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 We are flying on the edge of a 
storm, the barren wilderness of the West-
ern Desert lying somewhere beneath us. 
I look past Hoda through the small oval 
window at the clouds of burnt grey dust 
gathering and churning in mid-air. The 
plane shudders on violent gusts that ap-
pear to follow no pattern, and our fellow 
passengers begin to pray, some loudly, 
others murmuring to themselves while 
clutching their armrests. I look at Hoda, 
and her face is lit up like a kid at a circus. 
The plane circles again and again, and 
finallytouches down, taxis and lurches to 
a halt. The passengers stop praying and 
jump up to stand in the aisle with the fas-
ten seatbelt lights still on.
 We descend the rolling staircase 
with our carry-on bags to stand on the 
hot, sticky tarmac, and shade our eyes to 
scan the crowd. At last, we spot the small 
group waiting for us near the airport 
building: Uncle Magdi and Aunt Zeineb, 
their daughters and two grandchildren, 
my mother’s cousin Zahia and her grown 
daughter Jehan. They came in two cars. 
We all talk at once, gesturing and ex-
claiming, whirlpools of dust spinning at 
our ankles as we hug and pull apart, and 
then squeeze into Magdi’s little black and
yellow sedan with Hoda in the front seat.
 We merge into traffic. Magdi is 
unfazed by the trucks, cars and motorcy-
cles swerving and honking their horns. 
He gives us the tour and laughs at his 
own jokes, just as he did when I visited 
two summers before. We drive with the 
windows rolled up, and the early morning 
sunlight glints off distant buildings as we 
hurtle through the outskirts of the city.
 By the time we arrive downtown, 
the winds have died. I notice that the dust 
has left a brownish deposit on the tired 
awnings of cafes and in the creases of 
tablecloths. It thickens the fur of stray 
animals and the hair and clothes of chil-
dren who, having escaped their mothers, 
run outside to play in the street. But by 
late morning, people have wiped all the 
surfaces and everything looks more or 
less clean, and I think this is a miracle. 
Old men sell gleaming lemons from carts 
and cucumbers from baskets. A woman
with the profile of a bird flicks grit from a 
wooden tray of cooling bread, and a man 
in a spotless white suit pulls plastic buck-

ets of gladiolas and purple heather onto 
the street from inside his flower shop.
 We spend the day at the apartment 
on Kasr el-Nil Street. It is dark and pleas-
ant, high ceilinged, and the marble floors 
are cool underfoot. Zeineb puts out small 
dishes of salads and bread, and later, tea 
is served. The grandchildren take turns 
sitting on our laps.
 When Hoda and I are too tired to 
stay awake, Magdi and Zeineb drive us to 
their spare flat in Heliopolis. They show 
us how to coax a dial tone from their 
phone and how to light the stove, they 
warn us about the tap water and then 
leave us on our own. Hoda stands on the 
balcony with her camera, looking out at 
the darkening sky with its twinkling lights, 
the city spread before us.
 At dawn, the muezzins perform the 
call to prayer all at once but not in unison, 
their voices amplified through loudspeak-
ers perched on minarets across the city. 
The sound is electronic and also ancient, 
and the voices come together and sepa-
rate, rushing toward us before slipping 
away as we strain to disentangle them.
 Moments later I become aware 
of something, a sensation on the pillow 
beneath my cheek and a gluey substance 
coating my tongue. My eyelashes feel 
strange. I sit up and look around, and it 
hits me that Hoda and I forgot to close 
the shutters the night before. The winds 
returned, following a pattern after
all, gusting into the apartment, bringing 
the dust, which settled on every surface 
while we, exhausted, slept.
 I pull myself out of bed. I find rags 
under the sink and a bucket, and I be-
gin to use them. Hoda is already clean-
ing, and I see that her expression has 
changed. She is no longer a child at the 
circus, she is my mother again.
 We spend the morning wiping 
everything down, the slats in the shut-
ters, the refrigerator door, the telephone 
cord. We change the sheets, shake the 
curtains, beat the rugs over the balcony 
railing, wipe the chairs and the picture 
frames, and wash the tea glasses we left 
out. As we clean, my dislike and distrust 
of the dust begins to fade, and I see that 
it has reinvented everything in stone, and 
that by inhabiting our bodies, it has trans-
formed us into living monuments.

 After a few moments, we have 
washed it all away, reclaiming everything, 
including our own skin. Hoda lights the 
stove as I fill the kettle, and we sit down 
on the freshly polished chairs, the city
having quietly indoctrinated us in this 
timeless and most mundane of routines.

***
 It was easier to treat Egypt as a 
memory. It was better to never consider 
returning, and so this trip, our adventure 
together, came as an anomaly. It went 
against the flow of Hoda’s adult decisions 
and her time-tested sense of limitations. 
The family routines, the local dramas of 
childhood and teenage years, these still 
existed for her, but they shimmered at a 
distance. Detached from her life in New 
York, their truth had been cordoned off. 
And yet, the fact of that world persisted, it 
emanated from mementos and
snapshots, and the half-remembered sto-
ries that she, Ramzy and Safi told and re-
told. Hoda bloomed from a frumpy teen, 
expanding in ways that would have once 
been unimaginable. Her former self and 
her life in Alexandria had begun to dis-
solve, its force ebbing from the moment 
she abandoned it. Everything:
her house, her street with its majestic 
plane trees, her local landmark Wabour 
al-Maya, her father’s beehives, her girl-
friends, her dog Spotty, her school, the 
shrapnel she collected during the war, 
the public gardens and monuments 
where she and her friends walked and 
photographed each other, the Coptic
cemetery where she buried her mother 
“in haste”, the sweeping arc of the Cor-
niche with its cafes and the
warm stones of Italianate apartment 
buildings that reflected the sunlight com-
ing off the Mediterranean,
the tram rides and the monthly trips by 
donkey cart to their apiaries in the Del-
ta, their cabana at Stanley Beach, the 
shops where she and her mother bought 
shoes, the ubiquitous ruins from ancient 
worlds—everything she knew, the small 
things that embodied life, ebbed from her 
grasp and began todematerialize from 
the moment of her departure. Years later, 
without meaning to, she instilled these
ghosts in me, and without realizing it, I 
found ways to reanimate them.

Arrival


