







I am impressionable enough to be flattered by the intimacy of this stranger on the Nile train, and to be entrusted with a secret by a holy man. The Coptic Bishop is wise enough to play me like a fiddle. In return for his intimacy, he exacts a promise. 

“On your journey, you would like to see the future, then?” he asks, pulling gently on the thread he’s created between us.

Of course I do. Secretly, don’t we all? I pause, for I sense a sly conundrum, and nod out of curiosity of where the game is going. 

“Then you must make this dying man a promise,” he advances.

A pact with the devil? Have I been completely charmed by this old trickster in black robes?

I nod.

“Promise me you will return one day,” he says slowly, staring me in the eyes. “Then will you see the future.”

I’m slightly mystified by the extra care he’s taking with his words.

“Why not today?” I ask. I’m not so sure about the future. If it looks good, however, I might stick around.

He thinks about it.

“When you return,” he says. “But not today.”

“Sure,” I say. But I don’t expect to survive the desert oasis.

“Good,” is all he says, but with the finality of a deal struck. I’ve made a promise to a dying man, and damn, he is going to keep me to it.
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Introduction 

Men in black dresses used to scare the bloody hell out of me. The first time I saw one, a priest, in the Australian tropics where I was born and raised, I knew something was up. Even as a child it took a lot to throw me off stride—snakes, spiders, sharks, ballet teacher—but those holy guys got a bead on me. 

I’d never seen a man in a dress before, let alone anyone in black, except the immigrant widows. They didn’t speak English, so they didn’t count back then. No one wore black in the tropics, where we wore as little as possible, except for dress-up occasions when we did The Full Colonial with the white gloves and all the rest. 

Strange people, we were, but this man was even stranger. He wore jewelry, a gold cross, when the only man I knew who wore jewelry was Nick the Greek, the local grocer who also wore a lot of aftershave, which this fellow didn’t. Nick also wore his shirt wide open over his obscene beer gut, while this guy auto-asphyxiated with a white cloth collar. 

Something about the way this stranger addressed my mother, the only redheaded divorcée in shouting distance, made me stand close to her. My mother is not the kind to encourage clinging, nor I to cling, but he aroused a primitive bond against danger. I followed the frigid conversation about attending church, and my mother’s rebuff that she saw his face enough at the pub (where she worked part-time as a barmaid) to want to see it one more day, thank you very much, sir. For all my precocious vocabulary it took years to understand that his parting phrase, which sounded something like child-a-sin, was not a Celtic blessing. 

Nuns confused me even further. Were they also men? They behaved like them, stern and harsh, wielding the cane like demented Crusaders. They wore heavy black shoes. Some had chin hairs. If they were not men, then why were they so unhappy? Being a Bride of Christ looked a bitch—but don’t get me started on marriage. They added the words feral and pagan to my vocabulary. 

My first religious vision knocked me dizzy. I was five. A heat wave sizzled the mangoes that fell on the hot, tin roofs and drove our land-loving cattle dogs into the sea. Floundering around in the surf, an apparition staggered up onto the beach, hitching his swimsuit (black) over his belly: the priest, arms outstretched toward me. 

I was dumbstruck. Except for the stark whiteness of flesh, the man under the black robe was human just like the rest of us. He was just, well, ordinary. 

In punishment for my childish thoughts, however, God sent me my own personal plague of religious men and women to shadow me through life. For my twenty-first birthday in Italy, I got locked in a tomb with skulls and various body parts of medieval monks in some mountaintop cathedral. But fascination overrode repulsion, and my fate was set. Mostly I’ve met up with them in the Middle East, where I’ve spent much of my adult life mucking about; in remote oases in Egypt, up minarets, down tombs. Some dead, most alive, a few difficult to tell. God’s big laugh came when I ended up doing my doctoral dissertation in the religious archives of Istanbul, surrounded by still more men in black dresses. Some turned out to be wise men in bad drag. 

I no longer flinch when I run into one and have come to look forward to their company. They are, like me under my black cocktail dress, imperfect and human. Some of these wise men and women no longer bother with the black robes (just as Queenslanders have finally given up their oppressive white gloves), and take many forms. They turn up as old storytellers in Syria willing to exchange ancient wisdom for a shared moment or a cigarette. Or desert monks in Egypt joyriding in the back of a pickup truck. Or a Muslim mystic who is a psychiatrist by day and a television commentator by night. 

One holy man in particular got under my skin.

I’d met him years ago on the Nile train into Upper Egypt and, with the confidence of strangers who never expect to see each other again, we talked about life and death, and the future. I had been in a slightly suicidal frame of mind—combining a Ph.D. and divorce at the University of Chicago will do that to you—and was stubbornly challenging the whole damn universe as well as my own will to survive. Return to Egypt, he had said, and you will see the future. Promise me, he said, and I promised. 

Instead, I tried to climb the greased ladder of academia and pretended to forget the promise. Thirteen years later in Turkey, I clung to that threadbare promise for dear life. In the middle of a hellacious inferno, a mountain and its ancient olive groves roaring around me, burning wild horses screaming through the ravines, life drained to numbness, I remembered the promise, the challenge to return to Egypt. In the face of death, I swore I would live to see the future. 

As the ashes cooled around me, a small cinder flared within.

The fire had been purposely set to drive the residents out. Land developers. Speculators. Mafia. Nobody knows for sure. The short of it is that someone tried to kill me and every living thing on the mountain. For what? A holiday resort for naked Germans? 

No one died in the fire. A miracle, the villagers whispered. God had intervened.

All right, then, I decided. I’ll go knock on God’s door and ask why this had happened. And if he was busy, I’d talk to his representatives, the men in black dresses. 

And I’d seek out the old holy man from the Nile train and show him I was still alive.

It was one of those inexplicably weird events when seemingly unrelated wires burned loose, melded, and reconnected into a new combination. 

Return to Egypt, the holy man had challenged, and you will see the future. His words formed a conundrum, a word game that mystics like to play: Return to the land of the past and you’ll find the future. 

The renewed promise again evaporated once I was back in Washington, caught up in my academic career and the think tank circuit. For a year after the inferno, however, I struggled silently with the words of the old man. The past and the future had melted our flesh together and he could not be shaken off. 

Then God did a kick-butt. I woke suddenly in the middle of the night and sat straight up. It was as clear as day. The Light. The Voice. The whole Vision Thing. 

Men in Black Dresses, the Voice said.

Yes, of course. The holy men. The mystics.

I got out of bed and started taking dictation.

I’m not good with irrationalities, an expensive education has taken care of that. Chasing the ghost of a holy man wouldn’t cut it, so God was smart enough to frame the quest as an intellectual project and present it in memo form, which made it easier for this argumentative committee of one to sign off on. There was no messy discussion of why this was an answer, or even to what: to that unpinnable sense of loss that pervaded my days, the emptiness that dogged my Manolo Blahnick heels. 

The project appeared as a whole. Return to Egypt and ask wise and holy men where the hell they think humanity is going. Surely, with their timeless perspective, surviving generations of manmade and natural disaster, they have wisdom to share about our future. Surely, in their isolated desert monasteries and ancient cities, they can explain why someone would set fire to a village and sacrifice life in order to build high-rise tourist villas. Why we—as a planet—value life so little and laugh at murder. 

I was sure it had to do with this New World we’ve entered, where progress and ancient ways, science and faith, the old and the new, battle for ground. I wanted to hear what wise and holy men had to say about the state of the human soul in this new age of technology. 

I also longed for a voice other than the Roman Catholic pope’s. I had listened to his mediagenic pronouncements, followed his moratoriums on technology, and knew there had to be other perspectives out there. Perhaps I could help redress the imbalance by seeking out equally inspired spiritual leaders from the ancient cradle of civilization, Syria and Egypt, that gave us the early Church and Sufi mysticism. These fresh voices may even agree with Rome, but I wanted to hear for myself. 

These were just peripheral thoughts as I brewed my morning coffee; nothing was written in stone.

Since I was already scheduled to leave for Turkey in a couple of weeks to return to the fire-scarred village for the summer, a side trip was neither unwelcome nor impossible. I checked the calendar and could squeeze three weeks out of it. Twenty-one days. If it worked, it worked. The details were up to God, whose bright idea this seemed, anyway. 

Twenty-one days in 1998 to find the future. Twenty-one days to find the old man.

I called a close friend in Cairo to let her know I was coming. She was rarely there this time of year, but this year she was. The first step. 

The next morning, I caught my boss at the university, a dashing Syrian scholar, between grading exams. With only five minutes to talk, I went straight to the vision. He smiled, held his calls, shouted to his assistant in the next room to bring the name of a contact in Cairo, another in Damascus, in case I got there, and gave his blessings on this quest, which we both knew was not driven by the mind. 

I was out the door.

I had a name, a scrap of worn paper with an address, and a memory. I hoped it was enough.





PART ONE
Egypt








The Nile Train 

This is Cairo, Mother of the World, as Egyptians fondly call her. It’s 1984. And I’m having trouble with my eyes. 

In the Middle East, as in the Mediterranean in general, eyes have a secret language that my university professors never explained. Entire codes hide in the raising of an eyebrow, in the batting of lashes, and in full-frontal eye contact, that stirs up a slurry of self-consciousness and anger inside me. Throughout my life I’ve always felt different, but that was my internal landscape. Here, I am visibly different; tall and sandy blond, I stand out like a stevedore at a tea party. 

Over the past months, I’ve found myself lowering my own eyes. I haven’t seen the sky in weeks. And now that I have for a few short minutes, I’ll be damned if I’m going to lower them again. 

The old man’s eyes on the Nile train, however, are more probing and direct than any I’ve yet experienced. Rheumy with cataracts, red-rimmed and swollen from decades of desert sand no longer brushed away, they are at once cold and hot, enforcing a distance yet drawing me toward the fire. They take no interest in my hair, my skin, even my own eyes. These are mere externalities. His eyes drill beneath my damp white shirt, down to somewhere deep inside me. Like a skilled archaeologist, the old man takes a sounding of my soul. 

I can’t move, but neither do I lower my eyes.

While he fingers my inner depths, I study the smacks of history recorded on his own skin. I meet him inch for inch. His face is distended with gravity like the wax of a molten candle through which God has pushed and pulled his fingers. The once-soft ground of this man’s forehead is now graven with the prints of pain and sorrow. Sweat seeps from his sunken cheeks like moisture from the walls of an underground cave and trickles into a long growth of beard that separates head from body, person from person. This gray, barbed hedge says barricade. No small bird would dare mistake it for the cottony nest of Father Christmas. 

In the background, a primitive air conditioner cranks into action and the train prepares to move forward. Still we continue our probes. Passengers in the last stages of settling in stuff their luggage overhead and into every available crevice around us, but we don’t move. The tea maker rattles his kettle on a butane stove at the end of the corridor and stacks his mountain of small glass cups for when the brew is ready. The family across from us is tucking into their picnic breakfasts, unfurling leaves of fresh bread, unwrapping homemade sandwiches. Pungent smells of white cheese, cucumbers and boiled eggs, fresh tomatoes and olives are being quietly salted into my memory. 

I dig for a clue to the old man’s identity, his reason for being on the train and bothering me. A thick silver chain with an ornate medallion of the Virgin Mary pulls at his neck. The train lurches forward, thumps the metal sharply against his chest and I imagine that under that dusty black robe, his heart is callused from the weight of his profession. 

So this is a holy man, I rationalize, but not a Muslim. A man of God. A Copt, an old monk, perhaps. The Egyptian deserts are riddled with monasteries, some of the world’s earliest. Today’s descendants of the ancient Copts, Egypt’s first Christians, consider themselves the Sons of the Pharaohs, a living and vital link to the past. Predominantly Orthodox, they include a subminority of Catholics and Protestants. I’m not sure and don’t care which he is. I just resent his intrusion. 

God, I hunger for silence.

The inspection over, he speaks, first in French, then English.

“You will be pleased to sit with me,” he says.

Not an invitation or an order, it is a statement of fact. The clucking of passengers, who have been observing us closely, warns me that any protest will be useless and, more than that, unwise. They’ve determined that I should give up my coveted window seat and sit with the holy man. By the communication of eyes, eyebrows, and a secret garrison of small, loaded gestures, they’ve taken charge of the next several hours of my life and, given a chance, will gladly take over the rest of it. 

The train shuffles south along the Nile, and I gradually relax into the surrender of the journey and the company of my enforced companion. I crane past the holy man’s full beard to see the desert villages but he blocks my view. For the first hour or so he is an enraptured etymologist, giving derivations of the village names in Greek, Italian, Coptic and Arabic interspersed with a similar excursion into terms used in the Church. 

We pass inland and beyond time, and I become pupil to his teacher. He nods when I correctly answer the questions he poses about the history of the region and pauses to take mental note where I fail. 

“Beni-Suweyf,” he recites as the train passes through a village south of Cairo. “Do you know the meaning of this name?”

I’m a captive, therefore a wary, audience. He’s leading me back to the safety of grade school, which I at first resist as I sense I’m being set up. 

The spider at his trap, he pulls information from me about myself and gives none in return. Save that his name is Nuweiba.

My perverse colonial respect for old-timers eventually wins out. Do I know the meaning of Beni-Suweyf, he asks me again.

“Sons of the Sword,” I reply, anxious to prove I have learned something during all that bloody self-flagellation in preparation for grad school at the University of Chicago. 

“Yes, but do you know why they are called this?” he asks.

I shake my head out of respect. I’m learning that in Egypt, a question often serves as the introduction to a long story and that the richest moments come through listening. Some of the best storytellers, I’m also learning, are tricksters. 

The old man doesn’t bother to wait for a reply.

“They were given this title in the old days for their bravery in fighting,” Nuweiba says and begins to pull me forward into the adventure of the past. 

He rolls the coral of his rosary through his fingers as he recites the names of villages and towns like Hail Marys on that mystical string. From time to time he mops his face with the folded white handkerchief he pulls from the internal pocket of his dark robe. An unfortunate young man in an adjacent seat turns on a transistor radio but quickly shuts off the joyful crowing of a balladeer when met with the elder’s scowl. The carriage moves forward in respectful hush commanded by the holy man’s presence. 

By midmorning the sun pierces the metal of the train carriage with no more resistance than a knife against a rusting can. Passengers lie slumped in their seats like deflatable dolls, their collars unbuttoned, moving one hand occasionally to fan themselves with wilted, humid newspapers. 

We continue southward to the lulling motion of the train and the hypnotic click of the old man’s prayer beads. His recitation of villages gradually slows. 

Mallawi….

Manfalut….

The rest of the train is asleep, but we continue talking.

Nuweiba has assumed I am continuing on to that great tourist trek from Asyout to Luxor or Abu Simbel to see the monuments of the Pharaohs. I tell him, rather smugly, that the desert oasis is my destination.

He pauses.

We listen to the train track’s hypnotic clack.

“On your own?” he finally asks. “Are you not afraid?”

One of the cardinal rules for women traveling alone is nevernever—admit you’re traveling alone. Always have someone meeting you at the station, an imaginary friend of a friend of the family. I can’t be bothered with the lies anymore. I’m tired of manufacturing a happy nuclear family. I carry photos of my sister’s children, selling them off as my own. I offer my wedding ring as false evidence of a glowing eight-year marriage. 

The back of my shirt is stuck to the seat. Sweat trails down my calf.

“Afraid?” I reply. “Of what?”

He doesn’t answer, but watches my steady flush. I’ve let my guard down and he’s seen it.

Growing up in Australia, I didn’t have to hop a train to find excitement. Our sprawling house in the tropics was built on stilts to catch the occasional breeze and the underhouse breezeway served as a cool place of banishment and solitude for an introspective child. In the long, rainy season, however, my refuge became a tribal meeting ground for a rite of passage. 

When we siblings and cousins had exhausted the twenty-year supply of National Geographic, had grown tired of chasing each other around the sweeping, rain-soaked verandahs and disintegrated into warfare, my mother would appear in the doorway of the kitchen, where she had barricaded herself with her sister and a few gin fizzes. She would place one hand on her generous hip and point the other toward Hell. 

“Go. Now,” she would say with that calm authority she used with the cattle dogs, a couple of which were quartered below in the breezeway. “Go. Now. Go to Hell.” 

We were free.

For hours, as the drumming rain formed red-clay islands under the house, we were masters of our own antipodes. Occasionally a snake would float by in the runoff. If it were dead, it would become another prop in our games of Robinson Crusoe, Swiss Family Robinson, or the abridged version of Lord of the Flies. If alive, we’d step back with respect. 

In this netherworld of restless children, our favorite game by far was “Spider,” the Australian version of “Chicken.” We’d hold our young sunburned hands above the nests of the venomous funnel-web and trap-door spiders to test our reflexes. If bitten, you had minutes before a particularly nasty death, and with no casualties so far, the odds rose with the water level. That was only the beginning. That’s where boys became useful. 

There were always older cousins or neighbors in some corner under the house gawking at a purloined copy of Playboy or attempting to smoke cigarettes made from rolled up newspaper or sugarcane leaves. At the peak of concentration, just before the spiders were wagered to leap at you, one of the boys would sneak up behind you and place a hand on your shoulder. You knew he was going to do it, but just not when. 

You were never to scream.

Go bug-eyed, yes, but never scream.

That was part of the game, the fear of the half-known, the half-anticipated—the spider’s leap versus the hand on the shoulder—as was the betting on the side. From upstairs, we could hear the laughter of our mothers and knew they were telling those grown-up stories that we never quite understood. Life was pretty good when you lived on the edge of a small world. 

I’m now heading to a dot on the map you need a magnifying glass to read. I’m going to test the spider. I want that surge of adrenaline I felt as a child just to prove I’m still alive. My world is now larger, but the horizon is smaller. 

My pretext for going to the oasis is to retrace the steps of a turn-of-the-century archaeologist, whose field notes I stumbled on while doing research at the Smithsonian. Buy me another drink and I’ll tell you the truth. I’m going because I’ve been told I shouldn’t. It’s dangerous for a girl. Perfect. I’m going there to check my ability to survive alone again and to test my will to live. At this point in my life, it’s divorce or suicide. Perhaps I exaggerate, but not much. 

I’m not going to explain to the holy man on the Nile train about my childhood game of challenging the spiders. Neither am I going to tell him about the promise I made last year to the archaeologist’s ghost after finding his yellowed field notes. About his fears of a disappearing world. Nuweiba is part of that world, and I am suddenly ashamed. 

“Not particularly,” I finally reply to his silence. “Why? Should I be afraid?”

The isolated oasis has its own laws, he explains, and can even be dangerous for a woman traveling alone.

In the days of the Pharaohs, it was a magical holding cell for their souls, halfway to the next world, before they became gods. Under Persian and Greek rule and well into the Christian era it was a bloody prison outpost, and until recent history, African slaves were castrated there and cauterized in the broiling sands. It sounds just fine. 

I shrug. I appear impudent, I know, but the last thing I want is someone trying to interfere with my life. The next to last thing is another bloody lecture. 

Instead of a lecture, however, the old man hits his fingertips together for emphasis, forms them into a tent, a pyramid, and begins to drive the wedge into the barrier I am quickly throwing up between us. 

“So. That explains it. So you are going on a journey. A pilgrim-age,” he says like a bad fortune-teller. “Or are you planning to test fate?” 

I don’t reply. Save me. Surely I’m not that transparent.

“Then we should talk,” he answers my silence.

He raises the palm of his hand toward me, whether in blessing or to stem my resistance, isn’t important. Again, it is not a command, but a statement of fact. He turns immediately to the subject of religion, or rather, the soul I’m about to expose to fate like some bare-breasted pagan to the sun. Again, I guard my answers.

There is a story in my family, apocryphal, I’m sure. Once, as a child, when I’d been thrown out of school, I hurried home to my mother. 

“Mum, am I a bloody little pagan?” I asked.

“Why, dear?” she responded.

“Because that’s what the headmistress says I am,” I replied.

I am told my mother didn’t miss a beat but replied, straight-faced.

“No, child,” she said. “You’re not a pagan. You’re just feral.”

This I don’t relate to the old man, but the memory makes me laugh and I begin to relax. Once we settle that I’m Christian, but not Catholic, the subject of my soul is no longer a pressing concern. That is, I’m within the fold and that’s all that matters. There is no lecture. 

To be an agnostic or an atheist, not to believe in a Greater Being outside (or carried inside) one’s self, is for most in the Middle East an unnatural act. It means that you are alone and do not belong to a group, that you are without guidance from the wise ones, and therefore you suffer. The concept of a moral compass is strong here, an ancient compass that’s calibrated with the poles of the community, its elders, and the wisdom of history they pass down. 

On his part, the old man reveals that he is a humble member of the Catholic Coptic Church, from the diocese of Asyout. Nothing more. Nuweiba is insisting on his mysteries. 

We resettle into our grudging companionship and solitary thoughts. We drift off into sleep, woken hours later by the tea-maker rattling through the carriage with his tray of hot tea. 

Gray and ill-tempered, ripped from unsatisfying sleep, Nuweiba dips the end of a sugar cube into his glass of tea and watches it dissolve. 

His black eyes latch onto mine as he sips the scalding tea.

“I have a secret,” he finally says.

I don’t answer. We all have secrets.

“A secret,” he repeats, and concentrates his gaze on my face. “I am going to die.”

He drops the remainder of the sugar cube into his tea and stirs it.

Why is he telling me this? We are all going to die; it’s inevitable. In the last flush of extended youth, I’m more willing to lock horns in a challenge with death than to undergo the slow degradation of aging. 

He looks past me, and quietly repeats: “I’m going home to die. This is my secret.”

He isn’t speaking to me; he’s saying the words out loud to a stranger so he can hear them himself, perhaps for the first time. He’s savoring them. The words, like the intimacies and addresses exchanged between strangers, are meant to fade at journey’s end. 

He has diabetes and the doctors say there is nothing they can do. He’s just been to Cairo for prayers, twenty-two days in Cairo, and is returning home to die. Nobody else knows yet. 

We both turn away and sink back into our own thoughts. He doesn’t expect a reply and there is nothing I know how to say.

I am impressionable enough, however, to be flattered by the intimacy of this stranger, and to be entrusted with a secret by a holy man. He is wise enough to play me like a fiddle. In return for his intimacy, he exacts a promise. 

“On your journey, you would like to see the future, then?” he asks, pulling gently on the thread he’s created between us.

Of course I do. Secretly, don’t we all? I pause, for I sense a sly conundrum, and nod out of curiosity of where the game is going. 

“Then you must make this dying man a promise,” he advances.

A pact with the devil? Have I been completely charmed by this old trickster in black robes?

I nod.

“Promise me you will return one day,” he says slowly, staring me in the eyes. “Then will you see the future.”

I’m slightly mystified by the extra care he’s taking with his words.

“Why not today?” I ask. I’m not so sure about the future. If it looks good, however, I might stick around.

He thinks about it.

“When you return,” he says. “But not today.”

“Sure,” I say. But I don’t expect to survive the desert oasis.

“Good,” is all he says, but with the finality of a deal struck. I’ve made a promise to a dying man, and damn, he is going to keep me to it. 

I admit that I feel slightly manipulated, for he must know he’s planted the seed of a dare, or challenge, I’d rise to. He knows, after all, about the game of spiders. 

I add that promise to the one I made the previous year after reading the archaeologist’s journal in the basement of the museum. That promise has led me to the train ride with the old man. I’m fast becoming an irretrievable link in a chain of good intentions. 

As the Nile train approaches Asyout, a black-robed priest, who has been sitting nearby, comes forward to attend the elder. He hands the holy man a towering black hat and arranges its long veil as he helps him stand. From under the seat the attendant retrieves an ornate stave, its head decorated with silver, and places it in the elder’s hand, which he then kisses. 

The transformation complete, my traveling companion steps past me, without acknowledging my presence. He has become a magician. I no longer exist. 

As the priest leads him down the aisle, strangers press forward to kiss the old man’s hand. Their eyes are fixed on his, pleading for answers to their unspoken troubles. Some bow and try to touch or kiss the hem of his long dusty gown, others begin to cry, but he dismisses them, telling them coldly to stand. To have dignity. I catch the anger that flashes in his eyes and I’m chilled by the change in the holy man. 

He walks past them toward a crowd of black-robed monks and priests who are waiting to claim him with unrestrained affection. He, in turn, is detached. He no longer belongs here. Like the ancients of the desert oasis to which I am going, he has already begun his journey to another world.

The dying old man is the venerable Bishop Nuweiba, the Catholic Coptic Bishop of Asyout and Upper Egypt. This is the beginning of Egypt’s own Time of Troubles in which Islamic extremists are targeting Copts, Egypt’s Christians, as agents of the West. This is part of the fallout of the Iranian Revolution. The responsibility for his community and the political interests of the Egyptian government are only two of the furrows engraved into his brow. 

On the platform Bishop Nuweiba stops and glances over his shoulder. I’m standing near the train with my duffel and camera bags, watching the crowd disperse. He nods with some annoyance that he has to tell me to follow. Not an invitation or command, but a statement of fact. I am to have lunch with him and the monks at the cathedral before I head by bus into the desert. 

Like a forgotten child, I am oddly pleased. Perhaps I’ll keep my promise after all.



Naked in Cairo


Leyla* whips me through customs at Cairo International Airport with an efficiency that makes my ears hum. I’m also spinning from time warp. Fourteen years ago I left Egypt, a disheveled graduate student in faded jeans, as sick as a dog with summer flu. Now look at me, groomed and buffed. And a private car and driver awaiting. Yeah, I look good on paper. 

Leyla’s office floats high above the Nile, a magic carpet of subsidized glass and steel. A hundred years ago, the land below belonged to her grandfather, a distinguished scholar of the old ruling class. As a child, she fed her grandfather’s cats and took her lessons in the gardens the government confiscated in the fifties to build the skyscraper in which she, a top executive, now commands a view from the top, a view suspended above a young girl’s dream. 

We gaze at the expanding universe below like shell-shocked angels. Somewhere in all that sand is the answer to the holy man’s challenge: Return to Egypt and you will see the future. And somewhere out there, between the Sphinx and the towering skyscrapers, are wise men who could tell us the lessons of history to guide us into that future.

When the first Arab general came to Egypt fourteen hundred years ago to conquer it in the name of Islam, he ran into a few problems. Not the Egyptians. The remnant sons and daughters of the Pharaohs, accustomed to invaders, accepted the passage of rulers as they did the inundation of the Nile. The problem was geography: There were no signposts to tell the new conqueror exactly where the shifting sands of the desert ended and the ethereal land of Egypt began. 

From my vantage, treading in new territory, searching for mystics, I’m suffering a similar disorientation. I’m chasing an invisible path on a nonexistent map. 

While I puzzle what the bloody hell I’m doing here, a vivid sunset feeds on the industrial pollution and outdoes the flaming jacarandas that line the wide boulevards into the city. On the far outskirts of Cairo, planned cities stretch into the desert, some already established, others just grids of roads and water pipes being laid in preparation for the expanding population. The population has almost doubled since my visit fourteen years ago. 

“Your list, dear,” Leyla interrupts my reverie. “Do you have your list?”

The question is unnecessary, but it is Leyla’s way of zeroing in on my plans and reminding me that time is wasting, a very un-Egyptian concept. In the West, time is money. Here, amortized over eternity, time means nothing. 

Right. I’m tracking. I have my list. I doodled it as the plane landed just over an hour ago, partly because I knew Leyla would expect one. Mostly because I have no idea what I’m doing, and writing a list gives me a semblance of control over the jackass scheme I’m off on. 

So far, everything has fallen into place, including being bumped to first class, a miracle in itself. But my leads are thin: I have a name and a memory. Professor Abdul Aziz Said, my boss at the university, has given me a contact, a leading Sufi mystic in Egypt, and on a slip of worn paper tucked into my satchel is the address of the old bishop in Upper Egypt.

And here in Cairo I also have Leyla, a friend from Washington, who is tapping her well-shod foot.

“My list?” I say, turning to the Egyptian dynamo beside me. “Right. Got it.”

I rattle it off.

Priority. Find the Catholic Coptic Bishop of Asyout, that is, the bishop on the Nile train from fourteen years ago. I’ll not accept Bishop Nuweiba is dead until I can buy his relics in the marketplace. 

Contact my boss’s mystery friend, the Sufi mystic, and see if he will introduce me to some mystics willing to talk to a Western scholar. 

Arrange to stay with the monks in the Sinai. Or one of the monasteries in the Eastern Desert. They’ve been around a couple of thousand years, minus a century or two, and should have it right by now. 

Check out some young Copts, sons and daughters of the Pharaohs and Egypt’s first Christians, and see how they’re dealing with the future…. 

Finally, give Leyla the slip. Only, this one I don’t tell her. I have little chance of getting the kind of open interviews I want if there’s any suspicion that a government official is helping me, even informally and even with the best intentions. 

A side glance at my friend confirms that this will be a friendly struggle of wills. She has already waived aside my attempt to stay at a hotel, thus stanching my independence with the gauze of hospitality. 

Leyla’s driver waits below, the motor running.

From the new winding flyovers and highways, Cairo is almost unrecognizable from the memories of my last encounter. Only the heat remains the same. It’s 42 degrees Celsius, that’s approximately 120 degrees Fahrenheit, and the greatest contribution of the West to the East, the car air conditioner, is having a hard time of it. 

At this time of day the traffic moves relatively smoothly. Cars are no longer of a vintage held together by a prayer and a rubber band, the streets are cleaned by uniformed workers, the shops filled with consumer goods and imports. Subways and railways now connect the outer limits with the city, so that a trip, which, little more than a decade ago, took hours by overcrowded bus, is greatly reduced. Light industry and businesses are moving to the desert towns. The mountain is finally coming to Muhammad. 

The street culture has also changed but I can’t quite put my finger on it. People look taller and healthier. Younger, that is, more youthful. Not only has the population almost doubled since I was last here, but sixty percent is under thirty years of age. I pose myself useful questions I will be expected to answer when I return to the Washington cocktail circuit after the summer. 

I ask myself if the street optimism I perceive is a result of internationalization, of foreign aid and development, of outside investment, of growing identification of Egypt as marketplace, as both commodity and consumer? Or is youthfulness alone enough to explain the unusual energy in what even the Cairenes admit is a heat wave? I make a mental note to get some stats before I leave, but meanwhile I rely on my own observations. 

Downtown, for example, the Hilton is now dwarfed by more, taller and glitzier hotels and buildings that buzz with international chic and cater to upscale tourism. Even the Egyptian Museum, the grande dame of archaeological intrigue that dominated Tahrir Square, is now wrapped by raised highways like a work by Christo. This is now a modern city that caters to the past. Mother Egypt’s had a face job, but I suspect the old body under the robe is still sagging. 

I see my first of many McDonald’s, then Pizza Hut, Wimpy’s and KFC. The Marlboro Man stares down at me from every corner and the only camels I see are in cigarette ads. Coca-Cola signs begin to glow on the skyline, replacing the sunset but so, too, do trademarks for computer companies and air conditioners, evidence of a different kind of opening to the world. Among this skyline of Babel, a few distinctive Arabic signs for locally owned industries shine proudly. Directly across the river a curvaceous neon sign in Arabic proudly advertises the success of Bim-Bim, an Egyptian owned company whose cookie ads bombard you from every television, radio, bus and billboard. 

As we near the upper-middle-class enclave where I will be staying, display is ostentatious. I know better than to take what I see as the norm: The disparity between rich and poor is a well-known and widening gap in Egypt. The other side of the Nile, where I rented a room as a graduate student, was never like this, but the comparison is moot, for neither Cairo nor I am the same. I smooth the creases from the legs of my designer safari suit and remind myself that fourteen years was a lifetime ago. 

Still, I am impressed. This is Cairo, Mother of the World, and she welcomes me home. For an old lady, she’s got one hell of a grip. 

Hussein,* Leyla’s husband, also welcomes me with exuberance and warmth. At ten o’clock, they give me a refresher course on the Mediterranean concept of time. I’m ready for bed. My hosts are ready to go out for dinner in celebration of my return. 

A cool breeze floats off the Nile and lifts the white tablecloths at the private club. The patrons are lively yet restrained, sporting understated dress, an indicator of class, picked up on their assignments in Europe. They laugh openly, as Egyptians do, and kiss and hug each new arrival, male or female. Charming old men kiss my hand as Leyla and Hussein introduce me and toast my welcome across a sea of fluttering white tablecloths. 

Hospitality in Egypt is an engulfing experience.

“Welcome in Egypt,” the locals say, from taxi driver to greengrocer. Here in the club, however, an invisible cordon keeps those kinds of locals at a distance. 

Outside the cordon, families and friends walk hand in hand on the twinkle-lit bridges and concourse, taking the summer air. Flower sellers are hawking jasmine braids. Taxis honk. The voices of Lebanese pop stars ululate from mobile stands doing a brisk business in pirated tapes. River traffic skits maniacally across the water. Curious boatloads of tourists with coarse American laughs edge too close to the club, trying to see how the Other Half lives, and are shushed away by waiters brandishing white cloth napkins. They leave us in a jolly fart of diesel fumes and raucous belly dancing music, which we all try to ignore. 

I’m just taking it all in, smiling deliriously, hanging on to the tail of a daydream. Fourteen years ago, this club was not part of my world. I was one of the curious, looking in, wondering who all those Powerful People were drinking cocktails by the Nile. From any perspective, the Nile on a midsummer’s night is intoxicating. 

Hussein orders plateloads of fish and grilled vegetables, which we devour between stories and reminiscences. Our conversation flows from technology to mystics. He is the reflective side of his wife. Returning to Egypt after several years in the United States, he made a vow that if God would help him find his first engineering project that would use his training to benefit the community, he would relinquish the profit from it. This would be his gift of thanks to Egypt. 

He tells me about an old Coptic mystic, Matta al-Maskin, or Matthew the Poor, who’s using the technology of the Pharaohs to make a desert monastery self-sustaining. I’d read a brief article about him a few months earlier, was intrigued, but tucked the information away behind a billion, more urgent, pieces. My new ATM password, for example, or the code to the department copying machine. 

The hovering waiter brings dessert.

“What are your plans?” Hussein asks, catching me with a mouth stuffed with pastry.

“She has her list,” Leyla answers on my behalf as I chew and swallow, and stall for time.

Hussein grins. He knows Leyla’s lists well. And that I pad mine, as does he.

“Yes, I have a list,” I reply, sheepishly. I recite it for him. He remains silent.

“What about your wish list. You will have a wish list,” he says. “If you could have a conversation with anyone, who would it be?” 

I hate this type of question and draw crosses in the condensation of my water glass while I consider my answer.

“Your man in the desert, for one,” I reply, extending the crosses in the condensation until my glass begins to look like a chalice. 

He nods. Leyla nods, but less enthusiastically.

“Matta the Poor?” she asks. She explains that this may not be possible, that the Desert Father is elderly and ill, and could die tomorrow. And that the monastery is too far away and under high security because of the threats of Islamist extremists. 

I snort quietly.

Hussein chuckles.

“More reason she will want to go.”

Enchantment is Egypt’s snare and I succumb. Spend your days trying to conform Egypt to your reality, and you’ll end up wasted. But make a wish, or spin a daydream, and watch it unfold. 

“Okay, then,” I say. “The Grand Sheikh of Islam.”

The look on Leyla’s face is enough to tell me I’m insane. I’m honestly not sure why he sprang to mind. The Grand Sheikh at Al-Azhar is a spiritual and intellectual guide of the world’s billion Sunni Muslims. He doesn’t do interviews. 

Hussein takes my answer in stride.

“Your plan?” he prompts.

I roll my eyes, suggesting I’m not serious, but he doesn’t buy it.

“How do you plan to get these interviews?” he asks. “With the Grand Sheikh, with the Master of the Desert?”

I’m now silent. A rowboat passes close by and the Nile laps against the concourse. Leyla is making fond tccching sounds to discourage our foolishness. 

“Okay. Look,” I say. With Leyla and Hussein there is no need for me to be a defensive academic. “I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to be doing. But I know I’m supposed to be here. I know I can’t get to them directly, but there’s a way. A path. I have to step onto that path.” 

Hussein and I exchange glances. I’ve already stepped onto the path. I close my eyes.

“There’s someone along the path,” I continue, “who will take me to the next person, who will lead me to the next person. I have only to find that first person, or they find me, I don’t know. But one step then another, I’ll move closer, and I’ll reach the door. Eventually.” 

“You believe this?” he asks, softly.

Leyla is holding her breath, and in the silence, inside her head, I hear the whirring of schedules and timetables, plans and orders. 

“There is no other way,” I reply.

Two weeks, I have two weeks. Broken by a week in Syria for which I booked a ticket. Twenty-one days total. The hubris of my quest overshadows its enormity. By trying to force it to happen, I’ll be lucky if I get to talk to a choirboy, let alone the Grand Sheikh or a famed Desert Father. 

If this is to happen, there can be no other way. I have to let it happen.

“And then?” Hussein asks, drawing me back into the game. I open my eyes.

“And then?” I repeat. I’m slightly pissed with his insistence. “And then it’s up to me to knock, isn’t it?”

“Good girl,” Hussein says. From anyone else I would take this affection as condescension and bloody his nose. But this is Hussein and it’s no fun punching out a pacifist. 

At two, my hosts are ready to sleep, but sleep is now far from my mind. Excitement and talk have revived me. I have entered another world. 

I dial directory assistance—hoping the lines are free at this time—and ask for the number of the Catholic cathedral in Asyout. Asyout is way out of the assistant’s directory and she can’t connect me, but after the of several other assistants, she comes up with the numbers of two of the five Catholic churches in Cairo. We all repeat the numbers back and forth in Arabic until I’m thoroughly confused. 

In the apartment, Leyla pads about in her insomnia, opening and closing doors, talking with ghosts.

I reach for the phone again to dial the Catholic churches, but realize it’s the middle of the night. Even in the house of God. Damn. I’ll have to contain myself until morning.



Sufi Shrink

I ’ve never had to search for holy men before. I just sat still and they appeared. But unlike now, I wasn’t looking. The room remains empty. 

Leyla has sequestered me in the corner of her glass tower while she’s in strategy meetings down the hall. I have a phone in one hand and an endless supply of hot tea in the other. My list stares back at me, a blank slate. 

My felt-tip gives out mid-doodle. I remove my glasses and squeeze the ache from the bridge of my nose. During the last two hours, my list has grown sideways without moving forward, a fat lady snoring on a park bench. 

Scrounging around in my satchel for a fresh pen, my fingers nudge a small, forgotten package I shoved in with my university mail to read on the flight. A thank-you present from a doctoral student who’d just won a grant. Inside the box is a small glass paperweight with floating orange-red dots. I put on my glasses and take it over to the plate glass windows where I turn it over and around in the light. 

The orange dots have black dots on them. And wings and feet. A score of ladybugs hang suspended among the frozen air bubbles. What warped mind conceived this? I turn it over. Made in China. 

“Ladybug, Ladybug fly away home,” I whisper, reflexively, at this macabre still life.

The rhyme carries the mixed signals of childhood, of a good deed, of pending disaster.

“Your house is on fire, your children … alone.”

I flash on the fire in Turkey, on the scorched calf bursting out of the flaming mountains screaming for its mother, the herds of wild horses, the wild boar, pheasant, turtles, all destroyed. And the ongoing miles of ancient olive groves, trees twisting for days as the fire continued to consume them inside out. 

Who set the bloody fire?

Why did someone try to kill me?

Where is the old holy man?

My chest constricts and I swallow back a surge of sadness. I roll the paperweight across my notepad as I drink another tea and consider a professional dilemma. 

A few years ago, when I visited my mother in Sydney, where she’s moved, she took me to the newly opened Museum of Australian History. Museums, artifacts, culture, these are my business. I’ve put a few people behind glass in my time, but even I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. 

My own childhood stood on display in a museum, with humidity sensors guarding it. My life, or a reasonable facsimile of it, raw and naked, its skinny little sunburned limbs frozen stark in black-and-white, were exposed in a glass showcase for all the bloody world to see. I felt both invaded and repulsed. 

There was the writing slate like the one on which I etched my first sentence—a weighty sentence, I’m sure, which would have changed the world if preserved. Ladybug, Ladybug…. The Victorian embroidery sampler of the standard rose-covered cottage into which I jabbed a needle like some voodoo doll. The godawful tea towels that initiated the quickly abandoned hope chest I was supposed to offer to Prince Charming in return for living happily ever after, as if tea towels could buy happiness. And the National Geographics with their schizophrenic covers that summarized the strange era in which we lived: the spacewalk on one; newly discovered, bare-breasted natives on the other. 

In those glass cases a curator had reduced my scrawny little life——which is not that long, mind you——to a series of collector’s items, museum pieces, artifacts for strangers to gawk at. How could a tourist paying a five-dollar entrance fee understand that my life was never that quaint? Absent were the lost afternoons climbing trees, the smell of earth after first rain, daydreams of the Amazon…. 

I toss the embedded ladybugs into the air and catch them.

“Okay guys,” I say to the air around me. “I promise not to stick you behind glass like dead insects. But first, you have to come out so I can see you.” 

I begin dialing the Catholic churches again. One finally answers on first try, knocking me speechless. The janitor, who is of limited vocabulary, tells me to try later when the office opens. I sit in silence and contemplate the glass of hot tea. 
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