
The Helping Hand 

by JD Allan 

In February 1994 I left for Cairo on a short stopover on my way to West Africa. It was the 

first time I'd flown as an adult. It never occurred to me as I boarded the flight that I might 

not take to the experience. All was well until the flight attendant closed the door. What 

happened next, and I believe this is the correct parlance in psychology, was that I 

FREAKED OUT. 

 I was travelling alone and had taken my seat beside an old Egyptian woman in a 

hijab. She didn't speak English but gestured to me not to worry and that everything would 

be alright. I told myself I'd have a stiff drink as soon as we were up, and I settled a little. 

 We began to trundle along the runway for take-off. I was gripping the arms of the 

seat so tightly the ashtray lids popped open. The old Egyptian woman placed her hand on 

mine. For as long as I live I will never forget that old woman's hands. They were like 

ancient talons. Gnarled and marked like beaten oak, but warm and soft. They eased and 

distracted me. Before I knew it we were aloft. 

 I still wanted that drink I'd promised myself. When the trolley came around I was 

politely informed EgyptAir was a Muslim airline and didn't serve alcohol. Young and daft as 

I was, I had no idea. Panic began to creep in as I contemplated the hours ahead of me. 

The old Egyptian woman tugged at my cuff and said something. I indicated I didn't 

understand but she went on talking. Sometimes she sounded angry, other times sad. 

Sometimes she'd cackle like a hen. Time slipped by without me noticing. The old Egyptian 

woman spoke to me to softly in Arabic for that entire flight, her thousand-year-old hand on 

mine. 

 After we landed I thanked her, but not nearly enough. I'm still not a great flyer. A 

dram is sometimes called upon. If I can't find an old Egyptian woman, that is. 

The End


