great Sand Sea. I am already surrounded by Egypt’s Western Desert, the Sahara.

Overwhelmed by the Sahara—dehydrating, suffocating, the wind like sandpaper—coarse sandpaper on my skin all day, fine sandpaper on my skin at night when I slept. And in the sunlight, blindingly bright. My skin raw, burning. That was the Sahara.

To reduce the Sahara effects, I had a plan. I kept my carpet bag filled with survival essentials for a couple days, dried fruits/nuts, water, small tent, blanket, first aid kit, knife, sun creme, compass… I moved oasis to oasis by hitching at the last gas station on the edge of town, waiting for fellaheen (country folk) filling their farm truck gas tank, telling them my destination and offering to pay for their full tank of gas.

It worked most of the time in the weeks as I moved oasis to oasis—Kharja, Daklah, Farafra… Sounds easy? It wasn’t. If there was one truck per hour that would have been busy. I had lots of thinking time; and the Sahara captured my thoughts, my memories, my hopes. When I couldn’t find a ride, I paid for a local taxi. Before I started on this Sahara quest, I had my clothes and local dialect working for me.

Clothes and local dialect? Years ago when I was in Morocco, I took a Peace Corps-sponsored crash course in the Moroccan dialect of Arabic—it made street exchanges easy; but that dialect didn’t work here in Egypt. How did I get around it? I spent many months on Chenzi’s felucca, his small wooden sailing boat—just him, me, the felucca and the Nile.

After a couple days with Chenzi, I started going ashore with him when he did his shopping. Shopping? He knew a network of farmers along the bank. Most often his shopping was a barter or favours for whatever fruit/veg/meat was in season. Language was hard at first. But I walked with Chenzi almost every time he went ashore. He was good with that.

My clothes had rich tourist written all over them—and they were not practical for felucca life. I saw how to dress myself as a fellaheen, with gallabiya, kamis. Chenzi showed me where and how to get them—then how to wear them. Subtle changes in my mentality helped me to gradually leave behind the modernity of Cairo, of Egypt.

Little by little, building on my past Arabic language basics from Morocco, I started to pick up Egyptian “street”, or rather “fellaheen” Arabic with Chenzi. He saw my fascination with plants—stopping along the shoreline at beautifully regal groves of date palms (Phoenix dactylifera) and the rare blue lotus (Nymphaea caerulea) found in quiet eddies close to shore.

That was the Nile. Those were my memories, my distant dreams.

Desiccated by the Sahara and on the edge of an oasis waiting for a ride, I longed for those water-filled days. But I am on a quest. I have a thing called the Pharaonic landscape—I figure deep in the Sahara are the roots of this strange ancient culture and the fellaheen music of Umm Kulthum. Those roots have been overgrown by modern, bucket-list, Disneyland-style tourism. My months on Chenzi’s felucca up and down the Nile were me trying to rid myself of fast-paced modern time, fast-paced modern pop-life. It worked.

Now I am on my own in the Sahara, waiting for a ride. Sandpaper, coarse sandpaper blowing over and burning on me. Dreaming of moisture, of water.

And why? Why the hell am I doing this? Through first-hand immersion, I have, throughout my career, searched those subtle existential relationships flittering between music, landscape, culture and the evanescent portals from material to spiritual. I have dedicated my life to an examination of the realities of the outer landscape becoming the transcendent landscape.

Thus I decided to disappear on the nourishing edge of a river whose source has always been dark… on the arid edge of the Sahara… on the aged edge of Pharaonic culture. The music was pulling me. I had hoped these experiences would enhance my design and career efforts as a landscape architect to produce for people a life more intriguing, more interesting, more enriching via enhanced association with plants, gardens, landscapes.

So, absorbed in my landscape cocoon, I put aside my most dear girlfriend and emotional lifeline, Bree and my professional reputation when I went on walkabout in Egypt, the Nile, the Sahara.

Mistakes? You decide.

***


Sand Surfing

Hitching out of Bahariya at the last gas station on the road to Siwa, I got lucky. A young guy with desert-sun brown skin was filling up a Toyota 4x4. The huge SUV had Sand Surfer advertising all over it. I did my thing—offered to pay for his gas if he would give me a ride to Siwa.

Deal!

Mohamed, told me to call him Mo, and I shook hands. Before we left, he asked to check my passport because tourists were not allowed through the military check points along the way. I still had my 36-month work visa sponsored by our joint-venture partner, a well-known top-ranked Egyptian AE (architecture/engineering) company. Mo said shouldn’t be a problem. And off we went, as the crow flies, 300km till Siwa.

On the way, I learned that Mo, born in Siwa, had graduated from Cairo University majoring in modern languages—German, French, Italian, Spanish and of course English. He asked me what I was looking for.

“I am not interested in the national parks, the White Desert or the Black Desert…”

“So, is it sand-surfing or just a taste of its lifelessness—that covers just about most of the non-standard tourists?”

He made me think. I had pictured myself not at all as a tourist. What I intended to do… I had given it much thought while hitching… was about exploring the lifelessness and the storied shape-shifting cultural landscape roots in the Great Sand Sea… maybe uncovering the essence of what I called the Pharaonic landscape.

“I want more than a taste, but I don’t want to endanger my life.”

I was feeling a bit self-conscious now. If I described any more of my motivations, I’d sound even more like a green-horn tourist wanting to get a feel… wanting to experience the nature, the aura of the Great Sand Sea. Isn’t that what the camping in all the Great Sand Sea tourist packages is for?

Mo said, “I don’t know exactly what you want but I can outline how we can help… for a fair price.”

“I am not looking to take photos or anything like that. I just want some alone time amongst the dunes.”

“Being alone in the Great Sand Sea is a danger to human life—you understand, right?”

“Mo, I have the basics in my carpet bag—ultra light tent, solar blanket, almonds/dates for a couple days, first aid kit, knife, sun creme, compass…”

“Water. What about water? And you know how easy it is, compass or not, to get disoriented out in those dunes. And should a dust storm arise? Kiss your life goodbye.”

“Okay, what do you suggest?”

“Look, it’s almost dark, why don’t you spend the night in our Sand Surfer Centre. We can talk this through in detail tomorrow.”

The next day Mo introduced me to his no.2, Chisisi. He said, “My no.2 is my older cousin, he also graduated from Cairo University. He knows, as much as anyone can, about the Great Sand Sea around Siwa. Chisisi is a warrior, a warrior who saves people from the angry Sahara.”

I asked Chisisi, “Warrior?”

“The angry Sahara is not just about its fabled dust storms. Here is how I look at it. There is a passive angry Sahara and an aggressive angry Sahara.”

“How so?”

“You know, everyone knows about the dust storms that move in like a weather front. But on the passive side… the weather might be good clear or even cloudy but calm… mirages… I am not talking about the Hollywood-type of water, oasis mirage… something more passive but life threatening… it is subtle—almost internal, mental… mean and silent… disorients your sense of direction, ability to discriminate and your will to problem solve.”

“Let’s get on with it—what are you looking to do—spell it out?” Mo said.

Mo put me on the spot. I asked myself what I wanted to do, was it or wasn’t it just a typical tourist request?

“Okay, this is not a bucket list for me. I’m a landscape architect, a fan of Umm Kalthum, lived in Morocco, and six years in Saudi Arabia. The Great Sand Sea has history and mysteries. I ask myself why. I have no answer. So, I want to spend a couple days on my own in the Great Sand Sea to feel it, to assess it, to sensually analyze it. I know it’s dangerous but you guys know how to protect humans in the Great Sand Sea. Let’s work something out. I have no death wish. Do you understand?”

“How much window do you need?” Mo asked.

I guessed. “Three to four days—I don’t know. I’ll start with that. See the results and review what happens.”

“Okay, here’s what we can do.

“You’ve got many of the basics already—your clothes, the ones Chenzi set you up with, are good—just need to add loose-fitting trousers—we can arrange them—and don’t use any of your American/Chinese made stuff—they don’t work in the Great Sand Sea. You need nothing tight; but you need to have all of your skin protected. Clear?”

I nodded.

“And the rest of your gear… we figure… for four days… we need to set you up, just to be safe and sure, for six days with water and small, very light-weight packets of ultra-fuel cereal and endurance mixes—just mix with water. You’ll need to budget one litre of water/day—it looks like you are austere that way—that’ll help. We’ll give you a backpack with six one-litre plastic bottles of water.”

“I’ve carried five bottles before. I can do it.”

“And most important, we will provide a small satellite messaging device, a Garmin mini. It works in a few important ways. As a beacon it lets us find you when you are ready to come back. Plus we can track your walking path in real time. And if you have a difficulty, you can message us directly. It is essential for what you want to do. We can guarantee you won’t see or hear any other people.”

I had already trashed my mobile and laptop. I had no watch, only a compass. I had tried to cut all my modern world tethers. Now they wanted me to carry the Garmin. In my mind I hesitated but it was essential—like I told them, I had no death wish.

I tucked the Garmin deep in the bottom of my bag and I was getting into it.

***


Infinite Threats

Three days later, just before sunrise, we were on our way out of the Siwa Oasis into the Great Sand Sea, the Sahara. I felt nervous, excited but also confident because of Mo and Chisisi’s careful and complete preparation. Mo and I in one 4x4 and Chisisi behind us in a second 4x4—both with wide, large sand tires under low pressure.

I had asked not to be near any tourist camping or sand surfing spots. So Mo drove out of the oasis south on a track for 30 minutes. We were already out of sight of the oasis. Then we went SSE off the track for another hour up and down dunes I don’t know how many times. Finally we stopped in a flat surrounded by the Great Sand Sea.

I felt confident because yesterday we had done a dry run with all equipment—everything worked. I liked my setup. It was safe and in the background. Mo and Chisisi hugged me and said goodbye, then drove off. I listened. The sound of their vehicles faded as they disappeared over the closest dune.

Then it was quiet. No mechanics. Only the sweeping sounds of the breezes moving sands over the dunes. I felt small—like a young sparrow—uncertain—flittering. I took a deep breath and turned around, surveying 360 degrees of my new landscape. Now what? I felt like the desert was surveying me—a strange new bird—in an unknown place—sizing me up as I was sizing it up.

I saw the sand. I felt the intense heat from the sand below and the sun above. I needed shelter from the sun’s blinding brightness. And a rasping-sand-filled wind scratched at my exposed skin. I wrapped the cloth over my face and pulled my hands inside. The Sahara took control.

I couldn’t think about plans for survival, where to walk, where to pitch for the night. Sand and overhead sun drove my thoughts. I wandered, I don’t know where. In a brief moment of self-consciousness I asked myself, is this my penance? Is this what I must go through to find the Pharaonic landscape?

My first night—calm and clear.

Clear? No city lights. No electricity at all. No sounds.

Silence.

No moon.

A gazillion brilliant stars.

I should have realized that I was on a downhill trip to depression—but I didn’t. At first I was amazed by all the stars from sand dune horizon to sand dune horizon—360 degrees of sand dune horizon—360 degrees of night sky clarity. And then my mind tricks began.

Endless stars, endless sand and me in the midst. I observed—what was I observing? The observer, as finite as I was—was surrounded by endlessness, by infinity. And I couldn’t stop observing. There was nothing else.

My mind was relentless. I couldn’t escape, my stomach churned—lack of understanding—I choked on infinity—I had no respite—I could not run away—all I could see was entrapment by something I didn’t understand.

On a cool desert night I was sweating a storm. Then the strangest pop-culture respite—The Truman Show—it was all a stage set. That respite lasted as long as it took me to visualize the words. And then my existential anxiety overcame me again. Infinity and eternity danced over my soul, jumped on my very existence. There was no exit door. Driest mouth and throat but I had already drunk my daily quota. I had to tough it out. I became recurrently sick to my stomach before my bodily systems just gave out and I lost consciousness. Sleep—a blessing.

Until I woke up.

Then the rising sun, returning in all its glory burned my eyelids. The day had begun. Sand sea? The sand desert is the opposite of water. It is no water, no life, no hope.

The water, the ocean—there is hope that land is there. The sand desert is land but no hope. My water bottles are like a fuse. Drinking them is like the fuse burning down. And at the end… of the fuse… of the water… there is death. Might it be welcome? And is that death not a portal to infinity, eternity… that never-ending uncomfortable weirdness? Depressing thoughts smothered with existential uncertainties… endlessness of endlessness.

Sun getting hotter. Heat from the sands getting hotter still. No shade. Wind picking up. Sandy grit in my face—no time for existential thoughts. Shelter. I needed shelter. I had no shelter.

The day had been clear, hot and always too bright, as the sun is on the arid Tropic of Cancer. As the sun set the clouds moved in and I was glad not to be confronted with star infinity. I pitched, covered up and…

The Sahara sun and sand had done me in. I couldn’t ask any questions. I couldn’t answer any questions. I closed my eyes. Memories filled my head like dreams. They flitted through like rolodex cards one after another—so real life. I still can’t be sure if I was sleeping or not—if I was dreaming or hallucinating—the entire daylight sun/sand/heat experience had been too much. But the following happened.

I had been living in Giza at the foot of the Great Pyramid walking distance in the neighbourhood of the Sphinx. These built wonders of the world came with their own baggage. It was not a clean, clear story. I asked myself, can it be that Ancient Egypt is being smothered by dense modern tourism? Has the Egyptian Disneyland paved over the ancient spirit I sought?

Late one night, long after the pulsating son et lumiere final tourist pitch sent the crowds home, when I was walking the perimeter of the Great Pyramids, I chanced upon another “lost soul” or so I thought.

I saw an older man, limping, a cripple. Looked European. And he wasn’t being hassled by any dragomen. I approached him out of curiosity because I had never seen another explorer during my late nights at Giza.

Thus began a friendship that took me to the starting point of my Egyptian walkabout. We met regularly in Giza on our late-night walks among the pyramids. Over months I came to know the Professor, a Jesuit, cultural anthropologist academic dedicating his life to field research. He became my local source of information.

In my talks with the Professor, I revealed all my Egyptian experiences, preconceptions and quests. He was on a similar quest—what really happened in the landscape on this planet before written history. Same but different, as I learned. While I looked for cultural roots in the landscape, the Professor, through his gemmology quest, sought to unravel landscape mysteries, seeking threads, clues to pre-Mesopotamian civilizations embedded in gemstones.

Born in Malta, he was affiliated with The Griffith Institute at the University of Oxford, spoke academic English, French and the local Arabic dialect. He was a “hair shirt” kind of guy (a person in touch with the locals, not inclined at all with packaged tourism). He suggested I get away from the masses, let the S’h’ra (he used Arabic pronunciation, never pronounced Sahara as it is spelled in textbook English), let the S’h’ra sands seep in. I was ready for that. My Sahara experiences on the edge of Big Cairo had been strangely unsettling. There had to be more.

He invited me to visit him in Helwan, next to the Rokn Farouk Museum on the bank of the Nile. There, I could always find him in a small coffee house, at midday. He said the environment would be more conducive for talks about Ancient Egypt.

I was wrapped by the inescapable sands and their existential threats. I needed something to hold onto. These memories, they became my handhold—hallucinations, dreams? These were memories and in the Great Sand Sea they became my cocoon.

***


Sakkara

First night, second night or third night, I can’t remember which—same as the days. As I looked back on those nights, the prominence of the Professor reflected how I had valued his input before I walked away from my job and began in earnest my search for the Pharaonic landscape.

Ancient Egypt? More ancient than the Sahara? Really? The Sahara must be able to tell humans their existential story. But in which language? Music? Culture? Were their roots discoverable in this strange landscape?

But that landscape overwhelmed me. I was seeking something to grab on to. I was dreaming about how I got to this place of my dreams that was turning out to be my own existential hell. Together the Professor and I had walked the banks of the Nile. The Nile? Oh the relief of green and water—the thoughts, the memories were so real—but wait—this must be the formation of a mirage—none of which I could touch—yet was so real in my mind and I was hankering so intensely. The Professor visited me or I visited him. We did it together. It began on the shore of the Nile. He told me about a guest house not on any tourist map.

“Let’s take a short walk to that guest house I told you about. We can have a drink, relax and talk about the future.”

“I’m good with that.” We walked west in the direction of where Madinat al Badrashin meets the Sahara. After 15 minutes slow walking, we arrived at the Sakkara Guest House—two stories of old mud brick construction scratched by blowing sand and burnished by the sun.

The inside felt the same—old, scratched and burnished construction—cheap looking, ill-maintained. The owner was not at the front desk. We walked right in. Just off the entry, beside the owner’s desk was a commons room. In it I saw five plastic tables, each with two, three or four plastic chairs, high ceiling, no fan and behind a small serving bar, a refrigerator, a sink, a cabinet of glasses, a single gas burner and a coffee grinder. No AC, no TV, and surprisingly in a far corner, a piano.

The owner was in the common room, behind the bar making tea and coffee for his guests. Before we sat down, the Professor said to the owner, “Salam alaykum, Daka, jooj chai (two teas).”

The Professor turned to me and said, “Let’s discuss a plan to get you together with the felucca owner Chenzira, known as Chenzi.”

“Let’s talk about what I want to do, first, and how the felucca could get me there—this is not supposed to be a tourist trip—it is about the Nile and the Sahara—I’m not into names or dates. I want to get out of the day-to-day contemporary rush—don’t get me wrong, I don’t want anything like Paul Bowles’ Moroccan Sheltering Sky story. I’d like to absorb myself in a non-mechanized exposure to the Nile and the Sahara—is Chenzi the guy?”

“Christopher, let me share with you the last time I was here with Chenzi when he talked with a man who had just spent six months in his felucca.

“The subject was music… not as cut and dried as those 4 words… Daka heard it all too. The guy… if I remember correctly, his name was Muhleman… probably European… or South African… he sat down at the piano… he was accomplished on the keyboard.

“He’d play and then he’d talk and then he’d play more… it was all S’h’ra and Ancient Egypt.”

The Professor then spoke Arabic to Daka, “Most amazing—do you remember, my friend?”

Daka, looking out the window on the S’h’ra… appeared distant… somewhere else… It was as though Daka was willing the hugeness of the S’h’ra into our small commons room. Something fit but didn’t fit… awkward.

The Professor continued, “It was the music. His music carried something. Muhleman played contemporary Arabic music—like the intros to an Umm Kalthum number… then he would subtly shift to tunes from Ancient Egypt… accompanied by his monologue, designed to take us on some kind of voyage… a trip… a path into the S’h’ra… into the past. And on that day Chenzi was in the room with us.

“Chenzi had been in the Upper Nile with Muhleman for six months. And as Chenzi told me later, during those six months, days at a time would go by without a word spoken between them.”

I liked what I was hearing about the felucca up the Nile. It sounded like Muhleman had the Sahara sands get into him—at least that’s what it sounded like.

“And what’s happened to Muhleman?” I asked the Professor.

“Nobody knows.”

I twisted and turned under my tent, sand scratching my every movement. Just like that story, the gritty Sahara sand got under my skin… and every grain of sand, though small, had an immense aura, boding an irrepressible frightening.

***


Hauled Out

I used a plastic bag to contain my inorganic refuse. I buried all organic refuse deep in the sand. Weather was calm, clear. Sun was bright. No trees, no shrubs, no grasses. Wildlife? No tracks.

Peaceful? I think why most people say peaceful is because there are no mechanical noises—no humming engines, no whooshing tires on asphalt, no whining AC.

Peaceful? Me and my thoughts. Same every day.

And my mind—not peaceful but restless. Running from one topic to the next at a speed just as fast as modern civilization—even faster. Same every day. Took me a while to slow it down—if I ever did.

No wonder it is called the Great Sand Sea. It is like being alone in the middle of an ocean—confronted by an infinity in real life. Endlessness surrounding me. All my senses caught in infinity—an uncomfortable, depressing weirdness. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Every day the same. Before I knew it, the meaninglessness of my existence got squeezed by eternity—over and over ad infinitum. And what I was doing meant absolutely nothing.

I shook my head, my shoulders, my whole body to bring my here-and-now senses back to life. I had to shake myself from that deepest fear that only suicide could relieve.

I tried thinking of Bree and her Jungfrau Region haybarn—oh the richesse and simplicity of our life together in the Swiss Alp highlands, but under the S’h’ra influence all that I could see were her warnings about something strange and horrific buried in the Sahara. I tried ever so hard to see my beloved Bree working with plants in her haybarn garden—nothing, just the Great Sand Sea. Infinity closing in, my throat drying up.

The daytime was too much. No matter how many dunes I climbed over, it was the same. Crystal clear sky, my infinity blanket. The sun rose higher, the sky was clear. The brightness of the sun overtook the sky. And the reflected brightness and heat off the sand were intolerable. The sun and the sand had no romantic attraction anymore—just a daytime version of the night star infinity.

The S’h’ra had erased the Sahara. I had lost my Bree. That was weird—not just weird but deeply uncomfortable. Couldn’t analyze. I didn’t know where I was going or what I was supposed to do… then I got a beep from my Garmin. I dug it out of my bag. Mo and Chisisi were coming to haul me out.

They picked me up. They asked me questions. I couldn’t talk. I climbed into the back of their vehicle. They stopped asking me questions, talking quietly only between themselves. I was in a strange daze. I could hear them but it was in the distance—like a dream. They were speaking Arabic. They were whispering. I heard some words—it almost seemed to be my native language, but it wasn’t in English—sand fever-sand fever. I felt relief, fatigue… fading, under mental anaesthesia for days until I could organize and plan.

***


The Long Walk

At the end I returned from Siwa, hitching via Bahariya to Cairo. I had been almost a year on my Pharaonic landscape quest. I had enough searching. I bottom-lined it as a dead end. I ran away from the S’h’ra. My head felt like it was the desert itself. The sands had taken me. I didn’t like the feeling. I was on my way back; but I was empty.

Hitching from the gas stations, I was dressed in the clothes Chenzi had helped me pick out to blend in. I never blended in; but I looked the part.

All I had left from my year in the Pharaonic landscape was my carpetbag—the outsized shoulder-strapped jack bag that I had picked up in the Khan Khalili before I set out.

While waiting for a ride, I looked at the insides of that bag—looking for what? What I had left behind? Some clues to my past before going off the grid—walkabout?

I rummaged through its contents—a couple bottles of water, some hygiene stuff, my one-man REI coop emergency tent and my special box—a small mother of pearl inlay, large enough for my number 2 pencils, Swiss army knife and A6 size note papers.

I can’t remember. I think I kept my memories in there too. But I’m foggy on that. I had not written one word in it while I was wandering in the Great Sand Sea.

The desert—it had used silence to vacuum my energy. Its presence undid my intelligence, scattered my thoughts with such intensity that all I could think of… The desert forced me to be too close to the existential thoughts that always depressed me. Took away my life force.

I was on foot. My last ride from Bahariya took me close to Sixth of October. I was back in the aura of Big Cairo. It would be a long walk and I had more to go before the Sphinx/Great Pyramids, Mena House in Giza. I was beat.

My thoughts depressed me. I had hoped to get into the music and landscape links as existential fundamentals… but… the Sahara had left me with nothing. My examinations of Umm Kalthum’s Nile Delta? Again nothing. Two years in Egypt and nothing. Emptiness—no result—no fun at all. Algernon Blackwood’s Descent into Egypt had seduced me then misled me. Nothing—big-time mistake.

And now I walked through one of Cairo’s new towns. Oh, the Sixth of October had its street trees and parks—Jacaranda, Delonix, Plumeria, how many different Cassia, palm trees in varieties—but I was always in battle with cars, busses, trucks and their roads.

Such aggressive sounds, smells, horns—so damn noisy. Cairo was originally a pedestrian-only city and now pedestrian access had been impeded by multilane, limited-access vehicular networks. They had it nicely, once before. Hell, Cairo was, once upon a time, walkable, no different than the Moroccan medinas. No longer.

***


Welcome Back

I finally got to Giza and the Mena House. Had used up the last of my fluss (Egyptian cash) on food and water on my way in from Bahariya. At the Mena House hotel check-in desk I discovered none of my credit cards, including my trusty AmEx card, were usable. My first digital re-entry into the modern world—I hadn’t thought about these kinds of things since I dumped my iPhone and computer into the Nile 12 months ago.

I wasn’t really shocked; but I was numb. I just stood there in my Egyptian hitch-hiking clothes for a couple, seemingly endless, moments. After all, I had been a year on the Pharaonic landscape quest, and the S’h’ra was still in me. The speed of the S’h’ra and the speed of modern Egypt? Cultural opposites.

The desk clerk ignored me. I looked at him, not sure what would happen next. He wasn’t looking at me. He was intent on his computer screen and said, “Excuse me, I’ll be right back.” He turned around, opened a door just behind him and entered a back-of-house office.

That gave me time to try to figure out what to do. Some internal lights slowly began to turn on. So, by the time the desk clerk returned, I remembered my emergency traveller’s checks. Used them for the hotel check-in.

Okay, things were working. But my head? Slow as molasses in January. Everything was slow motion. I certainly wasn’t at Big Cairo speed, nor was I dressed in Big Cairo 5-star destination style. The S’h’ra had taken all from me.

The desk clerk, impatient with my transaction speed, handed me off to a young trainee girl. Finally, I got some words out. I asked, “A room on the garden side, please?”

She looked at me strangely then said, “We do have some rooms with Pyramid views if you’d like?”

“No, thank you.” The most popular rooms facing the pyramids? No way, I’d had my fill. My infatuation with the Sahara and Giza Pyramids had run its course.

I had been to-ing and fro-ing with the people at the front desk for what seemed like an hour when somebody’s movement nearby caught my attention.

An older guy… he looked very familiar, tall, white hair, grizzled, square jawed, well-dressed. At first, his name failed me.

He looked both imperious yet welcoming… finally, I remembered his name… Will Clendenon. He was sitting in the lounge close to the reception desk.

I’d been one year walking the Egyptian landscape, the Sahara, the Nile. I forgot about a lot of my professional life.

He stood up and walked toward me, did I see a hint of a smile? I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone; but I had no choice. Will, looking me up and down, reached out to shake my hand then invited me to sit down with him in a quiet corner of the lounge.

“Why didn’t you complete your assignment?” he asked.

Though I should have expected it, his question hit me like a glassful of ice water thrown in my face. He was the guy whom I worked for in Yenbo and he was the guy that got me the job in Cairo almost two years ago. At least I remembered the context; but I had no answer to his question. I needed something to drink and not alcohol.

He called a waiter over. I asked for a bottle of still water. The waiter brought it back immediately.

Will looked me over again as I opened the water and took a couple slow drinks.

“Take your time. Tell me what happened.”

“Let me have a moment—you want me to start from the beginning?”

“Tell me everything, yes.”

“Will, it’s a difficult story to tell. It is mixed up. I’ll try but it will be a strange flow.” I was having trouble knowing where to start and what details to tell. I drank some more water.

“I am waiting to hear why you walked away from your job.”

“The desert. The desert talks clearly. Black and white. Water is there or water is not there. Life or absence of life. White or black. There is no in-between. Do you follow? But black and white is not enough. We humans live in the in-between. In between black and white. For us it is all grey, confusing shades of grey… you asked why I walked away? The grey and Alan—too much.

“The job was a joke and the desert was too strong. The job? Make-work by the Egyptian administrators using a small percentage of their international grant funds—the balance from what they hid in Cyprus. They weren’t going to design and build anything here. My days were spent measuring my paycheck against my tax liabilities, swatting flies and shovelling through Alan’s damnable word salads. The desert was strong. And my job as diaphanous as the decorative silks inside a Cairo whorehouse.”

“Jesus, CJ, is that all you’ve got after a year? We had to declare you dead and you weren’t available for any assignments. What the hell were you doing? What was so important that you threw away our work, our relationship and your professional career?”

I could feel myself warming up—the synapses had been encrusted by endless dry, sandy days in the Sahara. The waters and humidity of the Nile never reached my synapses. It wasn’t until Will’s repeated direct questioning that I started to feel my internal electricity flow.

I asked Will, “How did you know I was here and why?”

He looked at me, hard and long. Too long. “Let me be clear, CJ. The only reason I am here is because you successfully gathered information from members of the Saudi Royal family, saved us and the Client money in Yenbo and gave a dependable and respectable image to your landscape architecture profession on a huge project of international importance, Yenbo New Town. Give me the bottom line. What happened last year in Cairo?”

I was getting clearer. “Two things. Alan was asshole. And the young technical staff provided by the Egyptian consultants had no energy. Never turned up before 11 in the morning, drank an espresso or two over their mobiles and disappeared the rest of the day. On site the project was just a time-wasting façade—was never going to be built. And me? I had to learn about this ancient landscape.”

I surprised myself with the directness of my answer.

Will didn’t give me any time to think. He asked, “So, what’s your move now?”

“I’ve had too much thinking time and I’m damn near skint.”

“More than that. You don’t officially exist anymore. Your Executor closed the books. Everyone you knew, your family, your landscape architecture colleagues—they all think Christopher Janus is dead. That’s a quandary of your own making.”

He paused again to let his last comments sink in deeply then said, “What’s your move?”

I had no answer. Dead? I was flummoxed.

“Listen CJ, I want JeanClaude to de-brief you before I make my decision. So, for now, finish checking in and JeanClaude will contact you.”

I was feeling sheepish but rose and was able to firmly return Will’s handshake as he got up to leave. I sat back down for a few moments before getting up to finish my check-in… dead? Hadn’t settled in fully; but the implications? Huge, I was sure.

***


Decompression

I passed my next few days without leaving my room. Had the Sahara overwhelmed my lungs? Had it overwhelmed the Nile? I was filled with uncertainty about what I had done. About my purpose. About where I was going.

But there was one small bronze bell crisply, yet ever so softly, ringing in the background of my thoughts, as it had sporadically the last couple months. In my mind, I unconsciously had grabbed a hold of my days and nights with Bree in her Swiss Alps Jungfrau Region haybarn—but was that an emotional mirage? The uncertainty was strong. Gut wrenching. Too much wrenching.
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