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This is a story about a black square on the floor of a very old room… a room 3000 years old.  
 
It was 1997. I had travelled to London to visit my friend Robyn Miekle, an Australian girl on a 
working holiday. She had a small flat there, which was a good base for me to explore the famous 
landmarks around the city. Robyn and I made plans to visit Egypt. 
 
It was not a particularly good year for tourists in Egypt. The week before we arrived in Cairo, a 
bus carrying German tourists was attacked and burned, with many fatalities. Terrorists, driven by 
ideas we did not understand, had claimed responsibility. After arriving in our Cairo hotel, the first 
thing we noticed on looking out of our hotel window was the burnt out bus, still at the side of the 
road where the attack had taken place.  
 
We decided to leave Cairo as soon as possible, and arranged a boat trip on the Nile. 
 
Before leaving we explored some of the main landmarks around Cairo. The traffic was terrible. 
We could walk anywhere in the city faster than we could have got there by car. Of course, 
walking through the streets, we stood out as foreign tourists… with white skin and western 
dress. We were, as we had been warned, the target of numerous attempts to sell us trinkets and 
other useless stuff. The continual approach by salesmen became tiring, but there seemed little 
we could do about it. This actually continued during the whole of our stay in Egypt. 
 
At that time the entire tourist industry in Egypt was based around the artefacts and monuments 
created by the Egyptian people some thousands of years ago. An amazing legacy, but I 
wondered about the nation’s view of its future… if it had one. That said, we were fascinated by 
this rich history. The national museum in Cairo had amazing exhibits… from a world, a 
civilization, now lost in the drifting sands of time.  
 
The Pyramids of Giza, in 1997, lay on the outskirts of Cairo, a short bus ride away. I suppose 
now they have been surrounded by the expanding city.  
 
The day we visited the pyramids was a day when Robyn was not feeling at all well. After walking 
around the pyramids and the sphinx, we found a café. I left Robyn there, telling her I would 
explore the catacombs, and return in an hour. 
 
Walking towards the ruins of the city which once housed the workers who constructed the 
pyramids, I was approached by a local, a man about 30 years old, who offered to act as a guide. 
I should, I suppose, have accepted his offer, but I refused, preferring solitude in my wanderings. 
 
I was amazed that there was so much of the city still left, after thousands of years. A lot of the 
buildings were covered with sand. Perhaps they were built below ground level? I had not done 
my research.  
 
I entered a room. There were openings in the walls where doors and windows, I supposed, had 
once been. Anything made of wood must have disintegrated long ago. Once inside the first 
room, the light was dim. I could see another doorway, leading to another room. I walked to this 
doorway and into the next room. It was dark, so dark I could at first see nothing. I stopped. As 
my eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, I saw that I was standing on the edge of a black 
square, about a metre by a metre in size.   
 
I stooped and picked up a pebble from the earthen floor, and dropped it onto the black square. I 
counted the seconds: one, two, three, four. Then I heard a soft thud as the pebble reached the 
bottom. There is no doubt that if I had taken one more step, it would have been my last. 
“Someone is looking after me” I said, out loud. I turned around and headed back to the café. 
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