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Memento: an excerpt from a family 
memoir of Egypt

“They must all be shredded,” said my aunt, 
ignoring the look on my face. Shredded? She 
had just finished telling me she had a suit-
case full of letters, correspondence between 
my grandfather and his father written over 
the course of a decade. I wasn’t sure if she 
meant she had a literal suitcase, or if it was 
just a word that conjured an amount. In any 
case, she said she had lots of letters from the 
early part of the last century, all of them in 
Arabic.

“Those are private letters,” she snapped 
when I asked if I could see them. “My father 
would never want them published, they’re 
mostly about all the nasty things his step-
mother did to him.”

We sat at the dining room table adjacent to 
her kitchen, she in her daffodil-yellow dress 
and I in my halter-top and shredded jeans. It 
was a hot summer day in Washington, and I 
had taken the train down from New York to 
stay with her for the weekend. I mentioned I 
wanted to write something about my grand-
father, but the minute I sat down to face my 
aunt, I was no longer sure what to ask.

She tuned the radio to her favorite classical 
music station and turned it up loud. As she 
filled the kettle, I surveyed the apartment 
from where I sat. I could see into the little 
alcove where she kept her books and pa-
pers. There were three walls of floor-to-ceil-
ing bookshelves and a low table covered with 
magazines and mail order catalogues. Was 
the suitcase of letters in there?

“My grandfather didn’t write to my father 
himself,” she said, sitting down. “He dictated 
letters to his secretary. Most of them mention 
my father’s stepmother. She was very domi-
neering. The letters are full of complaining: 
‘The Sitt wants this, and the Sitt wants that…’

“The Sitt?” I asked.

“The Sitt. That’s what we called her: al-Sitt,” 
my aunt said. “It means grande dame or lady 
of the house. My father left all the letters to 
me, and I have to read them before I can de-
stroy them. I want to see what that woman 
had been up to.”

I breathed easier. But I didn’t ask again to see 
the letters.

“I never met my step-grandmother,” she 
continued. “I was told that when I was born, 
al- Sitt didn’t want to see me. My father took 
my mother to meet her, and I’m surprised 
she agreed to 2 go. Al-Sitt was a large wom-
an, and my mother said she felt like a mouse 
walking behind an elephant. I think I may 
have sent your mother a picture.”

I wondered where that picture might be.

“When my father was still very young, he 
wrote a lot of poetry. He published his first 
collection of poems when he was just a lit-
tle boy. His father hosted literary salons and 
all kinds of people came. His mother—Am-
ina, after whom you are named—was also a 
poet. She divorced his father when he took 
the fat one as his second wife. Al-Sitt had two 
daughters and a niece, young Zeinab. My poor 
father fell in love with Zeinab and wanted to 
marry her, but al-Sitt interfered and mar-
ried the girl off to someone else. My father 

was despondent. That’s when he wrote what 
are now his most famous love poems. He was 
barely 20. His father told him he could not 
make a living out of poetry and he had to find 
a profession, so he chose medicine, and his 
father sent him to school in England. That’s 
when they started corresponding.”

My aunt got up and hobbled into the kitchen 
to return with a plate of bread and cheese. 
Gibna beida, the kind you get in Egypt.

“My father inherited land from his father near 
Alexandria. But on the day they buried his 
father, his stepmother ran to the courts to 
get a judgment that all the land should go to 
her. Al-Sitt, that horrible woman! And she got 
away with it. So my father didn’t get anything, 
really.”

Our conversation turned to my grandfather’s 
second wife, an American named Constance. 
Snapshots show a pale, unsmiling woman 
with flowing strawberry blond hair.

“One day, the Saudi ambassador in New York 
said ‘Congratulations!’ and I said for what? 
And he said: ‘I hear your father got married 
again.’ And I said: What? Where? And he said: 
‘It’s published here in al-Huda newspaper.’ 
I was furious. I called my father and said ‘I 
don’t want to ever speak to you again, I’m not 
coming home!’ I was livid! None of us was 
present for the wedding, none of us knew. If 
he had only said something! And no, she was 
not particularly nice. In fact, I think she had a 
boyfriend just before my father died. And my 
father said, ‘If she has a boyfriend, I’m going 
to kill her!’ and I said, ‘No, no, no, Daddy, I’m 
just speculating!’ Later on, a friend said our 
father was lonely and needed companionship, 
and that for us to deny him marriage with this 
lady he felt strongly about was pure selfish-
ness. I thought, well, maybe she’s right. We 
are selfish.”

Constance had a child from her previous mar-
riage to Khalil al-Rawaf, a Saudi camel trader 
and war correspondent. He was the first Arab 
to appear in a Hollywood film, a 1937 John 
Wayne movie called I Cover the War!

“My father would hang around the Saudi del-
egation in New York and ask for money for 
whatever project he was publishing. Some-
how he met Constance. One day, she came 
over to our house and said her husband was 
trying to murder her and that he threw an 
ashtray at her head, and could she come and 
stay with us. I was in Washington and I had 
no idea what was going on. She brought her 
baby with her, who was in diapers. My broth-
er would carry him around. I would come 
home on holiday and find diapers hanging to 
dry on all the chairs. I’d have a fit. And then 
all my silver that had belonged to my moth-
er was being used. Constance was using our 
best crystal for her pens and pencils. We 
kept telling my father we wanted her out. But 
my father said no, that would be cruel, she 
has nowhere else to go. Finally, the three of 
us made such a big fuss, my father rented 
a room in Manhattan for himself and Con-
stance.”

Constance was a serial divorcée. Her first 
husband was the American modernist paint-
er John D. Graham, born Ivan Gratianovitch 
Dombrowsky in Kiev in 1886. They met in 
Paris when she was twenty and he was fifty, 

and moved to Brooklyn Heights, around the 
corner from Adolph Gottlieb and David Smith. 
Graham had begun working for Hilla Rebay 
who co-founded the Guggenheim Museum. 
Eventually, they ran out of money and moved 
to Mexico. Graham’s file in the Smithsonian 
Archive of American Art includes photographs 
of Constance in Paris. She is in a room filled 
with paintings and African masks. It reminds 
me of the famous photographs of André Der-
ain’s studio and Picasso at the Bateau-Lavoir.

One time, the story goes, my uncle came 
home from his tour in Lebanon and decided to 
drop in on his father at their house in Queens. 
But Constance was home alone. When she 
heard my uncle come in, she called up from 
the cellar. She said she was installing book-
shelves and needed help. My uncle arrived at 
the bottom of the stairs in the semi-darkness 
to find Constance bent forward over a table, 
her skirt lifted up, bare from the waist down.

“Constance! She stole everything!” said my 
aunt. “She stole the jewelry that our mother 
left to us. She just helped herself to it. My fa-
ther’s will was not witnessed so it was con-
sidered intestate. The house was supposed to 
be divided between the three of us. Well, none 
of us got anything.”

Constance lived into her nineties. She be-
came quite senile. My uncle’s kids, who had 
heard all the stories, would spot her roaming 
the aisles of Gristedes in an opera cape, her 
long grey hair billowing around her as she 
piled bottles of ginger ale and Entenmann’s 
cheesecake into her shopping cart. 

_____

Late in life, my aunt would call me whenever 
she remembered something. People, plac-
es. Snatches of conversation. One night, she 
called to tell me a story about Zeinab—the 
Zeinab, whose name graced the pages of my 
grandfather’s early love poems, the real rea-
son he was sent to London (where he met 
my grandmother). My aunt was visiting Cai-
ro when Uncle Hosni telephoned to ask her 
to visit Zeinab. “She’s still around,” he said. 
“She would love for you to pay her a call. 
She’s getting old, you know, so do it soon.”

“She was an old woman by then,” said my 
aunt. “We sat in her living room and talked 
about my father, and I told her how we left 
Egypt. I told her about New York, and how he 
died. I noticed framed photos of her family on 
the wall...”

There was a pause. The phone line crackled. 
“Are you still there?” I asked.

My aunt’s voice quavered. “Zeinab took down 
a photo and handed it to me. It was a portrait 
of my father when she first met him. She kept 
it all those years.”

____

After my aunt passed away, I discovered the 
suitcase full of letters. It was sitting on the 
floor in the alcove. Hundreds of letters writ-
ten in Arabic. With them was a portrait of my 
grandfather as a young man. He is seated and 
holding a book. I searched his face. His gaze, 
luminous and expectant, looks towards the 
future. I wondered if he had already fallen in 
love, or if it was just about to happen.


