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In memory of William Magazine

and for my family

—Nirah, Mike, Oren, and Paula


 

Is discontent a privilege? . . . Woman has nothing but her affections,—and this makes her at once more loving and less loved.

—FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE, CASSANDRA

The future is the worst thing about the present. The question “What are you going to do?,” when it is cast in your face, is like an abyss in front of you that keeps moving ahead with each step you take.

—GUSTAVE FLAUBERT

To speak the names of the dead is to make them live again.

—THE BOOK OF THE DEAD
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FATHER MUSTACHE AND THE FATHER OF THINNESS

Had the young Frenchman not been lost in thought, he might have caught his Baedeker as it jostled free of the gunwale and slipped into the river. Bound in red morocco with gilt lettering and gilt-edged pages, it was a costly gift from his dear mother.

At first the book floated, spread open like a bird with small red wings. But as the waters of the Nile darkened the onionskin pages already stained with Oriental sauces and cup after cup of Turkish coffee, they swelled like the gills of a drowning fish. His dragoman, Joseph, reached for it with an oar, but the attempt served only to push the guidebook farther under and soon it disappeared into the murky wake of the cange. The gentleman frowned.

The crew set about mooring the vessel on the riverbank. The Frenchman took a deep breath and realigned the incident in his mind, turning it the way you might a newspaper the better to scissor out an article. If he had to lose his guidebook, what better place than the Nile, that great liquid treasure pit? Let it molder in the deep, among shepherds’ crooks and shards of clay oil lamps, or be heaved ashore with the river’s yearly inundation of silt. He pictured a workman or scientist retrieving it in the future, reading the inscription he’d written on the fly page in indelible ink: “G. Flaubert, author of the failed novel The Temptation of Saint Anthony, 1849.” Maybe he would be remembered for something after all! But the thought only made him frown again. Ambition was a dull pain, like a continually broken heart.

The crew prepared to serve the midday meal. Egyptian cleverness extended not only upward to the immense, immovable majesty of the Pyramids, the Sphinx, and the gargantuan colonnades at Karnak, but also downward to the practical and portable, to folding stools, chairs, and tables, expandable fishnet sleeping hammocks, and sacs for foodstuffs. Where moments before the crew had trafficked the broad central planks of the deck, there now appeared a dining nook, shaded by muslin hoisted on poles and tied at the top like a fancy parasol. He watched Achmet float a white damask cloth onto the table, then lay pewter chargers and pink porcelain plates, and finally, neatly frame each table setting with utensils and drinking vessels. A ewer of red wine and two full wineglasses in the dead center of the table reminded him of a floral arrangement trailing two spilled roses.

On the foredeck, a Nubian crewman was chopping and cooking, while leaning on the mainmast of the skysails, Rais Ibrahim, the captain, haggled with a fishmonger. Soon enough a phalanx of tin trays laden with dolma—all manner of stuffed vegetables—would appear to rise unaided, levitating on the heads of the crew.

Gustave and his companion, Max, had left France four months earlier. They were sailing south to Abu Simbel, after which they would turn around and follow the current back toward Cairo, visiting more monuments at their leisure. Upon the completion of their river journey, now in its eighth week, they would tackle Greece, Syria, Palestine, and all of western Turkey from Smyrna to Constantinople. Later, perhaps Persia and India.

Most of their itinerary lay within the borders of the Ottomans, who cared nothing, Gustave knew, for the connection to the classical past that so thrilled him. Genuflection at the altar of Graeco-Roman and Egyptian antiquity was to their thinking probably amusing if not idiotic. Their holy shrines lay farther east, in domains marked by a fastness of sand and abstinence. When, four decades earlier, they’d allowed the Elgin Marbles to be removed to England, it had ignited bidding wars among curators, archaeologists, and wealthy collectors for every torso, ossuary, and water jar. To the Turks this was not vandalism, but an opportunity to sell off useless debris. With their prohibition against the graven image, he imagined they might even be disgusted that a human form fetched up in stone could excite such ardor.

Though his hosts ruled a large chunk of the world, historians seemed to agree that a golden age based in raw courage and gallantry was behind them, that they now lived by collecting in tribute what they had once secured with the bloody scimitar. He admired the fact that unlike the Europeans, who were prone to wars of ideas, the Turks reigned benignly, ceding to their conquered peoples great latitude in the practice of religious and national customs. Or were they benign out of inefficiency? The sultans, caliphs, viceroys, emirs, sheiks, and pashas—they had countless names for grand and petty offices—ruled from an ornately disorganized web of bribery and corruption so bloated with excess that the empire had grown unwieldy as an elephant balanced on a ball. Someday it would tumble in an earth-shaking, ruined heap.

In the meantime, both he and Max entertained fantasies of returning home with a marble bust or two, possibly a mummy. For they had learned the secret to a successful tour of the Orient: baksheesh. A handful of drachmas or piastres opened the doors of private estates to the two young Frenchmen. Obscure ruins were lit by torchlight if necessary for their inspection, and skilled cicerones were assigned to guide them to hidden corners of antiquity. With the right attire, a modicum of financial resources, and a pouch bulging with documents adorned with diplomatic wax and ink flourishes, Europeans traveling the Orient enjoyed the privileges of nobility. Lord knew that made for a stampede of them everywhere in the cities of the delta, if not yet on the river itself. Egypt was on the verge of becoming an industry. They would be among the last to see it before it was entirely corrupted by foreigners.

To burnish their air of importance, Max, the more savvy of the two, had secured official missions for them from two different ministries of the French government. Unpaid missions, to be sure, but nonetheless effective in connecting them to diplomats and commercial agents in the East. Gustave’s collection of gaseous bureaucratic prose commended him to the world beyond the Tuileries as a gentleman in the employ of the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce with the task of collecting in ports and caravansaries information of interest to chambers of commerce in France. He had planned to dispense with his official designation upon arrival, but soon grasping its value, instructed his mother and friends to address their letters to “Gustave Flaubert, chargé d’une mission en Orient.”

Max’s mission was substantive, and Gustave envied him it, though he was too lazy to have undertaken it himself. The Ministry of Public Instruction had charged Max with compiling a catalog of the ancient monuments. With the latest camera, Monsieur Du Camp could efficiently replace corps of savants and artists who in Napoleon’s day had performed this task. He was also charged with making life-sized facsimiles of the inscriptions, similar to stone rubbings, but producing an actual relief. These molds, or “squeezes,” made using wet paper, were simple but tedious to produce, and Max depended upon Gustave to assist in their manufacture. Much to his disgust, Gustave often wandered off or fell asleep precisely when he was needed.

The truth was that Gustave had never considered himself anything but a writer. He pictured his study at home, an airy consortium of books and flowered chintz, thriving potted plants, a bearskin rug and massive desk where he had devoted the last two years to his first novel. While other writers poured out their tales or allowed them to trickle forth like seasonal streams, he had carved The Temptation of Saint Anthony from the very mountain of the French language. Then, after reading it aloud to them, his best friends Max and Bouilhet had pronounced it inferior, unworthy of publication. The recollection sent a sharp pain through his chest and arrested his breathing. The reverie of the writer’s life he would return to in his study at home vanished, like smoke on a wind.

He turned his attention to the crew approaching single-file amidships. On either side of them the waters of the Nile lapped like molten pewter touched with rivulets of gold. Hasan lowered a tray of delicacies, while above his shoulder, a gull’s wing fluttered like a feathery epaulet as the bird swooped onto the bow of the cange. I’m traveling in the world of Byron! he thought, surrounded not by shopkeepers and prim demoiselles, but men wearing fezzes, bare-chested under fancy red vests. Nota bene: trimmed with soutache and black silk embroidery, one of these vests would make the ideal gift for Louise. In the past few months, the memory of her infuriating possessiveness had faded somewhat, and he had begun to ponder her charms. Just now, as he sipped his wine, he recalled the disarming way on their first rendezvous she had turned to him and said, “Shall we kiss awhile, my darling?”

Each man had spent the morning in solitary chores, Gustave composing in his journal, Max readying the camera for the afternoon excursion.

Max appeared at the table and greeted him. “I will need your help,” he said. “Today we scout the temple of Derr.”

“Yes,” Gustave muttered. “I’m sure it will be grand.” He was remembering the Sphinx, that sublime surprise. He had seen drawings of Luxor, Giza, and Abu Simbel at an exhibition in Paris. The Sphinx, though, had existed only in his imagination until the instant he came upon it, a ferocious giant perched on the desert floor, its nose smeared flat as if bloodied in a brawl.

“There will be many inscriptions, many squeezes to be made.”

Gustave savored his wine, letting it trickle into the back of his throat. “How many?”

“Hundreds. I don’t know. Thousands. Too many to do. There are hieroglyphs, demotic Egyptian, Greek, and something called Carian, a language no one can read.”

Gustave scratched his whiskers. “In that case, we will have to bring an extra pack donkey.” He served himself a second helping of rice flavored with cinnamon and cumin. The first thing he had noticed about the Orient was its parade of exotic spices, the bazaars smelling of coffee and sandalwood oil; the prostitutes of rosewater, balsam, and musk.

Max thought for a moment. “A litter will do, I think, dragged behind us Indian style.”

Usually, he and Max rode donkeys or horses, but now Gustave imagined himself tugged along on the pallet, reclining like a minor grandee. Save for the dust. And the smell and sight of the animal relieving itself. A veritable shit caravan.

“Joseph, of course, will go with us,” Max planned aloud, “plus two of the crew, Aouadallah and Hadji Ismael, as usual.”

“Yes, Hadji Ismael, for scale.”

Gustave hated being within range of a camera, so Max used Hadji Ismael in his photographs to establish the implausible size of Egypt’s monuments. Perched on a gigantic toe, lounging inside a mammoth doorway, Hadji Ismael was not only reliable but also photogenic—a one-eyed, well-muscled fellow who spoke a strange pidgin in the considerable gaps of which he remained always courteous and sweet. On the ship, he acted the wife to Big Achmet. Bardashes all, the crew. That was something sexual he’d not yet tried. He was just waiting for the right opportunity. At a Turkish hammam, perhaps, where the young attendants were willing and the steam would leave him open-pored and pliant . . .

“Not just for scale—to represent the human enterprise,” Max said for perhaps the fifth time in two weeks. “Even the stars mean nothing without a steaming hovel beneath them.”

Such grandiose talk was the result of the photography apprenticeship in Paris that the ever-industrious, energetic Max had completed to prepare for the trip. Upon their return, his photographs would likely be the subject of an exhibition, and serve as illustrations for the travelogue he was writing. Gustave disliked this aspect of his friend—the pragmatist who readily lowered his nose to the grindstone to advance himself. In this regard, Gustave was something of a snob, deeming useless knowledge (of beauty, truth, love, etc.) preferable—indeed, superior—to more practical information. If he were ever to publish a book, ideally he wanted it to be about nothing.

“You and Aouadallah will work on the squeezes,” Max said, wiping a spot of red sauce from his chin with his napkin, “and I will join you when I can.” He pushed back his chair as a crewman began to collect the dishes.

Gustave scoffed at this idea. “But you will be photographing all day, and then the sun will be down. You can’t help to make squeezes in the dark. Besides, I have my own mission to accomplish. Who knows what commercial secrets I may uncover? I may find a mirage that is real, for example.”

Max began packing his bulky and fragile photographic equipment into sheepskin cases he’d had custom-tailored for the trip. “We have a deal,” he reminded Gustave. “Let’s stick to it.”

They did have a deal, struck in the sixth week when Gustave announced he could not bear to make one more squeeze; the process was driving him mad. He no longer felt like a man, but an automaton, a mold machine. Max was sympathetic; nonetheless, he needed Gustave’s labor as well as his supervision over any Egyptian apprentices. And so, in exchange for Gustave’s help, he had promised to make a formal photograph of Gustave’s favorite prostitute. It was a strong enticement: in the damp cold of Normandy, Gustave would have his sun-drenched whore in crisp black and white and silky grays, every eyelash sharp as a pin. Not even Madame Flaubert would object to an artful rendering of an Oriental woman on the wall. The following week he had chosen Kuchuk Hanem, the dancing girl of Esneh, with whom he and Max had spent a satisfying day and night. But the photograph was spoiled by a mistake in the exposure. Max planned to remake it on their trip back down the Nile. What, though, if Kuchuk Hanem were not at home when they called? What if she had moved or was occupied or had fallen ill? Heraclitus was right—time was a river you couldn’t step into twice. Gustave thought of nothing so much as the return visit to her quarters.

Their deal—exchanging squeezes for photographs—was a polite and simplified version of the complicated alliance between them, about which they never spoke. Max loved literature and had literary aspirations, and it was in the fire of that mutual passion that their friendship had been forged and was continually annealed. But Gustave was deeply indebted to Max on several counts, for without him there would have been no trip. And while Max graciously acted his equal, he was in fact the senior partner in the venture. As the more experienced traveler, he was willing to sort out the tangle of logistics. He was wealthier, which put the burden of keeping within a budget on Gustave. But most important, it was Max who had swayed Madame Flaubert into subscribing to the near-mythic healing powers of the Mediterranean. In service of this, Max had all but sworn to be the guardian of her delicate younger son. In this web of obligation and kindness, only one question sometimes nagged at Gustave: had Max cynically manipulated his dear mother, playing her for a fool, or did he actually care for her (and him)? Perhaps Max himself did not know. That would be like him, Gustave thought. Nevertheless, out of gratitude for Max’s many beneficences, Gustave had agreed to make squeezes, and though he found it insufferable at times, he intended to keep his word.

• • •

Gustave would have napped after lunch, but Max insisted they leave immediately. Gustave donned his heavy boots and pulled up the hood of his burnoose, which framed his face with a fringe of black pompoms that bobbed with the slightest movement, adding a dimension of merriment to his guise. With the help of the crew, they collected their belongings and arranged the donkey packs. Joseph had three horses waiting on the bank. They set off at once. Neither man had shaved or barbered in weeks, and with their ragged beards and soiled clothes, they looked neither European nor Egyptian but altogether alien.

They rode small mares trained to neck-rein. Compared to the colder-blooded European horses, the Arabians appeared scraggly and weak; in fact, Gustave had discovered, they were fine mounts of excellent endurance and temperament, accustomed to the grueling sun and sand and the merciless onslaughts of the khamsin. Hadji Ismael and Aouadallah rode donkeys, hurtling alongside them.

The road from Aswan to Derr was crowded, being the only overland route south of the cataracts on the eastern riverbank. Aside from the monuments, Gustave had observed, little in Egypt stayed still. In the desert’s dry sea, the Bedouin lived as nomads; on the great Nile, commerce from all of Africa moved to market, whether slave girls from Nubia or rice from Luxor. The Bedouin took their houses on their backs; the Nubians lived in mud huts that could be rebuilt in a day elsewhere.

The stream of traffic reminded him of the sugar ants that invaded the house at Croisset in early summer. With no laws or rules of etiquette for the road, people traveled on both sides and in the middle. Every manner of conveyance and beast moved together—camel caravans, flocks of sheep and goats, asses, horses, and the occasional richly draped palanquin with, presumably, a notable personage within. The ubiquitous cudgel flashed out from robes and saddlebags like a lightning bolt. Public beatings were an everyday occurrence. It seemed to Gustave that everyone in clean clothes routinely beat everyone in dirty clothes. Where baksheesh ended, the cudgel began. Between the two, commerce moved at a brisk clip. Arguments were short, ending with much begging and quivering before punishment was meted out and all protest resolved by a quick blow to the back or thighs. He had witnessed an official bastinado in Cairo—fifty strokes delivered unhaltingly to the soles of the feet. The poor fellow was no doubt crippled for life.

They skirted a shallow lake as calm and bright as a sheet of steel. What had appeared from the distance as clumps of snow on the surrounding trees were revealed at closer range to be rookeries of white ibis, herons, egrets, brown pelicans, and other birds he had not yet identified in his Baedeker and now never would.

“Look up, Du Camp Aga,” he called to Max, pointing at the birds. “Are these edible?” Their horses were walking slowly, unable to get up any speed in the crowd.

“Your highness, O sheik Abu Dimple, it would seem so.”

They’d taken to this kind of chitchat during their hiking tour in 1846, although then they had affected the bourgeois accent of Brittany, and had been, instead of sheiks, two irreverent adolescents. “I feel like shooting something now, effendi,” said Gustave, “don’t you?”

“Well, I am a lower sheik than you, so I would have to say I only want to if you do.”

“Indeed. Let’s get the guns out,” Gustave said.

Hadji Ismael took the rifles from the donkey and passed them to his masters. “Gustave Bey,” he muttered as he handed over the gun, “who shall be the most fortunately blessed one to pick up the birds when they fall?”

There was a shortage of gun dogs in the Orient—none, to be exact. Arabs apparently considered canines too filthy and profane to domesticate, though they didn’t mind sleeping alongside their sheep, goats, and camels. “You and Aouadallah will go out for them,” he said, looking at Max. “Right, Sheik Max?”

“No heroic efforts, though.”

The crewmen looked puzzled as Joseph translated.

“Don’t worry if you don’t find them,” said Max. “We will buy dinner somewhere else.”

Joseph bowed slightly. “Captain is buy fish for dinner, effendi.” It had taken Gustave weeks to adjust to Joseph’s strange French, which had Italian and Arabic elements and a completely mongrelized grammar, made up as needed. Genoa-born, he was a self-effacing, diffident man. Though he had an encyclopedic knowledge of Egypt, he rarely volunteered information, preferring to be asked for it. He had made the voyage up and down the river sixty times.

“Then this will be the first course, should we have any luck,” Max said.

The Frenchmen slid down off their mounts and took aim in the distant trees. Gustave fired first at a tall white bird standing on a dead snag, while Max aimed at a brownish clump on a nearby branch. As the shots rang out, every human being on the road dropped to the ground in terror. The two servants trotted off in search of the shot quarry, and the ersatz sheiks stared up at the circling flocks. “Beautiful sight,” Max said. “Makes me long for quail.”

Gustave was not particularly fond of birds. He preferred animals with fur, and was considering bringing back a monkey to France. A monkey, six meters of Dacca cloth, stones from the Parthenon, maybe a mummy, the photograph of a whore, a red vest . . . the list was starting to sound like an incantation. He tinkered with the order. A monkey, six meters . . . a mummy, stones, a photograph, a red vest. That was better—more musical, more memorable.

The crowd began to right itself, among its members three Europeans traveling in the opposite direction, one of whom now approached, a woman wearing a dark blue dress and pink bonnet. Gustave couldn’t help noticing her neck, which was unusually long, slender, and, despite the unrelenting sunshine, pale. “I say, I think it’s bad form,” she announced in a firm voice, “very bad form.”

Gustave knew only a little English. “Je ne comprends pas l’anglais,” he said, staring sweetly at her, his eyebrows a question. Her hair was a plain, honest brown, but so clean, despite the dusty air, that tiny rainbows danced along the strands about her face. Her eyes were gray and her gaze direct, without the habit of looking away as she spoke that, to his mind, made so many women look insincere.

She encircled the stock of his gun with one hand. “Ça, ce n’est pas bon. C’est mal. C’est malheureux.” The woman appeared to be groping for French words to launch a jeremiad against the discharge of firearms in public places. “Je suis malhereuse!” she protested, jabbing at her chest with an index finger as she repeated, “I am unhappy!” and awaited a reply.

“Aha!” Gustave said, nodding with dawning comprehension. All women are unhappy, he wanted to reply. He understood women to be powerless and therefore demanding, and had confided to his mother that he would never marry. Besides, how could he give up his darling prostitutes? He could not imagine being loved so thoroughly in a domestic arrangement where he would have to worry about offending a proper dame. His mother concurred in his determined bachelorhood, eager to keep her delicate son with her rather than sanction a union with some petite bourgeoise and be reduced to the status of infrequent visitor.

“Allow me to make the introductions,” the ever-unflappable Max said, stepping forward to offer her his hand. “May I present M. Gustave Flaubert? And I am Maxime Du Camp.” He paused and added their official designations. “Chargés d’une mission en Orient.”

“Florence Nightingale.” The woman curtsied as she took Max’s hand. “From England.” She acknowledged Gustave with a nod.

He would have known her for English anywhere in the world, his friends, the Collier sisters, having been his University of English Womanhood. Miss Nightingale had, for one thing, the typical English prepossession. “Much charming,” he said, continuing his struggle in the language, “très charmante. Enchanté.”

“How do you do?” She paused, sucked in a little air, then switched back to her tentative French. “I hope you won’t mind if I say you shouldn’t be shooting here.” She gestured toward the stream of humanity once again toiling down the road. “Stray bullets, women and children, livestock, innocents all.”

“We aimed at the birds,” Max replied.

“It is inconsiderate. And very dangerous. Loose bullets kill.”

“We will be happy to oblige you, then, mademoiselle,” Max said, switching back to French. He doffed an imaginary hat and swept it before him in a broad arc. “No more shooting on this road. Where are you headed, by the way? You are the first white woman we’ve seen in these parts.”

“I am touring the Nile,” she replied in French. “Visiting the monuments. Nous trois.” She gestured toward a couple on the far side of the road. The woman waved back. The man saluted. There was not the nick of a doubt in Gustave’s mind that this pair was English too, though they were surely too young to be her parents. An aunt and uncle perhaps?

“So are we,” Gustave said. “Max is making photographs, and I am recording the inscriptions.”

For the first time she looked pleased. “I, too, am sketching and reading the inscriptions.”

“You can read them?” Max asked. “The hieroglyphics, I mean?”

“Oh, yes, most of the time, with the help of my good friend Herr Professor Bunsen.” She paused. “That’s a book,” she explained, smiling quickly. The two men nodded.

“And of course you read Greek,” Max said.

“Yes, Father taught it to me and my sister. We were very fortunate.”

“What is your itinerary?” Max asked. “Perhaps we may assist you in some way.”

As she and Max talked, Gustave thought about the Collier sisters and decided that it was the eyelashes that distinguished English-from Frenchwomen. Englishwomen were not inclined to show theirs off, while the French used them as semaphores, signaling with quick blinks and flashes, like peacocks in a courtship dance. Miss Nightingale blinked only when necessary. She was like an English sparrow, short of wing, busy with purpose; not, by a mile, the flirtatious, feathery bird of paradise. All her delicacy, which was considerable, was contradicted—indeed, canceled out—by her commanding voice and pragmatic eyes.

It soon became clear that Miss Nightingale’s itinerary on the river was nearly identical to theirs. She was also traveling by houseboat, in a splendid dahabiyah, a bigger, more deluxe version of their cange. She, too, planned a long stay at Abu Simbel, after which she would float downriver touring select monuments. She had spent the previous few days visiting four temples just south of Aswan at Kalabsha, Dakkeh, Beit el-Wali, and Gerf Hussein, the last by moonlight with the entire village hooting at her heels. Today she and her companions had bought dates in Derr. She would return home via Europe by late summer. They all agreed it was confusing that the Nile insisted on flowing north to the Mediterranean, and that Upper Egypt lay to the south and lower Egypt to the north. “It always seems backwards when I look at the map,” Max said. “Yes,” Miss Nightingale replied with a nod, “I believe most rivers flow south.” They chatted for a while about the Blue and White Nile, the mysterious sources of the river.

“Did you adore,” Gustave took her hand, “comment ça se dit en anglais?” He switched to French. “Did you like the crocodiles and the hippopotami at Kalabsha? But the people, you must have been as shocked as we were. They wore no clothes.”

“Oh,” she said, as if someone had pricked her with a needle. “Yes, we saw the poor creatures.” Her expression turned grave.

“Don’t tease our new friend,” Max said, elbowing Gustave.

“We must remember,” Gustave said, recalling the bouquets of naked breasts and buttocks—some of the women had worn little more than beads around their waists—“they are all innocents.”

“Women and children living in such squalor,” Miss Nightingale opined, her voice grim. “One wishes one could intercede on their behalf.”

“Yes,” Gustave agreed, noticing that her French had improved. “Sometimes one does, one must enter their lives. It seems too tragic to refrain.” He could sense Max stifling a smirk. He loved to torture him this way. Max would reprimand him later for the double entendres. They’d have a good laugh.

“Baksheesh, always baksheesh.” Miss Nightingale’s voice rasped in imitation of the beggars. She shook her head in disapproval, though whether of the constant request for money or the deplorable condition of the beggars was not clear.

Suddenly she straightened up and her demeanor changed. “How are you sleeping then?” she asked, her voice edged with eagerness, as if she had a secret to share.

Max and Gustave shot brief glances at each other. “Well enough,” Max said. “Why do you ask?”

Miss Nightingale drew a little closer. “I am sleeping with a new invention.”

Obscene images tumbling through his mind, Gustave pasted a smile on his mouth and blinked, waiting. Max grew more animated, not from bawdiness, Gustave knew, but curiosity—Max could turn serious in an instant. Another trait of his that Gustave did not altogether admire. Laughter, after all, was far too rare. One could be serious all night while one slept.

“What sort of invention?” asked Max.

Just then, Aouadallah returned with a lifeless, nearly obliterated egret dangling by its waxy yellow feet from his fist. Gustave turned to him. “Alors?”

“Do you wish to cook it, effendi?”

He picked up the bird by its neck and examined the long, lacy breeding feathers sprouting from the wings and the fancy tufts at the skull and belly. “No, we will keep only these long plumes and a few wing feathers. The big ones.” He splayed the wing to point them out. A monkey, six meters of Dacca cloth, a mummy, stones from the Parthenon, the photograph of a whore, a red vest, and egret feathers. He handed his gun to Hadji Ismael to stow on the donkey.

“It’s called a levinge,” Miss Nightingale replied. “It keeps out insects and promotes sleep.” Cheerfully, she described its construction and design. “Once I’m inside”—she hugged herself and stood on tiptoes—“I tighten the tapes and then I’m like a butterfly in a cocoon. We all have one, on the boat. We call it ‘levinging.’”

Gustave tried to picture her in the contraption. “Do you cover your face?” he asked. For it was to her face and small, pale hands that he was drawn, the hands in particular, which seemed vulnerable and pure, as if they had not yet touched much of the world. She was so earnest!

“Yes, of course. To keep the mosquitoes off, but you leave room for breathing.”

“You must be bandaged like a mummy,” Gustave said.

“Yes!” Miss Nightingale agreed. “Exactly! I expect that’s where M. Levinge took the idea. But it’s very comforting to be so tightly wrapped.”

“I’m certain,” said Gustave, recalling Kuchuk Hanem’s body warming his in the chill of her rock-walled room.

“If you give me your address,” Miss Nightingale said, “I shall send you the plans so that you can make one for the rest of your trip. I am sure you shall need it in Damascus and Constantinople. The insects will be frightful. You’ll be there in the summer.”

“No doubt,” Max said. He took out his card and wrote out their mailing address in Cairo. “Merci beaucoup.”

“I thank you in advance for the good nights of sleep,” Gustave added.

After the threesome shook hands, Miss Nightingale crossed the road and returned to the couple who had dismounted and stood patiently waiting. Pink and plump, the woman of the pair reminded Gustave of a drawing exercise in art class—the human body as three circles set on top of each other, with a round face, a larger, rounder bosom, and a bell-shaped bottom. Only a belt defined her waist. So much roundness suggested a warm and generous nature. The man was likewise corpulent. He embraced Miss Nightingale, patting her repeatedly on the back before supervising her climb onto a donkey. In the saddle, her feet nearly touched the ground. The asses in Egypt were bred to be small and desert-hardy.

Gustave waved good-bye as Miss Nightingale’s donkey bounced forward, responding to a leather quirt in the hands of an African behind it. She and her party went north, returning to their houseboat. He and Max set off in the opposite direction, the dead bird flapping from the saddlebag. Joseph had said not to pluck the feathers yet. They must blanch the bird as if to eat it; otherwise, the quills would be damaged.

Half an hour later, they reached the rock temple of Derr, a rather crude structure built by Ramses the Great. Max spent the afternoon photographing while Gustave made squeezes of the hieroglyphs on the columns. The temple was not as impressive as he had expected, but it was old and important, Max said, most likely a rehearsal for the magnificence farther south, or possibly an afterthought.

The next morning, they left Derr for Abu Simbel in the wilderness of Nubia. There, Gustave calculated, he’d be five hundred kilometers and three weeks distant from Kuchuk Hanem on the last tame section of the river. South of Abu Simbel at Wadi Halfa, it devolved into an unnavigable 750-kilometer stretch of sunken rocks and rapids. The Nile was a long, skinny prick of a river.
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CHATELAINES

There was something of the trickster in Florence Nightingale, a trait she’d reluctantly put aside as she reached womanhood, but which she had never completely outgrown or forsworn. This is why as soon as she’d determined that the two Egyptians discharging firearms on the road were, in fact, French, she had chosen to speak a halting, stilted, schoolgirlish français. She hadn’t known exactly why she did this, only that she could not resist the pretense. Perhaps she had hoped to overhear a shocking tidbit? The men might have commented on her appearance or manner, for instance, feeling as free to speak about her as they would to talk treason in front of the family cat. But nothing scandalous in their conversation had ensued.

Florence bent her head to peer through the small windows that ran the length of the cabins on the dahabiyah. The sleeping chamber where she sat floated just above the waterline, and if she lay on her divan with her head alongside or out the window, she could see both river and sky. The previous night, she’d watched the moon pave the Nile with silver. Now the sky was split in two: above, tufts of cotton drifted high in a gray patch, while closer to the horizon, the sun blurred into an aura of pale yellow behind cloud cover.

She pulled her traveling desk from a nearby compartment and set it upon her knees. Perhaps she’d felt free to mislead the Frenchmen because they themselves were so clearly involved in a deception. In their burnooses and caftans, they were literally draped in a lie—obviously in hopes of gaining access where it would otherwise be denied. Abbas Pasha, the ruler of Egypt, did not hesitate to enforce the death penalty for even minor offenses against Europeans. Abandoning Western garb might bring them Egyptian secrets but it also entailed risking their safety. At any moment, they could be mistaken for natives and robbed or even bludgeoned. To her mind, this bravery, though foolhardy, bestowed on them a dashing air. A grin stole across her face. Lying had its advantages. Aside from producing results unavailable by honest means, in a strange way, it built character—at least audacity.

Florence decided to write them in her usual polished French. If they crossed paths again, which was likely given the similarity of their itineraries and the paucity of Europeans on the Upper Nile, she hoped they’d forget her pitiful French of the first encounter.

Opening the mahogany traveling desk she had used since the family jaunt to Europe twelve years earlier, when she was seventeen, she withdrew her pen, inkpot, and a sheet of fine rag.

13 Février 1850

Chers Messieurs,

Quelle chance que de vous avoir rencontrés hier! On a si peu l’occasion en Egypte de voir des Européens que c’est un réel plaisir que de bavarder un peu ensemble. Comme nous le dit Homère dans L’Iliade “pour se sentir chez soi, on n’a besoin que d’une seule personne et d’une langue en commun . . .

I love French, even more so when I hear it spoken. No other tongue makes such a lovely music or conveys so well the spiritedness of its people. (Our French servant, Mariette, is as patriotic as any Parisian I have met, wears a locket with a likeness of Napoleon, and mourns the Battle of Aboukir Bay, though she was not yet born when Egypt changed from French to English hands.)

I am enclosing my calling card as well as one from my companions, Charles and Selina Bracebridge. Our families write to us in care of the British consul, who then dispatches local runners for delivery. I trust that being chargés of the French government, your post will travel by diplomatic pouch. However it arrives, I hope you will let me know that this letter has reached you.

As I mentioned on the road, were it not for my levinge, my journey in Egypt would be listed among the great victories for their side in the annals of the insects. (What tiny ledgers those must be, inscribed on leaves or carved on daubs of mud to make petite earthen tablets. First commandment: Bite. Second commandment: Bite again.) English bugs are no match for the fleas, flies, mosquitoes, and other unnamed creatures that would feast on our poor hides the instant the sun sets.

I found this gadget, invented by a traveler to the East named M. Levinge, in my Murray guidebook.

It’s easy to make. All you need are two bedsheets, a piece of thin muslin to serve as a mosquito net, strong sewing thread (waxed twist is best), caning in three pieces to make a hoop, cotton twill tape, and a nail to suspend it from the ceiling. (I’m going to sketch it for you on a separate page.)

After entering the levinge through the opening at c, you pull the tape tight and tuck it under the mattress. You can sit or lie in this contrivance. Be advised: tight fastening is essential, if initially uncomfortable. You will soon accustom yourselves to the confined space and enjoy it like swaddled babes.


[image: Image]


Florence withdrew a six-inch ruler from the desk and began her facsimile, copying directly from the Murray book, one of the forty-some volumes she carried with her. As always, when she wrote, her surroundings vanished, as did her body and the sensation of time passing. She was, therefore, surprised when she looked up from drawing to see that her maid was no longer resting on the opposite divan. Trout’s backside, encased in floral chintz like a cushion one might find plumped up in the corner of a horsehair sofa, filled the narrow passageway that led from the sleeping quarters to the stairs. She appeared to be inspecting the floor.

“Trout?” Florence exclaimed uncertainly. It felt odd to be addressing the bottom half of a person.

“Yes, mum?” Trout’s voice seemed to emanate from the floorboards. “Something I can do for you?”

“Whatever are you doing?”

At this, the figure in front of Florence straightened and pivoted toward her, the upper portion taking its rightful place. “Something dropped off my chatelaine.” She reached forward to show Florence the vacant dangling chain. “It must have rolled away.”

“Oh, then let me help you find it.” Florence set her desk aside and stood. But the passageway was too narrow for both of them, even if one happened to be a willow withe. Florence waited for the larger woman to move aside.

Trout stepped back and lowered herself wearily onto the portside divan. “Maybe my eyes are going bad.” She sighed. “My dad had poor sight by my age.”

“What exactly did you lose?”

“A key, mum. Black key.”

Florence knelt in the passageway. Trout was never without her chatelaine, which, with its many implements, comprised a small hand manufactory. Florence knew well what hung from each chain: scissors, a needle case, a bodkin, a brass-capped emery in the shape of a strawberry, a crochet hook, pin safe, thimble, buttonhook, another strawberry made of beeswax, and spools of black and white thread. Trout wore the chatelaine pinned at her waist, its parts dangling down, or else pocketed in her apron, like a watch. Florence had never noticed a key.

Her own fancier, gold version lay in a drawer at home, a gift from her mother, Fanny, with items befitting a country lady: a dog whistle embossed with spaniels, a diminutive magnifying glass, a telescoping pencil, and a vinaigrette stuffed with cotton wool soaked in French perfume. With her chatelaine, Florence could make or repair nothing, as was proper for a fashionably helpless young woman who moved in society, while Trout’s was a portable wonder.

The wooden floor of the dahabiyah was smooth, Florence noted, as she ran her fingers over its grooves, worn from the tread of so many feet, she imagined. She pictured its owner, a prosperous Ottoman functionary named Hasan Bey, standing barefoot on the very spot where she knelt. He used this boat, she knew, to ferry the veiled, bejeweled wives of his hareem and their children on pleasure cruises up the Nile.

Florence felt the key with her fingers before she saw it. Lodged behind a wooden post, it was heavy, made of iron, and vaguely industrial. She was certain she’d never seen it among the shiny brass dangles on her maid’s chatelaine. Why had Trout never worn it before, and what did it unlock? It was too big for a diary, certainly. A desk drawer? But Trout didn’t have a desk. A lockbox?

After teasing it from its hiding place, she stood up and offered it to Trout on the palm of her hand.

“Thank you, mum. You can be grateful for your good eyes, Miss Florence.”

“Perhaps I should take on the mending.”

“Well, that wouldn’t do, would it?” Trout reattached the key and dropped it in her pocket. “No, I can manage the buttons and seams, though a body hardly wants to wear clothes in this heat. Oh, what a climate.”

“Indeed. But it will be nightfall soon, and the heat will subside, as it has every evening.”

“Not every night, no—that first evening in Alexandria I liked to go blind from the sweat pouring into my eyes.”

“Well, then,” Florence said, patting the sides of her legs briskly, “I’ve letters to finish. Have you done with your nap?”

“Not yet, mum, my mind keeps going round and round like them waterwheels on the riverbanks. I’m not used to so little work. Don’t know what to do with myself, seems.”

“Oh. Then perhaps you can have a lie-down now . . . or read.” Just do be quiet, Florence thought in some desperation.

“Yes, mum.” Trout stretched out on her divan and turned toward the wall, her back to her mistress. Sitting on her divan, Florence placed her desk on her knees but did not yet take up her pen.

Trout had been miserable since they arrived in Egypt. She complained constantly of the heat, though this was the cool, dry season. She griped about insect bites, too, as well as stomachaches, headaches, and her deteriorating eyesight.

Trout would never have spoken so freely in England. And sympathetic as Florence was to suffering, she couldn’t help wondering how a strongly built woman of forty-three years and Teutonic ancestry could suddenly turn so frail. Or how it was that the ailment jumped around so variously. For no sooner had a headache subsided than a muscle cramp or skin rash would crop up in its place. It was as if an ill wind had been trapped in Trout’s body, battering part after part in its attempts at escape. Florence suspected hypochondriasis, which she had read about in her medical books, an illness that the Greeks believed began in the hypochondrium, the soft area below the ribs, but that modern medicine understood as a case of overactive nerves. Whatever the cause, Trout was clearly a valetudinarian, creating ailments from thin air through the weakness—or was it the power?—of her mind. The continual whining was driving Florence mad. Since Trout was not only her maid and chaperone but also her roommate, she never had a moment alone. Even as she turned back to her writing, Trout began to snore, a rattling intake and exhalation that filled the room like the fluttering of a panicked hen.

If only Mariette could have accompanied her to Egypt. She could speak French with Mariette, for one thing. And no one did her hair as well, or made her look more glamorous and à la mode. But Mariette had gotten pregnant, and since the trip would last nearly a year, had to stay home. Might she not have done this on purpose? Flo suspected that Mariette had not wished to travel in a land that her countrymen had lost so ignominiously to the English and that was hardly likely to meet her standards of good taste. Only the year before, in Italy, Mariette had found fault with some of the hotel food and furnishings. She would have hated the backwardness of Egypt.

Trout, alas, had little experience as a lady’s maid. But her references painted her as steady, honest, and hardworking. Certainly there had been no mention of time spent in bed in a state of “green as the trees” nausea, or foot pains which, she claimed, made her life “a walking crucifixion.” Well, nothing to be done now except bear it. A hand mirror borrowed from Charles’s naturalist’s kit had improved Flo’s hairdressing. By holding a mirror in front while Trout held another in back, she could avoid a coiffure that flapped like turkey wattles.

Flo watched the Nile through the window. She thought of the river as a male presence, a creature of long, sinuous muscles strong enough to lift and rearrange the littoral each July when it flooded. Her Nile shone in the sunlight like a bronze shield. At night, with the dahabiyahs and feluccas moored along its shores illuminated by oil lanterns and the occasional candle, her Nile was a London street fair, its goods lit up by paraffin flares. The river had not only currents and tides but also mysterious eddies that whirled at the surface as if Poseidon himself were stirring it from below with his trident. Now, though, it was calm, steadily and smoothly rocking the dahabiyah.

Trout continued to snore in a sleep so heavy she lay unmoving as a clod of earth, while Florence finished her letter. Some time later, the door creaked open and Selina Bracebridge leaned her head into the cabin. “Flo?”

“I’m awake.”

“Come up to the foredeck, dear.” The door clicked shut again.

Florence gathered herself together, stepped out of the room, and mounted the narrow stairs, emerging onto the deck to see a band of orange and navy at the horizon, and above it a single star. Venus. It was childish, but she always made the same wish on the first star. Please, God, tell me what to do.

Selina sat in a chair made of plaited palm leaves. She was fanning herself languidly, as if from habit rather than intention. Two letters lay on the table beside her. Charles had just returned with candles, Selina said, and was belowdecks, resting. “The consul’s runner delivered the post to Charles in the village. Isn’t that something?”

“Perhaps he was the only European.”

“Yes. Anyway, you have a letter from home.” She handed an envelope to Florence.

Whatever hostilities had been brewing among Fanny, Flo, and her sister, Parthe, all was forgiven when it came to letter writing, everyone in the family being reliably voluble. Since her trip to Italy the year before, Florence had become a celebrated correspondent. The whole family cherished her letters. Parthe had taken to making copies to send on to the grandmothers, aunts, and cousins.

“I’ve had a note from Fanny myself,” Selina said, tapping an open envelope on the table. “Your father’s eyes are still bothering him. They are considering consulting a specialist in Germany, at Carlsbad.”

Flo reflected that Fanny never omitted troublesome developments, feeling no particular need to spare Florence or Selina worry.

“Any outgoing letters?” Selina glanced at a basket on the foredeck, the captain’s makeshift depository. It was empty.

“Nothing just yet.” It took Flo days to compose a proper letter. She kept a diary of quick notes but liked to ruminate on events and ideas, especially anything to do with Egyptian religion, which intrigued her.

Florence opened the butter-colored envelope. The handwriting was Parthe’s—careful, well-formed letters that never varied in size or shape, nor rode up and down the page. First: expressions of affection. They missed her. Oh, they always missed her. They missed her if she was gone for an hour, especially an unaccounted-for hour spent in what Fanny regarded as “improper” visiting, such as comforting an ailing villager near Lea Hurst, the Nightingales’ summer home, or teaching the poor boys at the Ragged School in Wellow.

Parthe reported on the weather at Embley, and then on the park. The rhododendrons and azaleas were in bloom, the hillsides around the house a feast of pink, white, fuchsia, and rose, more flowers than usual, perhaps because of the heavy rains the previous autumn. Parthe was learning a new Beethoven sonata on the pianoforte, while her worsted work was progressing slowly, in shades of green that were easy on the eyes.

The mere phrase “worsted work” inflamed Florence, automatically registering in her mind as “worst work,” a pun that always fell flat on the ears of a disapproving Fanny. How Flo deplored that fashionable waste of time! Was there anything more pointless than the relentless embroidery of articles that needed no further decoration? It was Fanny’s way of keeping Flo’s hands in a state of busy idleness and away from worthier pursuits. Surely, Parthe had included the reference to goad her.

Flo looked up for a moment. The dome of the sky had darkened; the lavender trails through it had faded to a dusty pink. More news: Fanny had recovered from her ague and was feeling fit. Father had joined a new society considering revisions to the Poor Laws. Flo set the paper down wistfully. She loved her father, a tall, gangly man with an air of innocence, despite his age. Such an idealist; such an independent thinker. How many fathers, after all, took pains to teach their daughters Greek and Latin? But his marvelous intelligence was too scattered to be of real use. How she wished he could have found a focus for his genius. Fanny said his defeat in 1834 for a seat from Derbyshire had deeply wounded his ambition.

Oh, and there was something else, Parthe announced, something “ENORMOUS.” Gossip, actually, since Fanny had heard it secondhand, but still, news that would greatly interest Flo: Richard Monckton Milnes (whom they both called the “Poetic Parcel” behind his back) had announced his engagement to the Honorable Annabelle Crewe!

Oh God. She felt her lungs deflate and then fill up again. In and out, her breath, her life, a meaningless exchange of air. It surprised her that the pain was so sharp and immediate. This must be what Richard had felt on that afternoon last October when she refused his proposal.

Was Selina still talking? Florence had been nodding and offering monosyllabic assent as she skimmed the letter and Selina spoke of home, but now a heavy silence fell upon the two women. “I’m sorry—what was that you said?” Flo asked. “Was there a question?”

“I haven’t said anything, dear. Are you all right? Your face has gone quite white.”

“News from home.”

“Nothing troubling, I hope?”

Selina Bracebridge had one of the sweetest faces in the world, Flo thought, and now she turned it toward her, the eyes softened by concern. More than once Selina had rescued her from Fanny’s smothering. Selina was unselfish and devoted to anyone sheltered under her wing, but kindest of all to Flo, whose anguish she seemed innately to grasp. Being barren, Selina had had to endure the pity of relatives and strangers for decades. Flo thought this might be what had made her so compassionate.

“No, no . . . good news, I suppose.” Flo felt like crying—blubbering like a child—but the last thing she wanted Selina to think was that she had a broken heart. She stanched the tears, swallowed them back, throat burning. “Perhaps troubling only to me.” She would cry later, but where? Sharing the cabin with Trout, she never had any privacy. In fact, her whole life seemed but a miserable catalog of togetherness designed to deprive her of solitude. To be alone, Fanny believed, was the worst of social blunders, an offense to civilized society, of which one must always partake, no matter how infantile and boring the talk, how insipid and without merit the activity of that darling blood mob known as one’s family.

“Oh, my dear.” Selina reached over and stroked Florence’s hand. “Is there anything I can do?”

“Perhaps in a bit. . . . My apologies—I don’t mean to be rude or mysterious.”

“Well then, may I ask what this news is?”

Of course she would have to say the words. She straightened up, her neck lengthening with determination. “Richard Milnes has announced his engagement to Miss Crewe.”

“Oh.” Selina looked worried. “I shall have to tell Charles.”

“Of course. It’s no secret.”

“I just meant he may mention it to you, too. Will it bother you to talk about it?”

“No, it will be fine.” Flo caught the worry in Selina’s voice. “They are to be married in a year’s time.”

“But you did refuse him,” Selina said softly, placing Flo’s hand in her own.

“Indeed.” And Fanny had hated her for it; not that she would ever have used so coarse a word. Flo loved her family, but she was unwilling to marry simply to please them. It was a painful stalemate, for her parents seemed to believe that by refusing to marry, Flo was refusing their love for her and hers for them. And Parthe? What had she felt? A woman who, at thirty, had not entertained a single proposal, and who would have been content to live vicariously through her younger sister’s successes had her sister the grace to grant her that. Why was it that all of Florence’s decisions inflicted pain on those she loved?

“Then you must not regret it now.”

“I felt I had no choice.”

“Yes, I remember your saying that.” Selina picked up her own letter as if to reread it. Flo understood this as a loving ploy on Selina’s part to allow her to sit silently if she wished. Selina never insisted on conversation. Indeed, silence was one of her greatest gifts to Flo. She understood how much strength could be gained from the simple presence of a friend. Unlike Fanny, who had always been politely overbearing, beginning with naming her daughters after cities. Fanny claimed she chose “Parthenope” and “Florence” to commemorate the travels of her early married life. But Flo believed that like a benevolent witch in a fairy tale, Fanny sought to cast a spell over her two infants. She didn’t care that “Parthenope” was obscure and difficult to pronounce or that “Florence” was traditionally a man’s name. She expected her daughters to inherit enough of her own good looks and charm to convert their burdensome names into one of many fascinations for which they’d be known in society. It seemed never to have occurred to Fanny Nightingale that her daughters might be different from herself.

Florence did not want to think about Richard, though the news swarmed in her chest like bees around an intruder. Tomorrow, perhaps, she would arrange to be alone. She could go to some minor temple and find a haven in one of the inner sanctuaries where Trout wouldn’t wish to follow. Only the day before, in Kalabsha, the maid had preferred to sit beneath a tree and crochet a baby’s bed jacket rather than ponder a single antiquity.

A spit of land she’d noticed earlier alongside the boat was now much enlarged by the receding tide, rising up from the river like a misplaced island, a geological mistake. Deep channels, perhaps the very ones that had carved it, ran swiftly on every side. A surge of pity replaced the ache in her chest. How sad the little island was, orphaned from the earth of which it was a part. The riverbank altered with each annual inundation. She wondered how many years or decades or centuries must pass before it reunited with the shore.
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DANCING THE BEE

“There are even more Ramses than there are kings named Louis,” Gustave observed, “though this Ramses is in a select group—he has a speaking role in the Bible.”

Max did not reply. He lifted his binoculars and scanned the horizon, where vultures floated on the updrafts in slow circles.

“It’s thought he’s the hard-hearted pharaoh of Exodus.”

Max passed him the binoculars. “It’s there, in the distance, I think. You can just make out the top of the mountain.”

It had taken a week to sail the sixty kilometers south from Derr, but now the sandstone cliff of Abu Simbel lay in the distance, a hazy golden-white prominence that pushed against the sky.

They rounded two more bends and came upon an impressive sight: a pair of temples separated by a steep ramp of sand. As the crew moored the boat at a ramshackle wooden pier, the larger temple disappeared into the perspective and the smaller one into the distance behind them. The magnificent view could only be appreciated from the far shore of the river, midway between the two. Max pointed out that he’d have to scale the opposite mountain to get both monuments in the same frame.

Followed by Joseph and two crewmen, Gustave and Max jumped ashore and slogged up the enormous ramp, which resembled nothing so much as an artificial ski jump. As they approached the huge monument, the vista became more difficult to assimilate. Everything was so outsized.

The great rock temple at Abu Simbel, built by Ramses II, was in the middle of a mountain set back from the river. Unlike the pyramids at Giza, assembled brick by massive brick, it had been hewn from the native stone in a magnificent feat of subtraction. Inside it, Gustave had read, soared a hypostyle that dwarfed any European concert hall. There, the ancient Egyptians celebrated their rituals.

Having seen an exhibition of drawings by Napoleon’s savants, he expected to be stunned by four colossi of Ramses seated on thrones—two on either side of the temple entrance. The pharaohs would be in full regalia, brandishing the imperial flail and crook, wearing the beard of divinity and the crowns of Upper and Lower Egypt.

What greeted him instead was an accumulation of silt that had nearly buried the statues. Sand reached to the nose of the highest one. Farther down the slope, the figures were more exposed, until entirely visible. But the first was a toy buried in a giant’s sandbox. Gustave began to howl with laughter. The servants cowered behind him.

“Mon Dieu, mon Dieu,” Max bellowed, raising his arms to the heavens. “Do these people care nothing for their own magnificent history? Can you imagine Notre Dame in such disrepair? Even the humblest village church?”

Still chuckling, Gustave said, “Perhaps we’ve come at the wrong season of the year.”

“No, effendi,” Hadji Ismael offered, “it has been this way since I am a boy.” Joseph nodded in agreement.

“My God,” Max repeated. Sighing, he regarded his boots for a time, then straightened up and planted his hands on his waist. “We shall have to dig them out.”

Gustave did not believe his ears. “What?”

“At least to their necks. They look so . . . unregal. The first photograph of Abu Simbel cannot present them to the world in this condition.”

The world? At moments like this, Max taxed Gustave’s patience. For an orphan with a fortune at his disposal and no relatives to please, he was grindingly diligent. What Gustave wouldn’t give for such freedom! Madame Flaubert doled out his portion of his father’s estate in spoonfuls. “That, my dear friend, will take forever,” he complained. “Do we even have the implements? The manpower?”

But Max was already instructing Hadji Ismael to unpack the shovels from the cange. “We’ll excavate the first head completely—at least that. I don’t care if it takes a week.” He ordered Joseph to engage laborers in the nearest village and buy the necessary provisions; also to inform the captain that they would be staying put for several days.

Prone to acrophobia, Gustave peered gingerly down. He couldn’t see the river directly beneath the temple, but in the distance, two boats glided, hugging the opposite shore. The cange was hidden by the declivity.

He sat on a flat outcrop. He could not engage in such work. Though he hadn’t had a nervous episode in seven months, heavy exertion could trigger one. Surely Max grasped this possibility; it was he, after all, who had persuaded Madame Flaubert, with the help of Gustave’s brother, Achille, that the balmy climate of the Orient would be salutary. But excavating? No doctor would sanction that. “I’d better start on the squeezes then,” he told Max. “I shall work in the smaller temple with Aouadallah.” The farther away from Max just now, the better.

He and Aouadallah set off on foot down the steep sand ramp, carrying their equipment with them. They passed a party of tourists camped below the temple façade. English, he guessed, from their clothing and the clipped intonations of speech ricocheting off the rocks in the dry air. The gentlemen poked with walking sticks or stood soberly gesturing under parasols, while a quartet of women sat on folding chairs at easels, busily reducing antiquity to squares of paper. He pulled up his pom-pommed hood to discourage conversation.

The small temple appeared to be a variation on the large one, with four shorter, flatter likenesses of Ramses standing rather than seated at the entrance. He imagined the Virgin and Child raised up in multiples at the nave of a cathedral: unthinkable. It would cheapen the effect, the very sanctity of the figures. Yet four Ramses, or eight, or sixteen, perfectly suited the pharaoh’s majesty.

Aouadallah brought the water jug, brushes, and paper. Gustave had decided to try a new technique, shredding a ream of paper into bite-size pieces in a trough while Aouadallah trickled water over the tatters. For glue, he added the flour he’d nicked the night before from the galley. Together they kneaded the mixture until it was as smooth as the papier-mâché from which he and Caroline had fashioned the heads of marionettes for their childhood plays.

They began inside, at the base of an interior wall. There, clad in breastplates, pleated kilts, and intricate wigs, the ancient Egyptians waged war, issued proclamations, hunted lions and stags, and worshipped their animal gods. Royalty and slaves, animals and furnishings alike were depicted in profile, never frontally. Those at a distance were portrayed as doll-size figures floating in the ether. The art historians of the Academy had already sunk their teeth into the ancient Egyptians, pronouncing them ignorant of perspective. Arrogant cads! Shitheads! Pressing the paper mash into the crevices, he was certain of it: the inscriptions resulted not from a limited but a deliberate aesthetic. The Egyptians preferred profiles not because they were easier but because they considered them more beautiful.

He and Aouadallah worked until late in the afternoon, then packed their equipment and sat down to enjoy the sunset. As the shadows lengthened, a breeze blew down from the heights. He watched the orb of the sun hover in the western sky above the temple, a molten disk turning from yellow to copper and finally a luminous red etched by the silhouetted palms and ragged brush of the hillside. Then, like a giant eye blinking shut, it sank below the world. In the pearly dusk, they returned to the cange.

• • •

The Frenchmen decided to camp onshore the first night, Gustave in the open air and Max in a tent. After a supper of flat bread, tomatoes, garlic, and a salty white cheese, Gustave smoked two pipes as he sat on his blanket and stared at the sky, while Max recorded the day’s events and updated the concordance of photos in his tent. Max had high hopes for his pictorial travelogue. With photography all the rage, he said, even people who didn’t like to read would buy his book. And what, Gustave wondered, might his dear friend be writing about him? Nothing, probably; he doubted that Max would wish to share credit or glory with anyone. Since Max was not one to read his work aloud to friends, the book would remain a mystery until it was published.

Max gave the impression that he had already lived his life and had returned merely to perfect a few flawed performances. Nothing caught him off guard or disturbed his calm authority. Not that he was without passion. His lechery was more expansive than Gustave’s. He had had sex with women, men, adolescents, and animals. A week before at Derr, while Gustave limited himself to flirting with the whores lounging about in flimsy blue and white gowns, Max partook. He always partook. He simply fucked more. It wasn’t a question of stamina. Gustave was more discriminating.

Nevertheless, Max was an excellent—no, the best—brothel companion. A tall, slender fellow, all angles and little flesh, the whores had dubbed him Abu Muknaf, “the Father of Thinness.” He moved like a wolf—stealthily and quickly, with no wasted motion. A wolfishly cunning rationality ruled his writing, too. His philosophy was not Art for Art’s sake, but art with a lowercase a, for audience. Everything he wrote was undertaken with particular readers in mind. And like any good pragmatist, he was supremely organized, the instrument of his control being the list. He made reading lists, shopping lists, packing lists; lists of literary critics, of dramatists, of whores. Upon Max’s advice, they had brought seventy trunks to the Orient and most likely would return home with a dozen more brimming with trophies and treasures purchased from a list. It was hard to argue with this strategy. Gustave himself sometimes made lists, though rarely wrote them down. Dates from Derr, a monkey, a mummy . . .

They had packed up nearly all their possessions, as well as a great number of items bought for the trip. As government chargés, Max had explained, they required the finest suits and cravats, linen and silk shirts, waistcoats, the best fur felt hats and cloaks as well as four pairs of boots, two saddles, journal books, botanicals, and medicinals, all kinds of tapes, gauzes, and bandages, essence of orange to make flavored water, fifty kilos of confectioners’ sugar for same, rifles and ammunition, lye and lemon soap, drawing and painting supplies, surgical tools, sheets, coverlets, two featherbeds, grooming and smoking paraphernalia, traveling desks and drafting boards, books, enough whiskey to last two years, laudanum and opium balls in case of injury or illness, whistles, dictionaries, daggers, ceremonial swords, tricolor bunting, woolen underwear, and, of course, the photographic equipment. Max knew precisely where in the seventy trunks each item lay, though at the moment, sixty-five trunks were sweating in storage at the consul’s warehouse in Alexandria. Max was a stranger to self-doubt. He was as sure of himself as a bird is of flight.

But was he always right? Was he right, for instance, about The Temptation of Saint Anthony? Could both Max and Bouilhet be wrong? Gustave winced at the memory of that sickening night. He had read it to them over the course of four days. Afterward, they had rested and dined, then sauntered down the terrace with lanterns to the tenebrous banks of the Seine, its liquid fringe unraveling at their feet. “Consign it to the flames!” Max had shouted skyward, as if the stars would quake at the news. Bouilhet had been gentler. He had taken Gustave’s arm, his voice motherly. “If you do publish, only the most devoted readers will cut past the first pages. Better to wait and revise.” Though both men had sworn, like a jury, not to confer, he thought that they had, for they both offered the same objection. Nothing happens. Neither mentioned the strengths of the book: historical verisimilitude; the palpable depiction of the saint’s torments—he had cried out in pain while writing; the precise, lyrical language; its driving rhythms. Had they at least appreciated the hellish amount of research the book entailed? No! That he’d read more than two hundred volumes and taken copious notes did not impress them. And if that were not enough to vouch for the novel’s authenticity, like his protagonist, he’d become a recluse. It was he, not Saint Anthony, who had written, “I have come to the desert in order to avoid the troubles of existence.” He had lived so exclusively indoors that his neighbors had nicknamed him “the bear of Croisset.”

He hadn’t intended to be a hermit. Biology and destiny had set in motion a dire sequence of events that changed the climate of his life, reducing the seasons to a perpetual winter. He had to hibernate to survive the tragedies that befell him. The writing, he thought, had saved his sanity.

The run of bad luck began at Christmas of 1846, with what Dr. Flaubert dubbed “the fall from Grace”—Gustave’s first nervous attack. He was twenty-five, home from law school on vacation at the reins of a wagon beside his brother. All he remembered before passing out was a blaze of lights and a sudden draining of strength and sensation from his body, as if he had been painlessly incinerated. Achille had barely managed to retrieve the reins in time to avoid a spill.

The family had feared for his life. The word “epilepsy” being more a curse than a diagnosis, the doctors concluded that he suffered from an unknown neurological malady. Over the next few months, despite rest, bloodletting, and the insertion of a seton in the fatty folds of his neck to drain bad vapors from his body, he suffered more seizures. Dr. Flaubert decided Gustave should not risk the stresses of law school for at least a year.

Secretly, he was elated. He could write, which was all he wished to do in the first place and the only thing he’d ever done well. Although “the fall from Grace” was a joke, Gustave knew that his father was disappointed. He had ambitions for his sons: Achille had already risen to eminence in medicine and worked alongside him at the county hospital; he expected Gustave to excel in another profession, preferably the law. Flaubert père had no use for scribblers and had paid scant attention to the plays Gustave wrote and performed as a boy. Nor had he shown interest later in the novel he completed at nineteen.

The following December, his father discovered a red lump on his own thigh. Achille recruited an expert and together they operated, but the site became infected, and in March, the great surgeon died.

Gustave’s life was beginning to read like the Book of Job.

Two months after his father’s death, tragedy befell Caroline, his only sister, his little tomboy. It had been difficult to watch her fall in love and marry a feckless old schoolmate of his. Madame Flaubert, ever the worrier, had insisted that the whole family accompany the newlyweds on their honeymoon to Italy, as if a hovering crowd could prevent her catching a sore throat or chest cold. If only Mother’s concern had extended to advice about birth control! For despite the appalling lack of privacy (ten of them traveling together by post chaise through the Midi and on to Genoa by boat), Caroline managed to become pregnant. Two weeks after Flaubert père passed to his Maker, she gave birth to baby Caroline. Within a week, mother Caroline was ailing and, two agonizing months later, died of childbed fever. Her husband fell to pieces; Madame Flaubert took the baby home to be raised by the Flauberts, reduced now to two in residence and Achille, four miles away at the hospital in Rouen.

His dear mother teetered on the verge of collapse. There were tears at every meal and wailing from her rooms when the lamps were extinguished at bedtime. Gustave feared she’d die of grief, even with the infant to love. He offered succor; she accepted. The irony of it! The son who had been a disaster in the making without prospects, who had failed his law school examinations twice, became indispensable. He was flattered to be so desperately needed and proud to save his sweet mother.

Law school was never again mentioned. To keep his sanity while he played the part of loyal son, doting uncle, and aspiring writer, he adopted an eccentric regimen that he stuck to for the next two years. He arose at noon and conducted himself like a family man; but at night, when everyone was sleeping, he labored over his pages, shouting out words as he composed them, crying or laughing as the text dictated.

He was all the more aggrieved by the fourth and final loss, one that felt like a betrayal but was in fact another wedding. His closest friend—his hero—Alfred Le Poittivin, font of all he knew about cynicism, sex, and art, the man who had taken him to his first brothel and suggested Saint Anthony as the subject for the novel, had caved in to family pressures. He took a wife and cut off his former friends. Gustave never saw him again until he lay on his deathbed, the victim of tuberculosis, a scant two years later. Alfred’s absence had left a gaping hole in Gustave’s life only partially filled by Max and Bouilhet. Gustave often thought that if Alfred had lived, he would have known for sure if the novel were worthy, for Alfred had been peerless in matters of substance and taste. Gustave didn’t have the same confidence in Max and Bouilhet.

• • •

The odor of Turkish tobacco, stronger than its European counterpart, wafted toward him. Max had emerged from his tent to smoke. “You should write a travel book on Greece to launch your literary career,” he said. “You’ve read the ancient Greeks, you could insert literary landmarks. Or we could collaborate again.” Tubes of smoke issued from both nostrils.

Max’s timing could not be worse, given Gustave’s growing doubts about his literary insight. They had written an essay together following their walking tour of Brittany. Precisely four copies existed. He had never thought of it as anything but an exercise in friendship and literary description. To call it a book was preposterous.

“I want to launch my career with a bang,” he replied, “with a novel, possibly a play.” For the last year and a half, he and Bouilhet had been studying dramatic structure by reading the greatest playwright of all, Shakespeare. How he missed their Sundays together, smoking, eating, sharing manuscripts. “Travel writing is a lesser genre,” he added. Would Max take offense? Surely he sensed his sincerity. “I speak for myself, of course, but I must follow my own lights.”

Max smiled knowingly. “A lesser genre, perhaps, but a travel book is less risky. If it succeeds, fine. If it doesn’t, the critics ignore it.” He took a last drag on his cigarette. “And it wouldn’t take much work to add to the journal you’re already keeping. Just promise you’ll consider it.” He squashed the cigarette under his boot.

“I shall, Abu Dabu. Not to change the subject, mon ami, but I have solved the mystery of why these monuments are so neglected: the ancient Egyptians are as foreign to these Arabs as they are to you and me.”

Max nodded. “True. But any fool can see the monuments are extraordinary. Why treat them like rubble when the whole world reveres them? Think of the tourists and money they would attract if they were restored.”

Joseph appeared and stood next to Gustave’s blanket, glancing diffidently at the ground as he waited for a break in the conversation.

“It’s a marvel anything gets accomplished with the confusion of so many nations living cheek by jowl.”

“Speaking of confusion . . .” Max nipped into his tent and returned, holding an Ottoman calendar, its squares full of dizzying languages and symbols. Gustave had given up trying to decipher it. All he knew was that the Ottoman day began at sunset, making it nearly impossible to get times straight when meeting with officials of the empire outside major cities. “We will wake at sunrise,” Max announced. He consulted the calendar again. “Which is at six thirty-eight.” He went back inside.

“What is it, Joseph?” Gustave asked.

“A favor, effendi? A small favor?”

“Certainly. What can I do for you?

They’d hired Joseph based on a letter commending him as a reasonably reliable and honest man—high praise, the writer said, in a profession rife with scoundrels and swindlers. To date he had been a fine dragoman, never truculent, though often reserved. As he approached, Gustave inhaled the stink of aged sweat, sour ass, dirty hair, and other less identifiable bodily odors. He realized he had never seen Joseph bathe or change clothes. In the morning, he passed a rag across his brow, sloshed water in his mouth, and spit. His complete toilette apparently.

“My new esposa is write,” he said, shyly pulling a packet of letters from his foul jacket. “She is young and bellissima, has not twenty years. She is been with French nuns.”

“It’s wonderful to receive a letter, isn’t it?”

“Ah, when she is write me.” Joseph raised his eyes to the sky.

The man reeked so bad that Gustave had to breathe through his mouth. Did he bathe at home with his young and beautiful wife? Surely the nuns had taught her good hygiene.

“Effendi,” Joseph began again, “you read them to me? She is write in français.”

“Oh, yes, of course. I didn’t realize.”

He opened the first letter and skimmed it. A demand for money. (“Send it immediately, I tell you.”) No salutation or valediction. Complete lack of courtesy and affection. The handwriting was faint, done in pencil. “She says she loves you very much.”

“And the other?” He handed it to him.

“Have you shown these to anyone else?”

“No, effendi. These sailors no read. And no privacy.”

“Here she is saying she misses you.” He touched the page with his finger. “And, again, she loves you.”

“You read fast, effendi. There is more?”

Telling the truth, he said, “She wants to buy a new frock.”

“I know this.” Joseph looked down at his hands.

The other six letters contained more shrill demands for money. She had run up bills with tradesmen. The dressmaker was insisting that she return a garment. The grocer was going to refuse her credit. (He threatens to cut off my balls, she’d written, parroting Joseph’s crudeness, or crude herself?) “She sounds lovely,” he said. He couldn’t wait to tell Max.

“She read,” Joseph said, smiling. “I love for that.” He frowned. “I no read, effendi. If I read, I no do this work, I join French Legion.”

• • •

Stretched on his blanket, Gustave marked time until everyone had bedded down. He enjoyed such perfect privacy in his study at Croisset that he could no longer so much as daydream if he thought someone were observing him.

Beyond the outline of his toes, the campfire crackled and glowed, while overhead, the stars inched through their celestial arcs. He located the Big Dipper, then connected the studs of Orion’s belt, which reminded him of Kuchuk Hanem’s extravagant jewelry. He liked the rhythm of her name—the little click like a snap of the fingers in the middle of it. KU-chuk HA-nem. Golden creature, instrument of pleasure.

Like other Arabs, she called him Abu Chanab—Father Mustache. Why, she asked, did he cover such a fine mouth? Twice she offered to shave it off, taking his face between her warm, oily hands to appraise it. Peering back at her, he had glimpsed her most alluring feature: a small rotten incisor amid an otherwise dazzling smile.

The day they met, she had declared her importance by sending an emissary named Bambeh to the cange when they docked in Esneh. Did they wish to see dancing girls? Though she also was an alma, Bambeh looked not like a trollop, but a pretty sprig of a girl. She had brought her mistress’s pet lamb with her. Hennaed with polka dots and muzzled in black velvet, the animal followed her like a dog. The sight of the two of them had brought tears to his eyes. They did wish to see dancing girls, Max told her, but they had plans for the morning. She’d waited two hours while he and Max visited a shop above a school to buy ink and scouted two more monuments. When they returned at noon, they found her perched demurely at Rais Ibrahim’s elbow, the crew at her feet, a trail of sheep pellets on the deck.

Attracting stares and cries for baksheesh from Arabs squatting outside mud huts, they followed Bambeh to a courtyard as different from the town that surrounded it as a dream is from waking life. Instead of the dust and mud of Esneh, the courtyard was tinted with confectioners’ hues—the pink of desert roses and the brilliant scarlet of two flowering pomegranate trees. Walls painted pale aqua set off the vibrant green of plants in colorful glazed pots.

The first moment he saw Kuchuk Hanem something inside him had melted and not solidified since. The sensation was identical to looking at certain paintings. The plasm of his being streamed invisibly toward the canvas, completing it, as though the painting had been waiting for him since the artist finished it.

Clad in pink silk trousers, she was perfuming her hands. She had just completed her bath, Joseph explained. He caught the odor of rosewater and something like turpentine as she bent to replace a water jug, her bronze arms rippling in the sunlight. Through the filmy purple gauze wrapping her torso, he saw the clear outline of her breasts and felt himself stir.

A statuesque, coffee-colored Syrian, she embodied his fantasy of the East. Her eyes were dark, painted with antimony, her eyebrows black, her nostrils wide and flaring. Her costume was straight from the seraglio. On her head sat a tarboosh ornamented with a gold disk and fake emerald; a blue tassel fanned out over her shoulders like a cockade; and a spray of artificial white flowers was fastened to her hair from ear to ear. And what hair!—as elaborate as the wigs of the ancient Egyptians. Thick, black, and wavy, it was parted in the center into two long, bushy pigtails that were braided together at the nape.

She stepped toward him, accompanied by the faint tinkling of her gold jewelry. Bangles collided on her wrists, while her necklace, a triple rope of beads, whispered like brushed cymbals. Above this sea of sound, her hoop earrings swayed silently. A golden aura enveloped her, as if she had been dipped in that metal or fashioned directly from it, embellished with a goldsmith’s granules, globes, and darts to complement the iridescent undulations of her skin.

She greeted them in French. He took her hand and kissed it, noting a fine line of blue writing tattooed on her arm, which he later learned was a verse from the Koran, though not what it said. After perfuming his and Max’s hands with attar of roses, she asked if they would like some entertainment. Before he could answer, Max took her arm, and the two vanished down a staircase.

Minutes later, Max shouted, and Gustave followed his voice to the lower level, where Kuchuk lay on a kilim-covered divan. After Max left the room, Gustave entered her for a rapid coup more like a greeting than lovemaking.

The niceties followed the sex. She brought out her best glasses and a bottle of rakı. Lion’s Milk, she called it in Arabic, for its potency and the swirl of white when water was added. He had already experienced its highs and its hangovers, first in Alexandria and again in Cairo.

She and her girls did not resemble the whores or grisettes in Paris, nor the seedy wenches in Kenneh and Cairo. Hers was a prelapsarian paradise, a lecherous Eden devoid of morals and contrition. Toothsome without being tawdry, he thought. Tremulously louche. She had raised ribaldry and lubricity to high art. Unlike most whores, she was not naughty or coy, but frankly available. Pleasure was the only commandment she obeyed and dancing was sexier than sex itself. A few years earlier, public dancing, like brothels, had been outlawed, forcing the courtesans south from Cairo to lesser cities. The only concession to this were the blindfolds the musicians wore as they sawed on sour violins, beat drums, and rattled tambourines.








OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg
===
Voo e thects seins Topetlior ot
Sotlorn audd on B aiclec

a






OEBPS/images/f00ix-01.jpg
=== = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = =
1]
L
i MEDITERRANEA SYEA
Rosett; = .
Il Aboukir 1
¥ Alexandri
ll p
i LO E
I
I Gizd JOCAIR(
Pyrami
Il Memphis
=z
! &
il Benodfs
I
I LS
I
| Beni Hasan
I
Manfaloot
Il < Asiyoot!
)
»
i |
il : UPPER EGYPT
z G;‘f&‘ Dendera
I = ydos' Kenneh 1
I % THEBES
6;) Ermentg/eLuxor »
I > %
i Esneh ?w
E
I e
DISTANCES ON THE NILE L~
Il miles 'om Ombo
Alexandria to Cairo 175 T
Cairo to Manfaloot 23% ;
i Manfaloot to Girgeh 118 Lo JoAswan &
|| B iy
N wa ilac Is.
| Aswan to Abu Simbel Kalabshad, o, o
it el Wali erf Hussein
I
U
i DRSB g .
Q¢
I 52
QPAbu Simbel
i he
Second Cataracts






OEBPS/images/9781451642988_cover.jpg
“The meeting in 1850 of Florence Nightingale and Gustave Flaubert
in Egypt, an unlikely but immengely satisfying confluence, is deftly imagined

in this brilliant book.” —=SUSANNA MOORE

T
FWELVE

ROOMS
S
NILE

wnevcty ENID SHOMER





OEBPS/images/title-image.jpg
TWELVE

ROOMS
o W
NILE

ENID SHOMER

Simon & Schuster
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






