Chapter I

Home. To most it is a restful place, a warm nest, somewhere children are cuddled, loved, cared for, appreciated, welcome. What I was living in, as an upcoming teenager, was not a regular home. It was a physical structure all right, but it was far from being the nurturing environment that I was used to. 

“Had Mary been a few years older she could have taken over the household duties,” I heard over and over, after Mama’s death. I was only nine. I was the “girl” in the family, the predestined caretaker in Mama’s absence, never mind age. Such attitude offended me. Did that mean no more playing ball, playing games with my older brother or mixing in with the neighbors’ children? “Household duties” sounded foreboding, like overseeing the laundering, cooking time consuming meals which included shopping as well, cleaning house, sewing and such. It was a tall order for little me. 

For a while my happy-go-lucky years seemed at risk. The dilemma was solved when a stepmother moved in and found an equitable solution. She divided our household into two distinct areas of governance. She took care of her husband, and my older brother, only three years my senior, and I took care of us and our younger sibling until I until I grew a few years older. This division of love and labor was an ideal solution from her point of view. In the meantime my brother and I leaped to maturity in one gigantic step.
Survival in a divided home was tough. Tears did not provide a solution. Hopelessness was driving to insanity. Diaries became a solace, for a while. In a few years I created my own guided imagery, a technique I was unaware of but learned by instinct. It was the  dreamland I resorted to when every glimmer of hope for relief quit the horizon. 
“She looks dazed,” stepmother complained always, “she’s not focused.”

She was right. I had moved to utopia. 

Books were another alternative to ease tension. I read voraciously anything I could lay hands on, to step out of our intellectually deserted habitat. It was a pleasure seldom allowed, because household chores took priority. However, despite the rules no one could stop my passion, when the alternative was emotional asphyxiation. I managed to read in the dark, on my way to school, in the restroom, in any hidden nook where I could not be found. Unable and unwilling to divulge my unhappiness to teachers, friends at school or extended family, for fear of repercussions in case word reached home, I lived in a closet of secrecy. Books fired my imagination, and transported me into my own magic world where peace and love reigned. Yes, I was suppressed at home, but not conquered. Under the dreamer’s veneer I was a boiling pressure cooker, dangerously close to explosion.
World War II ended. Taped windows, black curtains and rations gradually disappeared, and street lights came back in Cairo, Egypt. The British soldiers were packing to return to their homeland, and older brother left home leaving me destitute without support. At fourteen I was about to be confined at home for good to attend to my “domestic” responsibilities, were it not for a stroke of luck, or perhaps for the connivance of extended family and my ex-teachers, that landed me in an English High school. For the next four years my horizon expanded from a narrow traditional mentality into a more tolerable and expansive world that ill agreed with my conservative roots. 
Although I did not realize then, learning English made a pivotal change in my life. Not only it endowed me with an extensively used foreign language, it also enriched my basic knowledge of French with a rich vocabulary, it provided avenues for fresh thoughts and a more objective approach to nationalism. It also allowed me depth of vision in dealing with different cultures, starting from the diverse student body to employment with foreign companies and eventually the United Nations. That is when I became dissected, part of me longing to remain in the embryo of my ethnic community, part of me attracted to different cultures, and another part struggling with loyalty to my host country that inevitably influenced me by osmosis. Though I did not realize it then, learning the English language was a pivotal change that created opportunity and havoc, a lifelong struggle with national pride, and a search for identity and belonging in the tumultuous world of the Middle East. After all I was born to immigrant Armenian parents, and though Egypt was an excellent host to the Armenian community, most of them survivors of the 1915 genocide in Turkey, a majority of them did not even speak the local Arabic language, nor did I. Egypt being at the crossroads of Europe and the Middle East, it had become cosmopolitan mosaic of foreign settlers, Jews, Italians, Greeks, Maltese, minor communities of French, English, Germans and the Diplomatic Corps of course. As the child of displaced parents I lacked the security of a permanent home and my English orientation distanced me further from the local community. I did not have a sense of belonging but then, where was home? 

Thus, inner and outer conflicts were the compelling forces that nurtured the idea of leaving home, in search of different pastures. In addition, the unfair treatment of women, as secondary citizens, infuriated me, starting from the oppressive ambiance at home. I was regarded upon as a servile creature destined for the bedroom and the sink. I wanted to belong to the intellectual salons. For a girl with an unheard voice, realizing my ambitions was a tall order. Undaunted by the monumental wall of obstacles I had made up my mind that I would live differently. The seeds of freedom had been planted in my head and the Grand Escape started germinating. 

The grass is greener in the neighbor’s yard and I wanted to be there. I was always a dreamer. Family and school was the only world I knew. A very secluded life I had to fall on myself to create a world that was beyond the seclusion. Books were my companion, if I could ever access them. I read voraciously because my inner world 

An easily collapsible ego were it not for my teachers who supported my efforts and were possibly sorry for me.   

