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Y

ou can’t fault Dave
Eggers for ideas
and energy. Since
the extraordinary
success of his quasimemoir A Heartbreaking Work
of Staggering Genius nearly two
decades ago, this American
writer has been a blur of activity,
setting up youth writing centres,
various charities and the literary
journal McSweeney’s. He’s a
Superman among writers, an allround humanitarian Good Bloke
who, even if he never wrote
another word, would have made
his mark on the world.
All the while, however, Eggers
has also been spinning the plates
of two literary careers. One of
these concentrates on telling the
stories of unusual Americans as
novelised documentaries: books
in this vein run from Zeitoun,
about a Syrian-American
wrongly arrested for terrorism
after Hurricane Katrina, to last
year’s The Monk of Mokha, the
rags-to-riches story of a YemeniAmerican coffee importer.
Eggers’s more fictional fiction,

meanwhile, explores American
politics at home and abroad
through short, distantly fablelike novels. Among these are A
Hologram for the King, a sullen
business comedy set in the Saudi
desert that was subsequently
filmed with Tom Hanks, and
2016’s Heroes of the Frontier, about
a divorced mum and her children
hitting the road in Alaska.
The Parade, Eggers’s 13th
book, falls into the second of
these categories, although
at several points I thought I
detected a longing for the sort of
documentary structure where
a writer could down tools at
intervals and tell the reader what
he really thinks. Brief, terse
and at times painfully obvious
in its sociopolitical concerns,
it follows the journey of two
foreign contractors, code-named
Four and Nine (“For reasons of
security the company insisted on
simple pseudonyms”), who are
employed to build a road across a
developing country on behalf of
an international conglomerate.
The country, unnamed but in
recovery after a recent civil war,
has something African about it –
South Sudan, perhaps. “Amid the
chaos there was joy and frenetic
enterprise. There was a rush of
foreign aid, reconstruction funds,
foreigners coming to assess and
consult, to hand out grants and
bribes and collect fees.”
Four, whom Eggers’s narrative
mostly follows, is the by-the-book
guy in this familiar odd-couple
story, a veteran of “uncountable
previous assignments” in
tormented regions of the world.
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A latter-day
Jewish exodus
Michael Kerr on a memoir
of life in Egypt by the author
of ‘Call Me By Your Name’
OUT OF EGYPT

By André Aciman
415pp, Faber,
£9.99, ebook £9.59

ut of Egypt is the
extended story of an
extended family, one
that made its home in
Alexandria in the first
half of the 20th century. It’s a
dazzling evocation of a time and a
place, and all the more so when
you consider that the author was
only in his mid-teens when the tale
he tells was drawing to a close.
The book was published in the
United States, where André
Aciman now lives and works, as
long ago as 1994. It’s finally
appearing in Britain, presumably
because of interest in his back
catalogue generated by the
Oscar-winning film Call Me by Your
Name, a coming-of-age story based
on his first novel (2007).
When I began Out of Egypt, it
was the vividness of its social
history that struck me. When I
finished it, it was the timeliness,
maybe even the necessity, of its

the American mind, the kind of
story about finding your truth in
the heart of darkness seen in a
thousand Hollywood movies.
But The Parade’s structure
and arrangement also seem
intended to gesture towards
a deeper and more absurdist
literary tradition. And indeed,
if you took the profundity and
the perfect prose away from a

publication. Tens of thousands of
people had taken to the streets in
France to protest at a recent rise in
anti-Semitic attacks, and in Britain
a Labour MP had quit his party
over its attitude to Jews. Aciman’s
family was Jewish, with Italian and
Turkish roots. Until 1905, they
lived in Constantinople. Then one
of them, who had befriended the
future king of Egypt, Fouad, staked
all of his hopes on that friendship,
and persuaded his parents and
siblings to sell everything and
move to Alexandria.
Theirs was a family of dreamers
and schemers, one that had its ups
and downs, but the ups included
Sundays in the gardens of the king,
chauffeur-driven arrivals at the
exclusive Sporting Club, and
summers in a house by the beach.
It was a life of privilege – but also
of impermanence.
On the one hand there’s the
great-grandmother, insisting to the

Egyptian servants that her ginger
biscuits be served separately from
the rest of the pastries; on the
other, there’s the neat stack of
“very small” suitcases in the hall,
in readiness for “that day when
the Nazis would march into
Alexandria and round up all
Jewish males above 18”.
The Nazis were halted at El
Alamein, but the threat didn’t end
there. The family sought refuge in
the matriarch’s home three more
times: during the Suez War, in
1956; a decade later, before the
last of them – following months of
abusive late-night telephone calls
– were expelled under Nasser;
and in 1948, when Zionist agents
beat up Vili, Aciman’s uncle, for
spying for the British, and
threatened to do the same to
other men in the family.
Vili – who had been a soldier and
a swindler as well as a spy – fled to
Italy, then England, where he

The novel is set
in an unnamed
country after a
recent civil war

Maybe especially that type,
the supposedly demure and
supplicating. They have a sexy way,
right? There’s allure in the enigma
– the riddle of the hidden body but
then the audacious eyes. It’s like a
sea at night, all black and unknown,
but with a lighthouse screaming
from above. Those eyes are always
screaming I want, I want.

Has anyone ever talked like
this? (Has a lighthouse ever
screamed?) At such points
Eggers’s narrative voice seems
to be bleeding madly across
into the voices of his characters.
Something similar happens
when Nine describes the
citizens’ enthusiastic reaction to
the new-built road:
Don’t you see? It’s like a parade
before the real parade. This is one
of hope. A procession of longing.
The second we’re done their world
catapults into the 21st century.
Trade, medical care, access to
government services, information,
education, relatives, electricity and
the northern port.
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Dave Eggers never stops
moving, but is the American
novelist running out of gas?
Tim Martin has his doubts

you sit down,” Four tells Nine, in
a representative exchange. “I’m
your superior.”
But it’s Nine, poor guy, who
gets given in return the sort of
extraterrestrially purple speeches
that made me want to attend an
author event just to hear Eggers
try reading them out in human
voices. Here is Nine on the
local women:

FROM
SHOW
TO TELL

words – this is a novel whose prose
reaches continually for words
like “perspiration” and “visage”
above their more pedestrian
counterparts – was intended to
create a bizarro-world atmosphere
of anti-naturalistic tension or is
simply the casualty of fast writing
and editing. A particularly alien
tone is audible in the dialogue.
“I’m the primary here, so I insist

J M Coetzee book, or the absurdity
and deadpan humour out of a
Magnus Mills story, you might
end up with a novel like this: a
surreal concatenation of events in
which people behave in a manner
twisted slightly but perceptibly
away from naturalism.
I could never work out whether
the stolid narrative of this book
and its preference for 10-dollar
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changed his name, converted
to Christianity, and finished his
years “in lordly penury” on a
sprawling Surrey estate.
The book opens there, with
Aciman unsuccessfully pumping

his opportunist uncle for memories
of the old days – “of time lost and
lost worlds”.
In truth, Vili’s hardly a reliable
witness, and Aciman hasn’t much
need of him. He learnt
early to see for himself, and
REFUGE
the elders he presents put
The Sphinx in
me in mind of Larkin’s
Alexandria,
“fools in old-style hats and
where Aciman’s
coats,/ Who half the time
family lived
were soppy-stern/ And half
at one another’s throats.”
His father was having an affair;
his deaf mother was seen by her
mother-in-law as “a cripple”. As a
child, Aciman felt happier among
the servants; as a teenager, he
relished the company of his
Call 0844
young governess and his Italian
871 1514
tutor, whom he joined in singing
to order
arias from Tosca in the car on the
a copy
way to the beach.
from the
The Proustian relishing of the
Telegraph
daily round (Aciman teaches a
for £8.99
course on Proust at the City
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Building a road
to nowhere

Nicknamed “the Clock”, he likes to
get in, do the job and get out; “In
eight years,” we’re told, “he had
paved over seventy-five hundred
kilometers on four continents.”
His counterpart, Nine, is a
predictable opposite. Goodlooking, slackly dressed and with
a blithe disregard for company
policy, he appears as an “agent of
chaos” destined to strew obstacles
in the way of Four’s mission.
Eggers sets out the pair’s
responsibilities baldly at the start:
while Nine rides ahead on a quad
bike, checking for obstacles and
fending off interested locals,
Four will follow up in the RC-90,
a futuristic asphalt paver that
gobbles Tarmac from a sequence
of pods along the way. Despite
the ominous contents of the
RC-90’s glovebox (“a handgun, a
sawn-off shotgun, two grenades,
enough local currency to buy
off a few villages and six cyanide
packets”), both men anticipate
a swift conclusion to their task
of “uniting the country’s rural
south to the country’s capital
in the urban north” in time for
a government parade. And you
might too, if you’ve never read a
book in your life.
Sure enough, in short order
Nine’s cheerful laxity gets him
into trouble, leaving Four – who
prefers “to look straight ahead,
to concentrate only on the road,
an extension of the machine”
– compelled to make several
spiritual and physical detours
before journey’s end. And it’s here,
out in the wilds in the middle of
the book, that The Parade goes
most bewilderingly off course.
It’s mainly a question of
tone and form. The downbeat,
distantly pompous narrative
voice and surrealistic reliance
on pseudonyms (Four and Nine
are soon joined by a pair of men
known simply as “Cousin” and
“Medallion”) invite the reader to
interpret it as an allegory about
exile, hegemony and cultural
interchange. Four’s journey – from
antiseptic withdrawal to messy
acceptance of life, from selfobsessed jobsworth to altruistic
lifesaver – could (although no
nationalities are mentioned)
be seen as a sort of opening of

Most script editors would
strike through whole passages
of dialogue like this (especially
anything that starts “Don’t you
see?”) as evidence that a writer
had moved out of Show mode and
into Tell. And there’s a surprising
quantity of Tell in this ungainly
and first-draftish novel, elusive in
its material and vaguely coercive
in its form, where the most
memorable passages derive not
from characters or setting but
from the workings of its fabulous
paving machine. It feels as though
this book didn’t get quite as much
of Eggers’s famous energy as it
needed. But no doubt another will
be along in five minutes.
University of New York) extends
downstairs. He tells how the song
of the family’s washerwoman
would be taken up by her
counterparts in other houses:
“Without budging from their
places, without seeing the others,
they had learned one another’s
names and would call them out and
swap entire life histories like ships
exchanging signals in the fog.”
But surely, I found myself
thinking later, these
washerwomen might have got to
know each other in the street…
and weren’t Aciman’s powers of
recall just a little too sharp? From a
time when he was young enough
still to sit on Father Christmas’s
lap, he reports verbatim his elders’
conversations about the latest
political shifts and what dangers
they might pose for the Jews. But
those questions came afterwards
– while I was reading, I was borne
along by the brio of the writing.
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