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PART ONE


1919–1937





1


Life seemed so wonderful to all of us in those happy days in Cairo.


We lived in what I suppose you might call luxury, in our white house, with its lawns leading to the Nile at the end of our grounds, while the broad avenues of the city itself were lined with shops, hotels with dance bands, the Gezira Club with its polo and golf and swimming.


We were so happy – that is the word that springs to mind as we grew up – Serena, the most beautiful of them all, the daughter of an Egyptian Copt; Greg, my brother, who married her; Teddy Pollock, the self-confessed playboy – all friends who would dance the nights away after desert rides to the Step Pyramid at Sakkara or midnight swims at the Mena House. Then there was Aly, Serena’s brother, and his friends – Gamal Nasser, the earnest young student, and Anwar Sadat, the eager debater …


Were so many of us blind because we didn’t see the other side of life – the thousands of beggars, the heaps of refuse, the indescribable poverty? Our parents hardly seemed to notice. My father, the Egyptian Adviser, loved everything about the country, as did Serena’s father, Sirry Pasha. Yet did they never realise the debauchery into which King Farouk eventually sank, or never comprehend the sinister motives of his ADC, General Osman Sadik?


I wonder sometimes whether the splendour of Egypt blinded us to the real facts of life, in much the same way as the servile smile of an Arab anxious to sell a scarab to a British Tommy masked a hatred of the foreign oppressor. But then Cairo was a city of intrigue which cast a spell over all of us. Beautiful and brown, selfish yet tolerant, it beguiled us, and the soft breezes from the Nile lulled us into a sense of false security.


I remember once, when I was very young, my father holding me as we watched the trams overflowing with passengers and I was even more fascinated by the shining tram-lines glinting in the sun. I asked Father where they led.


‘Like everything else in Cairo,’ he said. ‘Round and round in circles, to everywhere and nowhere.’


When I look back, life seems first to have come into focus one hot Cairo afternoon in 1919 when Serena was barely a year old and I was ten.


I was too young really to understand why, earlier in the day, our tranquil life had been unaccountably replaced by worried parental frowns, anxious clucking by Mother, grunts of exasperation by Father, furtive looks from the servants. At the age of ten I felt that my father should explain the sudden tensions, the occasional noisy reports that sounded like cars backfiring.


‘Father, you told me the other day that Egypt is a Protectorate,’ I had asked. ‘Why are the Egyptians so cross with us if we are protecting them?’


‘Perhaps they don’t want to be protected,’ he said, adding cryptically, ‘The pot’s boiling over.’


‘Don’t leave the grounds on any account,’ Mother interrupted, and made me promise.


‘He couldn’t go out anyway,’ Father pointed out. ‘Martial law’s been proclaimed. And that means they’ll shoot on sight.’


‘Can’t I even go to Garden City?’ I exclaimed. On the other side of the road there was a playground in the area known by that name, a beautiful section with many fine buildings, including embassies. It wasn’t as beautiful as our grounds, but it had one advantage: we could play with other children, under supervision. ‘But as I don’t have to look after Greg?’ I asked; for my younger brother was in the Anglo-American Hospital having his tonsils out.


‘He’ll be back in a couple of days,’ promised my father. ‘Then we’ll go to the Garden playground, Mark.’


Holt House, as our house was known, was huge, as befitted the home of the Egyptian Adviser. Long and low, the reception rooms lay on either side of the Long Gallery which ran from one end of the house to the other. One side gave on to the short drive from the Garden City entrance, the other, with equally wide handsome double doors halfway along the gallery, faced on to the lawns and the Nile beyond.


The house had been built when Turkish influence on Egyptian architecture was still pronounced, and this accounted for the space of the grounds, the lofty rooms, and above all our favourite room for playing when children.


This was the Turkish music room, an appendage to the main rectangular building, built by a Turkish architect. It was not only soundproof but had a stage, and at the rear, high up and with no stairs visible, a gallery with a metal lattice screen where in the old days the ladies of the harem, using the back stairs, could climb up and watch, unseen, as the men below listened to the music.


It was the perfect place for hide and seek, but today there was no one to hide and no one to seek. I was bored. Suddenly there were more sharp noises and I ran out into the garden. Coming towards us was Madame Sirry, who lived in the next house to ours and which was almost as large. A wicket gate separated our two properties. She strode through the gate together with the year-old Serena and a nanny.


‘Could we come in until the din’s stopped?’ I heard her ask my parents. ‘My husband is at the Abdin Palace and took Aly with him – he likes to play in the guardroom with the soldiers while his father has an audience with the sultan.’


Aly was the five-year-old son of Madame Sirry, who, French by birth, had married Sirry Pasha, a rich Copt, and a close friend and adviser to the sultan, Fuad. My father called Sirry ‘a member of the palace clique’, and I knew that Father often discussed Anglo-Egyptian problems with him.


‘Of course,’ cried Father as my mother walked across the large green lawns. ‘I have to go soon, but you’ll stay for lunch, eh?’


Serena, the Sirry baby, was in her pram, and the nanny, a young Egyptian girl named Fathia, from the Sirrys’ estate in the Nile Delta, was rolling her eyes with fear.


‘Don’t be silly,’ said Madame Sirry, not unkindly to the nanny. ‘You’ll be safe in this garden. You watch over Serena, understand?’ The girl nodded dumbly. I heard Madame Sirry whisper to Mother, ‘I came because the servants have panicked. They don’t want to be involved, in case Egyptians are ordered to attack the British. So stupid!’


‘Of course you must stay for lunch,’ Mother soothed her, while Father continued to prepare to leave for the High Commissioner’s office. Mother and Madame Sirry – with me, of course – joined Father in the study, and Mother asked in her vague sort of way, ‘Oh dear! They do enjoy making a fuss! What’s it about this time?’


My father loved explaining things and he had great patience, especially with my mother. ‘Zaglul is the leader of Egypt’s National Party,’ he began. ‘I’ve always found him good mannered, but he is a fervent nationalist, and all this nonsense started after the war, when President Wilson made his fourteen-point declaration of self-determination.’ He went on, ‘Zaglul says it applies to Egypt just like any other country. I agree in principle, but only when the moment is ripe. But what did the Foreign Office mandarins do? They arrested Zaglul and booted him off to Malta. That will only cause more trouble.’


Father was right. Student demonstrators had already started rampaging through the streets, smashing up tramcars in Cairo, with women students often leading the attacks, bringing the city to a standstill. Already eight British soldiers had been killed by mobs.


When Father left, my mother suggested to Madame Sirry that the two of them go into the sitting room for coffee, adding to me, ‘You go and play in the garden. And keep an eye on Serena.’


‘But Fathia’s there.’


‘Maybe she’s more frightened than you are, Mark,’ Madame Sirry smiled at me. ‘I trust you. You’ll be Serena’s protector.’


‘And don’t tread on the flowers!’ Mother loved her garden with the passion of someone who had turned three acres of dusty ground into a place of rare beauty – all in the twelve years the Holts had lived in Cairo. She had installed a pump to draw water from the Nile, and now the walls of our house were covered with bougainvillaea and other exotic creepers. The beds blossomed with cannas, fuchsias or hibiscus, edged with petunias surrounding green lawns stretching to the trees with glimpses of the river between the heliotrope of jacaranda, the white silky frangipani and the scarlet flame trees.


Above all, it was a happy garden. Even the lazy hum of dragonflies seemed to have a contented sound to them. There was no formality about the flowers, no horrible Turkish crescents or circular rose beds. Mother had really made the plants look as though they grew wild – wild but with great thought and care. She even had her own flower room, in which she changed all the flowers in the house daily; she had told me once that in a way it was her sanctuary; she was happiest of all when the gardener arrived with an arm full of flowers and laid them out on the marble table for her to arrange.


‘Why don’t you play in the cathedral tree?’ Mother said to me now. ‘That’ll keep the sun off Serena.’


I was going to the tree anyway, for after the music room it was our favourite place to play. It was a giant, gnarled banyan tree at the end of the grounds near the river. No one knew how old it was, but it must have been very ancient, for its branches had turned and twisted downwards, like the hanging tentacles of some evil, prehistoric animal, almost alive. Over the decades the branches had reached the ground and taken root. By now they were huge, and formed a circle of pillars so that, under a canopy of leaves, my brother Greg and I could run in and out of what we had christened the cathedral tree.


At times, though, our imagination would be replaced by twinges of fear, and then the tree was no longer a cathedral but a prison in which I would be locked away for ever behind ‘pillars’ which had become bars, and I would become a prisoner for life, like the gangs of manacled men I sometimes saw in town, trudging hopelessly within a stone’s throw of the smart shops and busy streets they would never see again.


Today, however, it was a cathedral tree, and I beckoned the nanny to wheel Serena towards the hiding place, inside the banyan’s grotesque roots. Even though a baby, Serena was already beautiful, but still (with all the wisdom of a ten-year-old) I felt it a bit thick turning me into an assistant nanny.


I had just pulled the pram through the entrance when the garden seemed to erupt in a terrifying orgy of shouts and threats. Dozens of figures, who had obviously smashed open the Garden City gates, came racing into our grounds, shouting, ‘Down with the British!’ ‘Egypt for Egyptians!’ and even, ‘Kill the British!’


I almost screamed myself, but peering through the roots I swallowed hard instead, the muscles in my throat suddenly hurting. My arms seemed stiff with fright and though I clasped the handle of the baby’s pram I couldn’t at first unlock my fingers.


I caught one glimpse of Fathia’s eyes, white with terror, before she bolted for the wicket gate and the Sirry residence. And I was left, threatened by the howling mob, with Mother inside the house, but with Serena and me unseen. I heard more screams, picked out the word ‘Traitor!’ presumably directed at the nanny who had vanished, but none of the rioters realised from where she had come. Serena was still sleeping on her back, clutching a bottle in two tiny hands.


Never before had I seen hooligans trampling all over Mother’s precious gardens. Yet I had often in my brief youth seen the contrasts in the daily face of Cairo. Once, looking at the plate-glass window of Cirucel’s department store, I saw the reflection of a small alley that jutted off the main street. Suddenly – as though I had photographed it – I saw an Egyptian in a galabiya and the glint of his knife as he stabbed an English soldier in khaki shorts who had been haggling with a street trader at the opening of the alley. I screamed, but even before I could tug at my mother’s skirts the street had emptied and my mother, irritated and hot, was dragging me away. Cairo was always like that – the rich and the beggar boys, the serene sun next to the sinister shadows, as close to each other as the neatly swept pavements in the shopping street and the stinking piles of refuse and excrement. But a mob ruining Mother’s garden – that was different!


I was shaking with fear, hardly able to hold the handle of the pram. And I was terrified that Serena might suddenly yell and reveal our hiding place. Not that it mattered really; my prayer for silence was instinctive, for the mob was shrieking, trampling all over Mother’s cannas, kicking and uprooting plants; they would never hear us behind our screen of branches. But where was Mother? And Madame Sirry?


There was nothing I could do. And when I saw some of the men wielding chisels and knives I was convinced we would all be killed at any moment. The noise brought out all our servants – a dozen of them, ranging from washerwomen to gardeners. Some came from the kitchen, the gardeners from the other end of the house, standing at first in bewildered groups as they watched the first rioters advance menacingly. I could see, through the bars of the cathedral tree, the puzzled looks turn to fear as first one then the rest ran back to the safety of the house, just as the Sirrys’ nanny had done. Then Mother and Madame Sirry emerged from the french windows – and they didn’t shrink back – not at first. I heard Mother exclaim something; Madame Sirry also shouted in rough, angry Arabic. But then, as the crowd moved towards the french windows, one of them threw a brick, or stone.


Others followed, picking up anything they could; it passed through my mind that they didn’t want to harm Mother so much as to frighten her, for the crowd jeered, pulled up plants and small shrubs by the roots and hurled them in a hail of filth at the women. At last Mother and Madame Sirry retreated into the house. The mob hesitated, and then Serena, suddenly awake, started screaming her head off. I didn’t know what to do. Heart thumping – not realising that no one could hear anything, with all the noise – I picked her up as I had seen nannies do, and put her over my shoulder.


Mother had deserted us! That was my only thought. But as I peered between the thick root-branches I saw Mother’s face from an upstairs window. She knew where we were! She was making signs at me. They would have meant nothing to the rioters in the garden, even had they seen her, but to me they were wonderfully clear. First she gave me a blown kiss, then a thumbs up, and then – this I could plainly understand – she was holding one hand to her mouth, the other to her ear. She had telephoned for help!


At that moment I heard an even more sinister noise. Someone was creeping round the back of the grounds. I stood there shivering despite the heat, suddenly cold with terror. I couldn’t see the man, for he was creeping through the grove of citrus trees that stood on their own near the river. I waited for someone to hurl a weapon at me. And then a face materialised directly in front of me. I couldn’t see who it was because sudden tears blurred my vision. Then I made out a pair of eyes, the whites showing in a coal-black moon face, and my tears turned to a cry of relief.


‘Oh, Zola!’ I put my arms round his chest. ‘We’re all right now.’ In many ways Zola, our head butler, was my best friend, a shining, black Nubian whose name had been so difficult to pronounce when my father engaged him twelve years ago that he had christened him ‘Zola’ after his favourite author.


‘No, Master Mark,’ he whispered, safe for a moment in the cathedral tree. ‘I tell Lady Holt I come to get you. We escape quick – before they murder us.’


‘I’m not going to leave my mother!’ It was not bravado but fear that made me want to stay near her.


‘Lady Holt, she all right. She got a gun.’


‘Mother has a gun?’


‘Come on – be quick. Your mother tell me to take you to the felucca. We escape by the river.’


Our felucca was little more than a rowboat, though every boat was called a felucca in Cairo. We always kept it moored on the Nile below our grounds.


‘But why should they want to hurt us?’ I whispered. ‘Are they drunk?’


‘Hash,’ muttered Zola. ‘They’re filled with hash. Come on, Master Mark. We escape. They’re Lady Holt’s orders.’


I needed no further urging. I was afraid. I knew how dangerous Egyptians – especially anti-British Egyptians – could be when they smoked hash.


We quickly made our way towards the river. Then, at the top of the iron rail leading down to the water’s edge, I stopped. On the far side of the river I could see the sugar cane and vegetables stretching out to the great pyramid of Cheops twelve miles away. I was hesitating because I wasn’t sure what to do with the baby. I was still carrying the screaming Serena, and there was no way I could climb down the iron steps while she was in my arms.


‘I carry Miss Sirry,’ declared Zola. ‘Lady Holt give me some money. She tell me we should keep half each in case we are separated.’ Handing over two 100-piastre notes, he said, ‘Give me the baby, and you go down first, Master Mark.’ Zola’s face was creased with fear, the need for urgency. ‘When you in the boat, I hand over baby.’


‘You won’t leave us, will you, Zola?’


‘Never fear, Master Mark.’


But he did – accidentally. As soon as I had floundered on to the bare planks of the felucca I started readying the mooring line for a quick take-off. I saw the heavy bulk of Zola above me and began thinking, incongruously, how funny he looked with his galabiya tucked up round his knees. It was the first time I had ever seen his legs.


Panting, Zola leaned forward, grabbing the iron railing with one hand while I took Serena.


‘I’ve got her.’ I, too, was panting. ‘Here, hold the mooring rope.’ But Zola – or was it me? – let it slip, and the rope went into the water with a splash.


I leaned out to grasp it, and had almost reached it when I had to pull myself back to steady the felucca, which was in danger of capsizing.


‘Zola!’ I cried, for this was a disaster. A small boy alone in a boat with a baby – on the Nile! I had visions of Serena falling out and drowning. ‘Zola!’ I cried again. ‘Help me!’


‘Master Mark,’ yelled Zola, caution forgotten. ‘Give me your hand.’


I tried, but I had only one hand to spare. Serena was in my arms. If I leaned over too much both of us would certainly topple out.


‘I can’t reach,’ I said despairingly, while the baby, perhaps sensing danger, redoubled her yells.


Slowly, but not slowly enough, the boat started to drift away from the steep bank. Now Zola was almost wailing.


‘I can’t swim,’ he cried.


My last sight was of Zola standing there, clutching his head, as our boat slowly drifted away. I sat down – standing up rocked the boat – wondering what to do. There was nothing I could do. The baby now began to whimper, screwing up its eyes against the hot sunlight. I was as brown as a berry myself, and had no fear of sunburn, so I took off my shirt and draped it over the seat to form a kind of canopy, shielding Serena’s face from the shimmering waves of heat.


Whenever a boat approached I stood up, balancing carefully, shouted and waved. Nobody noticed. And there was no way I could control the felucca. Her single sail was far too heavy for me to manipulate, though I was able to handle the tiller. I realised that if I could steer us across the river we would hit either Gezira Island or Roda Island just to the south. And Roda was separated from Garden City by only a narrow channel. If I hit Roda someone would push or row us across for much less than the 100-piastre note that Zola had given me.


Time and again we all but touched the canal bank, as we drifted between Roda and the mainland. We were off Old Cairo – part of the city we were never allowed to visit, and which Father had once described as ‘a hotbed of depravity’. It looked horrible. The clean waterfront in our area, with its small boats, houseboats, even yachts, had given way to a river-bank which looked like a rubbish dump, much of the trash floating in the shallows. The buildings had changed too, as though to match the depravity of its inhabitants; squalid houses of peeling paint with small square windows out of which men and women peered furtively.


Suddenly, without warning, our felucca bumped into the bank. A stunted half-dead tree hung sadly over the water and I tied the mooring rope to it.


The boat safe, I climbed out with Serena in my arms – in itself a difficult manoeuvre. Twenty yards along a filthy alley two men approached. In Arabic I asked them if they could help. One swore at me, the other spat on the rutted dirt ground and pointed to the boat – and then they both ran towards it.


‘That’s my father’s boat!’ I yelled, running back towards them. ‘Don’t you dare touch it.’


‘We’re taking all British boats,’ one of them sneered as both men jumped into the felucca and started to pull away from the bank.


I could feel the stinging tears of anger. I was helpless and alone, with a crying baby and not the faintest idea where I was.


In Old Cairo, according to my mother, beggars and gritty dust ruled the tawdry shops and the alleys of the bazaar, and even from the river-bank I caught a whiff of mixed spices – fish perhaps, the scent of sandalwood, pepper, onions, kebabs cooking.


I was so thirsty that I could hardly wait for a drink. And it occurred to me that Serena might be crying because she, too, needed water. I walked towards an open square, fingering the note in the pocket of my flannel shorts.


The entire square was filled with patches of dusty, once-green grass, several statues of men on huge horses, and at the far end an arcade with a long row of balconies above. Even though I had never been to Old Cairo before, the row of balconies reminded me of the Anglo-American Hospital where I had spent two days when my tonsils had been removed. Near me several men and women sat crosslegged eating monkey nuts and dried melon seeds, and then I heard, even before I saw, the brass castanets which every seller of drinks used to announce his presence. I ran towards him.


‘Can I have a drink?’ I asked. ‘And for the baby, too.’


The drink salesman carried everything on his back, using a kind of harness. A jug with a long spout contained a sherbet drink. It was strapped to his shoulder, kept cool by a lump of ice. From the other side of the belt he carried a supply of glasses in a neat case.


‘What about payment?’ He eyed my scruffy form suspiciously.


‘Have you any change?’ I flashed a 100-piastre note.


‘Where did you get that?’ He was even more suspicious at the size of the note. ‘Did you steal it?’


‘My mother gave it to me,’ I said; I was almost in tears.


‘Well –’ he started, still looking at me doubtfully, though he finally served me. I imagine that he needed every sale.


I gulped down three glasses of sherbet, but some instinct warned me (perhaps remembering when Greg was a baby?) that too much wouldn’t be good for Serena. Anyway, she couldn’t drink from a glass. The seller gave me an extra cardboard cup and I helped to quench her thirst by dipping my finger into the sherbet and letting her suck it. She gurgled with delight, and immediately stopped crying.


Hoping to find my way, I wandered into a narrow side-street of small traders, some shops little more than holes in an alleyway selling sweetmeats and honeycombs, and another sherbet seller. Not far away, a tiny shop was filled with dozens of birds in cages – all trilling happily, singing, they thought, to each other. ‘Do birds sing love songs?’ I had once asked Father. But I knew now that the birds were singing to themselves for each cage was lined with mirrors.


The street was alive with noises and strange faces and differing clothes – white turbans, red fezzes, black veils, arrogant sheiks, their faces carved like Red Indians; everyone jostled with one another for the right of way, the crowds hedged in not only by the narrowness of the streets but by the barrows filled with mangoes, their gold fruit brightened by nests of scarlet paper to keep each one from being bruised.


I knew – instinct again – that it would be unwise to mention the word ‘British’. My Arabic was so fluent, I spoke it so normally, and I looked so filthy and brown that nobody yet had taken any notice of me.


I trudged on, hoping that by a miracle I might be making for home. At the corner I saw a man selling water-melon and bought three slices. Then, as so often happens in Cairo, a turn of the corner transformed the scene from the busy street to a foetid alley whose tall unpainted buildings blotted out the sun. Half a dozen ragged children were rummaging in a pile of stinking refuse, the flies congregating like currants round their eyes and mouths. Everywhere there was the smell of unwashed bodies. And venturing out from the rickety houses I saw two rats – more courageous than the hidden ones – heading towards the pile of refuse.


Near them was a boy with no legs – he looked my age, no older – who was squatting on a home-made cart made out of an old box and pram wheels. He looked at me wordlessly – perhaps he thought it was pointless for him to beg from one so young – but I felt the tears and gave him ten milliemes – a piastre. His face lit up with pure joy as he started to propel himself forward, using his hands to push his way along the filthy ground.


Three of the boys from the refuse dump had seen what had happened. With a yell of triumph they charged towards the cripple and grabbed the coin. He screamed, but without any hope of getting it back. All I could do was to give him one slice of the water-melon. I stayed with him while he ate it and Serena sucked the rest of the melon.


In some roundabout way we returned to the square, utterly lost, yet I couldn’t get the picture of the little beggar boy out of my mind. In the far corner of the square, near the ornamental arcade, the tall slim finger of a minaret pierced the skyline, and I could hear the ritualistic chant of a muezzin calling the faithful to prayer – as much a part of our Cairo lives as the dozens of mosques and minarets themselves. For me, though, the doleful music seemed to emphasise the plight of the cripple. I sat down suddenly and could no longer hold back my tears.


An old man sitting on his haunches, watching us, smiled through toothless gums and mumbled, ‘What’s the trouble?’


‘I’m lost,’ I said, the tears stopping. ‘Can you tell me how to get to Garden City?’


‘You speak good Arabic.’ His wizened face crumpled into another smile. ‘But you are English, yes?’


‘My father is Sir Geoffrey Holt, the Egyptian Adviser.’


‘You must hide!’ cried the old man urgently. ‘Listen.’ As he spoke, I heard shooting – sporadic rifle shots; two or three volleys cracked through the air. ‘This is thaura, thaura!’ he cried.


‘A revolution?’ I asked. ‘I thought it was just a riot.’ New fears began to bite into me.


‘Where are your parents?’ he said. ‘Or have they already been killed?’


‘My mother has a gun,’ I cried, as though that settled everything.


‘Then go to her,’ the old man said. ‘Quickly! Inshallah!’


‘God be with you, too,’ I repeated automatically. ‘But I don’t know where to go.’ I was almost in tears again.


‘You must know your address?’


I shook my head. I was aching, physically as well as mentally, to tell the old man where I lived, to share a secret, as though sharing would enable me to diminish my fear, but I didn’t dare. The rioters might follow me, I thought, wondering if I had made a mistake in telling the old man that Mother had a gun. They would follow me, then kill her to get the gun.


And I was greatly worried about Zola. He was my friend, and I knew that in all family crises the Nubian was always blamed. I wanted to return home and tell Mother how brave Zola had been to organise our escape, but I was afraid she wouldn’t believe me. I had read stories of Nubians who had received fifty lashes for being five minutes late for work. Poor Zola! He had failed in his duty. I was sure that’s what my mother would believe. No, for the moment I had to hide.


Serena had fallen asleep, lying on the bare grass behind the statue of a man on a huge horse. I used my shirt as a pillow for her, and I was about to ask the toothless old man for help when an open truckload of British soldiers swerved round the corner.


I stood up and cried, ‘Hooray!’ They seemed to be on their way to some other place, for their rifles were held casually. I started to shout when suddenly, almost with the precision that follows a whistle blown as a signal, a huge wave of howling men and women surged out from an arcade at the back of the square. Some were armed with staves, some with axes, others with knives. They raced across the open square, a tide of frenzied human beings, towards the truckload of soldiers.


I crouched half-hidden behind the statue, each one of the horses’ hooves as large as Serena’s head. As I watched a terrible thing happened. The mob seemed to engulf the truck. Men grabbed the driver through the cab window. Before any of the British soldiers had time to take up their guns and fire over the heads of the people – that, I knew, was the traditional warning – hundreds of men and women started rocking the truck. Some of the soldiers spilled out on to the ground. The crowd attacked them mercilessly, beating and kicking their heads. Soon, like a monstrous beetle trying to find its legs, the truck itself overturned completely.


I was too young in those days to appreciate what I realised later – the irony of the muezzin praying for peace and goodwill and the ‘faithful’ Moslems drowning his chant as they screamed to kill.


I saw one man with a hatchet split open the face of a soldier just a few yards from us. Then he started to chop off the soldier’s arms and legs. Others with knives butchered his colleagues. Two other soldiers were attacked with knives, while others lay either unconscious or dead, I couldn’t tell which.


Some of the luckier soldiers managed to get back to the truck. One or two of them, having retrieved their rifles, started running across the square, shooting at anyone. I was too afraid to run towards the nearest in case he shot at me.


The men who had been hacked to death lay still in the sunlit square – what was left of them. Serena was too young to understand the sight, the men being cut up like sides of beef, when the worst moment of all arrived. A group of kids in dirty galabiyas grabbed pieces of the dead men’s flesh, tearing it off if necessary, and ran round the square screaming, ‘English meat for sale!’


One came right towards us, but didn’t realise who we were and dropped the bloody piece of flesh at our feet. Serena, who was now at the crawling stage, was so excited that she crept towards it. A few inches before she would have touched it I pulled her away. She screamed with annoyance and fell over. As she did so she cut her face near the mouth on a small piece of jagged stone. I wiped the blood away with my handkerchief.


The truck which had been overturned now blazed with all the fury and excitement of a Guy Fawkes bonfire. I could feel the heat, smell the burning of oil or petrol, hear the screams of someone nearby. Around the burning truck a group of youngsters danced with excitement. Suddenly I heard the crack of a single rifle shot. A youngster in white threw up his arms, as though part of a dance, then pitched forward on to the truck, and in a moment the flames were racing greedily up his white clothes. Then fusillades of shots rang out – seemingly from all sides – and the scene in the square became even more macabre.


Two more Egyptian bodies lay spreadeagled near us, while others lay face down in the dirty water of the gutters edging the patches of lawn; still others were draped with a curious dancing grace over objects where they had happened to fall. As the rioters senselessly began to fire on one another, a young girl with half a leg torn off crawled screaming to the middle of the square. A woman, doubled up for safety, ran to rescue the child, reached her, and took her in her arms. There was another burst of shooting and two armed Egyptians who stood near spun round, dropped to the ground, and fired rifles. The mother and baby, caught in the cross-fire, were shot too.


Vaguely I remember the stench of the dead and dying. I remember that I tried to shout in a hoarse voice that wouldn’t carry, ‘Run while you still have time!’ It was like trying to make myself heard against the rush of a tidal wave. I would have run myself, but the burden of Serena was too heavy and, apart from that, my legs felt as though they would double up beneath the rest of my body. I do remember clearly stooping to pull up the grey stockings beneath my flannel shorts. I had lost a garter from one leg.


I don’t think I could have stood much more. I felt I was going to faint – the heat, perhaps – and sat there bewildered and forlorn, lost guardian of a baby girl surrounded by madmen, afraid to ask for help in case friends wouldn’t recognise me. I was convinced that if the Egyptian rioters realised who I was they would cut us up too. In a curious way I was more frightened for Serena than for myself, perhaps because I was imagining myself watching her being butchered. Again I wiped a tiny trickle of blood from her face.


At that moment the senseless, sporadic firing was replaced by a more sinister, yet welcome sound – the crackle of machine-gun fire. Cautiously I looked round the edge of the huge stone horse. In the corner of the square where the British soldiers had been murdered another vehicle had swung round, braking savagely. I knew enough about the British army to recognise a Whippet armoured car which had a Maxim machine-gun poking out of a hole in the turret behind the driver’s cab.


A burst of fire rattled across the square. As swiftly as the crowd had gathered it melted into the arcades. The truck advanced again, firing at any who lingered in the centre of the square, bent not only on restoring order but on revenge. Three figures which had run away must have ventured back, shaking fists, hurling abuse. I saw the machine-gun swivel almost laconically, as though in slow motion, fire a few shots, and the screams of rage and defiance turned into cries of death.


Soon I felt it was safe to leave our hiding place. I picked up Serena and gave her the last of the melon to suck. She couldn’t really hold it for long and, leaning forward, let it fall to the ground. I stood up, knees wobbling, and waved furiously. ‘I’m British!’ I croaked. ‘I’m British!’


A young officer ran over. ‘What the devil are you doing here? Who are you? Where are your parents?’


I must have been so frightened and mixed up, so exhausted, that for a moment I couldn’t speak, but at last I managed to find my tongue. ‘I don’t know where we are. We escaped in a boat –’ Now the words rushed out in a torrent.


‘Take it slowly,’ said the officer and shouted to the sergeant, then picked up Serena.


At that moment he saw a lump of flesh which the kids had dropped and made to kick it off the grass, not realising what it was.


‘Don’t kick that!’ I screamed. ‘It’s part of a soldier.’


‘Christ almighty! Sergeant! Put these kids into the truck until we find out where to take them.’


The sergeant lifted us into the truck to drive us home but almost before we started I had fallen asleep, overtaken by a physical tiredness like that of an animal released of a heavy load.


When we reached Holt House it was to a hero’s welcome. Mother, of course, was in tears, having long since feared the worst. I cried out before anything else that Zola had tried to save us and that it was my fault we had drifted away. ‘Of course,’ said Mother. Everyone was so happy that nobody blamed anyone. Indeed, Madame Sirry overflowed with tears and hugged me.


‘I’m so proud of you, Mark,’ she said. ‘You’re the protector!’ And when Serena whimpered because of the cut on her cheek, Madame Sirry wiped it, then whispered to me, ‘Go on, Mark, she trusts you, kiss the pain away.’ Slightly embarrassed I did so, little knowing for how long the phrase ‘kiss the pain away’ would last, or that the tiny scar from that cut would never disappear until it turned into a dimple.


That was virtually the end of what my father always called ‘the mad March riots’. More than a hundred Egyptians were killed and more than a score of Britons died, some murdered with frenzied savagery. But as bad as the deaths of men was the virtual strangulation of Egypt’s tottering economy which followed.


My father was almost in tears.


‘I love the Egyptians,’ he said, ‘but when they scent independence they’re their own worst enemies. Independence takes time, patience. You can’t rush it. As it is, the violence has wrecked the economy. It’ll take at least six months before the railways are running normally again. A lot of the rolling stock has been smashed – and that means there’s no way this year’s onion crop can be saved. Without that thousands will simply not have enough food to eat. The Delta cotton crop will be ruined because there’s no way of getting diesel oil to many of the estates that depend on pumped irrigation.’


Sirry Pasha, who was talking to my father, ventured, ‘If the British hadn’t kicked out Zaglul –?’


‘I agree with you,’ Father admitted gloomily. ‘But the Egyptian passion for violence, for killing the goose that lays the golden eggs – that’s a different matter.’


Apart from the wave of anti-British hate there was another factor: the end of the Great War was followed by mass starvation. War’s end brought cotton back to the world market. Food crops were neglected, often by venal Egyptian landlords who were the first to ignore long-term problems and instead amassed vast fortunes out of cotton while the fellahin went hungry. By 1919 five million peasants were living on the brink of starvation. In Cairo itself more than a million were without food.


Though I didn’t know it at the time, this was an epoch-making moment in the history of Egypt, like the day a dam bursts. And though I remember how terrified I was, the moments of terror through which I actually lived came, with the passing years, to be fused with the events of which I later read, particularly the reason behind the explosion of national indignity, in which men, women and children raced through the streets, through the gardens, without any thought of the guns which faced them.


All that was a long time ago, that hot day when history was being written, while Serena and I were separated from our parents as we fled the mob. I know that to Serena the experience meant nothing, but to me, at the age of ten? I was young enough to take the adventure in my stride, yet old enough for the scars never to be forgotten.
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I suppose that over the next fifteen years or so the close relationship between my father and Sirry Pasha – and consequently between our two families – was cemented because in many ways Father was more Egyptian than an Egyptian, while Sirry was more English than the English.


Sirry Pasha – no one ever called him by his Christian name of Victor – had been educated at Harrow and Oxford, whereas my father had insisted on sending Greg and me to the ‘English School’ in Heliopolis, the Cairo suburb, where in fact all nationalities studied. ‘The best way to become a cosmopolitan,’ he said – until I went later to Oxford and read Law in order to become a barrister, the vocation I myself had chosen and loved.


The friendship between the Sirrys and the Holts was founded on ties of diplomacy – each of their respective governments used each other as sounding boards – but their friendship went deeper than that, even though they were so different. Sirry Pasha, with his white hair and handsome face, looked a diplomat, the confidant of royalty. But Father was bustling, with a thatch of unruly grey hair like a mass of curly iron shavings. He was reputed to be ‘difficult’; an eccentric. Sometimes at night he would go wandering round Cairo dressed in a galabiya. He spoke with a curious relish about ‘women’, though I soon discovered that it was all talk, his own fantasy world, which meant nothing. More serious in the view of some senior Whitehall officials were suggestions that he was a heavy drinker. The rumours arose when it became known that Father always began the day at 7 a.m. with champagne. Every morning Zola served the same breakfast in Father’s Chinese study – a bottle of champagne, coffee and scrambled eggs, followed by toast and marmalade.


The study where Father worked radiated a warmth and cosiness of its own. The red silk walls showed off the Chinese mirror paintings to perfection, and the room abounded with shelves and tables and niches for his treasures. In many ways it was the hub of the whole building, though the house itself played a major part in my father’s work and Egyptian visitors liked to enjoy a taste of British ostentation, when our Nubian staff would be arrayed in their ‘Sunday best’ galabiyas of navy blue edged with gold braid – the ‘house uniform’.


Zola was an institution, the only man allowed to serve Father with his morning champagne. He had attended the family for twelve years since the day when, on a trip to the Sudan, Father had asked him to handle the transport and stores. From that moment Zola had stayed with the family, the ultimate in major-domos: watchful, happy, above all faithful, resisting the blandishments of rival households who offered him much more money to join their service. Like almost all Nubians, Zola was tall, handsome and black, of Semitic stock with a Negro strain. They had converted to Christianity in the sixth century, though by the fourteenth most had become Moslems. Zola came from the desert of northern Sudan where sometimes it only rained for literally a few minutes a year. Nubians made the finest butlers, waiters and chauffeurs in Egypt. Most, like Zola, were married but left their wives in their villages, visiting them just once a year.


If Father was eccentric, Mother could only be called an extrovert. She loved life, wore extravagant dresses, never missed a ball, a party, a dinner, and was in great demand because of her never-failing good humour. Father rarely accompanied her on these evening visits, so that it became accepted practice for hostesses to invite Father as well as Mother, but also to invite a spare man, knowing Father would decline, except to visit close friends like the Sirrys.


In many ways Mother, for all her openness, had a complex character. In the nicest sense of the word, she was a trifle ‘dotty’. One friend described her perfectly as having a ‘Billie Burke’ vagueness. It was true, but delightful rather than irritating. Her life was punctuated with exclamations or questions: ‘Where did I put that?’ or even, ‘Now, why am I going out this afternoon?’ If she was given a diary she invariably mislaid it.


She was also very tall, just over six feet. I was a little taller still, but Father and Greg were an inch or two shorter – thus disproving the adage that a son is always taller than his mother. Her early inferiority about her height had been stifled at an early age – to her satisfaction anyway – after a dress designer told her that flouncy dresses made one look less tall. She believed it, and every dress she wore from then on had flounces of chiffon or taffeta; for years she had been known affectionately as ‘Chiffon’. Even Father called her that.


She looked her best in the evening, always wearing a long dress for dinner, for she had a special eye – or was it an ear? – for taffeta, which was then much in vogue in Cairo, so that her every entrance was heralded by the whisper of her dress.


If we came of an old family – my father was the third baronet – so did Sirry Pasha, whose great-grandfather served the Khedive Ismail, and whose business acumen was a reflection of the booming nineteenth-century history of Egypt. For the Copts – the ancient race of Christian Egyptians – were, like Sirry, often more astute and quicker to see and seize sudden opportunities than many of their Moslem brethren.


It was grandfather Sirry who backed the son of Robert Stephenson when he built the railway from Alexandria to Cairo in 1852, transforming production in the Nile Delta. It was Sirry who also helped a young man who had run away from England, and reached Cairo in search of a fortune. The man was washing dishes in the seedy ‘British Hotel’ when old Sirry spotted his energy and helped him. In the end the Englishman took over the British Hotel and rechristened it with his own name, Sam Shepheard, turning Shepheard’s into the most famous hotel in the Middle East – with Sirry owning ten per cent of the shares.


A few years later Sirry was included in a party of thirty-two ladies and gentlemen who made the first ‘package tour’ up the Nile by steamer; a venture so successful that the organiser, Mr Thomas Cook, opened a branch office in Ibrahim Pasha Street near Shepheard’s.


Almost at the same time old Sirry took a gamble. ‘It was the only gamble the old man ever took,’ the present Sirry Pasha once told me. ‘He said that every man had the right to make a fool of himself once in his lifetime, and he regarded the money as thrown away.’ The gamble was to take some shares in a ten-year project to build the hundred-mile-long Suez Canal which was started in 1859. Progress was slow, dividends non-existent; it didn’t really matter, because two years later, in 1861, the Sirry family tripled their immense fortune in another venture, almost without realising what was happening. For no one could imagine that the great new country of America would be torn by civil war – or that the strife in that distant land would have lasting economic repercussions in Egypt. Overnight, supplies of American cotton, mostly exported to Europe, vanished in gunsmoke. In a panic, European cotton-brokers turned to Egypt.


The Sirry family farmed large areas in the Delta. The price of cotton rose to astronomical heights. Exports from Egypt shot up within two years from $16 million in 1862 to $56 million, a lot of money in those days. The commercial role of cotton changed the economy of Egypt for ever, because once they tried it Europeans discovered that Egyptian cotton was more silky than American – the ‘line’ was longer – and that it could be mercerised more easily.


By then Cairo had become a treasure house of the East and a pleasure house for the West. Britain and France in particular swept the Cairenes off their feet in a golden flood. Bankers, explorers, engineers, merchants, tourists – there was no stopping them. Cairo in the latter half of the nineteenth century was an Eastern version of a Western gold rush. Of the 300,000 people living in the capital in 1872, 75,000 were foreigners, of whom the British and French retained their predominance. The French considered themselves the social arbiters; they ran the social life of the city, the opera, concerts, famous dressmaking houses – in a word, culture. Theirs was the diplomatic language, always used in the mixed courts. Britain brought the railway, the telegraph, politics, commerce, and finally the building boom, when the British discovered a way to enlarge Cairo.


Until then the natural boundaries of the city had seemed to limit any hopes of expansion, even though the population was beginning to explode. Cairo could not spread to the east where the medieval Arab city, with the Citadel, its minarets and the tomb of the Mamelukes, was bounded by the waterless Mukattam Hills. No man could ever build on their white, rocky slopes. To the west the Nile barred all thoughts of expansion – until British engineers explained to Khedive Ismail that over the centuries the Nile had been moving slowly westward, leaving behind an unsightly, scarred, evil-smelling brackish countryside. That, said the engineers, could be reclaimed and used as building land.


‘I will build a new Paris on the Nile,’ the Khedive is reputed to have said. The Khedive then offered free land to those who promised to construct ‘buildings of major importance’ within eighteen months. Old man Sirry took thirty plots of land and built some of the finest palaces, embassies and villas in the ‘new Cairo’ – including our own beautiful house. I like to imagine, when I think of Sirry Pasha’s vast wealth, that his forebears enjoyed good taste – and that he shared some of it with us, even though he was still our landlord.


The despotic spendthrift Ismail lost all his money. During the last eleven years of his reign, before he was deposed by the Turkish government, he borrowed £68 million from European bankers. Finally he even had to sell his shares in the now-completed Suez Canal. Old man Sirry kept his shares, now worth a fortune.


The present Sirry Pasha was only five years old when in 1882, after Ismail had been deposed, a nationalist uprising threatened the security of Egypt – which meant a threat to the Suez Canal, by now Britain’s lifeline to the untold riches of her Indian colony. British warships bombarded Alexandria. British troops moved in to ‘protect’ Egypt from itself.


‘And from that date,’ said my father with a sigh, ‘the British can be said to have begun their “provisional” occupation of Egypt.’


Fuad, the British-backed sultan who became king in 1922, had four daughters but only one son, who was the eldest child. This was Farouk, born in 1920. And so by the time the boy was eight or nine Fuad looked around for boys suitable to play with his heir. One unwilling playmate was Aly Sirry, Serena’s older brother, after Fuad had suggested him to Sirry Pasha. This arrangement was not ideal, for Aly was six years older than Farouk – a big difference at that age, especially with a chubby, bossy youngster already precocious enough to warn servants who annoyed him, ‘Wait until I’m the ruler of this country.’


Aly hated the job of ‘playmate’. For though he had a charm of his own he was a rebel, and from his early years disliked royalty in principle. So Aly persuaded the young prince that Gregory Holt had suitable credentials – as indeed he had – to join the small circle of royal chums. Greg didn’t like the idea any more than Aly, but at least he and Aly were companions of the same age.


It was Greg who told us all about Farouk’s early days. Sometimes they would play at the Abdin, a ‘town house’, set in a mere twenty-five acres in the heart of Cairo, but mostly they preferred the Kubbah Palace at Heliopolis.


‘The Abdin’s rather like Buckingham Palace,’ Father explained to us. ‘It has five hundred rooms, so it’s an office as much as a home.’ Kubbah was a glorified country estate on the edge of the city. The walls surrounding the seventy acres stretched for six miles, and within those walls enchanting gardens surrounded the white stone palace with its five hundred rooms. And for the boys there was everything from a pool or lake for swimming to a football pitch. Though when the young prince took to the lake for a dip an escort of swimmers remained by his side; and when he played football servants dashed ahead to pick up the ball and place it at the prince’s feet.


‘All the games are rigged,’ complained Greg. ‘And he’s such a baby that if he doesn’t win he just stops playing.’ The servants took good care that he always did win. When his tutors organised a paper-chase in the palace grounds, servants dipped the paper into Farouk’s favourite eau de Cologne so that he could pick up its scent.


‘It’s ridiculous,’ snorted Greg, continuing to grumble. ‘And the grooms won’t even let me ride a horse when Farouk is riding because they say I’m too much of a daredevil.’


Nobody ever noticed that Greg was a trifle shorter than Mother because he was growing into such a superb athlete. It seemed to make no difference whatever he played, from tennis to polo; yet with it all he had no affectation. He never showed off. He just loved life – so long as it revolved around sport.


‘Don’t worry,’ Mother soothed. ‘You know you are a good horseman. Why should you bother trying to impress a spoiled prince?’


‘I’m angry because I’m better,’ said Greg, refusing to be mollified. He already showed brilliant promise as a rider.


Of course the boys didn’t go to the Kubbah Palace every day. There were lessons. Fuad was a tyrant of a father. He made Farouk rise at six every morning and spend the first hour of the day doing exercises before he could eat or drink. Sometimes lessons lasted until seven in the evening, depending on which tutor was in attendance. A French instructor taught gym, a Mr Hathaway from London gave lessons in maths and English, an Italian taught him fencing. Others taught him Arabic and the study of the Koran.


Farouk’s worst agonies, however, were caused by his father’s fanatical insistence that the boy crash-diet every time he showed signs of putting on weight. Young Farouk loved food and did tend to become chubby. His tutors were ordered to make certain that the young prince ate no food nor drank any water during lesson-times. The result was a desperate desire by young Farouk to grab any food he could without being discovered. Between lessons he would sprint into his mother’s section of the palace, the haremlek, make for the kitchens, gulp down a bottle of fizzy lemonade, then loot the larder for cream buns which he would cram into his mouth at double speed during the few minutes before the next hour of tuition began.


To Greg and Aly, Farouk seemed to have a split personality, a baffling mixture of good and evil. One moment he would be loving, the next cruel. One day Greg found Farouk crying his heart out because his favourite pet rabbit had died. Yet two days later, when a frightened cat scratched Farouk slightly, the young boy dashed its brains out against a wall.


On the morning of his eleventh birthday Farouk was given his own car – an Austin Seven – which he was allowed  to drive round and round the seventy acres of grounds. Driving was to become one of the few lasting pleasures of his life.


Farouk, Greg and Aly had one other ‘friend’ who was slightly older. This was a young Italian, Antonio Pulli, nephew of a palace electrician, who one day mended Farouk’s electric train.


‘Pulli is my greatest friend now,’ Farouk had told Greg. And from then on they all played in the servants’ hall at Kubbah, safe in the knowledge that Fuad wouldn’t see them. Pulli did become Farouk’s closest friend – and later one of the most influential of his advisers.


Sometimes, when Farouk’s sisters held a party, the boys would be invited, to stand and gawk restlessly. And on those occasions Serena would also be a guest. And so, in a curious way, all our lives were intertwined with the destiny of Farouk – my father’s, of course, with old Fuad at first, then Greg and Serena, until finally I, too, became involved.


Of course there were downs as well as ups in the process of growing up, and it is sometimes difficult to look back and remember the turning points, especially during the times when I was away from home at Oxford or reading for the bar, while Greg and Serena, ‘the boy and girl next door’, were playing tennis together, he teaching her to dance – sometimes at the royal palace – or she watching while Greg raced off on his first gallops at the Gezira, on the way to becoming one of the finest polo players in the country.


Before that, while I was still at school, she had learned vaguely about the drama of the 1919 riots, but no details, only that I had been called her ‘protector’ – that was all. And so she did look to me to protect her when in trouble. Almost from the moment she could talk she would come to me when she fell or scratched a finger, to ask, ‘Kiss the pain away, please, Uncle.’


Uncle, indeed! Of course there were reasons, even for that. She treated me as a grown-up, even then, whereas it was she and Greg who were growing up together. At one stage the difference in our ages was more pronounced because of a sartorial difference that separated the boys from the men – literally. Greg was still in shorts and school uniform. I was wearing long flannel bags, and I had even been measured at Collacott’s for my first blue suit.


I acquired my title of Uncle when a distant relation of Chiffon’s spent a few nights at Holt House on the way to take up an appointment in India. They had a small daughter, and she identified both the Holt boys with different words, ‘Greg’ or ‘Uncle Mark’. I did nothing to dissuade anyone, for secretly I was very proud of my status as a grown-up. So for a short time I became an uncle to Serena, first as a title, later as a teasing term of affection.


I was still a serious ‘Uncle Mark’, though, when she was ten and was rushed to hospital with, of all things, the dreaded disease of typhoid. I was in London and knew nothing until I received a cable from home: IF POSSIBLE PLEASE RETURN URGENTLY AS SERENA VERY ILL WITH TYPHOID AND IS ASKING FOR YOU STOP DOCTOR PHILLIPS SAYS YOUR PRESENCE COULD HELP HER RECOVER FATHER.


Typhoid! I had read in the Times that there was an outbreak in Upper Egypt, but the Sirrys! People like them and the Holts didn’t catch typhoid: we boiled water, we were careful with milk. Typhoid killed thousands of people annually, but not us, or our friends. I could feel the iciness that encased my entire body as I reread the impersonal cable. Typhoid meant death.


It never occurred to me to regard Serena as anything but a member of our family. She was. It never entered my head to ask why I was so affected. I was as grief-stricken as if the same thing had happened to Greg. All I knew was that if Serena had to die I must reach her first – to give her comfort as her ‘protector’.


Fortunately there was a new, quick way to reach Alexandria. The British Airways flying boat service had just been opened up to the East and called at Alex, and I arrived there three days later, fearing the worst for every waking minute of the flight – three days of my life lost beyond recall – wondering if she would be alive when I reached Cairo. I had cabled Father, and a message from him was waiting for me at Alex with the news that Serena was in the isolation ward of the Anglo-American Hospital and was ‘as well as can be expected’. The car took me straight to the hospital.


I pushed open the entrance doors and walked to the reception desk where I asked for the number of Miss Sirry’s room.


‘It’s forty-six,’ the receptionist replied. ‘But you can’t go in, sir. Only look through the window in the door, and there’s a way you can talk through a grill.’


‘Miss,’ I flared, exploding with the frustration of fear and exhaustion, ‘I’ve flown all the way to see this little girl. And I’m going to see her if I have to kick the door in.’


I ran up the stone steps to the first floor, taking them two at a time, and made my way to room forty-six. A nurse in a stiff blue dress with a white coif ran towards me shouting, ‘You can’t go in the isolation ward, sir!’


I took no notice.


There was only one bed in the room. Another nurse sat by the bed. She waved me away. I ignored her.


At first I didn’t recognise the waif-like bundle of skin and bones that lay, wet with sweat, like a limp doll on the soaked sheet. She looked as though she was on the point of exhaustion, though reason told me that if she had really been on the point of death her parents would have been there. But the agony of that first sight of her! Her closed eyes were sunk into black circles. Her skin was blotched with red spots. She breathed as though by an effort in a despairing, moaning apology for sleep.


‘You shouldn’t be in here,’ the agitated nurse whispered. ‘But since you are, you can only stay a couple of minutes.’


I stood at the foot of her bed and watched. And then as I studied the heavy breathing, the moaning figure, she suddenly stopped moving. There was no warning. I caught my breath in despair. For one awful moment I was sure she was dead.


Instead, a wonderful thing happened. Slowly those large green eyes, sunken now in their sockets, opened. She saw me and the tears broke into a flood of relief as I fought to hold back my own tears. Then she smiled, a crooked, painful smile, and croaked, ‘Darling Uncle, I knew you’d come.’


‘Of course I came,’ I said, the words choking. ‘I’m your protector.’


She smiled, the movement of her lips accentuating, as it always did, the dimple at the corner of her mouth, the only legacy of the cut she’d received during the 1919 riots. By now it was growing into a bewitching trademark, as special to Serena’s face as her green eyes and blonde hair – a rare combination, which Sirry Pasha had once explained discreetly by ‘the entrance into our family’ of a blonde Circassian slave in the days when the Circassians were the most beautiful and sought-after girls of the Ottoman empire and its vassal state, Egypt. There was more than a touch of the Circassian in the looks – and the character – of Serena.


‘Can I have a drink of water?’ she whispered.


‘Of course.’ I held out the glass and she sipped from it, grasping the glass with pitifully thin matchstick arms, and as I wiped the sweat from her forehead she took a second sip, then licked her wetted lips gratefully and asked, ‘Kiss the pain away?’


Of course I did. Unthinkingly. The nurse looked at me horrified. I hardly noticed her, for within a few moments the bundle of skin and bone had fallen into an exhausted sleep on the sweat-soaked pillows.


A week later she had overcome the crisis, and was out of danger.


‘It’s a bloody miracle,’ cried Dr Phillips, who was not given to strong language. ‘I would have bet a pound to a piastre that the girl would be gone in less than a week. She’ll pull through now. Must have been the sight of you.’


Twelve days later I felt feverish. Two days after that the first red spots appeared on my face, a sort of rash. Almost at the same moment I started having violent attacks of diarrhoea.


At least I knew the symptoms and had caught the disease in good time. Dr Phillips was round with an ambulance in half an hour and whisked me into isolation.


‘With any luck we’ve caught it in time,’ he said. ‘But I don’t understand why you got it. The nurses make a fuss, but in fact it isn’t really contagious, if you don’t drink from infected water, or –’ Puzzled, he let the words trail off.


‘It was the miracle,’ I laughed.


‘Meaning what?’


‘She asked me to kiss her.’


‘And you did?’


I nodded.


‘After she’d just had a drink? On wet lips? You bloody fool, Mark, but I’m proud of you. That kiss gave her the will to live. Thank God we caught you in time. You’ll be all right.’


Three weeks later Serena left hospital. Two weeks after that I was back in Holt House.


In the years of our growing up very little seemed to alter, perhaps because those close to us were sheltered from abrupt change by proximity. You don’t notice grey hairs or stooped shoulders so much except after a long absence. And by 1934, when I was twenty-five, I had passed my bar finals in London, eaten my dinners at the Temple facing the Thames, been called to the bar and ‘set up shop’, as my father called it, as an advocate in Egypt.


In Cairo, with its multiracial, polyglot population, legal protocol was more lax than in London, and under the all-embracing term ‘advocate’ I was not only called upon to plead in court but under the Egyptian code of practice could deal with problems without employing a solicitor.


I took on any work offered to me, but soon found myself specialising in taxation and property – two never-ending problems in the labyrinth of Egyptian business. I didn’t have many clients at first.


‘Don’t let that worry you,’ advised Father, who had no inhibitions in suggesting to friends needing legal advice that they should consult me. I loved the work and was sometimes so immersed in its problems that I forgot to return home for dinner.


Greg was completely different. At twenty he was among the best five polo players in Egypt, utterly fearless, charming, good company, handsome and dashing; everything a young man should be, I sometimes thought, a trifle wistfully. And he knew what he wanted, though his ambition was rather different from mine.


One morning he knocked on the study door asking for help. ‘Father,’ he began, ‘I’d like to play polo as a sort of full-time job.’


Father was having his breakfast, the scrambled eggs kept warm because he possessed a special hollow plate two inches thick. You could fill the space between top and bottom of the plate with boiling water through a small corked hole in the rim. He loved his special plate, and now he looked up with a smile.


‘Have a glass of champagne,’ he said. Then: ‘How much would it cost?’


Greg had already worked that out. Polo was the game. The Gezira Club boasted three pitches – as well as its racecourse, tennis courts and swimming pools – and yet it cost Greg only £60 a month to keep six ponies in a mews (built by the British and very similar to an English cobbled mews) in Zamalek, an exclusive suburb in the northern half of Gezira Island.


He was playing polo almost daily. He turned out for the Punchers three times a week, but was also ‘borrowed’ regularly for regimental games if their star players were on duty. Three regiments – the 11th and 8th Hussars and the Royal Horse Artillery – were always competing for the King’s Cup or the Regimental Cup or some other trophy.


‘I’ll stake you,’ agreed Father. ‘In the hope that you’ll end up being the finest polo player in Cairo. Is that fair?’


‘Wonderful!’ cried Greg. ‘And you don’t mind if – well, I don’t have to go to an office?’


‘The world is full of brilliant men who succeed without earning money,’ declared Father. ‘Look at Douglas Jardine. Test captain against the Australians last year. Educated at Winchester, got his blue at Oxford. Jardine couldn’t play as an amateur if he didn’t have private means. I think that’s a damned good idea of yours.’


But, as Greg told me later, Father did add, ‘There’s one thing. What about Mark? I’m not going to have him being jealous when he learns that while he’s working I’m paying you money for doing nothing.’


‘Doing nothing!’ Greg spluttered. ‘Polo doing nothing!’


‘You know what I mean,’ Father added hastily. ‘It looks like fun – the idle rich image. Still, I’ll help. You’ve both got your allowances from the family trust, but in addition, now I know how much extra you’ll need to play, I’ll match what it costs with help to Mark.’


Which he did. He was always scrupulously fair – one of the major reasons why for so long we had remained such a united family.


So now he paid the rent of my chambers overlooking the Ezbekieh Gardens, the salary of Salem my clerk, and of a secretary. ‘There’ll be no favourites in our house,’ Father used to say.


Though our two families were very close, Aly Sirry was in many ways the odd man out. He didn’t like socialising – and for the son of one of the richest men in Cairo that was enough to damn him, however unfairly, for Cairo revolved round parties. Nor did he like the British – and that was embarrassing to the rich Cairenes who supped regularly at elegant British dinners.


Sirry Pasha, who had entertained high hopes for Aly, was hurt and disappointed that his handsome son seemed morose, a loner. How different he was from Greg, who was the same age! Greg met all kinds of people, but never became involved with politics. Perhaps his attitude was a sign of a shallow mind; perhaps Aly was deeper; there were rumours that he was thinking of joining the Wafd Party – the Arabic word for ‘delegation’, for the Wafd was a political party of many colours, bound together largely by a fervent desire to undo the British shackles. But though I was sorry for Sirry Pasha I didn’t have any strong feelings one way or the other for Aly: he was the one who was missing out.


No one in the world ever had such a wonderful youth as those of us who lived in Cairo in those days. In the thirties we all laboured under the happy delusion that our life in Cairo would never end – and though a scowling Aly would sometimes shout, ‘This is Egyptian soil and one day you British will be kicked out,’ everyone laughed at him.


It wasn’t only the Britishers who considered themselves lucky. Rich Egyptians, Moslems and Copts, Jews, Greeks, Italians – every race of the Middle East melting pot – had become an integral part of Cairo. And every one who became rich was able to enjoy the good life.


In many ways pleasures were cheap – which meant that pocket money went a long way when buying coffee at Groppi’s, or other cafés serving the sticky sweets and pastries for which Cairo was renowned, or even, by now, milk-shakes (taking care that the milk was ‘safe’). Cinemas showed the latest American movies and it cost virtually nothing to go to a matinée at the Metro or the Miami, or at the two cinemas which showed French films.


Life was made easier by dozens of innovations. The age of the taxi had arrived in the twenties, and by 1935 four thousand of them plied the streets of the capital, many filled with rich Egyptians who enjoyed the status symbol of wearing Western-style clothes. Tailors were still reasonable, but you could buy suits from many of the big department stores that had sprung up – Hanau, Sednawi or Cirurcel, many of them French directed, and also offering such new-fangled feminine attire as cami-knickers. Rich women like Madame Sirry dressed in the latest Paris fashions, but off-the-peg clothes were enjoying a tremendous boom – even though the Egyptians demanded special materials, known as ‘Oriental cloth’, which had a sheen to it. The rich used special soaps (the favourite was made in Nablus and had a distinctive scent) and proprietors made certain that Nablus soap appeared in the cloakrooms of any newly opened French café, German brasserie or Greek taverna.


To us Cairo was as much a village as the West End of London was to the British – more so; for London was a city of many different villages, such as St James’s, Mayfair or Chelsea. But in Cairo there was really only one village, hugging the Nile and Gezira Island, and behind it the Kasr el Nil, Cairo’s Bond Street, crossed by Soliman Pasha Street, the Oxford Street of the Egyptian capital.


And as an added bonus it was – like any other village – filled with intrigue and gossip, for everyone knew the intimate details of the latest scandals that rocked the lives of our friends – or enemies.


Serena regarded herself as one of ‘us’. Hers was the ideal happy youth, carefree and above all filled with the sense of excitement that any rich parents would have wished their children to enjoy, yet which somehow eluded the youngsters in Europe.


Certainly it was her inner happiness that shone through into her face, so that, even when young, there was far more to her than the stereotyped beauty of a model or film star. She had all those attributes: a flawless complexion, fair hair hanging over the back of a long graceful neck, a generous mouth with a quick smile giving more than a hint of mischief; and above all green eyes, dauntless, always looking one straight in the face. She was tall too, with – as all of us noticed – beautiful legs and ankles.


As there was no good school for girls in Cairo, Madame Sirry was educating her privately rather than sending her to Paris. Serena studied diligently, but she had two great learning loves. The first was books. She always seemed to have a book under her arm – no ‘penny dreadfuls’ picked up at Shepheard’s bookshop, but classics borrowed from her father’s library. ‘But I also love good modern novels,’ she laughed when I picked up Cakes and Ale, which she was reading. ‘I devour them. I can’t put them down until I’ve reached the last page.’


Her second love was one which had become a passion. It was painting. Serena’s teacher was a Frenchman called Baptise, who in his day had been one of Les Fauves, who included Braque, Matisse, Vlaminck and others whose violent colours horrified one critic in 1905 so much that he dubbed them ‘the wild beasts’. But Baptise was more than a painter; he had a genius for teaching others. Before long Serena was making remarkable progress.


Still, she was young, though for years it had been ‘understood’ that she and Greg would eventually marry, and perhaps that had added to her maturity. I don’t quite know how these ‘understandings’ grew until one day I asked both Father and Serena, the first deliberately, the second by chance. Greg had been playing tennis during the late afternoon, so on an impulse I asked Serena if she would like to try out a new innovation in the life of Cairo – one which had caused a sensation. It was a thé dansant and was held at Shepheard’s every afternoon between four and six.


It was a wonderful discovery, for we both loved going out, though I rarely danced with Serena; and even on this late afternoon I whispered to her as we fox-trotted, ‘The old ladies having tea round the floor are looking disapprovingly at me. They probably think I’m a baby snatcher.’


‘Why do you always think you’re so old?’ It wasn’t the first time she had asked me that question. It seemed to worry her.


‘The cares of my profession,’ I laughed.


It was absurd, the way my pulse quickened when I held her in my arms – ridiculous because she couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen on that day. Yet while I felt like a baby snatcher she seemed to span the ten-year difference between us with every step she took.


She left the club breathless with excitement, and as I walked her home across the garden from the Sirry house where I had parked my car she said, a little unsteadily, ‘That was wonderful – let’s do it again. But better not tell our papas. Mine’s a bit stuffy!’ Then she turned her face up to mine and kissed me, only this time it wasn’t just a peck from a self-styled ‘uncle’. With a quick whisper – ‘You’re wonderful!’ – she ran off to her home.


More than ever before in my life I was suddenly assailed by doubts. Not just by one kiss, but by the way in which our deep emotions had almost unconsciously led up to the kiss. Was Serena really in love with her ‘uncle’? And did I really love her? I had the feeling that we were in love, yet powerless to act against the decisions of others. That kiss had warned me that perhaps I was to blame for having acquiesced in arrangements made by others. Shouldn’t I have had the courage earlier to confront our parents? I know everything had been agreed between both families – and happily agreed to by son and daughter – but instinct warned me that this kind of arrangement was a sure formula for married bliss to end in tragedy. And if ever that did happen whose fault would it be? Partly mine? Still, she was only a teenager.


That evening at dinner I asked Father, ‘It’s always assumed that Greg and Serena will be married when they’re a bit older. How did you arrange it?’


‘I don’t remember. Do you, Chiffon? It’s a long time ago.’


‘We didn’t arrange anything,’ said Chiffon vaguely. ‘You make it sound so awful. Arranged, indeed! Oh dear.’ She groped for words. ‘That’s all right for Egyptians –’ Realising what she had said, she added hastily, ‘I mean the fellahîn.’


‘I know,’ I laughed. ‘I was only curious.’


‘I suppose really,’ Father had been thinking, ‘we encouraged it. Yes, that’s a nicer word. Perhaps Sirry Pasha and I always dreamed of uniting our two families in marriage – we often used to talk about it before you were born. And Greg and Serena are beautifully matched.’


‘But someone must have told them both,’ I persisted. ‘Made it clear what was – well, expected of them later in life.’


Chiffon protested, ‘What are you driving at, Mark? Don’t you approve?’


Before I could reply – that in fact I wasn’t driving at anything – Father interrupted. ‘Chiffon was right about Egyptians. Of course no one forced Serena to promise to marry Greg, but Egyptians do arrange marriages on the highest level. And though Sirry Pasha is enlightened he does often stick to the old ways. He did say to me that he was glad Greg and Serena liked each other, and that he was going to ask Serena what she thought about Greg as a possible husband when she was older. It wasn’t an order, you understand: not the way he would run the lives of the fellahîn in the Delta. But Egyptians like to arrange things – and especially with their children. They feel – and who knows? They might be right – that marriage is too much of a gamble to be left to the young.’


‘I wonder what Serena said,’ I asked.


‘I know what she thought. She was all for it.’


It was my turn to look astonished.


‘You knew?’


‘Of course. Greg came to me, and I’ll never forget the words he used, it made me laugh so. He said, “Father, Serena has asked me to marry her.” Apparently she had told Greg of her father’s ideas, and Greg thought it was wonderful, and told me, “It’ll be great if we don’t rush. She’s a real stunner, and it’s a wonderful way to keep it all in the family.”’


That was the night Sirry and Father came to what they called ‘the arrangement’.


‘Sirry told me it was the happiest day of his life,’ Father went on. ‘And we celebrated with a magnum of champagne. And after that it just seemed to be accepted by everyone.’


‘There was one other way to unite the families,’ I said dryly.


‘Eh?’ asked my father.


‘Yes.’ I felt suddenly annoyed. ‘What about me? I could have cemented the family, couldn’t I, if I had made a special arrangement to marry Serena?’


‘You!’ My father’s mouth fell open with surprise. ‘But you’re – well, there’s nearly ten years between you. You’re almost old enough to be her –’ He groped for the word.


‘Her uncle?’


‘She does call you that sometimes,’ cried Chiffon.


‘But you’re a serious type,’ said Father. ‘Greg’s a playboy. A sportsman.’


‘Does that make him a better husband?’


‘No, no, of course not. But your work! You’re married to the law.’


‘I do intend to get married one day.’


‘Of course you do,’ said Chiffon, while Father added, ‘Well anyway, Sirry Pasha has brought up his daughter to be a good Egyptian. She would never do anything her father disapproved of.’


‘Of course not,’ I agreed. ‘I was only wondering how it all came about.’


Actually, I knew of course without being told. It was just one of those things.


In many ways Greg was more in the limelight than I was because he was the sportsman personified. We rarely quarrelled and I was never envious of him, but Father had no daughter to flatter him and to show off, and so perhaps he became inordinately proud of Greg’s sporting achievements. He treated his younger son with almost comical pride, as if nothing that Greg wanted or asked for was too good for him – a new cricket bat, a new tennis racquet, and finally the polo ponies he needed. At five feet eleven, with broad shoulders and a slim waist, a well-placed head and a modesty that went with any success, he was liked by all of us – and in return liked everyone.


I wouldn’t for a moment suggest that Father exercised a serious preference for Greg over me. Far from it. Just that he treated me much more as an equal. I was the one he turned to for a game of chess, the one who read ‘good’ books (because, as it happened, I genuinely liked them). And Father was delighted when I got a first at Oxford. But if I was the one whose scholastic experience could be shown off Greg was the one whose brilliance in sport was exhibited almost daily at the Gezira Club, and about whom people talked. So it was easy for me to understand why the proposed wedding arrangements had been planted in the minds of two pairs of doting parents.


Serena explained it in her own very Egyptian way, with logic, and with a strong sense of filial duty. We all sometimes tended to forget that she was not British or French, but that behind those steady green eyes there was a brain moulded by centuries of Egyptian thinking.


‘There were two reasons,’ she said. ‘The first was that as a dutiful daughter I was taught to obey my father who had chosen, subject to my approval, a suitable husband. My father is wise and loves me and since I was expected to marry that led to the second reason: why not agree to marry someone like Greg? I knew him – we had grown up together – and he is what you British call a “gentleman”. At least I knew he would be fun, he’d make a good husband, and it would make my father happy.’


‘But haven’t you forgotten one emotion – Love?’


‘But I do love Greg!’


‘Of course you do. But it’s a kind of taken-for-granted love. It lacks –’


‘Passion?’ Was she being ironic?


‘It wasn’t the word I was going to choose.’


‘You see, Mark, Egyptian women aren’t meant to be passionate. Happy, yes, if we’re lucky. But for centuries men have regarded women as objects for their pleasure. Even Victorian wives regarded sex as disgusting. Egyptian men don’t want their wives aroused sexually. That’s why there’s still so much circumcision in Egypt.’


‘Honestly, Serena, you talk as though you’re back in the Middle Ages –’


‘But history in Egypt is still part of our everyday life –’


‘Maybe, but you can’t tell me that with those smouldering eyes of yours you don’t feel – well, more than looking forward to a life of – just acceptance.’


‘I’m not. I am happy as I am – I’ve had a wonderful childhood, and parents I love. Greg is every woman’s idea of a modern Prince Charming. What more can a girl ask for?’


‘Me!’ I said laughingly.


‘Ah!’ The laughter left her eyes. ‘That wasn’t part of the “arrangement”.’
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Holt House was splendid. So was the Sirry mansion. So were the beautiful gardens. But in the hot season a breath of air, a whispered breeze, was more precious than a cold drink. And when the khamseen, the desert wind, blew, life in Cairo became almost unbearable. The hot sand swirling round the city gummed the eyes, reddening them with conjunctivitis; men in the streets covered their faces, looking like grey spectres, while the khamseen whistled through every crack. I once saw the sand literally blowing into the house through the front-door keyhole.


Luckily from time to time we could escape the heat, thanks to Sirry Pasha, whose ancestors had acquired an estate of two thousand acres. It was a beautiful spot called Ghezireh-en-Nasrani, the Island of Christians, a few miles north of Cairo, where the Nile divides into two, forming the vast triangular country known as the Delta, stretching from the city to the sea.


You could reach Nasrani by rail, by road or – by far the most romantic – by boat along the great river itself. And this we regularly did – in style, for Sirry Pasha had nursed an ambition to build a special pleasure-boat of his own since the days when he was studying at Oxford.


He had fallen in love with one of the Salter Brothers’ sixty-foot pleasure-steamers that were built in Salter’s own boat yard at Oxford, and on which I myself, when studying there, had taken the traditional trip along the Thames through Wallingford, Reading, Henley and Windsor to Kingston. Sirry Pasha had promptly had it copied in Alexandria, and named it Kismet.


In a strange way so many of our early memories centred on the trips on the Kismet, and Nasrani. It had always been a house of excitement since the first visit I could remember, when I was very small and we had arrived after dark. Servants with lanterns guided us from the landing stage along a couple of hundred yards of tree-lined pathway, the lights bobbing like fireflies until we reached the compound with its fruit gardens, and then the warm lights of the house itself.


Now, the weekend after Serena had made that enigmatic remark, ‘That wasn’t part of the arrangement,’ both families were sailing again to Nasrani on the Kismet, with its saloons of plush mahogany and brass, and forward of the central funnel a striped awning beneath which drinks were served in frosted glasses.


Both house and boat were fundamental parts of Sirry Pasha’s life, and I knew that in his heart he hated being a member of the ‘palace clique’. It was a job he had never wanted but which had been thrust upon him: to resign would have been an unpardonable offence. Yet he was so rich that he could have spent the rest of his days pleasurably immersed in his history books.


‘All week I look forward to these three hours on the Kismet,’ he told me. He was drinking lime juice, Father champagne, while I sipped a scotch. ‘The unhurried pleasure! Did you ever read Rupert Brooke’s Grantchester reverie on the church clock standing still at ten to three? It might have been written on one of Salter’s steamers.’


Of course the Delta wasn’t all as calm as Rupert Brooke’s Thames. The water traffic was ceaseless, for the Delta is criss-crossed by canals and river tributaries, reflecting the pale pastel shades of the flat countryside, the only vivid flashes of colour coming from the birds – flamingoes, pelicans or kingfishers – and the sails of small feluccas or perhaps a waterside mosque.


One day we were barely half an hour away from Nasrani when a great commotion thrashed in the water ahead of us, and Serena and I leaned over the rail to watch.


The river widened where an inlet had been cut in the bank to feed one of the hundreds of canals that irrigated the Delta area. A dozen or so feluccas were formed in a circle, with fellahîn standing in their prows beating the water with paddles of tightly woven palm-leaves. At the same time they skilfully manipulated their boats, drawing inwards towards each other. In this diminishing circle the fish were trapped, though they tried to escape by leaping in silvered arcs high into the air. Overhead, hordes of voracious sea-birds waited, eager to snatch them. With perfect timing the fishermen jumped over the sides of their feluccas, nets ready to scoop up the quarry they had so cunningly concentrated in so small a space. Within a few minutes their boats were piled with squirming, gasping fish.


‘Poor things!’ Serena said, and there was real sadness in her voice. ‘There’s no escape for them. They dodge the paddles only to be seized by the birds. Then they get netted and in the end finish up in the Cairo fish market. There’s a terrible – what’s the word? –’


‘Inevitability?’


‘That’s it.’


We reached Nasrani just before dusk. It was a beautiful house, which by now we knew as well as our own. Surrounded by fruit – oranges, lemons, peaches, nectarines, melons – and by palms, it was built of pink-washed limestone in two storeys, with square windows and shutters to be closed against the khamseen. The house and fruit gardens made a compound surrounded by a wall with a gate, giving on to a courtyard and a well in the centre into which you could drop a stone that struck the water not with a plop but with an eerie sound like a faint cry. ‘A water sprite, my boy,’ Sirry Pasha had told me when I was very young, ‘who objects to having stones dropped on its head.’


The main entrance was a splendid archway leading directly to what the locals always called the ‘guest chamber’ where servants were always ready with welcoming coffee, cigarettes, or something stronger.


The room was filled with low couches, brightly coloured cushions and, when the generator wasn’t working and the electricity faded away, the servants lit palm-oil lanterns of coloured glass, especially round the dekka, a long, low bench running along the two walls. The bench itself was made of sun-dried mud and draped with colourful shawls and long, flat bolsters of fustian, the rough material, half-cotton, half-flax, which takes its name from the Cairo suburb where it is made.


It was a room of brass tables, with intricately patterned wrought-iron legs, Persian and Isnik prayer-rugs scattered over the palm-leaf matting that covered the floor, and mysterious niches in which books and ornamental Egyptian drinking vessels were displayed, and where occasionally a lizard darted across the wall.


It was very ‘Egyptian’, and Madame Sirry more than once apologised for what she called ‘all this bric-a-brac, like junk we used to pick up at the Paris Flea Market’. But Sirry felt that a country-house in Egypt should look like one, not be a poor imitation of Western furniture, and I think he was right. It did indeed look like a home, certainly more homely than the Sirrys’ town house, where Madame Sirry had installed masses of French furniture, most of it pretentious and uncomfortable, the sort of chairs you felt you had to perch on.


The next day was cooler. Father and Sirry Pasha were engrossed in a game of chess. Greg and Aly had – as usual – gone shooting in the scrub beyond the estate.


Serena had gone painting – and I stayed in one of the smaller sitting rooms for most of the morning, wrestling with a brief I had to study before my return to Cairo. Through the square window facing on to the cotton plantation I could see Serena. Suddenly she packed up her folding-easel and paints and prepared to walk the quarter-mile back to the house. I put down my brief and walked out to meet her.


‘Any good?’ I asked when I reached her.


‘Awful!’ She shook her head angrily. ‘I wiped all the paint off with turps so that I could use the canvas again. Baptise will probably be pleased. I think he likes me to do some bad paintings when I paint without him.’


On our way back to the house, walking through the estate, we watched the fellahîn at work, supervised by the ghuffrah, one of the overseers responsible to both Sirry Pasha and the local sheik who collected the taxes. Serena waved to a woman in white who was making her way towards the house.


‘Fathia!’ she cried.


The woman salaamed, after which Serena embraced her and I shook hands, for Fathia was someone very special. She had been wet nurse to both Serena and Aly, and her two children had stayed on the estate ever since. ‘My daughter is nineteen now,’ Fathia said proudly. It seemed centuries ago since the riots started and she had run away in the garden and we had hidden in the cathedral tree.


‘I see you’re still wearing the gold earring which Mama gave you to celebrate my first tooth.’


When Fathia walked on and Serena and I were making our way slowly along the path leading to the ‘fruit courtyard’ I said, ‘We always seem to be getting the past and the present mixed up. Ever since that horrible day. Even before.’


‘Before the riots?’


‘Yes. It was seeing Fathia just now that made me remember watching Fathia feeding you – just as though it was yesterday. I must have been nine, I suppose. She opened up her blouse from beneath and there was one of her huge breasts – and you were so hungry you could hardly wait. I was fascinated.’


‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself!’ She was laughing. ‘Good job your mother didn’t see you. Or my mother.’


‘I took good care not to be found out.’


‘So you were involved in my life from the very beginning. While I was being fed, then as my protector – that’s the word Mama uses – and after that the typhoid. And then –’


As so often happened, we were both thinking of the same incident.


‘I mean when I was thirteen,’ she said, almost shyly. ‘I was so frightened.’


I nodded. ‘And I was all of an experienced twenty-two.’


It was so long ago – and yet, looking back now to those few moments of tenderness, I knew that they, in their own manner, had drawn us as closely together as on the day of the riots.


That had been at Nasrani, too. She had come into the living room where I was alone, and she looked as though she was going to faint, a slip of a girl as white as a sheet. She had been crying, I could see that, and she whispered urgently, ‘Please help me, Mark. Follow me into the pavilion. Now! We can be alone there.’


I hadn’t the faintest idea why she was so upset, but I knew this was no moment for the sort of casual joke Greg might have made.


The pavilion, as it was called, was a summer-house in a glade beyond the orchards.


‘What’s the trouble?’ I asked.


Without warning she burst into loud, uncontrollable sobs, and flung herself into my arms.


 ‘Serena!’ I let her head rest on my shoulder as the sobs racked her. ‘What is it? What’s the matter?’


‘Oh Mark!’ She lifted tear-stained eyes to mine. ‘I’m going to die. I know it. I’m ill – and you’re the only one I can talk to.’


‘What on earth do you mean? You’re not going to die. Why should you suddenly think so? Has your mother sent for the doctor?’


‘No, no.’ She looked almost frightened. ‘I’m so ashamed. I’ve caught some terrible illness – I’ve read about venereal disease – I’ve told nobody.’


‘But what is this illness? You can’t catch VD, as you call it, unless –’


‘I thought I’d get better – and then, when I was cured it all started up again. And I came to you. I always think of you first when I need help.’


‘But what’s the matter – what are the symptoms?’


‘I thought I’d been cured,’ she repeated. ‘And then it all started again. Today after a month. I’m bleeding to death. And if it’s VD Mama will never forgive me. I managed to pinch some hand towels which I threw away but –’


It had never entered my head that her mother hadn’t warned her.


Holding her shoulders so that she faced me, I took out a handkerchief, wiped the tears from her face, and said gravely, ‘Darling Serena. Don’t worry. I know just what’s the matter. You’re not going to die. You might have a bit of a tummy ache, but you’re not even ill.’


‘I’m bleeding!’ she cried.


‘It’s perfectly natural, what’s happened to you. It happens to every girl. It means that you’ve grown up. It’s called –’ I was doubtful if she knew the word, but I couldn’t think of any other way of explaining it – ‘it’s called menstruation. Once a month all women bleed a little. Didn’t anybody tell you – prepare you? Your mother?’


She shook her head miserably, and I couldn’t help saying savagely, ‘It’s a disgrace, not telling your own daughter.’ Not for the first time I wondered whether Madame Sirry was more occupied with her social life than with her children.


‘But why? What’s it all about?’


I tried to reassure her, knowing that she always believed anything I told her. I explained as simply as I could how all women had to live with the monthly cycle of ‘the curse’, as many called it; and how it would stop when she was going to have a baby. She knew so little that I had even to tell her that she could go to the chemist’s and buy some special pads.


While I felt all too suited to my role of Serena’s uncle, Greg continued in his role of dashing husband-to-be. He was not only the good-looking sportsman, he was a born winner. When he swam at the Gezira pool, always challenging anyone to beat him, even Serena had once said, ‘My future husband really does have a magnificent figure,’ and the girl she was talking to said, ‘I’ll have him if you get bored. He positively glows with health.’ He did, shaking his head with its crinkly hair – like my father’s – after a swim, the blue eyes always laughing.


He treated Serena with good-humoured affection, perhaps one of the secrets of their obvious happiness, the ability to laugh as well as be serious. And Greg was never jealous. That was remarkable, really, the way in which, back in Cairo, he allowed a beautiful girl to dance all night with other men while he was attending one of his innumerable bachelor ‘polo dinners’. He never betrayed the slightest suspicion when someone took her out. A young American I vaguely knew called Jim Stevenson – who seemed quite pleasant – often escorted her, and I asked Greg once if he wasn’t worried.


‘Stevenson? If I can’t trust her with him before we’re married,’ Greg laughed, ‘it’s a poor bloody look-out for the future.’


Everyone, of course, knew that Serena was ‘Greg’s girl’, and that, I suppose, made it impossible for our friends to try and split them up or – to use our word of those days – to ‘poach’. On the other hand, Serena, without realising what she was doing, unwittingly tempted them by instinctively regarding any man to whom she was talking with such rapt attention that he became fascinated by her. That was the Egyptian in her, that a woman’s ‘duty’ was always to please a man.


I noticed that rapt attention a few days later when Greg reached the finals of the Gezira Club tennis tournament.


Greg had an instinct for tennis, as with all ball games; he played a serve and volley game, advancing to attack his opponent with the dedication of a man who had to win.


It was a beautiful warm evening, the stands behind the show court surrounded by the heliotrope of jacaranda trees, and Greg, as he was changing ends in the third and final set, gave Serena a ‘thumbs up’ sign, as though to promise her success.


The struggle, in fact, lasted nearly two hours. Both players were fairly equal, but Greg possessed one advantage. He refused to be beaten. He ran back to retrieve the deepest lob; he ran forward to scoop up the gentlest drop-shot; he lunged sideways for the almost impossible volley. In the end he won by 6–3, 4–6, 6–4.


‘What a player!’ cried Serena as the crowd gathered and clapped for the presentation of the President’s Cup. ‘No wonder all my girlfriends are filled with hero-worship for him.’


‘And you?’ I asked.


‘Of course. He’s our local hero. And he’s so dashing.’


Smiling, she added, ‘I’m so proud of him when he wins. And he’s so modest with it all.’


One of our old friends, Teddy Pollock, had been watching the match with us. As Serena waved goodbye and, a possessive arm tucked into Greg’s, made for the car, Teddy and I decided to go for a drink. Odd, I thought; I felt rather irritated by her display of hero-worship. And yet, why not?


Teddy Pollock had, like Stevenson, squired Serena several times. As we drove towards Ibrahim Pasha Street he sighed and said, ‘There, but for the grace of God – or rather, the grace of Greg – go I! Yes, to the altar if she were free. I don’t know why the hell the two of them don’t get married, and put all the competition out of our misery.’


Teddy was a playboy. He had made it official, actually putting ‘playboy’ under ‘occupation’ on his passport, and he was doing everything he could to live up to the title. He attended every party, every dance, every race meeting, even every yacht race when the season moved to Alexandria. Yet he was utterly unspoiled, a charming man, with lively, good-humoured eyes.


‘You’d really like to marry Serena?’ We were at Shepheard’s, on the balcony facing Ibrahim Pasha Street, a perfect place for pre-dinner drinks, the street below overflowing with hawkers touting everything from camel saddles and leather bags to ‘priceless’ scarabs and blue beads to guard against the evil eye.


‘Like a shot,’ he replied frankly. ‘She’s perfect. Those green eyes!’


I agreed. To me, her eyes, with their long lashes, always held a laugh in them – a laugh mingled with tenderness.


Teddy was more poetic. He sighed, ‘It makes you catch your breath just to look into them. Even so, I’m glad I can’t marry her. Wouldn’t work, old man.’


‘Wouldn’t work?’ I must have looked astonished.


Teddy gave his slow smile. ‘Beneath that beautiful exterior there beats a warm and generous heart –’


‘Well, then …’


‘And round that warm and generous heart, a tiny slice of ancient Egypt. The girl knows what is expected of her from life.’


‘You mean Greg?’


‘I suppose so. It’s something they’ve grown up with. Mind you, with those two marriage will work.’


‘Ah! So it’s your fault?’


‘Absolutely, old boy. I’m the culprit. Because if I ever do get married – which God forbid – it will be because I’ve fallen hopelessly in love, become in sanely jealous. That’s how I could have felt about Serena if Greg hadn’t been around.’


‘But they’re in love.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Well, as you just said they’re an ideal couple.’


‘Honestly, Mark,’ he said, calling for a second round of drinks, ‘you are a bit naive. You don’t have to be hopelessly in love to be happily married.’


‘You bloody cynic.’ I used the words I had said to Serena.


‘Not at all. Think about it. Ask yourself one question: which does Greg love most – really love most – his Serena or his polo?’


‘You can’t compare the two. It’s like asking a kid which he loves most, his mother or his bicycle?’


‘You’re right. But I’m right too – you’ll see. And don’t get me wrong: Serena’s in love in her own way. She’ll make Greg a wonderful wife. But I have a feeling that she’ll always keep a tiny fragment of her Egyptian heart – say ten per cent – in reserve.’


‘And this mysterious other ten per cent? Any idea whom that’ll belong to?’


‘For some secret love.’ He gave me what I can only describe as an odd look as he lit up a Celtique. ‘You’ll have to think about that too.’


As he blew out smoke over my head, I said almost defensively, harshly, ‘Why the hell do you smoke those filthy cigarettes? They taste like shit.’


French cigarettes had always been popular in Egypt, and Teddy blew out another long stream of smoke before smiling slowly.


‘Life is full of shit,’ he sighed.


*


What an odd remark of Teddy’s! And how he had, by a look, by the cadence of his voice, underlined it! In those years before Greg and Serena married I had never thought of myself as more than – well, I suppose I was Serena’s best friend: but even if I hadn’t yet fallen in love with anyone I had a generous assortment of girlfriends.


Was Teddy insinuating that secretly I was in love with Serena? Absurd! I stayed on for another drink after Teddy had gone, mulling over his last remark – ‘Think about that too.’


Why? I had never felt even the remotest twinge of envy or jealousy. Our relationship was close because we were so often thrown on each other’s resources. Serena and I both shared a passion for good books, whereas Greg liked the latest Edgar Wallace. I enjoyed her love for painting because – without being an expert – I loved good pictures, whereas Greg turned to Punch for the latest cartoons. But we never met in secret, certainly not with desire. And anyway Greg was always dashing around, here, there and everywhere, and Serena used our house almost as her own, always had done. After all, we were ‘the kids next door’. She came in unbidden if she saw me walking in the grounds. It had happened like that all our lives. Often we talked, first in the garden, later inside with the family, perhaps over our drinks if the evening chilled, while Greg was still propping up the bar at the Gezira Club with the rest of his polo team or his foursome at tennis.


It was also true that Serena used to tease me in private about what she called ‘your secret love-life’. Cairo thrived on gossip; no sheets in a strange bedroom could remain unruffled without someone finding out – and telling. So when we walked in the garden Serena often gave me a sisterly hug and said, ‘Go on – tell.’


‘Tell what?’ I would say, knowing perfectly well.


‘You know. Sally Porter. Isn’t she the latest one? Everyone knows you went to bed with her the night before last. It’s true, isn’t it? Come on – what was she like?’


And I would tell her.


Dusk was falling over Shepheard’s balcony, but I ordered a fourth drink, thinking, why were we so drawn together, she so much younger, Greg so much more fun? Perhaps because we also shared another common gift – an uncanny unsought-for ability to read each other’s minds. From time to time, all other thoughts blank, people talking across a crowded room, her eyes would meet mine and I would know her mind exactly. Can you read people in their faces if you know them intimately? Her half-smile, her green eyes, would confirm our shared thoughts, even from a distance.


I was also the only man (at least I presume I was) who realised that sweet seventeen-year-old Serena and Greg had sneaked into bed together long before they married. I was dancing with Mother – all flounces and exuberance – at the club that night, when I saw Greg and Serena, each dancing with other partners, exchange glances which told me in a flash they were lovers. The look between the two of them – especially the look in Serena’s eyes – was as plain as if she had shouted the news aloud. At that moment she caught my eyes and smiled conspiratorially. From then on I was privy to a secret which had never needed words. That was the only time I experienced a sudden pang of jealousy, for I could visualise them in bed naked. It was almost like a moment of physical pain, as quickly ended as the look between us.


You might imagine that all we thought of in those days was having fun. But there was another side to life. My work, which I loved, led me to other faces of Egypt. Often I came into contact with venal politicians, or the fellahîn, starving under rapacious landlords. Murder, poverty, rape – and politics.


Between our years of growing up, Egyptian demands for independence, minor skirmishes, assassinations, reprisals – all pushed history along like the Nile itself: sometimes hardly noticed, at other times lashing it like floods. The strange adventures which Serena and I had shared just after the Great War had now been relegated in memory to a curious dream. But I remembered Aly, little more than a boy, proudly waving a flag when in 1922 Egypt was granted independence (with a few strings attached, such as British control of the army). Still, it was independence. The Khedive, who had become a sultan in 1914, now became a king – King Fuad, a despot whose new constitution gave him power to elect two-fifths of the senate, to dissolve parliament, to order elections – and to seize – in fact, to steal – land from downtrodden peasants or rich landlords to make him the richest man in Egypt; untill he lost it all.


Fuad was not so lucky in his son, the young Prince Farouk. He jeered at the young boy’s pale hairless skin, and once told Sirry Pasha, ‘I have been given as effeminate son as the future king of Egypt. It is a curse upon me, a disgrace to our manhood.’ One of the family doctors told Sirry privately that unless Faud was very careful his attitude might cause eventual impotence in Farouk.


Two years later, the British head of the Egyptian army, Sir Lee Stack, was assassinated. Once again the British, fearful of losing control of the Canal, clamped down. Egyptian independence was ‘down-graded’, existing only in name, a sort of grace-and-favour throne, the court and the cabinet dangled like puppets by Whitehall.


Inevitably, over the years, as old sores were reopened, the cries of ‘Istiklal el Tam!’ grew more vociferous, sometimes shouted in English outside British dwellings, ‘Unconditional Independence!’


By the turn of 1935 a series of more serious demonstrations started, jamming the streets. More and more demonstrators, often students, flooded Cairo, and in November 1935, with passions inflamed by Ramadan, the obligatory month of Moslem fasting during daylight, I began to realise that there might be serious trouble.


I was not afraid. Neither was my father. What worried me was a purely selfish problem. Teddy Pollock had invited me to a ‘desert party’ – an all-night affair, with an assortment of girls. We planned to start with dancing and continue with supper at the Step Pyramid at Sakkara, ending with breakfast in Teddy’s flat. But the Nile Delta was in full flood.


‘Will it be safe?’ I asked. ‘I wouldn’t want your harem to get any underclothes wet.’ The question was facetious, but with a grain of truth behind it, for during the autumn the Nile, vying with the Amazon as the longest river in the world, flooded dangerously after the monsoons hit against the mountains of Ethiopia, causing torrents of water to race across half a continent before spilling out on the coast of Africa. Long before that the Nile in the Delta had risen by up to seventeen feet, engulfing vast areas of land.


‘You know darned well the Step Pyramid is above flood level,’ said Pollock, smiling. ‘You’ve been there often enough – and at night.’


I did know, of course. I don’t really know why I asked the question; maybe because I wanted to ask another one, much more important.


‘And what about the political situation? Will that be safe? Father says the students are heading for a showdown.’


‘Maalish. Don’t worry.’ Teddy’s voice was as laconic as his slow smile. ‘Do you really think I’m going to let a bunch of hash-smoking students interfere with our fun?’
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On a Monday morning in November 1935, Sirry Pasha phoned to invite me round for a quick evening drink. ‘No other guests,’ he said. Idly, I wondered what he wanted. It was unusual for Sirry to ask me round alone.


By chance his whole family was assembled when I arrived. Madame Sirry, as she was always called because of her French birth, was as elegant as usual. She must have been astonishingly beautiful when young, and it was easy to see how Serena was becoming the image of her mother; but Madame Sirry also possessed that chic which seems to come as second nature to so many French. Even when dressed in an old pullover and skirt she managed to look the most elegant woman in a room. Aly was there, his usual sulky self, and when Sirry mentioned that Teddy Pollock had told him several of us were going to hold a midnight picnic at the Sakkara Step Pyramid the following evening Aly interrupted. ‘Better get home early before the riots. You must have read what that doddering old fool Samuel Hoare, the British Foreign Secretary, said on Saturday night.’


I could sympathise with Aly for being angry at the ham-fisted way the British had acted. In London on the Saturday – that would be 9 November – Sir Samuel Hoare had made a speech at the Lord Mayor’s Banquet in the Guildhall, in which he had told Egypt more or less bluntly that Britain did not think the time was yet ripe for Egyptian independence.


‘I must say’ – even Sirry Pasha was upset – ‘that it’s there in black and white. We’ve got a transcript of the speech. Let me read this bit to you.’


He adjusted his glasses. Was this the reason, I wondered, that he had asked me to call? Clearing his throat, Sirry Pasha read out the Foreign Secretary’s words:


‘ “The allegations that we oppose the return in Egypt of a constitutional regime suited to the special requirements are untrue. With our traditions we could not do such a thing. However, we have advised against the re-enactment of the constitutions of 1923 and 1930, since the one was proved unworkable and the other was universally unpopular. History and geography have linked our fortunes. As friends and associates we must deal frankly with each other.” ’


‘It’s disgraceful.’ I apologised for the sickly, oily words used to mask Britain’s belief that Egypt was incapable of governing itself.


‘It’s our bloody country!’ Aly almost shouted.


‘Mind your language!’ said Sirry sternly as Aly stalked from the room. However outraged Sirry might feel, he was a great stickler for good manners.


‘I do understand Aly’s feelings,’ he sighed. ‘But he’s so – so vulgar. I don’t know what’s come over him.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

  

  
	 
 

  
	 
 

  
	 
	 
 

  
	 
 

  
	 
	 
 

  
  
   
   
   
   
   
 
 

 

  
  
 





OEBPS/images/map.jpg
NS
L\ /7
= igﬁﬁﬂ‘ﬂﬁ 00 %%
amg






OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
A Woman
of Cairo

Noel Barber





OEBPS/images/Publisher.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





