C)C@taiﬂs and Cameﬁs



ﬂﬁso @YjﬂCQ"UEL[WE Kﬁﬂf Coorex.

T:)Q{ CHILDREN

Angus and the Mona Lisa 1960
Toby and the Escalade 1997
Cat Day 1998

William Tell 1999

Kevin and the Escalade Race 2001

1 OR ADULIS

Tales from Alexandria 1994
Scribbles 2004
Le Crazy Cat Saloon 2005

You Never Know... Moments 2007



C)c/{tai& and amels

Jacqueline Carol



Bibliotheca Alexandrina Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Cooper, Jacqueline.
Cocktails and camels / Jacqueline Carol. — Alexandria, Egypt : Bibliotheca
Alexandrina, c2008.
p. cm.
ISBN 978-977-452-115-7

1. Alexandria (Egypt) -- Social life and customs. 2. Cooper, Jacqueline -- Childhood
and youth. 1. Title

962.1053--dc21 2008375076

[This is an edited and condensed version of the original work published by Appleton-
Century-Crofts, NY, 1960].

© Jacqueline Klate Cooper
color sketch cover illustration, sketches pages 3 and 6

ISBN 978-977-452-115-7

Dar El Kuttub Depository No 7160/2008

© 2008 Bibliotheca Alexandrina. All Rights Reserved.

NON-COMMERCIAL REPRODUCTION

Information in this publication has been produced with the intent that it be readily
available for personal and public non-commercial use and may be reproduced, in part or
in whole and by any means, without charge or further permission from the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina. We ask only that:

»  Users exercise due diligence in ensuring the accuracy of the materials reproduced,
* Bibliotheca Alexandrina be identified as the source; and

» Thereproduction is not represented as an official version of the materials reproduced,
nor as having been made in affiliation with or with the endorsement of the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina.

COMMERCIAL REPRODUCTION

Reproduction of multiple copies of materials in this publication, in whole or in part, for
the purposes of commercial redistribution is prohibited except with written permission
from the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. To obtain permission to reproduce materials in this
publication for commercial purposes, please contact the Bibliotheca Alexandrina, P.O.
Box 138, Chatby, Alexandria 21526, Egypt. e-mail: secretariat@bibalex.org

The content of this publication is solely the responsibility of the author and does not in
any way reflect the views of the Bibliotheca Alexandrina.

Cover design and layout: Mina Nader
Printed in Egypt 1000 copies



70
a very speciial little girl”
who believes Mummies can

do anything



A sketch which I made of the front door of my family's house

in Alexandria



ONTENT

_ﬂEout the Author 9

Torewon[ 11

q)reface 13

1. ﬂ[e;(am{ria—‘lﬁe Melting Pot 17

2. (Z—ﬁ'e Annual Flight out of Egypt 33

3. govemesses 57

4. France isa la Mode 71

5. W(;w it'’s a [Anglaise 83

6. @eing Eligible—The Marriage Market 97

7. (Iée War Comes to Alexandria 125

8. Over There? They’re Over Here 141

9. %e Convalescents and One in Particular 153

10. Lebanon—a Great Little Country 177
11. just Name It—Cairo Has It 209

12. ’Wa&touﬁ’—[ t was Written 237






BOUT THE_AVTHOR

‘7ﬂCQfU£UM KLAT COOPER, an Alexandrian, is both
writer and artist. Although she could not read until she was
8 or 9 she had a facility for drawing.

During her thirty years in Washington, D.C., her
humorous renderings of Cats impersonating doctors,
dentists, lawyers, accountants who all spoke franglais in
streets with French names, much amused Georgetown
University Hospital at month long exhibits. Orders poured
in. A painted egg, “Cats At The White House was displayed
in the White House Easter Egg collection. One of her stories
was aired on the BBC World Service; another published in
the Christian Science Monitor—both on Alexandria.

In Geneva where she now lives, hopping over to London
to visit her doctor daughter and three grandsons, her stories
have appeared in Offshoots, the Geneva Writers Group
anthology, and Tales & Poems, the American International
Women’s Club publication. Her drawings have been
featured on the cover of its magazine The Courier. There
was still energy for bilingual and illustrated children’s
picture books, and along came Toby and the Escalade, and



William Tell followed by several others. For a change of
pace, she designed UNICEF greeting cards and postcards
for Editions Cartes d'Art in Paris.

She is a member of P.E.N., the Society of Writers and
Journalists (UK) and the Société Genevoise des Ecrivains.

“How lucky you are to write and draw,” someone said
at one of her exhibits.

“Indeed. But what I really like is music.”
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OREWORD

C)c/{taz[s and Camels by Lebanese Alexandrian author
Jacqueline Klat Cooper, was originally published in 1960,
and was the first of a genre which is sometimes referred
to as literature of nostalgia that became particular to
Alexandria. Throughout the nineteenth and the first half
of the twentieth century, cosmopolitan Alexandria was
renowned for its tolerance and pluralism. In the midst of
a Mediterranean racked by revolutions, wars and ethnic
cleansing, Alexandria was a port that promised safety and
prosperity for the hundreds of thousands of foreigners that
flocked to it and made it their home for generations. In the
twentieth century, however, events in Egypt, Europe and
the world at large gradually brought an end to its pluralism
and diversity. The two world wars, the Suez crisis of 1956,
and the nationalizations of the sixties, gradually drove its
foreign population away.

A number of those “foreigners” whose families had
been living in Alexandria for three or four generations,
as well as some Egyptians who also left, started writing
autobiographies, memoirs, or autobiographical works of
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fiction about those years of abundance they had spent in
the comfortable little town on the Mediterranean. Their
narratives were nostalgic, filled with fond memories of a
golden time forever lost. Cocktails and Camels has been
out of print for years. It is a humorous book describing life
in Alexandria in the thirties, and during World War I1. Witty
and compassionate, it is also a faithful reflection of how
those communities, and the Lebanese community especially,
viewed their adopted city. The narrative also reflects beliefs
and attitudes of those communities at the time which the
editors feel constitute part of the social history of the
era. For these reasons, the Alexandria and Mediterranean
Research Center decided to reprint Cocktails and Camels,
in an edited and condensed version of the original work
published by Appleton-Century-Crofts, NY 1960, with
sketches and photographs added by the author. Alex Med is
confident that readers will continue to derive much pleasure
from it, as well as get a feel of a unique way of life that,
sadly, no longer exists, but that adds yet another chapter to
the legend of cosmopolitan Alexandria.
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REFACE

\S)me Jfifty years ago 1 sat down under the mimosa tree in
our lovely garden in Alexandria and started to write my first
book, Cocktails and Camels.

I had never written anything before, other than
letters and school essays, and I wrote slowly, painstakingly
in pencil. At times I’d walk around the garden thinking,
while my five-year old daughter Carol, picked daisies on
the grass, and when the right word popped into my head, I
was elated.

Considering the circumstances of my life at the time
I do not know why I found everything so funny as to want to
write about it. The Suez Canal had been nationalized, Egypt
was being bombed, and my husband and I had separated.

Everyone thought I was a little eccentric to be
writing a book. “You’ll land us all in prison!” my father
said. He was Jules Klat Bey, President of the Bourse,
the Cotton Exchange, and a prominent Alexandrian. So [
quickly made up my mind to use a pen-name, mine and my
daughter’s, Jacqueline Carol. I also invented an American
husband, called Bill, and two imaginary sisters, without
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even mentioning my brother. As for my friends, the only
thing that seemed to interest them was whether they would
feature in my book!

Every day I sat under the mimosa tree to write, and
Soliman, our suffragi, brought me coffee mazboot and a
glass of water on a tray. Now and then our devoted “dada”,
Nagibeh, would cry from one of the balconies, “Jaakee, ya
habibti, ya rohi, all this writing is bad for your eyes!” She
could neither read nor write, but she was far more human
than many who could.

Cocktails and Camels was published in New York
in 1960, and I flew over to the United States to sign the
contract. When the book came out, the reviews were really
good and made me feel six feet tall. To publicize Cocktails
and Camels, the publishers had arranged for me to speak
at a luncheon in Larchmont, N.Y., a well-known bookish
community, along with well-known American authors. But
horror of horrors, I was to be the first speaker, and what on
earth would I say? So I told them that Nice Girls were not
supposed to write books, and that our old “dada” insisted that
too much writing was bad for the eyes. They were amazed
when I told them that I always had my fortune read in a
coffee cup, and therefore knew that I would be coming to
the United States! They laughed and laughed. They thought
Alexandria was wonderful, and everyone rushed up to have
their copy of Cocktails and Camels autographed. We ran
out of books! I thought I was dreaming! If I’d had a travel
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agency I could have sold them tickets to visit Alexandria.
But all that is so long ago, in another world, that I was most
surprised when the Bibliotheca Alexandrina contacted me
for a reprint.

I tried to explain that this childish naive book could
not possibly interest anyone now, so many years later. But
as you see, they did not listen, and in the end I agreed to let
them go ahead. I hope you enjoy reading it.

Jacqueline Cooper, 2008

15






[exanc[rz’a—(ﬁie MB[ting Pot

[ used to live in Alexandria—Egypt, that is,
not as some Americans think, the one in
Virginia. I liked Alexandria. There was no
place like it on Earth, I used to think, and
now, on looking back, I am quite sure there
wasn't.

It was a nice, friendly little town basking
in the sunshine and cool Mediterranean
breeze, and in summer its streets smelled
of jasmine which little Arab boys sold
threaded into necklaces. Alexandria had
plenty of character—characters, rather—
Italian, French, Maltese, Turkish, even
White Russians, to say nothing of Copts,
Pashas, Effendis, and bird-brained but so
devoted Sudanese servants. The grocers
were Greek, the jewelers were Jews, the
shoemakers were Armenians, and the
Lebanese were everywhere. The British
Army used to play polo and complain about
the heat. How they came to be there at all
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when they had a most roomy Empire in which to exercise
is a long, sad story. For the British, though they like to look
like good-natured and paternal fools, are, as every Arab
knows to his sorrow, very cunning indeed, especially when
it comes to taking advantage of trusting Arabs.

But let's get back to the Lebanese, those charming,
hospitable people who lived in little villas of twelve
bedrooms, threw intimate dinner parties for sixty, and talked
so softly that they could be heard in Peru.

Grandmother, Father's mother, a beautiful green-eyed
woman with clear white skin and jet-back hair, had come
from Damascus at the age of thirteen to marry Grandfather,
whom she had never so much as set eyes on before, and
because she had been so young and so scared, she had
thrown up in the middle of the wedding ceremony.

Grandfather had originated in the Lebanon, when Syria
and Lebanon were part of the Ottoman Empire, and after
studying in Paris he had emigrated to Egypt and became
a prosperous merchant. Ottoman influence in Egypt was
almost non-existent by the beginning of the twentieth
century.

Although Grandmother had never been to school at
all, she could speak five languages fluently and converse
intelligently on any number of topics, but she knew a
woman’s place, and with proper decorum always left
the talking in front of strangers to her husband. Behind the
scenes, however, it was often she who offered sound advice,
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ﬂ[exanzfﬂa—%e Me[ting Pot

for she was a shrewd and capable businesswoman. In spite
of the fact that to all intents and purposes the marriage
was one of convenience, as marriages so often were in
those days, it seems to have worked out very well, for my
grandparents had eight boys.

Mother and Father were less fortunate. They had us
—three daughters. Having a daughter was not only nothing
to write home about, it was something one should definitely
not write home about, and as for having three daughters,
it was a calamity and obviously meant that someone had
given Mother and Father the Evil Eye.

The Evil Eye was, like the British, very active in the
Middle East, and was responsible for everything. If someone
admired your new dress and then you spilled coffee all over
it, it wasn’t that you were a clumsy clot, it was the "Evil
Eye", and if your felucca got stuck in some bulrushes which
had been there, you knew, since the time of Moses, it had
nothing to do with poor seamanship; it was the Evil Eye.

But if Father was disappointed at having three daughters,
he never showed it. Indeed, Father never showed anything,
for he was not very demonstrative. He was a man of few
words, but he thought much, which was very smart of him
but most un-Lebanese. Any way, he faced the fact that he
had three daughters very well, far better than Maha, the old
Lebanese nanny who had been with Mother before she was
married.
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Maha was a big moon-faced woman with large brown
velvet eyes and pierced ear-lobes from which hung tiny
blue beads which were meant to ward off the Evil Eye.
She seemed to have been put together out of a series of
cushions, making her look something like a Michelin
advertisement. I remember that she was very comfortable
to sit on. Because she was flat-footed, but mainly because
she was Lebanese, she liked to pad around the house and
garden in bedroom slippers which she had turned down at
the back. Her elephantine tread was always accompanied by
the gay jingling of the bunch of keys which hung from her
belt and the soft clinking of the thin gold bracelets on her
plump wrists. They were her entire fortune and she added
one whenever she had saved some money.

Once a week, when she went out on her afternoon off,
she painted her eyes crudely with kohl and stuffed herself
desperately into a corset and high-heeled shoes several sizes
too small for her. Then, pirouetting clumsily in front of us,
she’d say, smiling naively like a child, "[’'m not all that fat,
am I, my darlings?"

"No, no, of course not," we’d say, thinking all the while
that we’d never seen anyone so huge in all our lives.

It was always with an evident sigh of relief that she took
off her fineries when she came home in the evening and
once again put on her beloved sloppy slippers.

Maha had carefully prepared for the arrival of the first
child who was to be named after Father’s father. She had
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stitched masses of little blue things not only before Mother
was married but before Mother was even engaged. When |
arrived, one miserably windy Khamseen day in March, she
put them all away and sobbed for a week. She did not throw
her arms up in the air and cry joyfully, "Mabrouk, mabrouk,
congratulations, congratulations, may the little one live to
be one hundred," and then run down to the kitchen and bake
some very special Lebanese dish which would sit on our
stomachs for the rest of the night. She did not utter one
single little mabrouk, for she had to be very careful in her
use of the word mabrouk. Mabrouks were only used for
everything under the sun, everything, that is, except girls—
happy things like boys, of course, and really important
things like having a new dress or getting over a corn on the
foot. But having a girl was not a corn on the foot, it was a
pain in the neck. And as for being a girl—well, maybe one
could live it up in England or the States, but in the East it
was something to live down.

"Maalish—never mind," Maha finally managed to say
philosophically when she had exhausted all her supply
of tears. "The next one will be the boy. This one is just one
of those things."

But it turned out, all because of the Evil Eye, to be three
of those things, for the next one was Yvonne and the third,
Helen. Maha was distraught with grief. She was a Maronite
Catholic and very religious, and she invoked all the saints,
especially St. Anthony, with whom she bargained regularly.

21
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She even put bread and salt out on a plate for months, which,
as everyone knows, is meant to keep the Evil Eye away. But
it brought no change, only the ants.

Our house, away from the center of town, overlooked
the Mediterranean. It was modern but not screamingly so,
and a little too large perhaps to be really cozy, but the rooms
were light and airy and very pleasant to live in. The cool sea
breeze blew into them and winter sunshine poured through.
Virginia creeper had covered most of the facade, and here
and there were trails of honeysuckle and jasmine which we
threaded into necklaces. There were green shutters, and
balconies and verandahs with gay boxes of geranium which
contrasted well with the rough gray stucco walls. There
were flame trees in the garden, and bougainvillea running
wild over the rustic garden gate and splashes of color
everywhere. Sweet peas grew high against the wall which
separated us from our neighbors, and up the front steps
leading to the house were pots of dahlias, carnations, and
ferns. Mimosa, mangoes, long-stemmed roses, arum lilies,
and nasturtiums—they all grew well in Egypt, and the
neighboring gardens were just as prolific.

Our gardener was called Mohamed, after the Prophet.
Tall and thin, he was of a deep brown color like chocolate,
and it was difficult to tell his age. He might have been thirty,
forty, fifty even. He didn’t know. Every morning, soon after
dawn, after he had walked from his home by the murky
Mahmoudieh Canal, I would hear his footsteps crunching
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along the garden path beneath my window and into the
wooden hut at the bottom of the garden. There he’d take
off his shoes, which he sometimes wore on the wrong feet,
put on a floppy white hat, and reappear dragging the hose to
water the plants before it got too hot.

Five times a day he washed his hands and feet under
the garden tap and, on the lawn, prayed towards Mecca, his
forehead every now and again bending low to the ground, for
he was a devout man and a good Muslim. He never turned
a beggar away, and though he could ill afford it, always
gave a few piasters from his own pocket. Every year, too,
he faithfully observed the month of Ramadan, fasting from
sunrise to sunset, taking not so much as a sip of water, even
though he worked in the hot sun all day. It was the wealthier,
supposedly more educated ones who disregarded their
religion, ate pork and drank wine, and turned away the poor.

Mohamed could read and write, for he had taught
himself, and when Maha, who could do neither, for she had
never been to school, received a letter from her brother up
in their native village of Djezzine in the Lebanon, she’d
take it to him, holding it straight out in front of her with
both hands as though it were something of infinite value.
They’d sit under the mimosa tree, Maha overflowing her
chair, sipping a little cup of Turkish coffee with great noisy
draughts, and Mohamed sitting cross-legged on the grass
beside her.
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He read slowly and monotonously, going back over the
same passage several times, and he held the letter very close
to his eyes. It was amazing how many read like that in Egypt.

This simple procedure of receiving a letter was to Maha
a very special event. Weeks later, when she had prepared
in her mind what she wanted to say to her brother, she and
Mohamed would again be under the mimosa tree. It was an
elaborate affair. Together, they brought out a wicker table
and two chairs which Maha dusted carefully before they
sat down. Then she put one sheet of paper, one envelope,
and one purple pencil in front of Mohamed. Very carefully,
very laboriously, after having moistened the pencil on his
tongue, his face distorted with effort, he began to write,
"My dear, beloved, respected brother".

Sometimes, his eleven-year-old son Ibrahim came and
looked on. Unlike his father, Ibrahim did not wear the local
outfit, baggy trousers with the thousand folds and sash at
the waist, but European dress—a coarse white cotton shirt
and trousers which had been crudely cut down for him.

Ibrahim went to school and could read and write as
well as speak a few words of English. None of the other
servants were literate, except Hanna, the charming, crooked
Lebanese cook.

We kept pigeons and rabbits and chickens, too, and a
floating population of lambs and turkeys which resided
contentedly on our front lawn and nibbled the grass. These
were gifts to Father for Christmas or Sham el Nessim. This
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is the big spring holiday which literally means "sniffing
the breeze," when the whole of the local population turns
out in its gaudiest colors and squats in Nouzha Gardens
eating peanuts. Though these gifts were originally intended
for the dinner table, Yvonne, Helen, and I couldn’t bear to
eat them, and their days of liberty were prolonged almost
indefinitely.

Apart from the goldfish in the sun-drenched nursery,
there were also tortoises, canaries, a very tired old donkey,
and a pick of the ugliest mongrels in the land. Added to
the list were the marauders, wild, long-legged cats who
came over the garden wall, especially at twilight. A sudden
rustle in the bushes, piercing miauls, and we would know
that another pigeon had met its doom. In a flash, the whole
menagerie was awake. The dogs barked, the donkey brayed,
the lambs bleated. The luckless hens, each imagining no
doubt that she was to be the next victim, fluttered up and
down the coop clucking in panic. Sometimes, if it was not
too late, we all made an expedition into the garden. The
torch’s beam would catch one of the raiders. Crouched in
the fork of a tree, it glared back at us with luminous green
eyes. How I hated cats.

Alexandrians lived in a comfortable little world of their
own, and whatever ups and downs others were having abroad
merely went in one ear and out the other. It was difficult to
get very excited about events in Europe and America when
it did not affect one, when life in Alexandria was pleasant
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and easy and the shops overflowed with merchandise from
the four corners of the earth.

How far away the rest of the world seemed, sitting
lotus-eating on the beach with the sun pouring into one’s
brain, numbing it, or doing the nightly rounds of cocktail
parties. Most of the people we associated with were quite
content to live and let live, not only where the outside
world was concerned, but at home, too. Far better to leave
politics,crises and palace intrigues to the professionals, for
politics was an unwhole some hobby and was sometimes
apt to cost one’s head.

So no one paid much attention to the rumblings both
near and far, and the palmy days passed smoothly by, with
the only problem of immediate vital interest being what to
wear at tomorrow’s cocktail party.

In our own immediate circle, the routine of the house
ran smoothly, but nothing ran more smoothly than the
performance we sat through every evening as we finished
dinner, when Hanna the cook came in to do the accounts.

Hanna had come from the Lebanon as a young man when
that country was a Turkish province. He hated the Turks
and had left to seek a fortune in Egypt. Although he was an
excellent cook, he hadn’t been very successful at making
money, for his one passion in life was playing the horses. In
spite of the fact that he was usually in debt, he was gay and
debonair, wearing his chef’s cap at a jaunty angle. He was
plump and smooth, and he would have looked well in top
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hat and tails, but when one glanced down at his feet, his big
toe stuck out of the front of his felt slippers and his socks
needed darning at the heels.

Apart from gambling, his only other interest was singing
a rather dubious version of "La Madelon", which he had
somehow picked up along the way.

The last unprintable words of the song would die away
as Hanna entered the room. He’d put his dirty old account
book and well-chewed pencil in front of Father. We had
discovered long ago that Father was the only one who could
match him, and it was a dual as to who could outwit the
other. Mother would look down at the cloth and pick up non-
existent crumbs. Mrs. James, the English governess, would
say, "Don’t forget to translate for me, dear," and Yvonne,
Helen, and I would settle down to the evening performance.

Father would start to add up, "Milk, lemons, meat, figs,
eggs, lemons..." and he’d say, "You’ve put lemons down
twice," and Hanna would say "Where?" Father would show
him and Hanna would reply that those were the lemons he
forgot to put down two days ago, and Mrs. James would
ask, "What did the wretched man say?" and I’d translate.

Father, never one to let sleeping dogs lie (or anything
else for that matter), would look up the accounts of two days
ago and, sure enough, find lemons. Just as he thought. This
was flagrant. All cooks made a little here and there, but not
everywhere. What did Hanna take him for? An imbecile?
He wanted to know.
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Mother would pat his sleeve, saying, "Never mind, never
mind, Dear," to cover up for the fact that Hanna hadn’t
answered Father about the imbecile part, and she’d start to
pick up crumbs like mad, but Father would glare at Hanna
and say very loudly, "You put lemons down two days ago."

Mrs. James hadn’t said anything for three seconds,
which was an all-time record, so she’d say, "What was that,
what was that? Quick, Dear, do translate." And I’d answer,
"He said he put lemons down two days ago." "Oooh, did he
really! He’s just as bad as that man in the West Indies."

But Hanna was quite unruffled. This was no first night.
The show had been going on for years with considerable
success. So very bored, tilting his cap onto his eyes, he
crossed his arms and inspected the ceiling. He answered
casually that those were different lemons which Ahmed, the
old kitchen boy, had bought.

Ahmed was half-time and half-wit and claimed to be
ninety-five or thereabouts, but he looked about fifty. He
tottered when he walked and he stuck his neck out. There was
a wart on the side of it which Ahmed exercised regularly by
pulling out and letting snap again like elastic. His features
were soft and gentle, his eyes were bleary, and his mouth
always hung open in an imbecilic smile.

At Father’s request, he appeared. He smiled daftly
and exercised his wart. Father and Hanna both fired their
questions at Ahmed loudly and simultaneously.
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"Did you buy lemons two days ago?" bellowed Father.

"Don’t you remember buying lemons two days ago?"
screamed Hanna.

But all Ahmed answered was, "How are you Mazmazell
Jacqueline? And you Mazmazell Yvonne? And Mazmazell
Helen?"

We answered that we were all very well, thank you.
Ahmed was one of our favorites. But unfortunately, Ahmed
was not so well tonight.

"Shufti—look, my poor arm," he said, "I can only move
it up to here." This was right up to the wart. "I'm a very
old man. I’m ninety-five, but maalish, Allah is merciful,
though I have nine daughters."

"Did you buy..."

"Good evening, Mrs. Jeeemes, are you good?"

"I'm very well, thank you, Ahmed. Isn’t he a dear
man? "she said.

"Allah be praised," said Ahmed.

Father was about to explode. "Did you or did you not
buy lemons?" But Ahmed wasn’t through yet. He turned to
Mother to ask after her mother’s health. Well, it seemed she
was better, and Ahmed would say "Allah be praised" again,
and Mother, who by this time had not only picked up all the
crumbs, but had also picked a few holes in the tablecloth,
would decide this was the perfect moment to ask Ahmed
how the new twins were. Ahmed, still smiling daftly, would
answer that the boy had died, and that he now had eight girls,
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or was it nine? But maalish, it was the will of Allah, and
he was ninety-eight and did Mother have any old clothes.
Mother never had any old clothes because she gave them
away so fast, but she’d find something by tomorrow.

"May Allah bless you, Madam," Ahmed said over and
over again, his hands outstretched. "May Allah bless His
Excellency as well." (Father was not titled, but it sounded
good.)

"And the house and garden, and all the animals and Mrs.
Jeeemes. May you all live to be one hundred."

"I’m going to get to the bottom of this," said Father, and
while Mother dabbed her eyes, he and Hanna continued to
fire questions at Ahmed.

Ahmed could remember buying bones for the dog,
biscuits, and soap, and he’d gone out into the garden to pick
one of those loofahs off the tree to scrub the kitchen sink,
or was it the dog? He scratched his head. But by Allah, he
was ninety-nine and Allah had given him nine daughters...
The angrier Father became, the more he could remember
everything except lemons.

By this time, Hanna was muttering to himself about life
under the Turks—which he said was bliss compared to life
under Father; his horse, which failed even to start, the son
of a dog; and advising anyone who cared to listen that we
should eat lots and lots of lemons because they were the
best thing for the liver.
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A jingling of keys told us that Maha too had joined the
party. She wanted to know what was going on—as though
she didn’t know—she had been with the family longer than
I had. Gamal, the suffragi or servant, made weird sounds
sucking his teeth and sliding round and round the table,
picking up odd knives and forks and putting them down
again in exactly the same place. He wasn’t going to leave
the room and miss anything.

And if it was a warm night and the windows were open,
Mother would worry and say, "Please close the windows,
the neighbors will hear us," and Father would reply that he
hoped they would, so that they would stop envying us our
wonderful cook.

The show usually lasted about thirty minutes, after which
the two main characters retired exhausted. The theme was
always the same, only the dialogue varied. Sometimes,
Hanna charged for something no one could read, not even
himself, but he was quite sure we had eaten it. Sometimes,
he made a duplicate key and raided the larder and then
blamed the rats. Occasionally, Father would infuriate
Hanna by bringing home fruits and vegetables which he
had bought for a song off a donkey cart on the way back
from the office, and he’d exhibit them on the dining
room table. He’d challenge Hanna to show off his wares,
too, and the two of them would argue the merits of their
respective purchases like a couple of village fellaheen.
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With the table in front of him groaning under the weight
of California apples, Jaffa oranges, and Ismailia melons, and
with Hanna to battle with, it was one of the few occasions
when Father, a serious and sometimes rigid person, ever
seemed to let go and really enjoyed himself.

Day in and day out, there was the pantomime with
Hanna, and day in day out, as it had done for centuries, the
old Nile, without whose life-giving waters all Egypt would
be a desert, flowed placidly on to the sea, carrying its burden
of cotton bales, feluccas, and dead babies.

W
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]; was pleasant to live in Alexandria, with
its welcome sea breeze, its beach-studded
Corniche or sea front, which at night
resembled a string of pearls, and its green
Sporting Club in the middle of the town,
where one could practice almost any sport
amid a profusion of caddies and ball-boys.

At the Royal Yacht Club by Ras el Tin
Palace, it was good to make one's way
unhurriedly through a delicious meal served
by a fleet of suffragis, smart and well-
trained, while immediately below lay the
harbor, very blue, dotted with a multitude
of assorted funnels, masts, and sails.

The drive home, at that wistful hour
when the bats come out to play, was perhaps
the most memorable of all. The sky would
be streaked with every shade from pink to
purple, and the shabby, insipid buildings
overlooking the Corniche would, for a
brief moment, be clothed in gold. The sun
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dipped into the water like a flaming orange and everything
suddenly disappeared into deep blue-gray shadow. There
was hardly any twilight. Darkness came quickly, and the
moon, if it was full, would rise slowly like an overripe
grapefruit and the light clouds passing it would change to
yellow. It was often bright enough to read by.

It was pleasant, too, to hear the tinkling of the gharry
bell alongside the shiny American car, in the back of which
the fat pasha contentedly sat, and ride the upper deck of the
clean blue-and-white tram as, to the shrill, almost comic toot
of the conductor's whistle, it swayed leisurely past stations
with such stirring names as Cleopatra and Camp de César.

In winter, after a brisk walk along the Corniche, with the
sea foaming at its mouth with rage from being kicked about
by the wind, it was pleasant to have tea at the Beau Rivage
Hotel. Or maybe even a drink downtown at Pastroudis. Or
one could drive out to Mariout, about forty minutes from
Alexandria, and come back laden with bunches of bright
desert flowers.

Alexandria was the foremost port of Egypt, and a hive of
activity for the country's cotton brokers, but it was neither
a typically Eastern town nor was it altogether European,
though a large European community lived there. Except for
the poorer sections in and around the harbor area, it was a
clean and uncrowded little city, with wide streets flanked
by palms and flame trees, large gardens, stylish villas, neat
new buildings, and above all, room to breathe.
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Life was easy. Labor was cheap. Nothing was impossible,
especially when it involved one's comfort. You could have
a film developed the same day, a suit made to measure in a
matter of hours, a garment invisibly darned for a couple of
piasters, and anything you wished copied from a magazine
by a host of skillful little artisans for next to nothing. Life,
from every point of view, was therefore pleasant—pleasant,
that is, until the Cairenes appeared on the scene.

The Cairenes had about as much love for the Alexandrian
as the Montagues for the Capulets, yet, every summer, like a
swarm of locusts, deserting the dusty, choking heat of Cairo,
they swooped down onto Alexandria, avid for the cool city
which they made fun of during the rest of the year.

They came spilling out of the trains, packed in the open
wagons, in between, on top, while their cars and buses raced
frantically down in their haste to get to the sea.

They came, all of them, with their untidy picnic baskets
and their bedding—the government clerks and their portly
wives, the shrill mothers-in-law covered with fat and cheap
jewelry, the well-fed pashas twiddling their amber beads,
the cooks, nannies, and suffragis—and they all settled on
the beaches so that there wasn't an inch of sand to be seen.

Atnight, the locusts donned long white sharkskin jackets
and invaded the restaurants, open-air cinemas, and casinos,
and the only thing for the unfortunate Alexandrian to do
was to pack his bags, and, with his Cadillac and his English
governess, take the first ship to Europe.
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High up on the Jungfrau, or in the Dolomites, it was
quiet and peaceful. There wasn't a Cairene in sight—only a
few cows—but there was half of Alexandria.

"Chérie!" they'd cry to one another in surprise, in that
pure Alexandrian accent of theirs, even though they had
come over on the ship together. "What brings you here,
Chérie?" The answer was always the same, "I'm running
away from those dreadful Cairenes."

Summer seemed to come round very quickly, and before
we knew it, it was time once again for the annual flight out
of Egypt. There were no exit visas, no travel restrictions of
any kind. Most of these came with the Palestine War of 1948.

Mother, Yvonne, Helen, the governess, and I usually
went on ahead, and Father joined us later, bringing the car
with him, and we'd motor wherever the fancy took us. One
year, we left without a governess but we took Maha instead.
Mabha loved Europe and she talked to everyone she came
across, first in Arabic, which she was very shocked to find
no one could understand, then in atrocious French which no
one could understand either, except Helen, who didn't really
speak French.

It was a great advantage to be able to rattle away in
Arabic without anyone understanding. Unfortunately, there
were a few exceptions, like the time in the bus at Cortina
d'Ampezzo when Helen asked to change places with me
because the old hag on her right smelled, and the old hag
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turned round and told her in perfect Arabic that she was a
very rude little girl.

What seemed to amaze the inhabitants of those countries
we visited was the fact that we could speak their language
or understand enough to get by. At home, we spoke French,
Arabic, and English, as did the majority of our friends.
Everyone spoke at least three languages fluently and
had perhaps a smattering of another three. Being able to
speak several languages without any apparent effort was
something we who lived in Egypt took for granted. Yet
we belittled ourselves. If a Britisher managed to say three
words in unintelligible French after he had lived in France
for twenty years, Alexandrians hailed him as a genius and
threw a cocktail party in his honor.

Onour travels, we always left very early in the morning
to geta good start, though the only thing we had to catch was
ourowncar. ThiswasFather'sideaandapretty pooroneatthat.

Father was an early riser. In fact, Father never went to
bed. Instead, he fixed bells and things that didn't need fixing,
hammered a few nails into the wall, and walked about the
house with special spiked shoes. He never slept at all except
at the cinema or when Mother put the radio on. However,
at 4 am at the latest, we had to look sharp and be ready to
hit the road. He'd wake the concierge, who was supposed
to wake us, and then he'd bang on our door as though we
had overslept like Sleeping Beauty. "How can you still be
asleep at this hour?" he'd cry, aghast.
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Sometimes, he banged on a few other doors by mistake,
and half the hotel would be up and about. Mother would
run around hunting for her handbag, which contained her
"essentials"—things like photographs of her eldest sister
as a baby lying on a cushion, dribbling—and which she
eventually discovered was on her arm the whole time. The
porters, spurred on by Father, carried suitcases downstairs
before we had time to close them properly, and half the
contents would spill onto the floor. Maha would scream
at them in Arabic and then in French, which to the porters
and everyone else except Helen was exactly the same thing,
and while she invoked St. Anthony, she'd forget all about
his little icon which she always kept under her pillow, and
she'd only remember it half way down the other side of the
Grossglockner. Then she'd burst into tears and warn us of
all the dreadful things that would happen to us if we did not
go back and fetch St. Anthony immediately, so naturally,
back we'd go, and Yvonne, Helen, and I would be carsick
all over again.

But it was exciting to see new places and find out how
the natives lived in the European jungle. It seemed to me at
the time far more of a thrill to go up the Eiffel Tower than
the Pyramids, for the West stood for glamour, and the East,
no matter how exotic to a European, was to us just home. A
great many of our friends had never seen the Valley of the
Kings at Luxor, for instance, though they had lived in Egypt
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all their lives, but they had been to the Riviera dozens of
times and had seen the Louvre.

Nobody paid much attention to us until they found out
we came from Egypt. But as soon as the word got around,
they dropped everything and ran around screaming "the
Egyptians are coming," and "the Egyptians are leaving," as
though we were Pharaoh's armies. They'd glue their noses
to the license place on the car as though they were studying
hieroglyphics, and everyone suddenly seemed to have a
passion for collecting Egyptian stamps, but after a while
they'd settle down to asking a few sensible questions, such
as, did we know a man called Smith—or was it Brown?—
who was in India.

Even the little maid up in the hotel at Gstaad, who
had been happily going about her work, suddenly became
obsessed when she learned that we lived in Egypt. After
that, every evening as she turned down the sheets, she
implored Mother to take her to Egypt. She wanted, she said,
when her day's work was done, to look at a mummy—other
than Mother— and sit on the pyramid which she was quite
convinced rose in our back garden.

One day, Mother was sitting in the lounge of a hotel in
Budapest (surely one of the most beautiful cities in the
world) when two middle-aged American women rushed
up and, pointing to her, squealed excitedly, "Eee-gypt! The
hall porter says you come from Egypt! Oh, do tell us about
those glorious romantic sheiks of yours."
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Mother was so taken aback, she couldn't say a word.
"Take it easy, Ethel," said one. "The poor thing obviously
only speaks Bedouin language. Such a tiny little Bedouin,
isn't she? But," she added, quite satisfied, "a real one. Let
me speak to her." She bent down so that her nose almost
touched Mother's.

"We're Americans." As though anyone within ten miles
had any doubts. "America, Bay City, Michigan. We're just
dying to hear about your exciting sheiks."

"Sheeks?" Mother echoed.

"She's trying to understand," cried the one called Ethel.

"Isn't she darling?" cried the other. "What's your name,
little Bedouin lady? I'm Mildred and this is Ethel. We're
traveling round the world playing the piano. At least, I'm
the pianist and Ethel sings. Some people say we are crazy
but we are really artistes."

And then Father came up and said, "Qui sont ces deux
folles?" and explained rather tactlessly that sheiks were very
worthy gentlemen who bore not the slightest resemblance
to Rudolph Valentino. Naturally, they wouldn't believe this,
and kept repeating: "But don't their eyes flash? But don't
their eyes flash?" Father was adamant. He wouldn't admit
to being a Bedouin, not even though Mother implored him,
for the sake of Michigan—and he didn't live in an oasis in
the middle of the Sahara. What's more, he'd never spent a
night under a tent in his life. He did, however, suggest that
Ethel and Mildred join us for a drink and perhaps perform
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for us afterwards. They did. And it was a riot, with half
the people in the hotel running down to see who had been
murdered. We also learned many interesting things about
the natives of Bay City, Michigan.

One of the most unusual and interesting people we met
on our prewar holidays was Howard Carter, who discovered
the tomb of Tut-Ankh-Amen in the Valley of the Kings at
Luxor. It was up in the hotel at St. Moritz and 1 was only
twelve at the time, but as it so often is with childhood
memories, it seems like yesterday.

Every evening on their way to the dining room, the
hotel guests were drawn as though by a magnet to the
slot machine where, with one franc and a good deal more
luck, a crane would reach down amongst a multitude of
bonbons and come up not with bubble gum but with silver
cigarette boxes and Swiss watches. Howard Carter would
invariably be there with a bagful of one franc pieces, much
determination, and a rare stock of fabulous magic phrases
which no doubt had lain dormant for four thousand years.

"Abracadabra, you stupid thing," he'd chant soothingly
at first. "Abracadabra, hashamatasha, wooloo, wooloo,
wo00l0000." Then, as the crane came up with only a handful
of sweets, he'd use some rather un-Pharaonic words and put
in another franc.

Angrily now, he'd cry, "Abracadabra, abracadabra,
hashamatasha, wooloo, wooloo, wooloooo." With the crane
about to land half an inch away from a silver cigarette case,
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Carter, who was a strong man, would shake the slot machine
unhinging it from the wall. The crane swerved, landed on
its object, and with some more magic words, the cigarette
case would drop into the waiting receptacle.

"Here you are," he'd say to anyone who happened to
be standing by. "You take it. Now let's have a crack at that
lighter there."

Then, after dinner, Mrs. James, our memorable
governess, would, in her own irresistible way, kidnap him
and bring him over to sit with us. He was a most entertaining
person.

Though we did not like to press him to tell us the story
of his discovery of the Tut-ankh-Amen tomb, the subject
naturally arose.

I can still vividly remember his telling us of the awe he
felt when, after having fruitlessly excavated for months, he
looked through a hole into the antechamber of the tomb,
by the light of a candle flickering in the warm air that
was escaping, and saw, as though through a mist, statues,
alabaster, and gold everywhere. Some four thousand years
had passed since human feet had stood on that same spot
where he and his friend the Earl of Carnarvon made their
dramatic discovery. Then, as his eyes grew accustomed to
darkness, he could pick out beautiful individual objects. It
must have been an amazing and magnificent sight to look
into that tomb which, unlike the others in the Valley of the
Kings, was almost intact.
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It seemed so strange to hear the story of Tut-ankh-Amen
told us by an Englishman some five thousand feet high in
the mountains of Switzerland.

Mother always maintained that traveling was an
education in itself, and that if we missed a few days of
school—it usually stretched to several months—at the
beginning and end of term, we would more than make
up for it with all the things we had picked up along the
way. She was not only referring to governesses, which we
imported and deported at a fantastic rate, and autographs of
celebrities, most of whom became nobodies. For when, in
school, Yvonne, who was as bright as she was good-looking,
was asked what had struck her most about Switzerland, she
was able to answer without a moment's hesitation that it
was the sense of humor.

By the first week of October, the last Cairene had
returned to the capital, and for the Alexandrians, too, the
seasonal migration was over. We were glad to be going
back to Egypt. Europe was all very well for a holiday and
next year, no doubt, we'd be delighted to see it again, but
the way I looked at it, there was no place like Alexandria in
the whole world.

Once again we were leaning over the rail of the
SS Ausonia, watching the low, pale yellow outline of
Alexandria come into focus. The pilot's launch flitted
lightly across the water, the green flag with its crescent
and three stars flying in the wind, and soon the pilot
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was climbing up the rope ladder followed by the port
authorities and a few unmilitary looking chaouiches,
or policemen, in white uniforms and red fezzes.

Father took our passports and went into the dining
room, which had been cleared of all the tables and assigned
for the disembarking formalities. Suddenly, all hell seemed
to break loose. People who had been happily gazing at the
approaching coastline began to rush up and down the decks
shouting in every known language, gesticulating, shoving,
sweating, cursing, endeavoring to get their passports
stamped and be the first down the gangway. But all was
well. It was always like that.

The pashas and the privileged ones never needed to
attend to the passports themselves. Out of nowhere, there
always appeared some little man, fawning and unshaven,
who would battle his way through and shout himself hoarse
for His Excellency the Pasha. And all for a few piasters.
Meanwhile, His Excellency the Pasha waited in the lounge
and ordered another cup of coffee, for even in the midst of a
tornado, there was always time for Turkish coffee.

There was the familiar harbor scene again. The
Yacht Club and its jetty, around which clustered gleaming
white yachts and dinghies and the handful of motorboats
belonging to some of the wealthier Alexandrians. Nearby,
the lighthouse.

Yvonne and I had been up in it once with our governess,
a Miss Shelby, who wore transparent blouses and not much
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else, and whose boy friend was somehow all tied up with
the lighthouse. He had told us about Pharos, which he said
had been one of the Seven Wonders of the World, but the
way he had looked at Yvonne, she was obviously the eighth,
and Miss Shelby had never taken us again.

A couple of British warships were sending out signals
and shrill whistles, and on the deck of one of them, sailors
still in white uniforms were putting up flags and bunting.
There was probably a cocktail party on board tonight.
Several British destroyers were scattered all around as well,
for since the recent Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936, the
Royal Navy had been granted the right to use Alexandria
Harbor for a period of eight years.

"Isn't it a beautiful day?" the new governess always
asked. People always talked about the weather in Europe;
we never did in Egypt. It was just there, taken for granted
like anything else.

"It's always a beautiful day in Egypt," Mother would
say "Wait till you've seen the winters."

The quayside grew nearer and nearer, and with it the
loud roar of voices. Slowly, the ship docked alongside and
the gangway was finally lowered. The noise from the dining
room became hysterical as passengers and fawning little
men made one last spurt round the green baize-covered table
where the officials sat examining papers and passports.

On the quayside itself, a mass of galabias—the long
robes worn by most of the very poor Arabs—and red
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fezzes shouted and waved handkerchiefs. It was as though
the ship was floating in a sea of brown faces. You could
almost touch them. You could almost smell them, and the
noise was deafening. Sleek new cars and withered old taxis
inched their way through the crowd, honking their horns
in long intermittent gasps, and a group of ragged-looking
men, ropes tied round their middles, chanted monotonously
in refrain as they hauled an enormous crate away from the
ship. The sun, beating down with its usual fire, couldn't find
a single cloud to hide its blushing face.

At the bottom of the gangway, a couple of luckless
policemen tried to keep order and restrain the crowd, but
they were having a hard time. One policeman, the corners
of a checkered handkerchief showing under his fez to keep
the sweat from falling into his eyes, was noisily coming to
blows with a man selling rugs. The man, with the unshaven
look of a badly-plucked fowl and an assortment of rugs
draped over one shoulder, screamed at the top of his voice
that the whole of the police force were sons of dogs, and that
this particular policeman was something quite unprintable.

Having so said, he turned round and raced up the
gangway with surprising agility, followed by a swarthy
friend completely smothered under a mass of leather bags
of every shape and size, painted over with the Pyramids and
the Sphinx. The men had grabbed hold of their galabias
between their teeth to enable them to run up faster, but they
still managed to scream, "Souvenir, nice souvenir, souvenir,
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berry good, berry nice." There is no "v" in Arabic and this
sound is sometimes found difficult to pronounce.

For a moment, the policeman looked as though he was
about to follow them, but he was fat and he was hot, and
it was like that every day. He removed his fez, took the
handkerchief and mopped his brow, after which he spat into
the handkerchief, folded it neatly, and put it into his pocket.
Those wretched salesmen. Now they'd be on deck selling
that junk to those stupid British and French tourists who
would pay twice the value and think what a bargain they
were getting. And if they were American, they'd be even
more stupid and wonder if they hadn't perhaps robbed the
poor old Arab.

He had actually overheard an American couple once, for
he could understand a little English. "Joe," the woman had
said, "may the good Lord forgive you, you have robbed that
poor man."

Poor? Ha! Those salesmen. They made more money
than he did. The devil take them.

"There's Mahmoud," cried Helen.

Mahmoud was our driver. He wore a fez, morning coat,
and gold teeth. He hadn't seen us, but then he never seemed
to see anything anyway, especially when he was driving.
Mahmoud was a nice man, but he ran into people. He'd spot
a man ambling in the middle of the road, minding his own
business—instead, admittedly, of minding where he was
going—and he'd make a beeline for him. Having landed
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him on the hood with a great big thud, Mahmoud continued
to drive. He'd take both his hands off the steering wheel
because he needed them to talk with and he'd scream at the
man at the top of his voice that he was the son of a dog
in seven languages. For some mysterious reason, the man
would have exactly the same opinion of Mahmoud, and
after they had both glued their faces to opposite sides of the
windshield, threatening to wipe each other off the face of
the earth, they'd suddenly realize they not only knew each
other—they were brothers. Then they'd roar with laughter
and Mahmoud would stop the car, and both would say
maalish, maalish, and slap hands noisily and inquire after
each member of their respective families in turn, and Mother
would sit in the back of the car like a little mouse, hoping
that everyone's health would be excellent, because she was
in a hurry to get to the Greek grocer's and buy olives.

Father reappeared, hot and weary from the free-for-all
over the passports. It was much hotter now that the ship had
docked.

"They're down there, all of them," Mother said. "They"
were that very same body of relatives and friends who had
seen us off three months ago. They had showered us with
flowers and kisses and Turkish delight, and brought huge
boxes of chocolate which had melted before the ship had
even left the harbor.

"Oh, no," said Father, "not all of them. We'll be up all
night."
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But Mother, who had the real family spirit, said, "It's
very nice of them to have come. They must have been
standing there for hours."

At last we were coming down: Mother, Father, the
governess, Yvonne, Helen, and I, followed by our barefoot
and perspiring porters, carrying on their backs the enormous
trunks one traveled with in those days of abundance, and
we were engulfed and smothered in the tender arms of our
affectionate aunts and uncles and cousins. "Yes, Auntie,
I had a wonderful time, thank you. Yes, Uncle, I had a
wonderful time, thank you. Yes, Cousin, I had a wonderful
time, thank you..."

We fought our way to the car, Mahmoud leading, a
swarm of beggars bringing up the rear. Standing by the car,
holding the door open, was Ahmed, the beggar with the
wooden leg. We knew him well. He had even come to the
hospital, pathetically clutching a bunch of roses, the day
Helen had had her appendix out. At first the hospital had
refused to let him in, and the receptionist had phoned up to
Helen's room and said that "some Arab downstairs" claimed
to know her, though of course, he hastened to add, there
must be some mistake. But there was no mistake and Helen
had been delighted to see him.

Ahmed shooed all the other beggars away, which we
hadn't been able to do, and as we piled into the car, he poured
forth a string of flowery compliments. They come easily in
the Arabic language, and although we did not take them
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too literally, we felt no pain on hearing that Alexandria had
sobbed over our absence, but was now as though illuminated
with a thousand lights because we were back. Naturally,
Mother gave him all her change.

We drove off followed by the relatives and friends in
their cars, all of them trailing us home. Through the paved
and narrow streets we went, at a snail's pace, past the
decrepit buildings with their black entrances, and the cheap
food shops hung with carcasses of meat.

Our path was jammed with Arabs clad in galabias and
brightly colored pajamas, and barefooted black-veiled
women with silver bracelets on their ankles, carrying half
the contents of their houses, or so it seemed, on their heads.
This never ceased to amaze me, for I couldn't even manage
a book without letting it fall.

Quite oblivious of the oncoming car, kids in rags
darted across the street, or sat in the middle of it playing
marbles with small round stones, or fought each other,
wildly shouting obscenities. The licorice man, a striped red
apron full of holes across his bulky middle, and a big brass
container slung across one shoulder, went about clinking
two brass plates together to attract attention, and an old
moth-eaten-looking mule unconcernedly ate its clover,
which had overflowed onto the pavement.

Mahmoud never took his hand off the horn to warn
everyone of impending doom, but it had not the slightest
effect. "Sons of dogs, savages," he muttered as he nearly
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mowed down a youth zigzagging on a gaily festooned
bicycle and a couple of women arguing shrilly in the middle
of the road.

We left the harbor area and the warm smell of local
bread and dust, and drove through the center of town. The
familiar names of the stores were written in European
letters—hardly any were in Arabic then—but the stores
themselves were closed, for it was still the siesta hour—
they would open at four—and the streets were clean and
almost deserted.

The Abukir Road, which connected the center of town
with the residential area of Ramleh, was a straight wide
avenue flanked by palm trees and new constructions, chiefly
schools and hospitals, and flowers grew in an orderly fashion
down the middle. I hoped the tourists would see this part of
Alexandria and not judge the town by the harbor area.

Gradually, the Abukir Road began to lose its formality
and, narrowing considerably, proceeded to meander ever so
slightly past beautiful old villas and smiling gardens which
became more numerous as we went further into Ramleh.
Glimpses of smooth carefully-tended lawns could be caught
through some of the fancy wrought-iron gates, and bright
red bougainvillea topped over garden walls.

Shops disappeared altogether except for an occasional
grocery store. And suddenly, when you least expected to
see it, next door to the most distinctive villa of all, housed
in a sprawling, one-story building, was the local café—
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an institution in itself—where all the cooks and suffragis,
drivers, and gardeners with or without jobs congregated.

Marble-topped tables with ugly black legs and crude
wooden chairs overflowed onto the pavement where
customers in galabias and shabby, un-matching European
trousers and jackets sipped Turkish coffee or played a
kind of backgammon. You could hear the sharp click of
the draught as it was brought down onto the board. Some
smoked the narghile.

A Bedouin woman waddled by carrying a child astride
her shoulders, and her nails were orange from henna. The
men stared hard.

At night, under the garish acetylene lamps hanging from
the ceiling, the red fezzes and the white galabias huddled
at the tables stood out even more. The café was packed and
everyone sat as though drugged by the loud and monotonous,
yet fascinating, wail of Arabic music, which, until one
learns to like it, sounds like a chorus of suffering cats.

We turned off the Abukir Road, up a very short steep hill
with the flame trees meeting overhead, and we were home.

We had already spotted them standing waiting at the
garden gate: Gamal, the suffragi, his face very black above
his white uftan, a kind of galabia; Hanna, the crooked cook
whom Father regularly fired once a week; Mohamed, the
devout gardener; and Ahmed, the kitchen boy. And like the
dean of them all stood Maha, flat feet in sloppy slippers and
wearing a bright pink dress with huge daisies on it, for she
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loved bright colors, which to her seemed like delicate pastel
shades. To speed us on our way, she had sent us countless
dazzling postcards of cherubs and angels, which Mohamed
had written for her. She threw herself on us all, smothering
us to death as though we had just managed to return safe
and sound from some perilous safari, laughing and crying
at the same time. She had an abundance of tears, whether
she was happy or sad, or even if the neighbor's nanny had
bought some material with larger daisies on it than her own.
Mabha then turned to Helen, who was her favorite because
she ate like a pig and would soon look like her, and asked,
as she always did, "Now tell me truthfully, my precious one,
which did you prefer, Paris or France?"

By this time, the relatives had arrived and poured out of
the cars like marines making a landing, and into the drawing
room we went, the blue room for the homecoming, with the
distant and not-so-distant aunts and the cousins once, twice,
and thrice removed. Would St. Anthony only have removed
them all!

Having done with the embracing and the pinching of
cheeks, and the "My, how the girls have grown, ha, ha, ha"
(grownups always seem so surprised because children grow),
and the "Do you remember your old Aunt Karima?"—as
if anyone could ever forget her, all repeated half a dozen
times over, they seated themselves in a large circle. They
were all there—Uncle Nessim, who fussed with the ends of
his mustache; Grandmother, whose green eyes Yvonne had
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inherited; Aunt Angele, who hated the sun and never went
out of the house without her flowered cretonne parasol; and
Karim, the nice young man next door who was in love with
Yvonne. Our respective families were very pleased at the
romance, for they had had Yvonne and Karim coupled in
their minds since they were children.

The little cups of Turkish coffee were passed round by
Gamal, and the talk went on and on, with eyes and hands
all taking part in the conversation. Everyone talked at once,
because the only person who is interesting is oneself, but
one could hear cousin Marie's voice pitched high above
the others. It went right through one like a dagger. She
looked like a Pekinese with a pearl choker, and she wore
long dangling earrings which swayed furiously when she
got excited. She was very proud of her son Robert—Title:
Eligible Bachelor. She spent her time scanning the horizon
through a pair of lorgnettes for a suitable wife for him with
all the exigencies of royalty, but no one ever came up to her
requirements.

Heavy and balding slightly, Robert sat across the room
from her by the vase of arum lilies, deep in his favorite
topic of conversation: cotton. It was his be-all and end-all
and he talked of nothing else.

Gamal came in softly, with a tray of crystallized dates
and rose-petal jam. Father was saying how the Italians, with
their heads full of their Ethiopian campaign, had, on seeing
the Arabic license plate on the car, taken us for Abyssinians,
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at the same time as Aunt Karima was telling us the life
history of her bladder, which, it seems, was like a straight
pipe. Aunt Emilie wanted to know why we hadn't been to
the Lebanon and seen all the relatives; after all, one must
stick together. And Mother, instead of replying that there
were enough right where we were, launched herself into an
account of the Swiss doctor who was firmly convinced she
reclined on a divan all day sipping syrups and being fanned
by slaves. What strange ideas Europeans had of Egypt.

I could hear Yvonne telling Karim how we had met
Marshal Pétain (before he went down in infamy) and sat
with him at Lausanne watching the little steamers chug
across the lake from Evian, and Cousin Marie with the
Pekinese face was saying how she envied the girl who
would eventually marry Robert, and Cousin Georgette
was inviting us to taste her special figs one day soon, dried
on her own terrace because the sun there was better than
anywhere else in Alexandria, and Gamal appeared again,
with some mulberry syrup and cakes from Baudrot's,
downtown, because we hadn't eaten anything for at least
fifteen minutes and we mustn't appear to be inhospitable.

Grandmother's green eyes looked round the room at all
the relatives and came to rest on Aunt Naife, who had fallen
asleep, lost in the depths of the big armchair. Aunt Naife,
who was nearing a hundred, was quite toothless, and so
tiny that her feet didn't touch the ground. Every now and
again, she'd wake with a start and say to Mother in her high
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cracked voice, "When are you going on your holiday? But
you must go on a holiday," and Mother would mutter, "Yes,
yes, soon," and everyone would look at everyone else as
much as to say, "Poor old Aunt Naife, she's not quite all
there, and soon she won't be there at all. How sad, poor
Aunt Naife."

It was only hours later, when even Grandfather's
handsome life-size portrait on the wall seemed to droop a
little, that the relatives made a move to leave—to have dinner,
they said, though it was nearer breakfast time—and we were
able to unpack and wash our faces of the lipstick smears
left by our well-meaning but over-affectionate relatives.

It never occurred to me that a homecoming could be any
different.
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overnesses

Wﬁaaf thirteen governesses—not at the

same time, but following closely on one
another's heels—and on ours, unfortunately,
for nice girls in Alexandria were very strictly
chaperoned and were not allowed to take so
much as a step on their own. If they did, it
was assumed they were up to no good and
obviously "not nice". It was only halfway
through the Second World War, when—
according to the good ladies of Alexandria
society—every girl's morals had gone to
the dogs, that Yvonne, Helen, and I were
even allowed to go to a movie without the
governess.

The governesses were of every shape,
size, and vintage. They were French and they
were English. They were Swiss and they
were German. And they were also nuts.

But mostly they were English, for the
English governess, now a species almost
extinct in Egypt and, I suspect, in other
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parts of the world, was in full bloom during the middle
1930s. Even if she dropped her "Hs" and latched them on
when there was no need to, she was still considered very
fashionable, very chic, on a par with one's Cadillac and beach
house at Sidi Bishr. She was the governess of kings and
queens—indeed, sometimes she thought she was royalty.

It was also, unfortunately, thought very smart to speak
English and look down on Arabic, which many people
considered only good enough to speak to the servants. With
the rise of Arab nationalism, Arabic became more and more
in demand, and those who had scorned the language of the
country they had lived off for years were to pay heavily for

their shortsightedness and arrogance.

But be that as it may, we never moved without the
governess, even when we went to Europe for the summer
holidays. Sometimes the governess couldn't stand the
pace, and sometimes she couldn’t stand me, and we'd
leave Alexandria with one and return with another.

Mother, who was very shy and terrified of interviewing
governesses, could never bear to say "No" when one
appeared at the door. The result was that we had women
like Fraulein, a big, blond giant built on the lines of a
professional wrestler. Father swore Mother had engaged her
to move the furniture. Not only was Fréulein in the habit of
eating bananas and feeding the skins to Helen, who, besides
being three years old at the time, hadn't heard of fair shares
for all, she was also partial to singing some native songs
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which, we discovered the night the German Consul came to
dinner, were not only folk but vulgar.

And then there was Miss Halsey, a red-faced Australian
who claimed it was much healthier to jump out of the
windows of our upper floor, which were well twenty-
five feet high, than use the stairs. We never saw her do
this, though we wished she would, but she never failed to
dive off the lower balconies and verandahs right into poor
Mohamed's beautiful flower beds.

"Come on, you sluggards!" she'd cry. "Shakes you up a
bit, what?"

In truth, it shook us all no end.

Maha would curse her in choice Arabic and sneak us up
the back stairs to her little room, the walls of which were
plastered with pictures of saints, and implore St. Anthony
to send Miss Halsey back to the kangaroos. Then, while
we gorged ourselves on delicious homemade date jam
stuffed with almonds, Maha would tell the same old story
of a sultan who really had a problem: whether to break the
valuable vase in which his only son had trapped his hand,
or whether to cut off the boy's hand. The sultan just wept
and wept, and the problem, like many in the Middle East,
was never settled.

But the procession of governesses suddenly stopped the
day Mrs. James sailed through the revolving doors of the
Beau Rivage Hotel in Lausanne. Our last English governess
had run off with a hot if not blue-blooded Italian count in
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Florence, and Mother had written to an agency in London to
send over—she had especially insisted on this—"someone
who would not be seasick, who spoke a foreign language,
and who was, in short, a lady."

And they had sent Mrs. James.

"How do you do?" she said. We stared. Mrs. James wore
a black velvet cloak lined with purple, and something like a
tiara on her head. Helen whispered, "Has she come from the
court of St. James?" and curtsied before I could reply.

Mrs. James said she hoped she hadn't kept us waiting.
She had a beautiful accent. Very British, you know. Supper
was always at eight in the West Indies, but it wouldn't take
her a minute to change. She laughed lightly. She was a lady,
you could see that.

She assured Mother that she not only spoke fluent
French, but also Italian, Spanish, and Portuguese. She had
sailed round the world not once but twice, and she knew
all about the tropics and being served dinner by natives
who wore nothing but a suntan and a ring through the nose,
ha, ha, ha; oh, dear, isn't the world a funny place? Had we
heard about the Japanese who was asked what had struck
him most about Europeans and had answered the odd shape
of their eyes? And as Christopher Columbus said—he
was British, of course—he said, it's a small world. What?
Christopher Columbus? Why, Papa (this to Father), of
course he was British. There is no more British a name than
Christopher, except perhaps George. Her youngest brother
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was Christopher Charles Colin. She remembered his names
because they all begin with a "C.” Why, she had even been
through a cyclone in the West Indies, and had drifted on
the Caribbean in a trunk and had sucked the leather of her
boots to keep alive, because, though there was water, water
everywhere, there wasn't a drop to drink. Seasick? What,
her? How hilarious! Why, she didn't know the meaning of
the word.

Mother breathed a sigh of relief. This one would be
different. Mother was never so right in her life.

With our newly acquired paragon, we motored to Genoa
to board the Lloyd Triestino ship to Alexandria. Mrs. James
changed clothes so often and was so well dressed that a
couple of times en route it was Mother who was taken for the
governess. But apart from that, it was like every motoring
trip we had ever taken.

"You'd better stop Dear," Mother would say after taking
one look at our faces, and Father immediately jammed on
the brakes—usually in the middle of a hairpin bend—which
precipitated things a little, and Yvonne, Helen, or I would
be sick down his neck.

Strangely enough, Mrs. James too was sick, which
was disappointing, but she blamed the cold roast beef she
had eaten in that restaurant in Milan. She should have had
spaghetti like the rest of us, she said. "One never knows
what the food is like in those foreign parts." Obviously, it
was an accident.
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We arrived in Domodossola, the Italian frontier.
Confident in their interpreter, Mother and Father, who
spoke only a smattering of Italian, ushered forth Mrs. James
in front of the customs official, and waited, beaming.

It soon became apparent, however, that in spite of the
high-speed gibberish, no progress was being made. We
approached and listened to our fluent linguist in action. "Yo,
yo—no, that's Portuguese, | mean, prego," she was saying,
"here are the baggage-lies. Oh, pooh, don't be ridiculous,
I'm British. Yes, si, si, the name is Penelope Amanthe Ethel
James, though I don't see what it has got to do with you."

She then turned to us and said indignantly, "Mama, Papa
(for some reason, she never called my parents anything
else), the wretched man doesn't speak a word of Italian."

She continued, quite unabashed, "Prego, prego, I'm not
going to say it again, you know. Oh, you're the limit, you
silly little macaroni, you. If I had my own way, I'd give
you the back of the brush. Come," she said, turning to us,
swinging her cloak round, and led us away.

We boarded the Esperia, Mrs. James with head high,
then Mother and Father followed by the three of us wearing
our habitual green traveling masks.

"Fancy being seasick on a mere three-day voyage,"
scoffed Mrs. James, as Yvonne, Helen, and I excused
ourselves from the dinner table, leaving Chianti and
cannelloni untouched.
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"Why, when I was in the West Indies..."

But we had hardly been in our berths a quarter of an hour
when we heard someone moaning in the passage outside.
The perfect English accent was familiar. Tottering through
the doorway came Mrs. James. Gone was the bravado. She
clung to the wall, her face the color of hashish, moaning
pitifully, "Oh, I'm very sick, oh, I'm so sick," and then a
scream, "Call Mama, I'm going to die!"

It took Mama and the stewardess to put Mrs. James to
bed. She lay flat on her back with one arm hanging limp
over the side of the bunk, moaning continuously, "I'm going
to die. I need sustenance. Bring me some Brussels sprouts
and bananas. It's the only thing I can keep down."

We were so interested in this strange diet that, for the
first time in our lives, we got up and dressed and quite
forgot to be sick.

Every hour, the stewardess, who was as fascinated as
the rest of us, brought in, panting, a great big tray of sprouts
and bananas. Mrs. James would suddenly sit up, swallow
the whole thing like one of those American garbage
disposals, and promptly fall back again, moaning: "I'm
going to die," which, considering everything, was not really
surprising. "Mamma mia, la poveretta," said the stewardess
sympathetically. "I have never seen anything like it."

This was an understatement; the stewardess had never
had it so good. It was like Christmas. Mother was tipping
her every hour for the sprouts.
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Mrs. James moaned like a foghorn and remained
horizontal for the rest of the trip, swallowing the last
plateful of sprouts to be scrounged on board just as the
ship mercifully sailed into Alexandria. Then, suddenly
resuscitated, she changed into an elegant outfit we hadn't
seen before, put on a smart little white hat with a veil—to
keep the flies off, she said— and joined us on deck to greet
the East. And the relatives.

When we arrived home, she sat down gracefully in the
midst of the aunts and uncles and cousins. "Is she the new
governess?" whispered the relatives loudly. They were very
impressed with Mrs. James and told her how smart she was.

"Smart? What, this old thing?" laughed Mrs. James,
obviously delighted. "Why,  made that out of bits and pieces,
that is all. This is something I picked up in a henhouse in
Chile, and you know what this is, of course," pointing to
her blouse. "I've had it since the year dot. It's part of an old
tablecloth someone gave my great grandmother."

"Mama, Papa, "she continued, hardly pausing to take
a breath, "doesn't dear Aunt Naife remind you of my own
mother, who is ninety-nine?" That Mama and Papa had never
so much as set eyes on Mrs. James' mother was an example
of Mrs. James' reasoning at its best. "Of course, she drinks
a bottle of Guinness every night. And my daughter," she
continued, "takes size nine in shoes, and she is only eight,
you know."
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Cousin Marie, the Pekinese, asked if Mrs. James ever
suffered from seasickness.

Mrs. James drew herself up, "What? Me? Seasick?" She
laughed herself silly. "Did I ever tell you what happened to
me when [ was in the West Indies?"

Before we knew it, she had drifted to the Caribbean in
a trunk and was being served dinner by a native who wore
nothing but a suntan and shoelaces. She didn't say where the
shoelaces were worn. The family had gone out to dinner, and
she had assured the Ambassador that she would be perfectly
all right, since she spoke fluent Spanish. "You know the
Ambassador, of course," said Mrs. James to everyone in
general, as though she was referring to some night club. It
didn't matter anyway; the Ambassador had nothing to do
with the story.

It seems she wanted some more cheese, so, in the tone a
Britisher uses in the tropics to show a native that the native
is only a foreigner, she demanded, "Un poco di beso," but
the wretched man didn't move.

She began to get angry. "Un poco di beso," she demanded
again, this time more loudly.

"But the wretched man, do you know what the wretched
man did?" she asked. "He bent down and kissed me and
then ran out of the room. I asked you. After all, baso, kaso,
or peso, it's all the same wretched foreign language."

She went on and on, pouring it out as though it came out
of a siphon, while the relatives sat entranced.
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"Now, of course," she went on, "you can always tell a
lady. Did I ever tell you what happened to me on the tennis
court at Wimbledon one day? The semi-finals, or was it the
finals? Now, let me see. Semi-finals, that's right. Oh, yes,
I've played quite a few games in my time. I was coming up
to take a beautiful backhand, when I felt something round
my ankles. You'll never guess what it was. Helen dear, little
girls should be seen and not heard. Yes, my purple bloomers
with the lace. I quickly pulled them off, threw them up in
the air, and hit such a beautiful backhand that Coots—that
was the American—couldn't get it, and they landed on
the apple tree. Helen dear, little girls should be seen and
not heard. Why, of course, Wimbledon's just full of apple
trees, as we all know who have played there. Oh, dear," she
sighed, "that was a memorable day."

I thought, but didn't like to say, that it was a memorable
night as well. If she had been playing a magic flute, she
couldn't have charmed the relatives more. They were so
charmed, in fact, that it looked as though they would be with
us for at least a year. They sat, all of them, hardly batting an
eyelid, absolutely hypnotized by the sound of Mrs. James'
voice.

"Aren't they lovely people," said Mrs. James, when they
finally got up to leave. "So interesting. Isn't the East full of
fascinating people?"

Well, perhaps it is, I thought, but it occurred to me too
that whether East, West, or up the Pole, the most fascinating
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person to be found anywhere was our new English
governess.

Before the war broke out in September 1939, our house
had been relatively quiet—as quiet as it could be, that is,
with governesses and chauffeurs all coming and going at
once, and our friends dropping in to see our menagerie. But
now they came in droves from miles around to see Mrs.
James in her heroic role as Florence Nightingale.

It all started with passers-by collecting at the garden
gate. At first, we thought it was merely because of their
understandable curiosity at seeing Mrs. James ride the old
donkey Hashasha sidesaddle, while Ahmed tottered behind
it like a drunk with a carrot in his hand.

But we soon realized that they were all falling on a
particularly slippery patch of pavement just outside the
garden gate. The garden quickly turned into an outpatient
department, with Mrs. James flying hither and thither,
dishing out coffee, iodine, and stories from the West Indies
to all casualties. She said it reminded her of the war in South
America. I forget which one.

In the end, Mrs. James got organized and preferred to sit
by the gate, hidden by the rhododendron bushes, and wait
for the passers-by to fall into her lap. She wore a white scarf
round her neck and a clean white apron which she fancied
made her look like the matron of the Twelfth General
Hospital at Chatby. Pinned to her apron was a brooch,
which, if one looked at it carefully, read "Paddock". Her
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eyes glistened with happy anticipation whenever she heard
footsteps coming down the hill. "Aha, aha, I knew it, they're
not looking where they are going." She rubbed her hands
with glee. "Oops, there they go, three of them," she'd cry,
as though she had caught a bagful of grouse, and she'd fling
open the garden gate and tell everyone to make themselves
comfortable on the lawn, because all she said was "un poco
di beso" and the wretched man kissed her, and she wouldn't
be a minute getting her bandages and instruments, and had
they heard about her daughter Francesca who wore size
nine in shoes and drank a glass of Guinness every night?

In the meantime, my grandmother, who was ninety if
she was a day but who never liked to miss a thing, and who,
since we had Mrs. James, visited us almost every day with
Aunt Karima of my-bladder's-like-a-straight-pipe fame,
shouted at the top of her lungs, "Gamal, Gamal, bring them
all mulberry syrup. Gamal, Gamal, don't forget the ice. The
ice."

It was madly gay. We never had so many people around,
and things got even madder when Afrit, the mongrel, began
to bite.

He was a tiny little beast who looked exactly like a rather
large rat. When we had found him abandoned in the street
as a puppy, his fur had been soft and fluffy, but now it was
just like sandpaper. No one ever stroked him.

There was nothing Afrit liked better than to get his sharp
little teeth into the calves of the R.A.F. men who happened
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to pass by. Whenever they passed our gate, which was
at least a dozen times a day, Afrit charged like the Light
Brigade. There was a brief scuffle, a lot of beautiful R.A.F.
language, and Afrit returned from battle with some York
ham or English mutton in his mouth. He never looked at
home-grown produce.

While grandmother and aunt Karima screamed for
Gamal to bring the mulberry syrup with the ice, and we and
our friends ran around fetching and carrying and adding to
the general confusion, Mrs. James, her white scarf flowing
in the wind, poured forth floods of iodine and words and
mended wounds, trousers, and tempers, after which she
added another bit of R.A.F. blue to her collection of "bits
and pieces."
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/q Jforeigner coming to Egypt before the

Second World War may have been surprised
to find the French language so widely
spoken and French customs so prevalent.
Many of the wealthier Egyptians and
Syrians (Syrians generally meant Syrians
and Lebanese) had been educated at Jesuit
colleges and studied at universities in
France, and they spoke French as well if not
better than they did Arabic. They yearned
for the French theater and French wit; they
went to Paris every year and spoke of it as
though it were home. They even gave their
children French names—Pierre, Isabelle,
Jacqueline—which must have sounded
strange to foreign ears with such surnames
as Nahas, Kheiralla and Abdelnour.

One of our drivers, a Syrian, gave
his son the modest name of Napoleon.
Nowadays, Christians avoid giving their
children European names, believing it will
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be a handicap if they intend to spend their lives in Egypt
with its growing Arab nationalism.

French interest in the Levant dates as far back as the
Crusaders, who are no doubt responsible for the many blue
and green eyes amongst the Syrians and Lebanese. Some
say it goes even further back than that to the time of Haroun
el-Rashid, who is supposed to have signed a treaty with
Charlemagne.

When the French Revolution broke out, France had
held the leading place among the nations of the world for
roughly a century and a half. Her language was the speech
of civilized men everywhere; her literature, her arts and
culture were proverbial; the splendor of Paris had been, if
not seen, at least heard of far and wide. Paris was la Reine
du Monde.

In both politics and trade, France was the leading
European power in the Levant, but more important still, from
the point of view of French influence there, was the fact that
France, a Catholic state, considered herself the protector of
the Christian minorities in the Muslim Ottoman Empire.
As Ottoman influence waned in Egypt, French influence
increased greatly. Although no treaty existed giving France
any right as guardian of Christian interests, her role was
automatically recognized by the other European powers.

The Greek Catholics, the Syrian Catholics, the Greek
Orthodox, and the Maronites all looked to France as their
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champion, and what with her Jesuit schools and the devotion
of her missionaries, France had practically no rivals.

Then the Suez baby was born, over whose guardianship
powerful nations were to battle. And Egypt herself was not
to know a moment's peace. But at the time, it was a great
triumph for the French diplomacy. France owned some
fifty per cent of the ordinary shares and most of the founder
shares, and the canal was managed entirely by a French
staff.

The Empress Eugénie herself came over especially for
the celebrations for which the profligate Ismail was famous.
Even more important, Ismail, because of the canal, was
himself in the hands of France. The canal may have opened
up a new route to the East, but it also opened up another
highway leading to foreign intervention in Egypt's own
house.

In archeology, too, France was in the lead in Egypt. It
was a Frenchman, Champollion, who was the founder of
Egyptology and who first deciphered the hieroglyphics,
notably on the Rosetta Stone, which was unearthed by
one of Napoleon's soldiers. Another Frenchman, Mariette,
discovered the subterranean catacombs of the Apis bulls and
was subsequently made conservator of Egyptian museums
by Ismail. He was given the title of pasha. Later, Maspero
accomplished some important work in Luxor and Karnak,
and translated the inscriptions on the Pyramids at Sakkara.
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Important streets in Cairo are named after Champollion,
Mariette Pasha, and Maspero.

During the First World War, Syria was taken from the
Turks by the Allied Armies under General Allenby. After
the war came a series of mandates. Great Britain withdrew
in favor of France, and Syria and Lebanon became French
mandated territories. Palestine, which under the Ottoman
Empire had been an integral part of Syria, became a
British mandate, while Egypt, of course, had been a British
protectorate ever since the very outbreak of the war.

Strangely enough, in spite of the Protectorate, the
British did not administer their own laws, and in the Mixed
as well as the National Courts of Egypt, the legal system
was modeled on the French Napoleonic Code.

The result of the Code was to increase French influence
in Egypt greatly. Notwithstanding the British Occupation,
Egypt looked to French judicial decisions and referred to
French textbooks and French experts, and this no doubt is
one of the reasons why the social and cultural influence of
French was so pronounced.

It wasn't really very surprising, therefore, that with
parents and grandparents who had lived in a French sphere
of influence in Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt, and been imbued
with French culture, the first language we should learn to
speak was French, and the first school we should go to was

a French convent.
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There, we too read French literature and were
overpowered with the glories of French history. During the
two years I spent at the convent school I never learned any
other history or geography except that of France, but that
in its minutest detail, down to the sous-préfectures and the
wines of the different regions. We had one English lesson
a week and we were taught no Arabic at all, in spite of the
fact that we lived in Egypt. Father made Yvonne, Helen,
and me take Arabic lessons at home.

Cramming and learning everything by heart, with long
dreary periods of homework in the evening, seemed to be
the French method of education in those days. It did not
appear that we were required to think for ourselves at all.
As long as we could recite Lamartine and whole chapters
of L'Histoire de France by heart, regardless of whether we
understood what we were talking about or not, we got good
marks. Any deviation from the actual words quoted in the
textbook was severely frowned upon.

Yvonne was blessed with a visual memory. All she had
to do was look at a page twice and she could repeat it word
for word, and spend the rest of the evening talking on the
phone to Karim. But I'd labor for hours on my homework,
trying to memorize the grammaire, the Le¢on des Choses,
and three chapters of L'Histoire de France, and the next
day, I'd sit under the desk hoping Mother Mathilde would
forget my existence and pick on anyone but me. But Mother
Mathilde had apparently missed me since yesterday morning
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and longed to hear my voice. So I'd stand up and rattle off
three lines and suddenly my memory would empty itself
like a Tibetan monk's and I'd stop dead, and Yvonne would
hiss the next two words to me and that would set me going
at eighty miles an hour for the next six lines or so, and then
I'd stop again. And so on.

If it hadn't been for my best friends, Sima and Rose, |
would have been bottom of the class. As it was, they were.
Not only were their memories like sieves, their French
sounded exactly like their native Armenian. When they
spoke of Lamartine, he was no longer the French poet, but
Artine, the Armenian equivalent of Marius, from Erzeroum.
The classical Armenian joke on Lamartine was that Lam, il
est parti, et Artine, il est resté. If you think this isn't very
funny, you've grasped the essence of the Armenian sense of
humor.

Sima and Rose were identical twins, and what fascinated
me about them was their hair. It stood straight up on end
like live electric wire, and I just couldn't take my eyes off it.
The uniform—thick navy serge dresses, stiff white collars,
floppy back cravats, and black shoes and stockings—had
been designed to hide as much of us as possible, and, on
looking back, in the case of Sima, Rose, and myself, this is
by far the most sensible idea the convent school ever had.

I took to Sima and Rose like a fly to a sticky cake, and
after a week at the convent, when I was even beginning
to wear my hair like them, I went over and whispered—
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talking was strictly forbidden—my unbound admiration.
We have never let go of each other since. To this day, we
are always telling one another that we haven't changed a bit
since our schooldays, though why this should make us so
happy, it is difficult to see.

Sima and Rose were boarders. This was undoubtedly
very nice for their family, but it was harrowing for the
convent, whose rules were very rigid where boarders
were concerned. For instance, one rule laid down most
emphatically that it was forbidden to look at yourself in the
mirror, and Sima and Rose, for some reason best known to
themselves, actually wanted to look at themselves in the
mirror, especially when they fixed—so they thought—their
hair in the morning.

As a deterrent, the mirror in the dormitory was covered
with a sheet, which, incidentally, I found such a good idea
that I did the same thing in my room at home. With their
sensitive fingers, Sima and Rose would delicately remove
the sheet, so delicately that the Dormitory Sister would come
running before they had had time to pick up the mirror and
start doing exotic things to their hair, and Sima and Rose
would be reported to Mother Mathilde, who would in turn
report them to the Mother Superior.

The strictest rule of all, however, concerned baths. Bath
night was Saturday, and Saturday only, and the bath had to
be taken while wearing a long-sleeved white nightdress, the
emphasis being on clean minds rather than clean bodies.
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Foot-bath was on Thursday, and Thursday only, and the
penalty for sneaking in an extra foot-bath was no foot-bath
for two weeks, which in the warm weather was not only
uncomfortable for the boarders but for everyone around.

Simaand Rose liked to indulge in baths as though bathing
was the national Armenian pastime, and consequently they
were always in disgrace. They never once received the Grand
Cordon d'Honneur which was awarded once a month during
an imposing ceremony worthy of Buckingham Palace, and
at which the whole school gathered wearing white gloves.
The good girls who did without baths, foot-baths, and
looking at themselves in the mirror, and the others who
could recite Lamartine without an Armenian accent and
with the speed of a steam engine, would curtsy before the
Mother Superior and rise again draped in a regalia which
looked suspiciously like a curtain valance with tassels on it.
It hung down to the feet and played around the ankles, with
the result that half the time they were flat on their faces. But
at least they had the satisfaction of knowing that they were
Goodness personified.

One morning, Mother Mathilde, her voice trembling
at the sinfulness she was about to expose, told how Sima,
exasperated at having to wash herself under her nightgown,
determined to find out if the other boarders really cleaned
themselves in this weird manner. Having discarded her
nightgown and rising like Venus from the waters, Sima
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peeped over the top of the partition to see how the girl in
the next bath was making out.

The girl, a Greek by name of Anastassoula, short for
Anastasia, had also discarded her nightgown, but being real
sharp and the pride of the convent school, had mistaken
Sima for A MAN, and let off a series of long piercing blasts
which had brought the Dormitory Sister running.

Sima, who was so insensitive she never even felt the
flies glued to her, and once ate a cockroach which she found
in her soup because she mistook it for a nice fat lentil from
Upper Egypt, though something was amiss, and tried to get
into her soaking wet nightgown, but she couldn't manage it.
By now, the rumor had got around THE MAN had been seen
in Sima's bath, and pandemonium reigned. The Dormitory
Sister went around screaming, "Close your eyes, close your
eyes, don't look at him", and the girls, trying to obey, with
eyes closed and groping hands, ran right and left and into
one another in their sopping-wet nightgowns.

Mother Mathilde paused in her racy account, her face,
unlike Francoise Sagan's, crimson at having to relate such
bathroom orgies. The whole class looked to the depraved
Sima for an explanation—if explanation there could
possibly be. But poor Sima was not only very ineloquent
in every language except Armenian, she also had the pretty
habit of talking of something feminine in the masculine and
vice versa. All she could do was repeat over and over again
in French, "J'aime lui et moi prendre la bain ensemble sans
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la chemise", which may sound fine in Armenian but didn't
help any in French.

Sima was put on a diet of soup and nice fat lentils from
Upper Egypt for two weeks.

It had been a very exclusive school in more ways than
one—so much so, in fact, that I have the decided feeling
some of the exclusive things we indulged in were also
exclusive to certain institutions. I am not only referring to
the food, the midday meal invariably consisting of French
fries—because, Rose was firmly convinced, it was a French
school—and black olives—tiny little ones but with big
stones—because, for all I know, this may be the perfect diet
to "Look old and die young," or "Eat now, throw up later,"
or what have you.

The really exclusive thing I have in mind is sport.
The Mother Superior, having decreed that tennis was not
suitable for ladies in view of the shocking sight they would
present in shorts, had decreed that we should go in for
winter sports. If you think this isn't exclusive enough, then
you've obviously not tried mountaineering in a basement
on a clammy, Khamseen day in Egypt, when the hot desert
winds blow yellow dust even through the closed shutters,
burning one's nose and throat.

The outfit, too, was ideal for the basement climate, and
the thick black-and-white striped serge tunics with bloomers
to match had the added advantage of making us look like
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inmates of a penitentiary. In this getup, even Sima and Rose
had no desire to look at themselves in the mirror.

Tied to a long rope, we climbed cautiously from peak to
peak, across mountains of glaciers and snow, on the lookout
for crevasses and avalanches, while Mother Mathilde as the
guide hollered such encouragement as, "We're nearly at the
top of the Matterhorn," and, "You can put your foot down
here, it's safe."

Bringing up the rear, to make quite sure that we didn't
fall head-first into the abyss, was the "Angel", tottering
under the weight of her Grand Cordon d'Honneur, which
she had to wear at all times. "Angel" was the name given to
certain senior girls because they were so good they weren't
quite all there. And it is very sad to relate that this particular
"Angel" not only hailed from Erzeroum but was also Sima
and Rose's older sister.

For two years, until the French tide ran out and ushered
in the English, I attended the French convent school,
reciting Lamartine and following the harrowing tales of
Sima and Rose's lives as boarders. I cannot for the love of
me understand why, after such an expensive and ladylike
education, the only talent I seemed to have is for belly-
dancing.

o
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]lst as I was beginning to see the Matterhorn
all over the basement wall, and really beginning
to get into the swing of things at the convent
school, Mother suddenly whisked us out and
put us into an English school which had just
opened in a villa at Zizinia in Ramleh.

"That's all,"she said."French education
is old-fashioned."

And that seemed to be that.

Sima and Rose, and most of our other
friends, were whisked out as well, and we
were all reunited on the British side.

It was 1936, the year the Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty was signed.

I remember sitting in class and hearing
the usual crowd of students and riffraff
demonstrating and cheering outside the
English Girls' College.

"LongLive Nahas Pasha," they screamed,
"Long Live Nahas Pasha," for it was the
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squint-eyed Wafdist prime minister Nahas Pasha who had
gone to London and negotiated the treaty.

Of all Egyptian political figures in those days, Nahas
Pasha was undoubtedly the most popular. The sight of the
aging Prime Minister strolling at Sidi Bishr, his bulky shape
in a black-and-white striped bathing costume, and his eyes
simultaneously facing East and West, was well known to
all. Beside him walked Sousou, his plump, vivacious wife,
considerably younger than he was, carrying a cream-colored
parasol lined with green. More stories were told about
Mustapha and Sousou el Nahas than about the imaginary
Arab character Goha.

Have you heard the one about Nahas Pasha at the big
banquet, when he dug his fork into his neighbor's plate
thinking it was his own? Or have you heard how Sousou
called in the middle of the cabinet meeting because her bath
water had been cut off? There wasno end to the tales they told.

I remember Nahas Pasha arriving at Sidi Gaber station
soon after the signing of the treaty. There were large crowds
waiting for him as he stepped off the train followed by a
retinue of portly officials in red fezzes. Along the platform
he walked, while somebody carried the famous cream-
colored parasol over his head. The crowds roared their
welcome and the cheerleader yelled to his followers:

"Who is your father?"

To a man, the mob cried back, "Nahas Pasha."

"Who is the father of the workers?" roared their leader.
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"Nahas Pasha," roared back the crowd.

"Who do you all love?" cried the leader, who was now
sitting on top of their heads.

"Nahas Pasha."

Nahas Pasha beamed. He was very pleased.

In spite of Egyptian nationalist aspirations and not
infrequent rioting, the British had been virtually occupying
Egypt since the bombardment of Alexandria in 1882, but
with the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, the British occupation was
replaced by a twenty-year alliance.

Great Britain was permitted to station forces on Egyptian
territory in time of peace as well as in time of war, "in view
of the fact that the Suez Canal, while being an integral part
of Egypt, is a universal means of communication between
the different parts of the Empire." This was to be until such
time as the Egyptian Army was in a position to insure the
liberty and entire security of the Canal.

The British Forces were not to exceed ten thousand men
and were to be stationed on either side of the Canal. Britain
would defend Egypt if she was attacked and, in return,
Egypt would give all the assistance in her power, such as
the use of ports and airports.

Thesecondpointconcerned the Sudan. The condominium
by which Egypt and Great Britain had jointly administered
the Sudan through the powers of a British Governor General
since the Sudan Convention of 1899 would continue until the
Sudanese were ready for self-determination. The Egyptian
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and British Forces would then withdraw from the Sudan,
thus enabling the Sudanese to determine their own future:
either union with Egypt, or complete independence.

Lastly, Great Britain guaranteed Egypt's full sovereign
rights. Egypt had never benefited from these because of the
special privileges conferred upon European Christians as a
result of treaties concluded between the Sultan of Turkey
and most of the other important European countries, as well
as the United States.

Powerful Great Britain, then in a position to impose
her will on others, was to use her influence with the other
powers to get these special privileges or capitulations, as
they were called, abolished.

Under the capitulation system, a foreigner held a most
enviable position in Egypt, and was far better off than an
Egyptian. The special privileges and immunities, however,
led to many abuses. Not only were disputes between
foreigners and Egyptians sometimes settled by diplomatic
pressure, but it was difficult, for instance, to collect taxes on
certain property belonging to foreigners and it was practically
impossible to search the house of a foreigner, even if that
foreigner was suspected of smuggling. Consequently, there
was much smuggling among certain foreign communities.
Foreigners were also tried in their own consular courts, or
in the "mixed" courts.

But at the Conference of Montreux, which gathered all
the interested parties the year following the Anglo-Egyptian
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Treaty, the capitulations were abolished. The "mixed"
courts, however, were allowed to continue for a transition
period of twelve years, after which the Egyptian National
Courts would have sole judicial powers.

The treaty appeared to go down well in Egypt, though it
is difficult to say how much of the popular enthusiasm was
whipped up by the Wafd party. Mobs are easily stirred and
swayed in Egypt.

Great Britain had successfully managed to keep a
foothold in Egypt and protect her strategic route to the
East, and Egypt, having seen what happened to defenseless
nations like Abyssinia, was for the moment not averse to
allying herself with powerful Britain.

How long Egypt would remain satisfied with an
agreement which enabled a foreign power to keep forces
on her soil and virtually to occupy the Sudan as well was
a matter for speculation, but it must have been obvious to
many that Treaty obligations would not run as smoothly
when the balance of power moved in Egypt's direction. For
the moment, however, both parties seemed well pleased
with themselves. "Treaty stamps" were issued in Egypt, and
the anniversary of the signing of the Treaty was declared a
public holiday.

The British were in. It was now fashionable to be heard
speaking English to collect a few English friends, and to
give one's children the benefits of an English education.
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There had long been an excellent English school for
boys in Alexandria, founded at the turn of the century. The
headmaster in the 1930s and until his death during the war
had been Mr. Reed, a most capable and likable personality
who had done much for Anglo-Egyptian friendship. But
the first-class girls' schools, in spite of Italian propaganda
and the huge Littorio School at Chatby, had been mainly
French.

Now, with the opening of the English Girls' College,
which was to be the largest English school for girls in
the Middle East, an English education for girls definitely
became the fashion. Parents withdrew their daughters from
practically every school in Alexandria, for it was felt that
narrow-mindedness and bigotry were no longer suited to
the times, and that what was required was a more liberal
education.

Perhaps the looks of the college itself, standing in the
middle of vast playing fields, had something to do with its
success, for it was a treat to the eyes, with its green rooftops
and salmon pink walls. The architecture was in the Spanish-
American style. There was a patio with a fountain and pillars
of blue mosaic, and parquet flooring throughout. There was
a large turquoise swimming pool and a superb art room
with windows all around it, while the domestic-science wing
and beautifully equipped laboratories seemed to urge one
to experiment. [ wished I was five years old so that I could
embark on my school days all over again in the brightly
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decorated kindergarten with the modern, pint-sized furniture,
dollhouses, and paddling pool, instead of at the convent.

In the splendid dining room, the tables were round and
friendly—no long refectory boards and hard benches here.
Above all, one could talk, and talking to people and getting
to understand them is what matters.

But when Mother's more conservative friends heard that
Yvonne, Helen, and I had left the convent, they called up
frantically to warn Mother that she would live to regret the
day, "Chérie," they cried, "don't you know the English are
mad? They allow girls far too much freedom. No, no, take
it from us, there is no place like the convent." This last was
certainly true.

Nevertheless, even those parents who thought it was
fashionable to move with the times and give their daughters
a British education were in for a few surprises where the
new girls' college was concerned.

After the modest long sleeves and stockings of French
convents in general, the summer uniform came as the first
shock, for it consisted of not one, but half a dozen of the
brightest colors I have ever seen in my life. Bare legs and
open sandals not only were tolerated, but encouraged. I do
not know who was responsible for the color scheme, but
it may have had something to do with the headmistress, a
charming and most unconventional Englishwoman.
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At the tea party which she gave for the bewildered
parents, she explained that she had in mind that the girls
should all look like flowers.

"Daffodils and bluebells and marigold," she said
enthusiastically. "So gay, so gay, don't you think?" she
added, addressing herself to Sima's and Rose's mother, who
hadn't understood a word and was wondering, not without
reason, how her daughters would look in duck-egg blue,
Venetian red, and the kind of yellow which would suit
dusters, but not her daughters.

Meanwhile, the fathers were finding it far less hard to
go along with the English school system, for they were
getting an eyeful of good-looking young staff members
who had just arrived from England, and they were in fact
wishing that they could pick up a little something British
themselves.

The Headmistress blew at a wisp of soft gray hair that
had strayed into her face, and went on to explain that each
form would be known by the name of a poet. Any system
graded by numbers would make it too much like school,
"You do see that, don't you? Girls will be Masefield and

Longfellow." She smiled contentedly. "So refreshing,
don't you think? And Byron and Tennyson. 'Tis better to
have loved and lost... though actually, I don't know. You
do remember that, don't you? And those girls who don't
know any English can all go into Remove, and we'll have

the names up on the door..." "Sima's name and Rose's..."
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began their mother, but the Headmistress went rambling on
about a host of golden daffodils, and with a Hey and a Ho
and a Hey Nonny No.

Mothers looked at one another in consternation. Perhaps
their friends had been right and they should have left their
daughters at the convent schools to be brought up in the good
old-fashioned way. After all, this was the East. First it had
been the uniforms, and now the poets. What was this Lamb,
apart from what you ate on Sham el Nessim? Tennyson they
had vaguely heard of, but who was "Remove"?

"Please Meeess," one Syrian mother ventured to ask
the Headmistress, "I don't understand what classes my
daughters Naila and Ade¢le they go into."

"Now, let me see," said our Headmistress, looking it up
in her if-it's-madness-it's-British manual. "Oh, yes, here it
is." She made an effort to speak very slowly, as though she
were talking to a cretin.

"Naila is in Chau-cer, and Ad¢le is in Shake-speare."

Turning round to her friend, the baffled mother drawled
in her Syrian-Arabic, "Darling, on your life, tell me, what
did she say?"

"On my life, darling," replied the friend, also in a
drawling Syrian-Arabic, "I didn't understand what she said
about Naila, but Adé¢le is taking lessons with a sheikh. It's
not right for an English school. But between you and me,
the English are mad."
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For months, the bewildered mothers, pioneers of the
British experiment, worked themselves into a liver condition
throwing coffee party after coffee party to discuss the latest
innovations of the school, and argued themselves hoarse as
to which was the higher, Milton, Byron, or Stevenson.

But we had never enjoyed school so much. With the
Headmistress and her young staff exhorting us to fresh air,
exercise, and fair play, we spent most of the time rushing
around the playing fields, wielding hockey sticks, lacrosse
sticks, and cricket bats, and making floral designs in the
beautiful swimming pool. We were always in need of a new
pair of shorts or a tennis racket, and the only sport we did
not go in for was mountaineering.

Lessons were not the usual run of the mill either, and the
Syrian mother whose daughter Adele was in Shakespeare
was able to report that all the members of the class had been
urged to produce photographs of themselves as infants,
which had been exhibited in the art room. The idea was to
guess who was who, which, according to the Headmistress,
was excellent training—for what, the Syrian mother wasn't
quite sure, but it was in lieu of the history lesson.

Mother, too, was very upset at having to communicate
the result of a debate involving Milton and Masefield and a
couple of other poets. The item discussed had had something
to do with who benefited mankind most, Pasteur or Mickey
Mouse, and Mickey Mouse had won hands down.
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What captivated our imagination, however, was the stage,
which was very professional. By the time we were due to
leave school every single one of us was quite convinced she
was an undiscovered Ingrid Bergman. One term, with such
talent as Sima and Rose, and in keeping with the tradition of
the school to do things off the beaten track, we decided to put
on a variety show. It was not quite of the Ziegfield type, but
it was called "Follies", which, everyone agreed afterwards,
described it perfectly, and when all of Alexandria had seen
it, half the communities in town refused to speak to us.

Sima and Rose insisted on doing a number they had
written themselves—the script consisted of four words—
because they said it would be a sure hit, and it was rather
unfortunate that we let them, because their number did hit
quite a few people in the face. Wearing a wild look which
belonged to her, and a leopard skin which belonged to her
brother—he was called Brj—Sima swung from a rope high
above the stage and landed on the top of the heads of the
select Alexandria audience who thought they had come to
see one of the classics.

With her hair fixed in such a way that she could hardly
see where she was going, she ran up and down the rows
of screaming bejeweled women, jabbering excitedly. "Me
Tarzan, me Tarzan." Meanwhile Rose, left behind on the
stage and similarly attired except that her leopard skin came
from the floor of an Armenian doctor's surgery, uttered
heart-rending cries of "Me Jane".
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The piece de résistance was a skit on the Lebanese
written by Yvonne, who was very clever at whipping up
sketches, and played by three Lebanese girls including
herself. Although they followed the script closely at first,
they soon went berserk and you couldn't tell the difference
between them and Cousin Elise, who has a heart of gold
and a bank account to match; the broker's wife, who, before
you have finished ringing her doorbell, rams her homemade
baklava down your throat; and our friend Adé¢le's aunt,
whose only conversation is food, and who, when asked how
she liked Paris, answered that you could have it, because
the French couldn't cook potatoes as well as they cooked
them in Beiteddin.

The audience was in stitches. The Armenians laughed
themselves silly, little imagining what Sima and Rose had
in store for them later on in the program, and the Lebanese,
too, screeched delightedly, bless them, until they realized
we were imitating them.

After the show, Aunt Elise, who had been sitting in the
second row and who had unwittingly been Yvonne's source
of inspiration, came up to her and said, "Chérie, on your
life, tell me and I won't tell a soul. Who could you possibly
have been imitating? Do I know her?"

But the English system caught on, and we were all very
proud of the school, Muslim, Christian, and Jew alike. The
girls were of every race and religion and, though at times the
place sounded like the Tower of Babel, we got on very well
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together. We even had our own smoothly-running parliament
and elected our own prefects and head-girl. Though at first
many of the pupils could not speak a word of English, when
they left it was difficult to believe that the majority of them
had never been to England and did not speak English at
home. The ones who spoke the most impeccable English
were the Copts. It seemed strange to see these usually very
dark girls switch from faultless Arabic to faultless English
without any apparent effort at all.

People who say that the English are mad are those who
do not understand them, but I think that having spent half
my life with English governesses, having been educated at
an English school, and having lived in England for a number
of years, I am fairly well qualified to say most emphatically
that the English are not mad. No, sir. /nsane. Or, as Adéle's
aunt used to say, "The British are all right, but they are not
like the Lebanese." She seemed to think it was a pity.

I can look back on my English education with real pride
at the many accomplishments which I am still hoping will
come in handy one day soon. They haven't yet, of course,
but the list of talents is nonetheless very impressive.

I can play hockey and lacrosse and left-handed cricket
when some lucky people don't even know the meaning of
these words. I can climb ropes when there are perfectly good
stairs, and I can vault a horse and slip a disc. I can walk into
any cocktail party looking as though I am swinging a cricket
bat and don't know where to park my half-dozen arms and
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legs, and I can do somersaults, classical Greek flying leaps,
and even the splits, all after one Martini. I can shove peas
on the back of my fork and drop them all over the floor,
and after years of special elocution lessons, I can say, "Um,
ah," for hours on end and still sound Lebanese. I know that
I must be a good sport because that's what the British call a
rotten tennis player, and I can cook food a /'anglaise. The
only trouble is that no one will ever eat it.
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L the backward areas like Europe and the
United States, where they don’t understand
the first thing about women or the Middle
East or anything else—when a girl finishes
school or college she looks around for a job,
starts agitating for equal pay with men, and
then proceeds to make a thorough nuisance
of herself.

But in the East, where Men are Men
and not Mice, and they know how to treat
women, men don’t stand for this sort of
nonsense. As a matter of fact, they don’t
often stand up for a lady at all. It’s the lady
who stands up for the man— if she knows
what is good for her, that is. The only man
who would make a woman walk in front of
him would be walking in a mine field.

Every Oriental, even if he is an idiot,
knows instinctively what a woman should
and should not do, and she should not do
anything except wait on him, so he does
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not have to bother about asking her advice. He knows that
Western women are too free and that freedom for women
is bad for men—very bad indeed. The only career a woman
should have is looking after her husband, and sometimes, if
she’s lucky, he may call in up to three more women to help
her do this, so that she won’t get tired.

Instead of going down on bended knees and being
grateful that we were in the East, where they are so
considerate towards women, Sima, Rose, and I had visions
of ourselves launching out into the world on our own feet
and having careers.

Mirage. It was all the fault of the British. With our heads
pumped full of English-school nonsense about women
getting jobs, we had overlooked the fact that we had a
Special Mission in life. One that was the most hazardous,
the most exciting of all callings. It was known as Being
Eligible, and what you had to do was sit back with some
nice bit of embroidery and catch a husband.

Afteravarying amount of sewing, the good obedient girls
who did as their parents bade them were rewarded by finding
husbands who provided large houses, children, and security.
Some of these girls were very happy, especially if in time of
a man shortage they had caught somebody else’s husband.

Others were whisked out of school before the end of
term, and before they had even started on their embroidery, to
marry someone they hadn’t so much as set eyes on. Perhaps
it was just as well. Anyway, they had the whole of their
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lives to get a good look at him. Sometimes, the bridegroom
was a little older than the bride—twenty odd years or so.
Sometimes, instead of twice her age, he was twice her size,
and sometimes, unfortunately, he was both. Perhaps the
prospective bridegroom owed a man some money and that
man just happened to have six daughters, or perhaps he had
just walked into a trap. No matter. The daughters knew that
their parents had far more experience than they did in such
matters, and anyway, they were always delighted at missing
end-of-terms exams. The bridegrooms too were delighted
to have nice young brides and fat dowries, and so everyone
was happy.

When the good obedient girls had caught husbands,
they liked to look around pityingly at those other girls who
had been sewing for half a decade and whose house was so
full of petit point they had had to give it away like coffee
in Brazil.

Sima, Rose, and I and two other friends—Beatrice, who
devoured books on freedom, and Ad¢le, whose parents
thought her rather simple because she wasn’t content with
wearing beautiful clothes but also wanted to design them—
were the despair of our families.

Sima and Rose wanted to be interpreters, I wanted to
go on the stage, and all Beatrice wanted to do was be able
to take the tram unchaperoned. When I told Mother and
Father of my ambition, they greeted it much as though I
had announced the intention of being lavatory attendant at
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Piccadilly Circus. Sima and Rose fared no better. In fact,
their mother was so upset she couldn’t speak anything
but Armenian for a whole week. Our families had not got
together to put forward the same arguments as to why we
should not do anything, but it all went under the logical
heading of "It isn’t done". As to what we should do with our
diplomas, the idea was that we should put them away in a
drawer and only bring them out to regale our husbands of a
dull rainy evening.

We had reached the point where the old way of life
had met up with the new, and we were caught unable to
move forward or back. It would have been far better if we
had remained at the convent school, or never even gone to
school at all, or indeed, never learned to read or write. Then
we might have been able to slop contentedly around the
house, with brocade dressing gowns on our backs, some
embroidery in our hands, and nothing in our heads. Under
those conditions, the transition from being first under the
authority of one’s family to being under the domination of a
husband would have been quite painless and natural.

The five of us usually spent the day at Sidi Bishr Beach
bemoaning our fate. Chaperoned by a governess apiece
we’d sit on the sand watching the horizon, talking of all the
things we would have liked to do and couldn’t.

"Across there lies America, where women are the men,"
Sima, would say, blissfully ignorant that she was starring
straight at Cyprus.
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Then, after we had eaten four sticky cakes each and
Adele had remarked that at this rate we’d soon look like
some of our bulging relatives, we’d go to the Sporting
Club and play tennis.

But we had a friend who was far worse off than we were.
She was an Egyptian girl by the name of Soraya with whom
we had made friends at the convent school. Her family was
very worried about her, for Soraya was getting to be an old
maid. Like us, she was nineteen and unmarried, and it was
all her own fault, too.

Even if she didn’t like petit point she wouldn’t have had
to sew for long, for she was most generously endowed by
nature both with looks and feddans of land in Upper Egypt.
Every day of the week, Fridays and Sundays included, suitors
lined up three deep at her father’s door to ask her hand in
marriage, but Soraya would have nothing to do with them.
Nothing. She wouldn’t so much as look at the candidates.
Not even a glimpse at the one who had six hundred water
buffalo. Somewhere, somehow, the clueless girl had heard
that people married for love.

At regular intervals, her father showed her half a dozen
little squares which he had drawn on a sheet of paper. In
each square was the name of a suitor and the few important
details about him which were of interest—not whether he
had one eye, for instance, but whether he had one million.

Soraya lived in dread of marrying one of "the little
squares".
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"Choose anyone you like," her father would say
generously.

What more could a girl want? But the silly Soraya
refused to consider any of them. Her poor father was at a
loss to understand where his daughter had developed such
an unpleasing personality, for she had been most properly
brought up both at home and at the convent school, and
had never so much as been allowed even to cross the street
unchaperoned.

One afternoon, Sima, Rose, and I decided to go round
to Soraya’s house and find out how many buffalos the latest
suitor had.

We went down to our garage. Raimondo, our new
chauffeur—our turnover of chauffeurs was as impressive
as our turnover of governesses—was sitting by the car,
thumbing his way through a movie magazine. He was a
good-looking Italian who not only drove fast, but was
fast. He’d leer at Yvonne, who was going through a book-
reading phase, and he’d tell her that there were other things
in life besides books, Signorina, which he’d like to tell her
about. One day, Yvonne absent-mindedly asked "What?"
and Raimondo told her. Yvonne was so shaken she didn’t
dare tell Mother till months later.

"To Mademoiselle Soraya’s, please, Raimondo."

"Si, Signorina. La Signorina Yvonne, she no coming?"

"Non, she no coming."
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Soraya’s house was near Mustapha Barracks. Soraya’s
father very prudently always kept the shutters tightly closed
so that she wouldn’t be tempted to look out the window
at the British Army in all shades of regimental dress and
undress.

One day, an enterprising lieutenant who had been very
impressed with the brief glimpse he had caught of Soraya,
had sent an enormous bunch of red roses with his orderly
and then rolled up optimistically at Soraya’s front door, but
although he had spent a couple of hours in the house and
drunk six cups of Turkish coffee, Soraya had never been
allowed to appear.

We rang the bell and asked if Soraya was in. The suffragi
said yes, and showed us into the living room, the shutters of
which were, as usual, tightly closed. The room was cluttered
with ugly ornaments and pictures of relatives all over the
walls, and the little coffee tables were in the Oriental style,
inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Chairs and sofas were covered
with white dust sheets. Many people did this during the
summer to make the house look cooler and protect all the
petit point and furniture from dust and moths. I hated this
habit. It seemed senseless to protect furniture which would
live longer than we would anyway.

Sima, Rose, and I waited for what seemed like a long
time. The suffragi reappeared with three little purple and
gold cups of Turkish coffee and three glasses of water. What
on earth could be keeping Soraya?
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We were beginning to wonder whether we shouldn’t
perhaps leave, when her father came in fingering his amber
beads. I have never seen him without them.

He was a big, flabby man, sallow and completely bald,
with a generous paunch and three chins. He always wore
dark glasses, even inside the house. He asked us if we’d had
coffee, and when we said "yes", he called the suffragi and
ordered him to bring coffee.

We chatted for a while.

"How is your father?" he asked me.

"He’s very well, thank you."

"Allah be praised," he replied. "And your mother?"

"She’s very well, too, thank you," I said.

"Allah be praised," he said again. "And your sister?"

"Which one?"

"The pretty one," he said.

"She’s very well, thank you."

"Allah be praised," he said, twiddling the beads. "When
is she getting married?"

"Well, she’s not really engaged yet," I answered. "She’s
only eighteen."

"That’s just the right age. Tell your father to marry her
off before the young man changes his mind. I hear he is a
very nice young man, very rich."

"Yes, he’s very nice. Please, er ... is Soraya not in?" I
finally ventured to ask.
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"I’ve locked her up in her room", he replied, twiddling
his beads nervously. "Again today, I offered her a choice of
five eligible men, all of them from good, highly respected
families. She could pick any one she liked. A choice of five,
I tell you. When I married I had no choice at all. Aren’t |
a good father? Aren’t I being reasonable? You know, she
wouldn’t even look at my list. She’s nineteen, she’s not
young any more. It’s high time she was married and had
children. I’'m a patient man, but patience has its limits. So
I’ve locked her in her room until she comes to her senses."

We drank our coffee and left feeling very sorry for
Soraya.

"I wonder what she is going to do", said Rose. "She
can’t say no, forever."

When I called Soraya’s place the next day, I was told
that instead of coming to her senses, Soraya had come out
through the window and, in bedroom slippers, had gone and
married a handsome young lawyer she had met at the riding
school.

As it turned out, the marriage did not work, which all
goes to show that parents know best and that girls should be
kept in their places.

Part of the curriculum of Being Eligible consisted of
being shown off like prize cattle at all the balls, cocktail
parties, and cinema premiéres with which Alexandria was
rife. Each community in town had clubs and organizations
to help support its less fortunate members. There wasn’t
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a day when the ladies of some community didn’t swoop
down on the various offices, banks, and stores to sell tickets
for benefit balls in aid of their respective societies.

Sometimes, the clever ones managed to throw in a
couple of words to advertise their husbands’ business or
their Eligible Daughters.

"My daughter made this petit point bag herself," the
clever one would say—she’d probably bought it at some
charity bazaar. "Yes, it is pretty, isn’t it? She cooks, too.
My daughter, of course. Ah, these modern girls who don’t
know a thing about how to keep house. You should taste
her little cheese tarts. My daughter’s, of course. They melt
in your mouth. The tarts. It so happens I’ve got some with
me"—she had just bought them at Baudrot’s. "I was going
to take them to my sister’s. You know my daughter goes to
the Catholic Foyer twice a week, where they teach them
lots and lots of excellent things. She is not like this new
generation which is only fit for the cabarets. Yes, lots and
lots of things ... er ... er ... er .. how to keep a good
Christian home, look after children, you know, and ... and

. lots and lots of things. What a lovely figure my daughter
has, too. You should see it. She follows the exercises on the
radio every morning, you know."

Then the other lady would start, for two ladies always
went together to demoralize whoever it was they were
selling tickets to.
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"Now," she’d say with a filthy look, "I know you won’t
refuse five tickets for the Fallen Women’s Fund."

Since the businessman’s business on the side had no
doubt contributed to the downfall of a couple of them, there
wasn’t much he could do but agree to contribute to their
salvation. Anyway, his wife would be sure to get her own
back when it was her turn to sell tickets for the Armenian
comedy which to everyone except an Armenian would turn
out to be a first-class tragedy.

It was our duty—Yvonne and I, Sima, Rose, Ad¢le and
the other Eligibles—to make the rounds of all the balls in
Alexandria. If it wasn’t 4 Night in Athens, with boozoukia
songs and retzina wine—which incidentally, tastes exactly
like turpentine—it was a Red Crescent Carnival in aid of the
Children of Upper Egypt, or an Evening at the Swiss Club,
where you could see the good ladies of the Swiss colony,
dressed in their national costumes, raking in the foreign
money as usual, and prancing around like two-ton Valkyries.
Or perhaps it was a Syrian Catholic Ball, or a Syrian
Maronite Ball (there’s a difference), or a Syrian Orthodox
Ball, or even a ball in aid of the little White Russians. I only
knew of three White Russian families in Alexandria, but
on the night of the ball, everybody’s name seemed to end
with "off"—even the Greek grocer’s. And everyone poured
the vodka down and reminisced about St. Petersburg.
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I don’t know whether they had ever been outside Egypt,
but after a few vodkas nobody cared, and anyway, it was a
particularly good ball.

Alexandria was especially famous for its "little" cocktail
parties, thrown for no reason at all except to see and be seen
and get one’s picture in the Sunday papers. If there was a
reason, it was probably a good one, like a farewell party in
honor of somebody who was meant to be leaving next week
and would still be here in ten years’ time, because having
lived in Alexandria, one couldn’t bear to live any place else.
But no matter what kind of party, it was always referred to
as "little", for everything Alexandrians did was on a little
scale—the Louis XIV kind.

The invitation sometimes came in the form of a printed
card, but more often than not, the phone would ring and a
Friend of Mother’s would screech, "Chérie, I'm giving a
little cocktail party on Thursday. No, Chérie, a very little
party. Just a few of my very close friends, you know."

Mother knew. She did the same. "Very close" meant
very close to two hundred. The Friend continued, "What?
You can’t come? I won’t hear of it. You, my best friend!
You simply must come, and your husband and your dear
daughters, too. And who are they imitating this time, ha, ha,
ha. Well, it’s settled then. There’ll be nobody at all, Chérie.
Really. There’ll be just ourselves."

So Mother would find herself saddled with her third
cocktail party on Thursday, plus the happy prospect of
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breaking the glad tidings to Father, who detested cocktail
parties and had even been known to fall asleep at one.

Helen was too young for cocktail parties, but Yvonne
and I were expected to accompany Mother and Father and
be seen everywhere. Yvonne loved balls, cocktail parties,
and social gatherings of all kinds. In the midst of the well-
dressed women, the expensive perfume, the small talk, and
the smoky atmosphere, she was like a native in the jungle.
But not I. I seemed to grow eight arms and legs; I tripped
over all the furniture; my eyes watered and my feet ached. |
would have been far happier in the kitchen.

Yvonne had Karim to fuss around her at parties. Although
it was a foregone conclusion that they would eventually
marry—in fact they had the blessing of both families—
Yvonne was not allowed to go out alone with him even to
a movie. Karim approved of this, for it meant that Yvonne
didn’t go out with other men either, and so she only saw
him at parties and family gatherings.

Sima, Rose and I hated these parties and the very sound
of the words "Eligible Men," who, if truth were told, hated
nothing so much as the company of nice "Eligible Girls."
Whenever they saw one come in through the door, they
promptly fled through the window and made for the third-
rate cabarets downtown.

Consequently, our substitutes for Karim and Prince
Charming were a couple of Armenian photographers who
came to take pictures of the guests and who invariably
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insisted on photographing us from the rear because they said
it was more flattering, and the father of one of our school
friends, a harmless little man if one could have tied his
hands and put him behind bars. He had a lisp and a terrific
aptitude for pinching his daughter’s friends.

On the way in the car, Mother would say to me, "Please
smile dear, you have quite nice teeth. I just don’t know why
it is that clothes seem to do so little for you."

She wasn’t the only one who didn’t know. Neither
did plump Mademoiselle Stefanakis, the "little" Greek
dressmaker who was always out of breath and came to fit
us at home. With Yvonne, all she had to do was carelessly
drape the material—any old bit of material—around her,
and Yvonne was a resplendent vision. With me, no matter
what she did, I was a sight. Desperate, Mademoiselle
Stefanakis would crawl on all fours, getting more and
more out of breath, shoving pins into her mouth with the
insatiable appetite of a fire-eater. She’d snip little bits off
here and there, then wish she hadn’t and try and pin them
back. Then she’d look at me and dispense some Greek
logic to the effect that it takes all kinds to make a world.
Mother would be called in for consultation and after she
and Mademoiselle Stefanakis had shaken their heads and
said "tsk, tsk, tsk" at least forty times, Maha would bring
them some coffee and it would be unanimously voted that it
wasn’t the dress which did nothing for me, but me who did
nothing for the dress.
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We never arrived at a party on time, but always an hour
late—even if we had to drive round the block for ten minutes.
We were embarrassingly over-punctual in the family, but if
one turned up at a party on time one was more than likely
to find the hostess in her bath. The later one arrived, the
smarter one was.

The street would be lined with insignificant little
Cadillacs, but no camels. Those were exclusive to the
American tourists. Chauffeurs would be standing in little
groups talking and smoking. We knew them all, for at
some time or other they had all been with us. There’d be
Piero, who was always so impatient to get going that he
invariably slammed the door on Father’s rear end, nearly
propelling him out the other side; Habib, which in Arabic
means "beloved," but he wasn’t because he smelled of
garlic; and the old Sudanese with gray hair and glasses who
was the first to admit that he hadn’t driven anything but a
horse before, though he always added enthusiastically that
he loved cars.

We said good evening to them, remembering the many
times they had drivenus frantic, and walked towards the little
villawith the cheery little lights ofathousand watts each. The
little sandy path was like every sandy path, lined with quite
ordinary pots of tulips, the bulbs of which had come from
Holland, and little colored lights were hidden inside them.

The front door was flung open before we had had time
to ring by a little suffragi six feet tall, with very black skin
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and two large scars on his face to denote his tribe. He wore
ared and gold livery, but it wasn’t real gold, so nobody was
impressed. It was his specific duty to stand behind the door
on the lookout for the guests.

The hub of conversation hit us in the face. The house
was full of people. Close to two hundred was about right.

"Chérie," cried the Typical Alexandria Hostess, throwing
her arms wide and embracing Mother with little kissing
noises in the air.

"Chérie, how are you, [ haven’t seen you in ages," cried
Mother and the Hostess both at the same time and without
waiting for an answer.

Father stood by patiently. He was used to this kind of
scintillating conversation. He knew that “ages” was last
night at a precisely similar party.

"Chérie," continued Mother at the top of her voice,
"let me look at you." Mother was very good at memorizing
other women’s gowns. "You look ravishing, Chérie."

The Hostess wore a plain black dress, so plain it
obviously came straight from Paris.

"Chéries," she cried to Yvonne and me, "the young
people are over by the buffet."

As we moved off, we could hear the Hostess cry to the
latest arrivals, this time in perfect English instead of French:

"Darling, how are you? How nice of you to come to
my little party. I haven’t seen you in ages." She was like
those dolls one winds up. She had done it so often, it came
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quite naturally and she appeared to be really enhanced to
see everybody.

There would be a picture in the Sunday paper with the
caption: "The divine hostess in a Balmain creation is seen
greeting her distinguished guests."

We were swallowed in the crowd of beautifully gowned
women and prosperous balding men—the less hair, the
more money—and suffragis in elaborate red and gold
outfits passing round trays of drinks and hors d’oeuvres.
Rings caught the light on well-manicured hands and trails of
cigarette smoke were beginning to collect round the crystal
chandeliers. Everyone seemed to be screaming, "Chérie,
how are you, I haven’t seen you in ages." The crowd was the
usual melting pot of Levantines and Europeans—Syrians,
Maltese, Armenian, Italian, French. There were Britishers
who had married handsome women from Smyrna, wealthy
Greeks from Khartoum, Egyptians with British, American,
or German wives, beautiful Turkish princesses, Copts who
had married their own cousins. I knew most of the people
by sight—the Governor of Alexandria, the Governor of the
Municipality, the British Chief of the Alexandria Police,
and the Turkish Consul, whose daughter Zeinap was at the
English Girls’ College with me.

I liked the name Zeinap. She was a green-eyed beauty
with long black lashes and thick black hair and freckles.
She spoke five languages fluently—with an American
accent, since they had lived in the States—and she looked
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exactly like her mother, except that her mother spoke only
Turkish.

"I hate parties, too, though it is very undiplomatic of
me to say so," whispered her father in my ear. I liked him.
"Zeinap is at the buffet table with all the young people."

I threaded my way through the vast, lavishly furnished
salons with the high ceilings and big windows framed with
heavy velvet curtains. What if I should meet my Prince
Charming between 7 and 9 pm? Paintings and Aubussons
adorned the walls and there were valuable bibelots enclosed
in glass cases. Would he look like Fleeting Chin talking big
over there? After all, as Robert’s mother the Pekinese was
fond of saying, a man doesn’t have to be beautiful unless he
is penniless. Fleeting Chin probably had a lot of character,
most of it in the form of shares.

Large silver cigarette boxes could be seen on every
available tabletop, and Persian rugs with soft muted shades
and delicate patterns covered most of the highly polished
parquet floors. Or maybe I might even wreck a happy home
between 7 and 9pm. Wouldn’t everyone be surprised? Me
the first! Vases of cut glass and baskets of gladioli were
everywhere. It wasn’t my idea of home sweet home, though
so many homes were like this one in Alexandria, but the
house undeniably had intrinsic beauty. Or maybe I could ...
"Jacqueline, Chérie," a voice cried. Started, I tripped over
the rug and found myself at the foot of the Pekinese. She
was wearing a mink coat and her hair was dyed a bright

114



Being Eﬁgiﬁ&—%e Marriage Market

mauve. Next to her on the pale gray satin sofa sat a dowager
the spitting image of a bulldog—but one could see that she
must have been beautiful in her youth. It was strange how
people could look like animals.

It reminded me of when I was five and Mother had sent
for me to meet some of her guests. I had curtsied all the way
round, and then Mother had said, "You forgot to say good
evening to the gentlemen over there," and I had replied in
my best party manners, "Where, Maman? Oh. Excusez-moi,
Monsieur, I thought you were a monkey."

"Don’t you recognize me?" asked the Bulldog. "I was at
school with your grandmother."

Poor Granny, I thought.

"Really?" I said, and giggled hideously. The English
Girls’ College would have been proud of me.

"How old are you, Chérie?" inquired the Pekinese.

"Nineteen."

"Nineteen already? How time flies," she mused. "Tsk,
tsk, tsk, it’s time you were married and had children. What
wouldn’t a girl give for a nice husband like Robert!"

I can’t think of a thing, I thought.

"All the girls are crazy about Robert, " the Pekinese
went on.

Maybe they’re crazy, I thought.

"Really?" I said.

"Wouldn’t you like a nice husband? Like Robert,
say?"she asked.
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No, I thought.

"I’m too young to think of husbands," I said, and giggled
like one demented.

"No, you’re not," said the Pekinese, shaking a plump
finger with a massive ring on it. "I was married at sixteen
and my husband died four years later."

It figures, I thought.

"I’m sorry," I said.

"Quick, Chérie," said the Bulldog, her jowls quivering,
her bulging eyes about to fall out of their orbits, "who is the
girl misbehaving with the British officers?"

It’s a Greek friend of mine named Sophie, I thought.

"I don’t know," I said.

"She is behaving outrageously," said the Pekinese,
devouring her through her lorgnette. "Can you hear what
they are saying, Chérie?"

I turned round. Sophie was sitting on a chair and the
officer stood beside her, talking about banalities. The only
thing they seemed to be indulging in was a cigarette.

"Do you know," whispered the Bulldog excitedly, "I saw
them crossing the street together this morning, Rue Fouad it
was, just by Pastroudis and the Rio Cinema. It was exactly
a quarter to twelve. Really, I daren’t think where they were
coming from."

"Pastroudis perh—," I began.

"Really, Jacqueline, don’t be naive," said the Pekinese.

"Oh!" I said, and blushed.
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"Really, what is this generation coming to," said the
Bulldog.

"So loose, so immoral. Tsk, tsk, tsk, what next? It
shouldn’t be allowed. I wonder if they are engaged?"

If a girl was seen out once with a man, let alone a man
in a British uniform, she was engaged. If she was seen out
with him twice, her reputation was in shreds. Neither Sima,
Rose, Adéle, Yvonne, nor I were allowed out alone with
men, no matter how eligible, but we would not be such
fools as to cross the main street of Alexandria for everyone
to see us.

"Go along and have fun with the young people," said the
Pekinese generously, dismissing me. She leaned forward,
took a cigarette from the silver box on the low table before
her, and a suffragi appeared like a genie to light it for her.
Then she and her bosom friend the Bulldog continued to
stare at everybody and whisper loudly, "Did you see so-
and-so" or "Look at so-and-so."

The sliding doors giving onto the dining room were
wide open and the buffet stretched the whole length of the
vast room. It was piled high with food laid out on silver
dishes, and only the sides of the heavy lace cloth were
visible. Although it was only a cocktail party, there would
be dinner later on. At about eleven, the fleet of suffragis
would swiftly remove what was there and bring on the
turkeys with brown rice and raisins, the rolled vine leaves,
the stuffed pigeons and the quails, the enormous fish, and
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a multitude of desserts. After all the guests had eaten off
specially laid little tables brought out like magic from the
depths of the house, the buffet would still look untouched,
and all the food would go to the cooks and suffragis, as well
as to the chauffeurs and parking attendants, and Ahmed the
beggar, who patronized every party in town and who, many
said, owned a block of flats. “Let them eat cake.”

There they were, the young people, among them my
friends, Sima and Rose and Ade¢le, standing awkwardly,
looking for all the world like the personification of a good
English-school upbringing which teaches you everything
except what to do with your hands and feet. Yvonne and
Zeinap were different. No need for them to read up on “How
to look fetching," for they could fetch them anytime. That’s
what came of being born with charm.

Once when Adéle and I had been arguing as to whether
a friend of ours was pretty or not, Adéle had said, "If you
really want to know, just watch the men."

I was watching the men right now. They were all standing
on their heads, trying to outdo one another for Yvonne and
Zeinap, who were laughing like a couple of goats and, for
intelligent girls, making some very asinine remarks.

Adele had also said that men did not like intelligent
girls, which, she explained, accounted for our lack of
success with the opposite sex. "We’re too clever," she said
modestly, "that’s what." It seemed that the more stupid
women were the better. "Look around you at all the brilliant
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men who have married nitwits," Adéle had remarked. It
made men feel good, apparently, and Yvonne and Zeinap
were obviously dumb enough to make the men feel good. If
that’s all there was to being a success, it was simple.

"Hullo," said Robert the Eligible. He wasn’t really bad-
looking when you thought of a moose, and there was no
other man around except Gamal, our suffragi who had been
borrowed by the hostess for the evening.

"Oh... oh... hullo, Robert."

"Yvonne is looking very lovely tonight," he said.

"Yes, we have the same dressmaker."

"Really?" he said, "I would never have thought it."

"Would you care for some cotton?" Robert asked,
holding out a plateful of canapés. "That white stuff looks
just like cotton, don’t you think?"

"Er ... er ... no, thank you."

"Cotton is a wonderful thing," he said, in the same tones
a Frenchman would use if he were talking of his mistress. "I
don’t know what the world would do without cotton."

"Oh I don’t either, Robert," I gushed. "Robert, what
would it do without cotton?"

"I just don’t know, Jacqueline. It’s a terrible thought."

"Terrible," I was ready to cry.

"I didn’t know you were so interested in cotton,
Jacqueline."

"I didn’t either, Robert, but after all, where would we
be without cotton? I mean, mattresses stuffed with cotton,
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pillows... and... and... how would I be able to clean my
ears without cotton?"

"If only we could find a way to strike a death blow to
that murderous cotton worm. If we don’t do something
about it, it’ll eat all the cotton and that’ll be the end of us.
And you know where we’d be without cotton."

"Oh, Robert, I daren’t think."

"Mother’s right," said Robert. "She’s been talking to me
quite seriously about you."

"What did she say?"

"Quick, look over there," he said, grabbing hold of my
arm. "That dress there looks like satin, but I’ll bet it’s cotton.
They can do anything with cotton nowadays. Anything."

"Oh! Can they really, Robert?"

Two elegant women in tight-fitting dresses came over
to the buffet. They looked like panthers, sleek and smooth
with large mascaraed eyes, but by the time they reached
thirty-five, if they continued to indulge in soft living, they
would be fat and flabby, and at sixty, they would probably
look like the Bulldog, but their friends would say, "You
should have seen them when they were young—the most
beautiful women in town."

They stood for a moment looking at the table groaning
under the mass of food. So fattening, all that food. They
inspected the centerpieces of roses and narcissus, the ecru
table cloth, the lace doilies, the tempting hors d’oeuvres from
Baudrot’s, the delicious homemade specialties. They would
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have to have a massage again tomorrow. One put on weight
just looking. Then, daintily, with their beautiful long white
hands which had never known any rough manual work in
their lives, they picked black olives, looked at them again,
and popped them into their beautifully painted mouths.

"Chérie, I hope you’ll be able to come to the premiére
at the Royal Cinema on Friday," said one of the Panthers.
"It should be very good. I forgot what it’s called and I don’t
know who is acting in it, but everybody will be there. The
Governor, the Diplomatic Corps, everybody, everybody.
Wait, Chérie, I do remember what it was called. It was
called ‘Coming Short-lee’ or ‘Short-lee Coming,” but my
English is not very good."

"Chérie," cried the other Panther, "it sounds like an
excellent film. Oh, have you seen what Clea is wearing?
Over there. That neckline. She says it’s Paris but I say it’s
indecent. Oh dear, here she comes. Clea, Chérie, you look
ravishing. What a lovely dress. I just love the neckline. Do
turn round and let me look at you. Isn’t she sensational,
Chérie? Unforgettable, you can tell it’s Paris. And tell me,
Chérie, how are you, I haven’t seen you in ages."

In French pervaded with a Greek accent, Clea replied
that—"eh, Chérie," she was as well as could be, "eh," since
with all this talk of war, "Chérie, eh," what do you expect,
she hadn’t been able, "eh, Chérie," to take her annual cure
at Vichy, "eh." These were rough times. One had to care for
one’s liver when one lived in hot countries, Chérie.
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"Doyoureally like my little dress, Chérie," she continued,
"take it, it’s yours. There’s really nothing to it. Chérie, do
look over there. Charles with his latest. Really, at his age.
He never changes, does he, only wives that is, ha, ha, ha."
"They say she’s French," said one of the Panthers. "Really,
Chérie," said Clea, "and from which sidewalk, eh?"

As we were getting ready to go, I remember seeing a
British couple who had just arrived in Alexandria take leave
of their hosts. They were terribly stiff and terribly British.
And they were also shocked by how primitive entertainment
in Egypt can be.

"It’s been too, too delightful. Exactly like The Thousand
and One Nights," they stuttered.

The Hostess laughed incredulously. "You are much too
kind. I'm so glad you liked my little house. I did nothing,
nothing out of the ordinary at all. As you see, everything
was as simple as simple could be."

I did eventually complete my apprenticeship in How to
be a Social Success, and I did master a few essential rules.

I know now that the greeting is the most important part
of the ritual. It must be as effusive as possible and contain
endless chéries. In fact, the greeting should be delivered
as though you have just arrived from Tibet instead of just
next door, and it makes no difference if everybody has seen
everyone else at a precisely similar party the night before; it
just makes it all the more original.
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The conversation should be scintillating at all times and
very recherché. For instance, it is a good idea to ask after
someone's health and then immediately launch yourself into
fascinating details of your own liver condition and cure at
Vichy, and it's even better if you can talk with your hands
and at the top of your voice so as to drown out the other
person. In fact, it's a must.

Should someone ask you, "And how was the premiere
of the film the other night?" you should answer, "The
intermission was excellent. I saw Mrs. So-and-So in a blue
dress and Mrs. So-and-So in no dress, and Mr. So-and-So
with a real So-and-So."

Unless you want to be considered a peasant, you should
never, but never, criticize the actors or the action or the
script or the production, because you wouldn't have had
time to notice if the film was shown upside down and in
Kurdish. You would have been far too busy finding out who
was sitting in all the loge seats, with whom and wearing
what, and after all, that is why you go to the movies in the
first place.

When someone admires what you have on, you must
immediately reply as you pretend to take it off, "Take it,
it’s yours." Unless it is a man, there will be loud protests
and you’ll be safe, and you’ll be able to go on to say, "It’s
only a little dress Jacques Fath made for me." Ditto when

somebody admires your little diamond rock, so light you
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can hardly lift your hand. Just answer that it is a family
heirloom your grandmother left you to wear at the beach.

Learn to take things in your stride, like the woman of
the world that you are, one who has seen much and really
lived. Be like those Lebanese ladies who, even in the depths
of their bereavement, did not lose their heads.

It was during a visit of condolence and they were sitting
in the salon surrounded by an impressive circle of friends,
all in black, all of them sorrowfully and silently sipping
coffee. The suffragi came in bearing a little silver tray with
a card on it. "Who is it from, Chérie," asked one of the
sisters to the one who had taken the card. "Nobody, Chérie,"
came the answer in a loud clear voice. "Nobody. Just Lady
Allenby."

I am by no means as expert as Yvonne and Zeinap, but I
do know that when I screech "Chérie, how are you, I haven’t
seen you in ages," to Sima and Rose at a London cocktail
party, everybody turns round to look and then asks aghast,
"Oh dear, is that the floor show?"
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Wen the war broke out in September

1939, the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty had already
ceased to be popular in Egypt and Nahas
Pasha, one of its chief originators, was for
the time being out of power.

Although the treaty had stipulated that
British forces were to be stationed in the area
around the Canal, they were in September
1939, for one reason or another still very
much quartered in the hearts of Cairo and
Alexandria, as well as in the immediate
vicinity of these cities. This, even in the eyes
of the mildest Egyptian, was looked upon as
bad faith on the part of the British and an
occupation of their country.

Nevertheless, at the outbreak of the war,
Aly Maher Pasha, the prime minister, broke
off the diplomatic relations with Germany
and made it clear that Egypt stood and
fell with Great Britain. Martial law was
proclaimed and the Egyptian government,
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in accordance with the treaty, provided all the facilities in
its power, such as the use of ports, airports, and means of
communication. In fact, it did all but declare war on the
Axis. Whether Egypt should or should not declare war on
Germany and later on Italy was much debated at the time.
Egypt found herself in the odd position of being neither
neutral, since she was Britain's ally, nor officially at war with
Germany and Italy, even when her territory was bombed
and penetrated by the Axis. Egypt did finally declare war in
1945, just in time to secure a seat at the Peace Conference.

Both Britain and Egypt realized that whatever
contribution Egypt could make in the way of armed forces
would not really affect the course of the war one way or
the other, and that the most useful thing Egypt could do
for the war effort was to place her resources at the disposal
of the British. Had the British felt it necessary for Egypt
to declare war, no Egyptian government would have dared
defy them, for that the British could do what they pleased
was unquestionable.

In the winter of 1942, they asked the Italophile King
Farouk to dismiss Sirry Pasha, the prime minister, and put
Nahas Pasha in his place. When King Farouk, who was
never on the friendliest of terms with the Wafd, at first
refused, British tanks surrounded Abdin Palace and the
British Ambassador threatened to depose King Farouk by
force. The king was forced to accede, and Nahas Pasha
became prime minister. From then on, even through the
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blackest days of the war, with Allied defeats resounding in
Europe, the Far East, and Africa, with the British civilians
and military evacuating Cairo and Alexandria, and when the
guns could be heard pounding at Alamein, seventy miles
from Alexandria, Nahas and the vast majority of Egyptians
stood firm by Great Britain.

That summer of 1939, a few days after the outbreak of the
war, we were hurrying back, along with other Alexandrians
from the Lebanon, where we had gone instead of to Europe
so as not to be too far from home. Father had somehow
been lucky enough to find a cabin with two berths, which
would have to accommodate the seven of us—MTrs. James
and Maha were also in the party—on a small but modern
Rumanian ship which had recently been put into service.
As it turned out, everyone spent the night on deck, crowded
to capacity with anxious people hurrying to get home—
everyone that is, except Mrs. James and I, who as usual,
war or no war, were flat on the two bunks before the ship
had even left the harbor.

In Alexandria the sea was as it always is in the fall,
very blue and very still, and the sun shone as bright as ever.
Mother brought out a tattered old map left over from the
First World War and began to mark the Allied positions
with little tricolor flags. It was difficult to believe that
there was bitter fighting in those countries where we had so
lightheartedly holidayed.
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Alexandria prepared for a long grim war. Air raid shelters
and sandbags were to be seen everywhere. Searchlights
streaked the sky. Father came home with some gas masks and
Grandmother proceeded to stock up on such essential items
as French mustard and asparagus. Rough brown Demerera
sugar occasionally appeared next to the smooth white cubes
(although even this you could find all through the war). 4
la guerre comme a la guerre, sighed the Alexandria hostess
apologetically, as her suffragi passed around a host of
delicious things from Baudrot's. It was even rumored that
one would not be able to buy meat two days a week, though
one would be able to buy all one wished on the preceding
days. Tea and oil were also to be rationed, but when one
thinks of the strict rationing in England and other countries
during and even well after the end of the war, Egypt must
surely have appeared a paradise of opulence.

Mother's little tricolor flags seemed to be retreating at
an alarming rate, and soon the Swastika was on Paris. The
older generation, especially, were stunned at the downfall
of La France Glorieuse, where many of them had been
educated.

They couldn't believe it. Even to the illiterate, Paris,
which they had never seen in their lives, was the capital of
the universe.

Every evening we'd tune in to the B.B.C., which had
acquired the reputation of telling the truth, wondering how
much longer the British could go on taking the devastating

128



Thie War Comes to /{Zl[exancfria

bombings of the Luftwaffe night after night like that. We
all admired British courage tremendously, and the unfailing
sense of humor which exploded in programs like "7ommy
Handley's Half-Hour" Anxious as she was about her
family—her mother, who was ninety-nine, and her seven
brothers and sisters, all with three names each, who lived
in Coventry—MTrs. James just knew that everything would
be all right. She never once considered the possibility of a
British defeat.

The majority of Egyptians, too, had nothing but
the highest praise and admiration for the way Britain
tightened her belt and fought the Battle of Britain against
overwhelming odds. Discipline and courage are regarded
very highly in easygoing pampered countries. Except for the
war years, | do not remember a time when British Tommies
were ever cheered on newsreels shown in Egypt—quite the
reverse.

Alexandria was having its own air raids too, mild
compared to the blitz, but bad enough for us to spend
several nights of that summer of 1940 in the shelter. On one
occasion when we came up at dawn after one of the worst
air raids of the war, Yvonne found an unexploded bomb
which had come right through the terrace and landed on her
pillow. Yvonne must have been either unconscious or sleep-
walking, for she calmly picked it up and deposited it in the
middle of the lawn, where some men came and dismantled
it a few hours later.
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All over Alexandria, clubs for the armed forces sprang
up overnight, and places which had been empty were now
crowded to capacity with Allied uniforms. The smart night
clubs flourished and the not-so-smart night clubs flourished
even more, and as long as a girl had a leg to stand on and
could enunciate "Long Live Churchill" she was hired for
the floor show.

For the "gally-gally" men who produced fluffy little
chicks from inside the Tommies' shirts, these were
good days, especially when they sometimes managed to
substitute chicks for wallets. Shoeshine boys and vendors
of homemade antiques multiplied like flies. Even an old
gharry-driver's mare saw life look up, for she was taken to
Baudrot's to be fed chocolate éclairs by some Australians so
puny looking that it was thought safer to let them have their
own way. If one had anything to sell, including one's maiden
aunt, this was the time, for Alexandria was booming.

But through it all, wary mammas saw the red light for
danger, and down came all the shutters so that daughters
would not be lured away by the British Army.

But we were allowed one thing: to go to the military
hospitals with ice cream and cakes and cheer up the sick
and the wounded, for the mammas' motto was that if a man
was in hospital he was harmless. Cheering up healthy men
was considered very loose indeed and not the mission of
Nice Eligible Girls.
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Some years before the war, when we were barely in our
early teens, we had formed a little club of our own to help
the poor, regardless of their nationality or religion. Now we
devoted part of the proceeds of the club to helping those
men who were fighting. We bought gifts, made up parcels,
and several times a week we met at the home of a Lebanese
friend, Isabelle, to sew and knit for the soldiers out in the
Western Desert.

Little by little, and after much persuasion, we were even
permitted to entertain at tea groups of convalescents from
the Twelfth and Sixty-fourth General Hospitals, for mammas
also felt that there was safety in numbers. Regularly, with
money from the club, we hired a bus to bring over the men
to have tea at one of our houses. More often than not, we
entertained them at Isabelle's house. Smaller and newer than
the average Alexandrian mansion, devoid of superfluous
ornaments and knick-knacks, with French windows giving
onto a spacious terrace, it was the ideal place for informal
and friendly gatherings. Nobody minded when one put
one's feet on the chintz-covered sofa, and to me that was
the epitome of comfort.

The men came along on crutches or in plaster or with
badly burned faces, wearing the bright blue suits and red ties
of the hospital uniform and grinning cheerfully as English
Tommies do. Occasionally, a too-healthy convalescent
would slip in among them and, having spotted Yvonne,
Zeinap, Beatrice, and Isabelle, he'd immediately ask to play
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Postman's Knock. Naturally, the governesses wouldn't let
us, and while they kept us on our toes pouring out fresh
cups of tea and passing round cigarettes, Mrs. James, Miss
Chalmers, and Isabelle's old nanny, who was seventy, played
the kissing game instead.

Miss Chalmers was Beatrice's governess and the musical
one of the group. She was quite incapable of uttering more
than two words without bursting into song, the song being
"The Isle of Capri".

"Hullo, dear boy," giving him a hearty slap on the back.
" "Twas on the Isle of Capri that I met him," she'd croon,
while the rest of us groaned. One thing about people who
sing, they're jolly lucky that they don't hear themselves.
"And how are we feeling today? La, la la la, on the Isle of
Capri...."

She was tall and thin, with two enormous front teeth.
When she wasn't singing she was playing, and when she did
both, it was tragic to everyone but Miss Chalmers, who was
positive she was Sophie Tucker and Paderewski rolled into
one. With her long neck like a crane's and her little eyes like
a mole's behind the thick glasses which almost touched the
sheet of music, she howled, "...on the Isle of Capri, hi, hi,
hi," while her huge hands crashed down on all the wrong
notes.

When "the boys" got well, they went back to their units
and we never saw them again, to the relief of our mothers.
But many did write, even from prisoner-of-war camps in
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Germany. Sometimes, they'd send a photograph of their
stalag group with a cross to mark where they stood, and
we'd pore over the emaciated figure and not recognize it as
the one we had known at Isabelle's.

Occasionally, when they had been discharged from the
hospital, they'd drop in at Isabelle's place for a cup of tea.
They said it was like being home, and I think they enjoyed
being bullied by Nanny while they kept their eyes on
Isabelle.

For months, we couldn't go to her house without seeing a
certain Tony there. After leaving the hospital he had visited
once, he had visited twice, and he had visited over and over
again. He was a tall gangling sailor who not only appeared
to have lost his ship but who seemed to have lost his wits
to boot, and though Isabelle was blissfully ignorant of this
(and, mercifully, her parents were, too) he was madly in
love with her. He was like the furniture in the place and
he never said a word. You'd go into the dining room and
you'd find Tony blowing smoke rings in a corner. You'd go
into the kitchen and you'd find Tony doing the dishes with
Mohamed. You'd go into the bathroom and you'd find Tony,
so you'd come out again.

Every evening at seven sharp, Nanny handed him his cap
and said, "Now be off with you, Lord Nelson," and he'd go.

Then one day, two petty officers came to the house.
They were looking for Lord Nelson, who had never gone
back to his ship, and they had heard that he came there.

133



Coc&taiﬁs and Came[s

Nanny admitted that indeed he had been coming for months.
They went in. Lord Nelson was sitting on the stairs, his chin
resting in his hands, doing nothing in particular. He went
away quietly and we never saw him again, but about two
years later he wrote to Isabelle to say that he would never
forget her or the club and that he had given her name to his
little daughter.

The first casualty among the ranks of the Eligible Girls
was Beatrice.

Beatrice was not only uncommonly attractive, she was
the cream of Lebanese womanhood, the jackpot, the Most
Eligible Girl in Town. She was tall and willowy, with golden
hair and brown eyes which flashed rebellion, and though
she was quiet, she had what people call character. Perhaps
a little too much character, in fact, for she had very decided
opinions. She stood for the weak against the strong, for the
poor against the rich, and she was their champion. Perhaps
because she had never had any—always being bundled from
one place to another in the car with Miss Chalmers—she
stood for freedom with a capital "F", and devoured books
on every kind of revolution. She liked to argue, too. If you
said white, she said No; if you said black, she said No; if
you said No, she said Yes, and above all, she was prepared
to fight to the death to marry the man of her choice.

The man of her choice was Captain Ranger, who had
infiltrated himself, no one knows exactly how or where, into
Beatrice's life, and, moreover, right under the very nose of
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Miss Chalmers. But even the most vigilant governess is no
match for a captain, especially a captain in the commandos
whose business is infiltrating. And Captain Ranger was
no ordinary commando, for he could write letters to rival
Byron's, passionate letters so full of fire that one could have
fried an egg on the note paper. She was his moon, his sun, his
central heating, his Lebanese lily, whatever that is. It seems
his arm still quivered from shaking hands with her. This last
was no exaggeration, for the brave Beatrice's handshake
was usually enough to dislocate one's arm, and those who
knew her well avoided any kind of handshake with her.

That Captain Ranger's grandmother was supposed to
have several titles and French blood and that she kept an
open house left Beatrice quite unmoved. She was above
wealth. But when he told her that all his pay went to support
four little orphans he had adopted, together with a woman
to look after them, she was moved to tears. Had anyone ever
seen such a kind, generous man? "Money, money, money,"
she cried, "that's all anyone in Alexandria ever thinks of."

When he developed a cough from smoking and told
her he was consumptive, he was as irresistible as if he had
mentioned six Cadillacs and three oil wells to another girl.
Immediately, she knew where her destiny lay. She would
marry Steve Ranger, nurse him on his deathbed, and look
after the orphans.

The rumor quickly went the rounds of the salons.
Beatrice, of all people! Didn't she know, cried the Pekinese,
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that God had created beautiful girls for civilians like her son
Robert, and the British Army for the plain variety? Beatrice
and an Englishman—it was unthinkable. Her poor family.
What a black day in their life, tsk, tsk, tsk.

While we stood by, on the alert, wondering whether
Beatrice's rebellion would bring us more freedom to go and
come as we pleased, and maybe even cheer up an occasional
healthy man, Beatrice, who was twenty-one, was taking
high-handed action and threatening to walk out of the house
if she wasn't allowed to marry the Captain. After a brief
but terrible battle on the home front, Beatrice's engagement
was announced.

There was a large family lunch to introduce the healthy-
looking but nevertheless consumptive Captain. It was a sad
occasion. Tears were shed over the rolled vine leaves by
everyone except the Captain, who was doing rare justice to
the Lebanese food.

The Lebanese colony was in tears. "Beatrice, Beatrice,"
they wailed, as they beat their faces in despair, "how could
you do this to us?" Beatrice, she who could have married
anybody, or rather somebody, to want to go and marry a
nobody? It was the Evil Eye, that's what it was. Why, there
were the sons of So-and-So, who had millions, and the sons
of So-and-So who would soon have millions, and if she
wasn't interested in anyone in Alexandria, there were plenty
of nice young men in the Lebanon, all of them Lebanese,
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and Maronites, too. "What a tragedy," they clucked their
tongues, "what a tragedy for her poor family."

But in spite of the engagement lunch, Beatrice was
not destined to be either the wife or the widow of the
consumptive Captain. Quietly, Beatrice's family had been
making a few investigations on the side, which revealed
without the shadow of a doubt that Captain Ranger had
omitted some very interesting details. He was indeed
supporting four children, but far from being adopted, they
had been begotten by the Captain himself, and the woman
who took all his pay was none other than his devoted wife.
The French blood and large house were there all right, only
the house had been closed by the police, and as for the
grandmother's titles, it was presumed that she had, in her
day, been called a few unaristocratic names.

The telephone lines were jammed for a week, and
Alexandria buzzed from one end of town to another.

"You see, you see," went the tongues led by the Pekinese,
"that's what comes of giving girls too much freedom."

"Didn't we tell you?" mothers scolded their daughters as
though they all had captains up their sleeves as well. "Didn't
we tell you mothers know best?"

But the good obedient girls who had been patiently
sewing at home bent lower over their petit point, glad that
they had never met a captain and serene in the knowledge
that their families would soon find the right husband for
Nice Girls.
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As for the Lebanese colony, it had known all along, of
course, about adventurers like Captain Ranger who come
especially from the other ends of the earth and make a
beeline for their nice, respectable girls. And because they
were so upset—the Lebanese are very emotional, you
know—because they couldn't contain their indignation any
longer, they threw "little" coffee parties and "little" tea-
parties to make quite sure that everyone had heard the long,
sad saga of poor Beatrice.

Poor Beatrice, we were very angry with her. But how
was she to know about men like the Captain? In her code of
honor, when one speaks it is the truth, which everyone will
agree isn't just admirable, it's stupid. However, she took it
all with a stiff upper lip, like a real trooper.

Life was very grim for us all after that. It was like going
back to the Middle Ages. If some poor wretched soldier in
a hospital ward so much as gasped for "another cup of tea,
please, Miss," the governesses pounced on us and hissed
"Don't you dare go near him, he's another Captain Ranger,"
or "Remember what happened to poor Beatrice," as though
she had been murdered by Jack the Ripper. Things were
really very rough for a long time. "The story of Poor
Beatrice," as it was called, ran for months, even longer than
did Gone with the Wind at the Royal Cinema.

The second casualty was me. I was slushing buckets of
ice cream around the ward of the Twelfth General Hospital
as usual, daydreaming that [ was the Devastating Jacqueline

138



Thie War Comes to /{Zl[exancfria

for whom healthy men not only threw parties but sometimes
threw themselves out the windows. Yes, as the Devastating
Jacqueline who did things for a dress, not the other way
around, I had a serious problem, one which was getting
quite out of hand: How to keep the men from collapsing
over me like a tent. Men, ha, ha! They were like streetcars,
one every five minutes, only more so. My life was just
strewn with them.

"Jacqueline," chorused the Navy, beating a path to my
door.

"Jacqueline," cried the Army on bended knees, "give us
a break."

"Jacqueline," cried the Air Force, "don't be aloof."

"Jacqueline, what on earth's the matter with you, are
you sick?" said Sister loudly. "Why are you fluttering your
eyes like that?"

"Oh, oh, er... er... no, no, I'm fine," said the Devastating
Jacqueline.

"Well, if you are sure you're all right," said Sister,
peering at me, "would you take this book to Room Five? An
American. The book is about fish, of all things. Very sound
of the word makes me sick. Thanks, dear."

Carrying my bucket and leaving a trail of dreams and
melting ice cream behind me, I arrived at Room Five. There
was a card up on the door which read:

CAPTAIN WILLIAM R. CAROL
ARMY AIR CORPS
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and underneath, someone had written in pencil, "Jaundice".
I knocked and went in, and that was my Waterloo.
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in Alexandria, the Americans had suddenly
arrived after landing in North Africa,
as quietly as Americans usually arrive
anywhere, bringing with them everything
from jeeps to juices as well as a large chunk
of Texas.

Until then I had not known very much
about America because, of course, I had
been to the English Girls' College where,
in the odd history class fitted in between
hockey and lacrosse, the emphasis had been
more on the colonies acquired rather than
the colonies lost. I did know, however, that
when the British left there was a civil war,
which is apparently what always happens
when the British leave a place.

Ofthe Americans themselves,  had heard
alittlemore, butitwastooterrible forwords. It
was rumored that they chewed gum, put their
feet on the table, and didn't speak English.
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"When a person says such things as 'yeah'," said Mrs.
James, stretching one corner of her mouth to her ear, and
Mrs. James knew all about Americans, "he has indeed gone
to the dogs."

Then too, there was Zeinap, who had been to school in
Washington, and who had come back with a sinister spelling
which greatly distressed our headmistress, and the kind of
accent which prevented her from being in any of the school
plays.

But we were not entirely without our American
connection. Every self-respecting Lebanese has a finger in
every pie and a relative in Brooklyn. Uncle Farid and his
younger brother had left the Lebanon when they were in
their teens to seek a fortune in the New World. They needn't
have bothered to go quite so far, because the Lebanese are
pretty good at making money anywhere. Naturally they
prospered, conquered all of Brooklyn, and, after taking
stock of American girls, decided they'd be far better off if
they took a trip to Lebanon and picked themselves nice,
gentle Lebanese brides who wouldn't talk back to them and
brought them back to the States.

One year, Uncle Farid, Aunt Salwa, and young Sam—
it was the least the family could do to name him after the
bounteous American Uncle Sam—had come to the Lebanon
to visit all the relatives. We had been there ourselves that
summer of 1939 and were thrilled at meeting an American
cousin.
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There had been innumerable family lunches of a dozen
courses each in their honor, and then all the cousins from
Damascus to Beiteddin had sat in a large circle in Aunt
Louise's and Uncle Henri's garden up at Aley, sipping coffee,
eating rose petal jam, talking at the top of their voices, and
of course, doing this and that with their hands.

Aunt Salwa had been delighted to be with her kind of
people again, for although she had been in the States for
about twenty years now, in her mind she had been living
in the Lebanon. But Sam was like a fish out of water. We
couldn't understand a word he said, except "it stinks", but
we did gather that everything was bigger and better in Noo
York. He didn't like the food and he didn't like the flies and
he spent most of the time in the "john". He only began to
show an interest in life when he climbed aboard the U.S.
ship which was to take him back to his beloved Noo York.
The relatives were very distressed that he seemed to have
taken nothing from the Lebanese. "What do you expect,
Chérie," they told one another, "that's what happens when
you eat out of cans."

But in spite of Mrs. James' withholding her vast
knowledge of America from us and our skimping over the
American chapters at school, "it was written," as Zeinap
says, that I should get to know a great deal more about
Americans.

Shortly after the Americans had taken over Alexandria,
I received an invitation to the inauguration dance of the
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American Red Cross. I never knew who sent the invitation,
probably the American Consulate, but there was my name
properly spelled on the yellow card, and in red letters
moreover. | called Sima and Rose to tell them my news.

For several minutes I couldn't figure out what
was going on.

Somebody was sobbing in the background, there was
the angry voice of Big Brother Brj, and Sima herself was
jabbering away and making no sense at all. I finally gathered
that the uproar was because Sima and Rose had received
invitations too.

Obviously, the fact that we had received invitations
didn't mean that we would be able to go to this inaugural
dance. Fate, all by itself, might arrange for us to attend the
closing dance of the Red Cross Club, who knows how many
years from now, when we would be so haggard and so un-
eligible our parents would be glad to give us for free to the
Marines. But we would have to aid Fate considerably if we
wanted to attend this dance only a few days away.

We knew from experience that our parents would
have numerous objections. The Red Cross, in spite of its
name, was neither a hospital nor a convalescent home, and
those Americans would presumably be healthy. "You can't
possibly go out and dance with healthy men," cried Mother.
Of course, their being American made them twice as healthy
and therefore twice as dangerous.
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"They dance cheek to cheek," cried Father, appalled.

"I won't have my daughter dancing cheek to cheek.
Thank God, I'm still capable of making an honest living
for my family."

"Anyway, how would you get home?" cried Mother.
"You know we never keep the chauffeur out late; the poor
man is entitled to some rest."

I decided to confer over the phone with Sima and Rose.

"What does your Father say?" I asked anxiously.

"He says these are healthy men who don't need cheering
up," said Sima, "and that he is quite capable of making an
honest living for his family."

I asked her what their mother and Big Brother Brj had
to say.

Plenty, it seemed. Their mother was still sobbing at
having nurtured such depravity, and Big Brother Brj was
going to kill them before he'd see his sisters dancing cheek
to cheek like those good-time girls he went out with every
night.

Things weren't so good.

"By the way, if we did go, how would we get back?" I
asked Sima.

Sima suggested we might find someone to bring us back
in a taxi, so back I went to Mother and Father and said that
maybe we could find someone to bring us back in a taxi.
"A taxi!" roared Father. "A taxi—I knew it—a taxi, indeed!
That's what comes of giving girls too much freedom. Alone
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with a man in a taxi. What next, I ask you? Did you hear
that, Marie? A taxi!"

I stared at Father, amazed at his strange behavior,
for being nineteen and very advanced for my age, I was
blissfully ignorant of what could happen to a girl in a taxi
and couldn't for the love of me understand what all the fuss
was about.

And then, when matters stood at their worst, they had
suddenly worked out and we had gone along with Sima and
Rose's elder married sister, Anny, the former "Angel" whose
husband was away on a trip. Anny was simply dying to see
real Americans who put their feet on the table, chewed gum,
and didn't speak English, so of course she told Brj that she
couldn't understand what had gotten into her foolish sisters
but she'd sacrifice herself and take them to the dance just
this once.

The American Red Cross was housed in a lovely villa
in the Greek quarter of Alexandria. A pretty Red Cross girl
smiling like a toothpaste ad handed each of us a corsage of
red roses as we went in, and said how nice of us to have
come.

"How nice of us to have come," echoed that simpleton
of a Sima, "why we ..." when she was literally swept off
her feet. We just had time to catch a glimpse of a Sing Sing
hairdo and Sima was spirited away.

Now Sima was reckoned to be a good dancer. English
ballroom, Scottish reels, classical Greek, Armenian folk,
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she knew them all—but she didn't jitterbug, and the G.I.
did. Nevertheless, having got over her first initial shock,
Sima was entering into the spirit of the dance—the Indian
War Dance, that is. She had the high coloring; all she
needed were the feathers. She was jumping first on one foot
and then on the other, waving her arms wildly all over the
place as though she was about to scalp somebody, and when
she wasn't shouting gaily, "Big Apple", (it wasn't), she was
sprinting round the room panting, "Where is he, where'd he
go?"

I'stood paralyzed, watching her, fascinated, and horrified
lest the same fate should befall me. My dancing experience,
apart from the sailor's hornpipe and the "now imagine that
you are little trout" sort of thing included in our expensive
school curriculum, had been acquired dancing with the
convalescents, when, because I was so petite, I invariably
found myself hanging from the lapel of the biggest man in
the place.

I knew how to do a slow waltz of course. In fact I
could do it even slower than the music. Englishmen have a
passion for slow waltzes. You hold your partner as far away
as possible, and then you lean way back, but not quite all
the way over. You must never, never smile, because then
people think you are having a good time and it is very un-
English to show off. What you must do is stare glassily into
space and look as bored as you can, which should be no
trouble at all. If you wish, you may engage in sparkling
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conversation which usually begins with "Have you read any
good books lately?"

Just then, a Marine with a baby face and tight trousers
came over and said, "Dance?" and instead of running away,
I said, "Why yeees ... I'd love to."

I needn't have worried about not knowing the right
steps. There weren't any. We could have been dancing on a
three-cent stamp. The only thing that moved were his jaws
and his hips. I wondered what Father would say if he saw
me now. | really must try to make conversation. "Have you
read any good books lately?" I asked. "Really good books,
I mean?"

This was the magic phrase. With an Englishman it would
have worked like a charm and we would have stood in the
middle of the floor, not dancing but discussing books, and
then we would have been exchanging books for years. But
the Marine answered something which sounded suspiciously
like, "Naw, I can't read."

"What is your name?" I continued rashly.

"Chuck."

"Oh."

"Where d'you come from?" I persevered.

"The States," he said.

Never mind. I'd been saving my sixty-four-thousand-
dollar question for just such a moment as this. This was
bound to make him talk and forget about the cheek to
cheek.
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"Which do you prefer, Alexandria or Cairo?"

He could have answered a thousand and one things.
That he preferred Alexandria because it reminded him of
Alexandria, Virginia, or that he preferred Cairo because it
reminded him of Cairo, Illinois, or again that he preferred
Alex because there were fewer flies, or that he preferred
Cairo because there were more belly dancers. I knew all
this because we had thrashed out the subject over and over
again with the convalescents when we couldn't think of
anything else to say.

But Chuck just said, "Cairo, Alex stinks."

He continued to sway his hips like a pendulum and then
he said, "Say, you British?"

"No, I'm Lebanese."

"You have an awful British accent," he said. "Say, how
do you like the Limeys?" he continued.

"The —?"

"The Limeys," he said again.

"Oh. Oh, no, I don't at all; I much prefer the British,
don't you?"

Soon after that he'd left in disgust, and Sima and I had
gone over to the buffet, which was beautifully arranged, like
a page from one of those shiny American magazines. We
discovered later on that Americans like to do things well.
I'd never seen so many strange salads before, lettuce with
—of all things—pears, grated carrot, and mayonnaise; it
seemed quite fantastic, but what turned out to be even more
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fantastic was that we enjoyed it. As for the ice cream, it was
the smoothest, creamiest, covered-with-marshmallows ice
cream that I have ever tasted. They didn't make it like that
in Alexandria.

Except for Sima crying excitedly, "He's asked me to go
necking in the garden; it's some kind of an American sport,
so it should be fun", the evening went smoothly by. The
Marine reappeared and asked me for the last dance.

"Say," he asked, "who's taking you home?"

"Mohamed," I replied.

"Mohamed? He your date?" he wanted to know.

"Oh, no, he's Anny's chauffeur," I explained.

"Well, why don't you send him away, and I'll take you
home in a cab?" he suggested.

"Thank you," 1 said, "but there is no need to go out of
your way. I live quite far out."

"How far? An hour in a cab?" He leered.

"Oh, no, about fifteen minutes or so, but really, there's
Mohamed. It's quite all right."

"Honey," he said, "what's quite all right about Mohamed?
I just want to see that you get home safely."

There seemed no other alternative but to tell him the
shameful truth. "My parents are very strict and only allowed
me to come on condition that I return with Anny's car and
chauffeur. I'm not allowed to go out alone."

"But Honey," he said, "you're not alone; you're with me."

"Yes, but you see, my parents are very strict ..."
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Chuck had it all figured out.

"Let me call your parents," he said. "I'll call them right
away and we'll have a little talk. What's their number?"

"No, no, please," I begged, wondering what Father
would say when the phone rang at this hour and he heard
the Marines had taken over.

"You don't know me, Honey," he said. "I have a way
with parents."

Yes, I could just see that.

"What's the number, Honey? I'll call them and tell them
that I'm taking you home."

There was no other way out, so I made up the first
number that came to my head and fled to Mohamed.

Actually, we need not have worried about how we were
going to get home, for transportation was provided for the
guests, and the Red Cross girl, as she invited us to next
week's dance, explained that it would always be available.

"We understand that nice girls are very strictly
chaperoned in this part of the world," she said, "and we
would like to have nice girls come to our dances, so we're
providing transportation for them. I hope you'll be able to
come every week."

With that, we became regular visitors to the club. The fact
that the Red Cross was in one of the nicest neighborhoods
in town carried great weight with our parents and there were
surprisingly few parental objections when more and more
of our time was taken up with American activities.
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Tongues wagged, of course, as they would have done,
I fancy, even if we had never moved out of the house. And
telephone calls to Mother trebled. But that was Alexandria.

"Marie," the Pekinese would cry. "I saw your daughter
Jacqueline bicycling towards the zoo with the whole crew
of a battleship behind her. Really Marie, she'll never find a
husband after this."

But Mother would reply that Chérie, it was a destroyer,
not a battleship, and nothing could possibly happen to a girl
on a bicycle.

The war has been over for many years now, and the
Americans have long since returned home, some of them to
that other Alexandria in Virginia. But not without leaving
behind them their own special brand of civilization. Should
you get stranded out in the middle of the Sahara, you can
take it from me a suffragi will appear with an ice-cold bottle
of Coca-Cola.
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L was  five o'clock on Christmas Eve and
the Twelfth General Hospital's Ward B looked
very festive with its paper chains and colored
lanterns. That morning, the Friendship Club
had come along in full force with all of its
twelve members and six governesses to put
the finishing touches before the party.
Isabelle had brought along some
poinsettias from her garden. They were
often referred to as daughter-of-the-consul,
perhaps after some consul's redheaded
daughter. They had large red petals and long
stems and they were very decorative, but they
never lasted very long once they had been
cut and put in water. Ad¢le, the artist, had
sketched masses of pin-ups with amusing
captions underneath each one, and some of
us, Beatrice, Yvonne, and Helen, Sima and
Rose, and Mitzi, an attractive Greek girl
whose English governess was known as
the Sphinx, after the gossip magazine, had
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bustled about with cakes and sandwiches sorting them out
on little plates ready to pass round to those who wouldn't be
able to leave their beds.

The governesses were very excited. This was their war,
their battlefield.

"Have you got the paper hats, Chalmers old girl?" asked
the Sphinx, "and the candles for the trees?"

"You haven't forgotten the crackers, have you, Penelope
Amanthe Ethel?" asked Isabelle's nanny.

At six o'clock, one of the doctors was to dress up as
Santa Claus and distribute the gifts, now safely locked in
Sister's room. Some of the gifts we had bought; some of
them Mitzi and Isabelle, who were very clever with their
fingers, had made themselves.

Miss Chalmers had even had the piano brought over from
Beatrice's house, and a little old donkey cart had delivered
it for twenty piasters. As soon as the piano had been hauled
into the ward, one of the convalescents had gone over and
tinkled with the keys. Then, slowly finding himself, he had
played everything from Dixieland to Chopin.

Now the party was in full swing, and because Bill
was there, it was to my feeble mind the most successful,
delightful party I had ever been to. It had been ten days
since Sister had asked me to take that book about fish in to
him, and I had overstayed then, talking my head off until
Mrs. James had come to fetch me and I had jumped up and
bolted like a frightened rabbit.
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"Come back soon," he had called out, and I had come
back every day but one.

When Mother had seemed surprised and said that surly
I wasn't going to the hospital again today, I had mumbled
something about a poor little American who was on his last
legs and who needed cheering up.

Actually, Bill was far from little, being over six feet tall
and built on a large scale like everything American, and he
didn't look as though he needed cheering up. He seemed
most easygoing and relaxed, but of course you could never
tell. There was a man in the ward who looked the picture of
serenity, and yet he worried so much about the wife he had
left behind that he gnawed himselfinto an ulcer. Some people
were like that, Sister said. Well, Bill didn't have a wife, that
much | had gathered, but maybe he had a girl. That was as
good as being engaged, although while the Americans all
seemed to have girls back home, it didn't appear to stop
them for having girls over here too. The pigs.

He looked nice, this Bill. Comfortable to be with. His
eyes were a very clear blue and the eyelids with black
lashes drooped a little at the sides as though to protect their
delicate color. Now he was stopping to say something to
Miss Chalmers and she was giving him a hearty slap on
the back, calling him "my boy", no doubt. He didn't look as
though he minded being the only American in the party and
he had gone around chatting with everybody, breaking into
loud guffaws every now and again. He came over and said,
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"Would you like to dance?"

"Would you?" I said, my mind more and more feeble.

"Sure—I asked you, didn't [?" he laughed.

"Er ... cheek to cheek?" I continued, with my uncanny
gift for saying the wrong thing at the right time.

"Well, that can be arranged, you know," Bill replied.

"Oh, no, I didn't mean it that way," I explained. "It's
immoral, you know."

"Really," he said raising an eyebrow, his blue eyes very
blue, "You tell me."

"I'm not going to tell you another thing. You only laugh
at me."

The day before, Bill had been very amused when I had
told him how strictly chaperoned I was, and he had made
me pea-green with envy with tales of young people in the
States who went out without being trailed by governesses.
When a girl had a date, she introduced the boy to her
family and then they both went out together. No need for
pleading or deceit, or having to move escorted by another
three couples. Out here in Egypt, one didn't go out with a
young man unless one was engaged, and even then, one was
usually heavily chaperoned.

Bill suddenly said, "I'm leaving the hospital next week.
Going back to Payne Field, Cairo."

"That's nice," I said. I didn't think it was nice at all; I

thought it was awful.
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"I was wondering whether we couldn't have lunch
together some place on Wednesday. I don't have to go back
to Cairo until the evening. What do you say?"

"No, er ... I couldn't possibly," I said.

"Not even possibly?" he went on. The Devil take those
blue eyes.

"Er ... no, my parents wouldn't allow me to . . ."

"Would it do any good if I talked to your family?" Bill
asked.

"Oh, no, really, it would be fatal," I said.

Someone was playing "White Christmas". Everyone
began to sing and all those who were able to move gathered
round the piano. Whenever that tune was played, everyone
always joined in. It reminded them of home, I suppose, and
their families sitting round the fire, and all the Christmas
cards on the mantelpiece. We had tried to make the ward
look Christmassy with the big tree glistening with tinsel
and plenty of cotton wool to look like snow. But outside,
there was no snow, only beautiful Egyptian sunshine, and
it was like a spring day in England. Yesterday some of us
had gone to the beach. It had been deserted, as it always
1s in December, but the sea, though cold, was calm and
transparent, and Beatrice had gone in for a swim.

". .. just like the ones I used to know."

Nanny's "boy", Johnny, his burned face still wound in
bandages, lay in bed, his head leaning back against the
wall, motionless, and the man next to him, surrounded by
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his pictures of pin-ups, sat quietly for once, blowing smoke
rings. I looked round the ward at all the faces. Miss Chalmers
was singing better than usual. She had lost her fiancé during
the First World War and still wore the artillery medal he had
given her, and Mrs. James, whose husband had died on the
battlefield during the earlier war, seemed to be gazing out
the window at nothing in particular. And Sister, so brisk
and so efficient—I wondered what her story was. They
were singing, but their faces, as all the faces in the ward,
had softened, and some of them, it was quite obvious, were
miles and miles away.

Miss Chalmers broke the spell by taking over at the
piano and crashing into the opening bars of "Sir Roger de
Coverley". It was one of the pieces she played best, and
the men and the girls quickly formed two lines facing each
other and one couple at a time swung down between the
two rows to the accompaniment of hands clapping. The
nostalgic moment had passed. Mrs. James was squealing
like a schoolgirl as she was swung round and round by a
hefty man with a red beard. Sister looked briskly about her
and went over to have a word with Bill. The man with the
pin-ups sat up holding his one good leg, laughing, and there
was a smile on Johnny's face. It was strange how music
could make and unmake a mood.

The dancing continued gaily for another half-hour or
so, and then it was time for "Auld Lang Syne", which we
sang, hand crossed over hand like a chain, in the middle of

158



%e Conva[escents and One in Particular

the ward. The minute it was over, one of "the boys" called
three cheers for the Friendship Club, which made me so
self-conscious I didn't know where to look. Miss Chalmers
promptly replied with three cheers for "the boys" and the
party was over.

As we were walking down the corridor to leave, Bill
said, "Look, if you've got a spare moment tomorrow, why
don't you drop by?"

We always went to church on Christmas Day, after
which we visited all the distant and not-so-distant aunts and
uncles and cousins. There would be a large family lunch at
Grandmother's place, and in the afternoon we would stay
home, because the relatives would in their turn be visiting
us. Taking all this into consideration, I said I wasn't doing a
thing and would definitely be dropping by.

When 1 arrived home, Mother was in the middle of
dressing, for there were to be about fifty people to dinner
tonight. Karim and his family, Beatrice and her younger
sister Marguerite, and Robert the Eligible, among others.

I was a little concerned about Robert these days. From
one or two hints which the Pekinese had dropped about as
subtly as a club, I had gathered that the list of suitable wives
for Robert had narrowed down to one: me. [ was not looking
forward to the evening. Robert was all right in his own way,
but he was a crashing bore and I wasn't in the least interested
in hearing about the ups and downs of cotton. [ had my own
to worry about. Sometimes, I could imagine myself married
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to Robert, with whom I had nothing in common, living with
cotton day in and day out, and getting a little more bored each
year, while people would say, "There's an excellent marriage
for you, and he's on the board of simply everything, Chérie."

"Mother," I said quickly, "you know that poor little
American who has been very ill in the hospital?"

"Is he dead?" asked Mother.

"No, no, he's better, and he's going back to Payne Field
on Wednesday, probably to get killed." Dead on his feet in
the Long Bar at Shepheards was more likely. "Don't you
think it would be nice to have him over to lunch before he
goes away?" I asked.

Mother put a drop of perfume behind each ear and said,
"Why don't you ask your father, dear?"

Father had already dressed and was taking some clock
to pieces, after which it would work so well it would have
to be replaced, like all the things Father repaired.

"Father," I began, "you know that poor little American
who has been so ill..."

"Is he dead?" asked my Father.

"No, no, he's better and he's leaving soon. Do you think
we could have him over to lunch—to cheer him up, you
know?" I lied.

"Well," Father said, "as long as he's sick, he's safe, |
suppose. But how many other convalescents were you
thinking of having?"
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"Oh, only this one."

"Only one? Why one? Is he the only one who is sick?"
Father asked suspiciously.

"No, no, of course not, and he's not as sick as he was. I
just thought it would be nice to ask him to lunch. He is so
far away from home and everything," I explained, carefully
omitting the fact that Bill had asked me to lunch first.

Mother came in and said, "I think it would be all right
if you could invite a few more from the hospital, don't you
agree, George?" Father said yes, he supposed so, and it
occurred to me that Mother's suggestion was not such a bad
one. If there were a few more convalescents and if I asked
some of my friends, the atmosphere would be more relaxed.
It would be fun.

During the whole evening I thought of Wednesday, and
was in such an exuberant mood and so enthusiastic over every
cotton yarn Robert was spinning that I realized afterwards
I would only have myself to blame if a proposal from
Robert's mother, the Pekinese, came before New Year's Day.

Wednesday rolled round, and Rose and I went along
to the Twelfth General Hospital to fetch Bill and the five
convalescents. They were all waiting downstairs and my
heart sank at the sight of Bill. Except for his hair, which
appeared to have been hit by a runaway lawn mower, he not
only looked very fit, he looked very good in his uniform. It
was the first time I had seen him in anything but the blue
hospital outfit. The jacket sat easily on his big shoulders,
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the buttons shone, the silver wings looked imposing above
a row of ribbons, and the right crease was in the trousers.
He looked like a general. I hoped he would have the sense
to tell Mother how ill he was still feeling. "Hi," he said,
"what's new?"

I stammered something quite unintelligible and we all
piled into the cars. We took the road along the Corniche. In
summer it was always very crowded with streams of cars,
people strolling about in their bright pajamas, and Arabs
grilling corn on their little charcoal fires, but at this time
of the year it was almost deserted, though the sky was still
blue and the sun pleasantly warm. The casinos jutting out
into the water were closed now and already seemed to be
in need of a new coat of paint after the few violent storms
which Alexandria occasionally gets in the wintertime. We
turned right, up the road with the flame trees which were
not flowering now, and into the drive.

The wicker chairs were out on the lawn and everybody
was there—Mother, Father, Mrs. James and Miss Chalmers,
Sima, Beatrice and Helen, but not Yvonne, who was
lunching with Karim and his family. Mrs. James took over
and introductions went off easily, "Mama, Papa ... You
know Lofty Jones, of course," she said.

"Of course," said Mama and Papa, who had never set
eyes on the man before. "And this, Mama," she continued,
"is my Australian boy. I know Christchurch very well
indeed. Oh, is that New Zealand? I was there in 1911, you
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know. I know New Zealand like the back of my hand, and
of course I shall be sixty next birthday, my boy."

She trotted round the Commonwealth, her eyes twinkling
like mad. "And this is Bill, Mama and Papa, my American
boy. You be careful, my boy, don't think you're well because
you're leaving the hospital. I had a friend, or rather my sister
Valerie Jennifer Emma did, who died of jaundice. He was in
the Air Force too. Used to drink himself stupid."

Bill laughed that boisterous roar reminiscent of a
good-natured lion, and I sat down as far away from him as
possible. I heard Mother say sympathetically, "So you're the
American who has been so ill."

I strained my ears to hear what Bill would say.

"Well, Ma'am," replied that clot of a Bill, "it was only a
very mild case of hepatitis. In fact, I rather enjoyed it, and
now of course, I feel just great."

"Oh, great," I thought.

"Really, you feel well?" asked Mother, apparently very
surprised to hear it. Her eyes were like Bill's, only more
innocent. "I must admit you look very fit, although," she
added to my relief, "you should be very careful what you
eat for a long time. Mrs. James is right, hepatitis can be
very nasty." When Mother got hold of a subject, she liked to
work it to death, like Father with his home repairs.

"I suppose," she continued, "that that is why they cut all
your hair off like this. They did it to me when I had typhoid,
but it grows again, thicker and better, so don't worry."
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Across Mrs. James, who was telling her story of the
native who gave her a kiss instead of cheese with the
hysterical laughter that always accompanied it, I heard Bill
say that it wasn't really because of the hepatitis, Ma'am, but
that Americans often cut their hair like that so that the bugs
wouldn't get into it. Well, I thought, if the man wants to be a
diplomat he should give up telling the truth quite so bluntly.

His eyes were really very blue, almost transparent, like
the sea around the Greek Islands. It was difficult not to
notice them, but they looked especially attractive today. It
was probably the beer.

The conversation flowed easily and pleasantly and a
gentle breeze swept through the drooping branches of the
mimosa trees. Basking in the sun like this, with the sound
of the pigeons billing and cooing, the war seemed very far
away, though it wasn't really, and in fact it had brought us
these men who were sitting here in our garden drinking
beer. That was Fate. It had nothing to do with our willing it,
or with the men's wanting to be here. They probably never
dreamed of leaving their own country, except Bill, who said
that as a child he'd spin the globe round and bringing his
finger down on some distant land would think: "Some day,
I'm going to be right there."

Well, here he was, in one of these distant lands. I
wondered if this was what he had expected Egypt to be like.
Maybe all that he had known about it was that it had some
pyramids and that rich tourists went there in the wintertime.
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We had met a much-traveled English couple in Germany
once, who had asked us if we had gas and electricity in
the houses in Egypt. We had been terribly shocked at their
ignorance, but it was true, I supposed, that the fellaheen in
the mud huts didn't have either.

Mrs. James was floating in the Caribbean in a trunk when
Gamal, wearing a red and gold outfit, came along to say
that lunch was ready. The house felt chilly after the warm
December sun, but a nice log fire was blazing in the dining
room, and with the little tree on the table and the crackers, it
felt Christmassy. Lunch wentoftfvery well. Fatherhad by now
discovered that the Australian also liked to fix radios and the
two of them were going to have a session after lunch. Mrs.
James was losing her pants winning the set at Wimbledon.
Mother was cheering Bill, whom she was calling Colonel,
by giving him a long list of all the things he wouldn't be able
to eat for the next five years, and the outspoken Beatrice
shattered us all by saying, "I just love life with a capital
F." It seems she meant Freedom and not what the two
one-track minds on either side of her thought she meant.

The crackers were pulled, the corny jokes read. We put
on the paper hats and drank to a speedy end to the war. After
coffee in the garden, Father and Australia went in to repair
the radio, Mother disappeared to have a quick siesta, and—
leaving the others to play croquet—Bill suggested I show
him the tadpoles in the pond at the bottom of the garden.
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When it was time for the convalescents to leave, Mother
surprised me by asking if I wouldn't like to show Colonel
Carol some of the sights of Alexandria before he caught
his train. When, with rather too much alacrity, I agreed that
it was an excellent idea, she immediately added that, of
course, all the other girls were to go along as well.

We set off, Beatrice, Sima, and Rose in the back, Bill
in the front, and me driving. Driving was one of the few
things Father approved of for girls. Anwar, the latest of
our chauffeurs, had again taken the afternoon off to attend
a wedding, for Anwar went to as many weddings as Elsa
Maxwell, and Father had more than a sneaking suspicion that
most of the weddings existed only in Anwar's imagination.
But he was a nice man, always laughing, and it was difficult
to get angry with him.

After an animated discussion in Armenian which I was
quite unable to understand but which included the words
"Bill" and "Jackie" several times over, Sima and Rose
inquired with their customary eloquence if we didn't think
they were de trop.

"Hey, you two, you don't want us two along too, do
you?"

Naturally, Bill and I protested that no, no, by all means,
their company was always a treat, especially on Bill's last
afternoon in Alexandria, but they finally asked to be dropped
off at the Sporting Club. I said I'd be back to fetch them
later. Beatrice decided to get out as well and take a brisk
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walk round the golf course so that she could think about
what that other word could be which also began with "F."

We drove quietly along the Corniche away from Ramleh
towards Ras el Tin Palace and the Yacht Club. Unlike
Cairo, which, though cosmopolitan, teems with Eastern
atmosphere, there wasn't much to see in Alexandria. True,
there were the Catacombs, the Greco-Roman Museum and
the Antoniadis Gardens, but that wasn't the real Alexandria.
The familiar sights were not so much Pompey's Pillar as
the pompous Mohamed Aly Club where the prosperous
pashas and businessmen sat on their balcony overlooking
Rue Fouad staring gloomily at everything about them.
Alexandria undoubtedly had a charm of its own, a certain
"something", but it didn't hit one. It was far more subtle and
far more pervading. It was in the little streets of Ramleh
with their sweet scent of honeysuckle, in the smooth
summer nights loud with the weird voices of frogs, even
in the sad passé-looking buildings downtown. Alexandria,
once the city of Alexander the Great, now no more than a
Mediterranean port, exercised a very melancholy and very
real fascination.

We were coming to Anfouchy with its fish market, and
passing through the less salubrious part of Alexandria. On
a corner of the beach, disfigured old boats dried in the sun,
and children in rags and pajamas flew their homemade
kites with youthful abandon as they walked straight into the
oncoming cars. A tram swung out of a side street and onto
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the Corniche, but I did not dare overtake it, for people clung
to it like grapes to a vine, and I knew they were in the habit
of jumping off without so much as glancing behind them.
Two youths raced up madly, and, having caught the tram,
crouched precariously on the bumpers, laughing. The sea
just beyond was blue and still, and a very dark-skinned man
stood on a reef, water up to his ankles, a basket on one arm,
a rod in the other, fishing.

The road again straightened out and widened, the tram
disappeared, and so did the children, the noise, and the
buildings with their washing hanging outside the windows.
We passed by Ras el Tin Palace and its smartly clad guards
and came to the Yacht Club.

It was one of the spots I liked best in Alexandria, quiet
and peaceful, with a magnificent view of the harbor and
lighthouse, and the tea was always plain but good: hot
buttered toast and apricot jam, English biscuit and fruitcake.
Hardly anyone came at this time of the year, but one quick
look and I recognized the Pekinese's car and chauffeur in
the otherwise deserted parking lot. She was probably there
with her friend the Bulldog, waiting to pounce on just such
a piece of juicy gossip as the sight of George and Marie's
daughter with a Man Who Was Not A Lebanese. That did
it. I turned the car round quickly, determined to put as
many miles as possible between the Pekinese and myself.
My reputation would not be able to stand u