frame of mind differ from his normal disposition? How does he test his
experience? What does he learn from the physician, neurologist, and
psychiatrist?

3. What is the meaning of the end of the story? What philosophical issues
does the story raise about human experience?

4. Why is the main character unnamed? Is the allegorical style appropri-
ate? Why or why not?

@ ALIFA RIFAAT

Alifa Rifaat (b. 1930) is considered an important new voice in Egyptian
literature. She is in her early sixties and lives in Cairo with her family. The
widow of a police officer, she spent most of her married life in the Egyptian
countryside, an experience that provides the basis for much of her writing. To
date, she has published two collections of stories in Arabic and a selection of
her work has appeared in English under the title Distant View of a Minaret
(1983). Her stories have been included in several recent anthologies. “Another
Evening at the Club” explores malelfemale relations in a modern postcolonial
setting.

Another Evening at the Club

I n a state of tension, she awaited the return of her husband. At a loss to

predict what would happen between them, she moved herself back and

forth in the rocking chair on the wide wooden verandah that ran along the
bank and occupied part of the river itself, its supports being fixed in the
river bed, while around it grew grasses and reeds. As though to banish her
apprehension, she passed her fingers across her hair. The spectres of the
eucalyptus trees ranged along the garden fence rocked before her gaze,
with white egrets slumbering on their high branches like huge white flow-
ers among the thin leaves.

The crescent moon rose from behind the eastern mountains and the
peaks of the gently stirring waves glistened in its feeble rays, intermingled
with threads of light leaking from the houses of Manfalout scattered along
the opposite bank. The coloured bulbs fixed to the trees in the garden of
the club at the far end of the town stood out against the surrounding
darkness. Somewhere over there her husband now sat, most likely en-
grossed in a game of chess.

It was only a few years ago that she had first laid eyes on him at her
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father’s house, meeting his gaze that weighed up her beauty and priced it
before offering the dowry. She had noted his eyes ranging over her as she
presented him with the coffee in the Japanese cups that were kept safely
locked away in the cupboard for important guests. Her mother had herself
laid them out on the silver-plated tray with its elaborately embroidered
spread. When the two men had taken their coffee, her father had looked
up at her with a smile and had told her to sit down, and she had seated
herself on the sofa facing them, drawing the end of her dress over her
knees and looking through lowered lids at the man who might choose her
as his wife. She had been glad to see that he was tall, well-built and
clean-shaven except for a thin greying moustache. In particular she noticed
the well-cut coat of English tweed and the silk shirt with gold links. She
had felt herself blushing as she saw him returning her gaze. Then the man
turned to her father and took out a gold case and offered him a cigarette.

“You really shouldn’t, my dear sir,” said her father, patting his chest
with his left hand and extracting a cigarette with trembling fingers. Before
he could bring out his box of matches Abboud Bey had produced his
lighter.

“No, after you, my dear sir,” said her father in embarrassment. Mingled
with her sense of excitement at this man who gave out such an air of
worldly self-confidence was a guilty shame at her father’s inadequacy.

After lighting her father’s cigarette Abboud Bey sat back, crossing his
legs, and took out a cigarette for himself. He tapped it against the case
before putting it in the corner of his mouth and lighting it, then blew out
circles of smoke that followed each other across the room.

“It's a great honour for us, my son,” said her father, smiling first at
Abboud Bey, then at his daughter, at which Abboud Bey looked across at
her and asked:

“And the beautiful little girl's still at secondary school?”

She lowered her head modestly and her father had answered:

“As from today she’ll be staying at home in readiness for your happy life
together, Allah permitting,” and at a glance from her father she had hur-
ried off to join her mother in the kitchen.

“You're a lucky girl,” her mother had told her. “He’s a real find. Any
girl would be happy to have him. He’s an Inspector of Irrigation though
he’s not yet forty. He earns a big salary and gets a fully furnished govern-
ment house wherever he’s posted, which will save us the expense of set-
ting up a house—and I don't have to tell you what our situation is—and
that's besides the house he owns in Alexandria where you’ll be spending
your holidays.”

Samia had wondered to herself how such a splendid suitor had found
his way to her door. Who had told him that Mr. Mahmoud Barakat, a mere
clerk at the Court of Appeal, had a beautiful daughter of good reputation?

The days were then taken up with going the rounds of Cairo’s shops
and choosing clothes for the new grand life she would be living. This was
made possible by her father borrowing on the security of his government
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pension. Abboud Bey, on his part, never visited her without bringing a
present. For her birthday, just before they were married, he bought her an
emerald ring that came in a plush box bearing the name of a well-known
jeweller in Kasr el-Nil Street. On her wedding night, as he put a diamond
bracelet round her wrist, he had reminded her that she was marrying
someone with a brilliant career in front of him and that one of the most
important things in life was the opinion of others, particularly one’s equals
and seniors. Though she was still only a young girl she must try to act with
suitable dignity.

““Tell people you're from the well-known Barakat family and that your
father was a judge,” and he went up to her and gently patted her cheeks
in a fatherly, reassuring gesture that he was often to repeat during their
times together.

Then, yesterday evening, she had returned from the club somewhat
light-headed from the bottle of beer she had been required to drink on
the occasion of someone’s birthday. Her husband, noting the state she
was in, hurriedly took her back home. She had undressed and put on
her nightgown, leaving her jewellery on the dressing-table, and was fast
asleep seconds after getting into bed. The following morning, fully re-
covered, she slept late, then rang the bell as usual and had breakfast
brought to her. It was only as she was putting her jewellery away in the
wooden and mother-of-pearl box that she realized her emerald ring was
missing.

Could it have dropped from her finger at the club? In the car on the way
back? No, she distinctly remembered it last thing at night, remembered the
usual difficulty she had in getting it off her finger. She stripped the bed of
its sheets, turned over the mattress, looked inside the pillow cases, crawled
on hands and knees under the bed. The tray of breakfast lying on the small
bedside table caught her eye and she remembered the young servant com-
ing in that morning with it, remembered the noise of the tray being put
down, the curtains being drawn, the tray then being lifted up again and
placed on the bedside table. No one but the servant had entered the room.
Should she call her and question her?

Eventually, having taken two aspirins, she decided to do nothing and
await the return of her husband from work.

Directly he arrived she told him what had happened and he took her by
the arm and seated her down beside him:

“Let’s just calm down and go over what happened.”

She repeated, this time with further details, the whole story.

“And you've looked for it?”

“Everywhere. Every possible and impossible place in the bedroom and
the bathroom. You see, I remember distinctly taking it off last night.”

He grimaced at the thought of last night, then said:

“Anybody been in the room since Gazia when she brought in the break-
fast?”

“Not a soul. I've even told Gazia not to do the room today.”
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“And you've not mentioned anything to her?”

“I tnought I'd better leave it to you.”

“Fine, go and tell her I want to speak to her. There’s no point in your
saying anything but I think it would be as well if you were present when
I talk to her.”

Five minutes later Gazia, the young servant girl they had recently em-
ployed, entered behind her mistress. Samia took herself to a far corner of
the room while Gazia stood in front of Abboud Bey, her hands folded
across her chest, her eyes lowered.

“Yes, sir?”’

““Where's the ring?”

“What ring are you talking about, sir?”

“Now don’t make out you don’t know. The one with the green stone. It
would be better for you if you hand it over and then nothing more need be
said.”

“‘May Allah blind me if I've set eyes on it.”

He stood up and gave her a sudden slap on the face. The girl reeled
back, put one hand to her cheek, then lowered it again to her chest and
made no answer to any of Abboud’s questions. Finally he said to her:

“You've got just fifteen seconds to say where you’ve hidden the ring or
else, 1 swear to you, you're not going to have a good time of it.”

As he lifted up his arm to look at his watch the girl flinched slightly but
continued in her silence. When he went to the telephone Samia raised her
head and saw that the girl’s cheeks were wet with tears. Abboud Bey got
through to the Superintendent of Police and told him briefly what had
occurred.

“Of course 1 haven’t got any actual proof but seeing that no one else
entered the room, it's obvious she’s pinched it. Anyway I'll leave the
matter in your capable hands—I know your people have their ways and
means.”

He gave a short laugh, then listened for a while and said: “I'm really
most grateful to you.”

He put down the receiver and turned round to Samia:

“That's it, my dear. There’s nothing more to worry about. The Super-
intendent has promised me we’ll get it back. The patrol car’s on the way.”

The following day, in the late afternoon, she’d been sitting in front of her
dressing-table rearranging her jewellery in its box when an earring slipped
from her grasp and fell to the floor. As she bent to pick it up she saw the
emerald ring stuck between the leg of the table and the wall. Since that
moment she had sat in a state of panic awaiting her husband’s return from
the club. She even felt tempted to walk down to the water’s edge and
throw it into the river so as to be rid of the unpleasantness that lay ahead.

At the sound of the screech of tyres rounding the house to the garage,
she slipped the ring onto her finger. As he entered she stood up and raised
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her hand to show him the ring. Quickly, trying to choose her words but
knowing that she was expressing herself clumsily, she explained what an
extraordinary thing it was that it should have lodged itself between the
dressing-table and the wall, what an extraordinary coincidence she should
have dropped the earring and so seen it, how she’d thought of ringing him
at the club to tell him the good news but . . .

She stopped in mid-sentence when she saw his frown and added
weakly: “I'm sorry. I can’t think how it could have happened. What do we
do now?”

He shrugged his shoulders as though in surprise.

“’Are you asking me, my dear lady? Nothing of course.”

“But they've been beating up the girl—you yourself said they’d not let
her be till she confessed.”

Unhurriedly, he sat himself dewn as though to consider this new aspect
of the matter. Taking out his case, he tapped a cigarette against it in his
accustomed manner, then moistened his lips, put the cigarette in place and
lit it. The smoke rings hovered in the still air as he looked at his watch and
said:

“In any case she’s not got all that long before they let her go. They can’t
keep her for more than forty-eight hours without getting any evidence or
a confession. It won't kill her to put up with things for a while longer. By
now the whole town knows the servant stole the ring—or would you like
me to tell everyone: “‘Look, folks, the fact is that the wife got a bit tiddly on
a couple of sips of beer and the ring took off on its own and hid itself
behind the dressing-table.”? What do you think?”

] know the situation’s a bit awkward . . .”

“ Awkward? It's downright ludicrous. Listen, there’s nothing to be done
but to give it to me and the next time I go down to Cairo I'll sell it and get
something else in its place. We’d be the laughing-stock of the town.”

He stretched out his hand and she found herself taking off the ring and
placing it in the outstretched palm. She was careful that their eyes should
not meet. For a moment she was on the point of protesting and in fact
uttered a few words:

“1'd just like to say we could . . .”

Putting the ring away in his pocket, he bent over her and with both
hands gently patted her on the cheeks. It was a gesture she had long
become used to, a gesture that promised her continued security, that told
her that this man who was her husband and the father of her child had also
taken the place of her father who, as though assured that he had found her
a suitable substitute, had followed up her marriage with his own funeral.
The gesture told her more eloquently than any words that he was the man,
she the woman, he the one who carried the responsibilities, made the
decisions, she the one whose role it was to be beautiful, happy, carefree.
Now, though, for the first time in their life together the gesture came like
a slap in the face.

RIFAAT e ANOTHER EVENING AT THE CLUB 57

44

45
46
47

48

49

50
51

52

53
54



Directly he removed his hands her whole body was seized with an
uncontrollable trembling. Frightened he would notice, she rose to her feet
and walked with deliberate steps towards the large window. She leaned
her forehead against the comforting cold surface and closed her eyes tightly
for several seconds. When she opened them she noticed that the café lights
strung between the trees on the opposite shore had been turned on and
that there were men seated under them and a waiter moving among the
tables. The dark shape of a boat momentarily blocked out the café scene; in
the light from the hurricane lamp hanging from its bow she saw it cutting
through several of those floating islands of Nile waterlilies that, rootless,
are swept along with the current.

Suddenly she became aware of his presence alongside her.

“Why don’t you go and change quickly while I take the car out? It's hot
and it would be nice to have supper at the club.”

“As you like. Why not?”

By the time she had turned round from the window she was smiling.

Translated from the Arabic by Denys Johnson-Davies

STUDY QUESTIONS

—

What does the story tell you about gender and class relations in Egypt?
2. To what extent is the story an exploration of the way middle-class
Egyptians combine traditional and foreign beliefs and behavior?
3. How would you characterize Samia and Abboud Bey and their rela-
tionship? What is the basis for their marriage?
. What is the significance of the ring?
. Discuss the ending. Why is Samia smiling?

U1

@ NawarL EL SAADAWI

Nawal El Saadawi (b. 1930) is an internationally acclaimed Egyptian feminist
writer and intellectual. Born in Cairo, she completed her secondary and college
education in Egypt and later studied at Columbia University in New York.
She has worked as a physician and a psychiatrist in Cairo and in the rural
areas of Egypt. She is the author of seven novels, four collections of short
stories, and five nonfiction books. Much of her work is deemed controversial
because it openly challenges the traditional role of women in Arab society, and
in this A Modern Love Letter'" is typical. She lost her position as Director of
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Education in the Ministry of Health because of her outspoken views, and the
publication of her book Women and Sex (1972). She was later imprisoned for
several months. Since her release in 1982, she has been active in pan-Arab
women'’s organizations.

A Modern Love Letter

I am writing this letter to you, my friend, so that you may perhaps under-

stand me or that I may perhaps understand myself. The attempt may
come to nothing, for who is able to understand himself or the other? Who
is able to break the shell? Just as attempting to break it merely confirms that
it is not broken, so attempting to understand only increases the feeling of
not understanding. And yet I try. I realize for certain that the attempt is
futile but that does not stop me trying, just as I do not give up living my
life, knowing that death is inevitable.

You may or may not be surprised that I call this a love letter, since in our
relationship we have never mentioned the word love. We may have used
other words, like affection or friendship or esteem. But these words are
meaningless, imprecise. What is the meaning of the word ‘affection” which
we once used to describe our relationship? It doesn’t mean a thing. It
means neither love nor lack of love, but is a halfway feeling between love
and no love, a halfway position between something and nothing, when a
person loves and doesn't love, is angry and is not angry, hates and doesn’t
hate, speaks and doesn’t speak, and always holds the rope in the centre.
It is that fluid moderate position in everything which psychologists praise
and to which they give the name mental health. Such health, in their view,
consists of moderation in all things—in intelligence, in enthusiasm, in love,
in hate, in ambition, in honesty.

And because honesty knows no moderation, so a person must lie to a
certain extent to win the stamp of mental health from psychologists. And
since love, like honesty, knows no moderation, so the word ‘affection’
means nothing in a relationship.

What is the relationship between us? How did it develop? Did it have a
starting point? Did it, in other words, begin at the first meeting or at the
last meeting or in the middle? I try now to gather the threads of my
memory, to recall when the first meeting was, how your features appeared
to me. The attempt seems to me now to be impossible, like trying to
remember the first time I saw my face in the mirror. Or my mother’s face.
Or that of my father. There are some features which, the moment we set
eyes on them, appear as though we have known them all along, as though
they were part of us or within us and not external to us. Do you remember
the first time you saw me? When was it? In your office? In my office? In
your house? In my house? In a field or at one of those gatherings where
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