January 2, 2004 

10:35 AM
Leaving the haven of my hotel my first morning in Cairo, I step out into the bustling streets and head towards the nearest bus station.  Determined to stick to my budget of ten dollars a day, I decide to take a local bus, instead of a cab, to the Pyramids in Giza.  I am armed with a Lonely Planet Egypt guidebook, a bottle of water, my dad’s digital camera, a passport, my wallet, and some Advil, in case I should come down with a headache.  

The bus station consists of hundreds of Egyptians milling about in a parking lot as buses haphazardly drive through the throngs of people, picking up whoever taps on their doors.  I’m looking for bus number 355 to Giza.  Squinting at the numbered placards in the bus windows, I can’t make sense of the numbers.  I hadn’t counted on the Arabic numeral system being different than the American one!  Frantically, I flip to the back of my guidebook, to the “Language” section, only to find that no translation is provided for numbers.  By now, I’ve drawn quite a crowd of Egyptian men.  Apparently a young white girl with dreadlocked hair is not a common sight at the downtown Cairo bus station.  
September 26, 2001

Village Voice
In a log kept by the Arab American Institute, 300 anti-Arab incidents were cataloged in the U.S. as of last weekend. Some examples: 

A Sikh was shot to death in Phoenix. Students in Palmdale, California, stayed home when they discovered their names on a list stating the terrorist act would be avenged by a "massacre." A man in San Francisco approached a 26-year-old Indian man peaceably walking up the street with a friend, called him a "dirty Arab," and punched both men in the face, then stabbed the friend, who is now in critical condition. An Egyptian store owner in San Gabriel was shot to death. People hurled bags of blood with Osama bin Laden's name on them at a San Francisco law office, apparently thinking it was a mosque. A bomb exploded outside an Islamic center in San Diego, forcing it to be evacuated. Men threatened to burn down Colorado Springs' only mosque. In Chicago, a man with a two-foot machete attacked a gas station attendant he thought was an Arab. In Maryland, two adjoining buildings owned by a Palestinian were burned down. In Massachusetts, people tossed softballs inscribed with "God Bless America" through the window of a café owned by a Greek American. Others lobbed a Molotov cocktail onto the roof of a convenience store, to "get those Arabs for what they did to us." In Boston's Back Bay, a group of men stabbed a Saudi Arabian student at Boston University as he left a nightclub. Meanwhile in New Jersey, carloads of people drove through Arab neighborhoods yelling, "We're going to bomb you when you sleep." A Muslim working gas pumps in New Jersey was punched in the face by a motorist. Also in New Jersey, signs reading "Leave town" were posted on Indian businesses, and a Molotov cocktail was thrown into a Hindu temple. In New York, a 75-year-old man tried to run down a Pakistani woman in a parking lot at a shopping mall, then followed her into a store, threatening to kill her for "destroying my country." An off-duty Philadelphia cop pulled a gun on a Pakistani convenience store owner. 

January 2, 2004

11:10 AM


“Can I please be of assistance?” a tall mustached man in a blue windbreaker asks me.  


“Yes, I’m trying to get to the Pyramids,” I say.  “Pir-ah-mids,” I enunciate slowly, gesturing the shape of a triangle with my hands.


“Ah, I live in Giza.  No problem, I will help you.”


Later, on the 355 bus to Giza, I learn that Hamdi is a well-educated man, returning home after working the night-shift at the Ministry of Agriculture in Cairo.  He is a devoutly religious Muslim, and his conversation is peppered with passages from the Koran.  He says he is a Bedouin.


“Don’t Bedouins roam around in the desert in tents?” I ask, embarrassed at my stupidity.  


 “After the war in ’73, many Bedouins settled down in Giza.  But we still keep traditional Bedouin customs,” Hamdi explains.   

The Pyramids suddenly appear in my window, dwarfing the multi-story brick houses that make up the village of Giza.  Hamdi notices my excitement.

“I will show you the entrance to the Pyramids.  First, I invite you to my home for some tea.”


I nodded.  The Pyramids had been in Giza for thousands of years and would still be there in a couple hours, but the rare chance to experience Bedouin culture was only a fleeting opportunity. 

I follow Hamdi through narrow alleyways, skirting piles of garbage as we wind through dirt roads too small for car traffic.  Women are sitting on doorsteps, idly chatting.  They greet Hamdi with “Salaam” as we pass by, and he returns with a “Aleikem Salaam.” Rounding a corner, I accidentally bump into a young boy wearing a dirty galabiyya (a full-length robe worn by Egyptians) pushing a cart full of oranges.  Several oranges fall to the ground.

“Shukran,” I say, apologizing.


Hamdi laughs and continues walking briskly.  “You just said ‘thank you’ to that boy,” he says.  
Hamdi’s mother, an older woman with a wrinkly face and dark, deep-set eyes, greets Hamdi as we approach his house.  She kisses me on the cheek, and I notice how frail she is beneath her bulky dress.  Inside the house, the room is bare except for two chairs and a table.  Several goats nibble at the tiled stairs leading up to the second floor.   Hamdi’s mother gently pushes them aside, sweeping away the goat dung that litters the stairwell.  Three young boys with runny noses entertain themselves with a toy car.  Rahel, Hamdi’s wife, chases after them with a tissue, attempting to clean their faces.  She does not succeed. 
Rahel places two small glasses on the low table that separates me and Hamdi.  She readjusts her black hijab (traditional Muslim head covering) and expertly pours the steaming tea into the glasses.  Hamdi talks about Egypt’s aging President, Hosni Mubarak, as we wait for the tea leaves to settle to the bottom of the glass.
September 11, 2002
New York Times
What began as a backlash of hate crimes immediately after the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks has stretched through months of suspicion and losing friends. Domestic and foreign policies, especially on Afghanistan, Iraq and Israel and particularly those about civil liberties, have exacerbated feelings of alienation. 

''It's like abuse,'' said Nazih Saad, 41, an engineering consultant. ''In a bad marriage, if a husband abuses the wife, she starts to feel she deserves the beating. That's the same thing, you start to feel there must be something horrible about being Arab.'' 

''After Sept. 11, we worried about being targeted, being suspected,'' said Hassan Jaber, deputy director of the Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services, known as Access. ''A year has made it clear that Arab-Americans are the targets, Muslim-Americans are the targets.'' 

Complaints to the Council on American-Islamic Relations -- from verbal abuse to violence, job loss to denial of access to public facilities -- increased threefold this year, to 1,516. This summer, nearly half the 945 Muslims that the group surveyed said their lives had deteriorated over the last year. A poll in May by the Arab American Institute Foundation found 40 percent of Arab-Americans knew someone who had been discriminated against since Sept. 11; one in five -- mainly the young, Muslim or foreign-born -- said they had experienced discrimination themselves. 

Dean Hachem had always felt welcome in the heavily Jewish suburb of Orchard Lake, where he opened his restaurant, the Sheik, in 1996.  But on Sept. 11, an e-mail message spread like cholera saying that employees at the Sheik were seen celebrating in front of the television that noon. Though security videotapes showed no such thing, the ensuing boycott has ruined Mr. Hachem's business; he is closing his second restaurant, in a nearby mall, this month; receipts are still down 30 percent at the original restaurant. 

Basim Alkhateeb was in his native Jordan, where he is a major in the military, on Sept. 11. He came to the United States in January to pursue a Ph.D. in electrical engineering at Oakland University. On June 20, Mr. Alkhateeb was on his way to take a final exam when, he said, an undercover police officer pulled a gun on him in suburban Waterford. 

''The first question, 'Are you Arabic?' '' Mr. Alkhateeb, 36, remembered. ''I told him, 'Yes, I'm Arabic.' He pushed me to the ground.'' 

Mr. Alkhateeb added: ''He began to beat on my back and my leg. He still had his gun against my head and my face. I didn't understand him. I'm just waiting for his gun to explode.'' 

Mr. Alkhateeb was not arrested; he is planning to file a lawsuit -- and to return to Jordan. ''I feel we are not welcome here, everybody hates us,'' he said. '' ''It may happen in my country. It may happen in any country, but in America? It's incredible.'' 

January 2, 2004

1:45 PM


Hamdi exhales from his shisha (water pipe), and the smoke momentarily clouds the room.  I sip my third cup of the sweet, hot tea – Rahel keeps re-filling our glasses – and listen to Hamdi tell me about his brother Abdoul, who lived in Chicago for a couple years and married an American woman named Chris.  Hamdi has four brothers, each is married.  All of them live in this house. 

“I’ll take you to the Pyramids now,” he says.  “Don’t pay the entrance fee – I have a friend who works at the Pyramids, he takes tourists on camel rides around the Giza plateau.  You can bargain with him for a good price.  I’ll have my brother Abdoul pick you up when you’re done.  I think you’ll like him.” 

Adel, the camel owner, reminds me of the classical Arab man I pictured in my head before coming to Cairo.  Clad in a white turban and a matching white galabiyya, his dark piercing eyes lend his face a certain harshness that is common among desert people.  After I mount the camel, Adel makes a clicking noise with his tongue and the camel begins to walk.  We ride over the sand dunes of the Giza plateau, and I stare at the ancient Pyramids that lay before me.  The size of the Sphinx surprises me; it is much smaller than it always looks in the pictures.  The Pyramids are a mild disappointment; no matter how spectacular they are, those famous triangular peaks can not possibly live up to their infinitely high expectations. 

Although Adel has never left the Sahara, after twenty one years of guiding tourists from every country imaginable, he is exceptionally worldly.  He tells me that his first love is the desert and that he hates TV.  I tell him about traveling and about my family; he is surprisingly easy to talk to.  Next to the Great Pyramid of Khufu, the grave for a single Pharaoh, is a mass grave for the thousands of workers who died in backbreaking labor while building the Pyramids.  

“Adel, how do Bedouins bury their dead?” I ask. 

“Decades ago, when we were still nomads, we used to bury our ancestors in the desert.  Family is very important to Bedouins, and every year we journey to their graves to pay respect to the dead.”


Looking around, I see the city of Cairo on one side of the Giza plateau and the interminable, monotonous sand dunes of the Sahara on the other.  Adel’s answer confuses me.


“How can you tell though- where your family is buried?  Doesn’t it get confusing with thousands of kilometers of endless dunes?  And where do you bury your dead  now that your family has settled down in Giza?”


“We know where our ancestors our buried, it is passed down from generation to generation.  Bedouins know the desert.  To you it may look like endless stretches of sand, but it is my home.  The desert is my home.  These days, we bury the dead in a cemetery over there,” he said, pointing in the direction of Giza.

With sore thighs, I dismount the camel.  Abdoul, Hamdi’s brother, is waiting for me in a worn-out beige car.  Wearing jeans and a button-down shirt, he comes over to shake my hand and to introduce himself.

“You have dreadlocks,” he says.  “I used to have dreadlocks.  So did my wife.”


Abdoul drives me all around Cairo – to the Bent Pyramid, built thousands of years before the famous Pyramids at Giza, when the Egyptians hadn’t quite perfected their technique.  The base of the Bent Pyramid looks like a flawless triangle, but the top half features a dome-pyramid hybrid. We drive to Memphis, the ancient capital of Egypt, where nothing remains except for a massive statue of Ramses II lying on his back.  Ramses II’s foot is bigger than my entire body.


“Tell me about yourself,” says Abdoul.  And I do.  I tell him what it was like growing up in an Orthodox Jewish family.  I tell him about my travels the year before college.  I tell him about my ex-boyfriend whom I loved, and about my parents divorce.  I tell him about the heavy workload at MIT. 


“Your turn,” I say.  He tells me about his life growing up in Cairo, working as a tour guide.  He tells me why he decided to live in America for a couple years.  He tells me how he meditates every night. He tells me how much he loves his wife and their two little boys. 


It turns out we enjoy the same music, too.  I plug-in my iPod to the car stereo, and the opening notes to John Coltrane’s “A Love Supreme” blare through the old speakers, slightly distorting the sound.  


The next day Abdoul picks me up from my hotel but this time his wife, Chris, is at the wheel.  Her pretty blue eyes and white face stand out from under her full Muslim garb – a hijab and a long black dress.  Their two boys sit in the backseat, Ibrahim (Ibi for short), who is three, and Idres, who is just over a year old.  

“Sit up front,” says Abdoul, opening the passenger door for me.  “The boys are shy, so I’ll sit back here with them.”

I look back and see Ibi stuff ten pieces of gum into his little mouth at once.  Idres is distractedly playing with a pair of sunglasses.

Abdoul and Chris decide to drive me three hours north to Alexandria, along a beautifully desolate desert highway.  I can tell that Chris is excited to meet a fellow American.  We hit it off immediately, talking about philosophy, politics, history, religion, music and we barely notice the three hours pass by.  I learn about Islam.  Chris pronounces the word “Issslam,” with a soft “s.”  In detail, she explains the Koran, the prophets, their holy books.   I have trouble understanding the concept of jins.


“It took me a long time to understand,” says Chris. “Jins are the evil that’s in the air, the evil spirit that can live inside of you.”


“How do you know if you have jins in you or not?” I ask, puzzled.


“Most people don’t have jins in them.  It’s a constant battle to keep them away.  But you’ll know if someone is possessed.”


Although I do not believe in these concepts myself, I want to understand the Islamic religion to the best of my capabilities.  I learn about the Five Pillars of Islam: faith in the oneness of God and the prophet Muhammad, daily prayers, charity, fasting over the month of Ramadan, and a pilgrimage to Mecca if one has the financial means.  
Alexandria is a typical coastal Mediterranean town, almost European in character; quite different from Cairo, it is clean and pretty and colorful.  We visit the Graeco-Roman museum and the site of the famous Great Library, said to be the oldest and most extensive library in the world in the times of Alexander the Great.  We watch the sun slide down over the sea, and head back to the car.  


Ibi is whining for something called leben.  When I find out that leben means gum, I buy him a pack of Cloret’s Spearmint gum.  He stuffs the entire package – about fifteen green rectangular pieces – into his mouth.  Immediately, his teeth, mouth, lips and cheeks take on a greenish hue. 

December 17, 2002
New York Times

Lines began forming before dawn today outside the downtown federal building here as hundreds of men from five Muslim countries showed up to register with immigration authorities under a sweeping national dragnet designed to identify potential terrorists. Attorney General John Ashcroft issued an order last month requiring virtually all male non-citizens over the age of 16 who come from 18 countries, mostly Arab and Muslim, to be interviewed, photographed and fingerprinted by federal authorities. The program affects tens of thousands of immigrants from those countries, most of whom hold valid work and study visas. Those who fail to comply face criminal charges and immediate expulsion from the country. 

Over the past week, agency officials enforcing the program have handcuffed and detained hundreds of men who showed up to be fingerprinted. In some cases the men had expired student or work visas; in other cases the men could not provide adequate documentation of their immigration status. At one point on Friday, officials in the Los Angeles office ran out of plastic handcuffs as they herded men into the basement lockup of the federal building, said Ali Bolour, an immigration lawyer who shepherded several clients through the process.

The so-called special registration program is an expansion of an anti-terrorism directive issued this summer that subjects citizens of countries considered a high risk for terrorist activity to fingerprinting and additional scrutiny when they enter and leave the United States. The program requires those already in the United States to appear before immigration officers to provide detailed information about their locations, jobs, studies and visa statuses.


Under the program, a foreign-born man is digitally photographed and fingerprinted, with both the picture and the prints run immediately against various criminal and immigration service databases. He is also asked how he arrived in the United States and when, as well as whether he has any connection to terrorist organizations.
Lawyers who have sat in on the proceedings said they found them chilling. ''When you're in this room and everybody around you is a Middle Eastern man, it really sinks in,'' said Jacqueline Baronian, an immigration lawyer in New York. ''It looks like people are being rounded up, and it's very, very disturbing.'' 

January 14, 2004
2:00 PM 
 “Look, Tanti brought you leben,” Chris says.  She and Abdoul have been referring to me as Tanti, or auntie, in front of the boys.  Ibi approaches me.  He stares at the ground, still shy, and takes the package of gum from my hand.
I have just returned from traveling around Egypt for two weeks with some friends from my hotel; visiting an oasis called Siwa, near the border of Libya; taking a 4WD around sand dunes and hot springs; wandering through the tombs of the Valley of the Kings; exploring the stunning temples of Karnak and Luxor; and cruising up the Nile on a four-star luxury boat.  I am not glad to be back in the center of chaotic Cairo, but I am happy to meet up with my Egyptian friends again. 

When Abdoul came to pick me up near my hotel, there was a live chicken sitting in the backseat of the car.  The chicken seemed oddly quiet and content as it sat there silently.  Abdoul laughed and told me the story. 

“Driving from Giza to your hotel, I was behind a truck full of chickens.  The chickens were not in cages, and every so often a chicken would fall out of the back of the truck.  People were driving behind the truck and catching the chickens on the hood of their car.  They’d pull over, put the chicken inside their car, catch up to the truck again, and repeat the process.  I only got one – but there was one guy who got at least ten chickens.”

Abdoul and Chris want to show me the older part of Cairo, called Islamic Cairo.  We visit Al-Azhar Mosque, one of Cairo’s earliest mosques as well the world’s oldest university.  We cross the street and find ourselves in Khan-al-Khalili marketplace, a maze of alleyways lined with tiny shops.  Energetic vendors call out their wares and wave them in the air, imploring tourists to purchase jewelry boxes, papyrus, and perfumes.
We sit at Fishawi’s, a popular outdoor Egyptian coffee shop, and order tea and a shisha.  Large oval shaped mirrors framed with dark wood line the walls, reflecting the shop’s interior and giving the area a larger feel.  The alleyway that we’re sitting in is so narrow that the hawkers constantly bump our table, occasionally causing tea to spill.  They are selling everything from fluorescent light bulbs to bright pink party hats reading “Happy Birthday!” to cartons of cigarettes.  La Shukran, no thank you, we constantly say.  Large oval shaped mirrors framed with dark wood line the walls, reflecting the entire interior and giving it the aura of a rather spacious room.
Chris points to a man wearing a white galabiyya.  He is sitting crossed legged on a couch about ten feet away from our table.
“Look at his hat,” she whispers.  His hat, shaped like a half-cylinder and covered in red velvet, sits staunchly on top of his head.  His poise and old age lend him the aura of wise, learned man.
“That hat means he is a top professor at the school here,” she says.

“What school?”

“The University of Islam, at Al-Azhar Mosque,” she says, and points to a dome-shaped building that marks the skyline.  “It’s the oldest Islamic university, and considered the best in the world.”

“That reminds me,” I say.  “In Luxor, I bought a book on jins.  I think I understand the concept more clearly, it was just hard to grasp at first because it was different from anything I’d ever come across.”

She smiles knowingly, but is quickly distracted by Idres spilling his ice cream onto the table. 

Later that night, I sit in their house and take out the game of travel Connect Four I bought at Kennedy Airport in New York.  Ibi and Idres are intrigued by the red and black pieces.  Bilal, Hamdi’s teenage son, Abdoul, and Adel, who is over for dinner, look on with obvious curiosity.

“It’s Connect Four, you idiots,” Chris laughs.  “Didn’t you guys ever play this game?” 

I explain the rules to them.  Ibi grabs five black pieces and runs off, clearly not interested in the rules of the game.  I play against Abdoul, Chris and Bilal, beating each of them with simple moves.  
Then it’s Adel’s turn.  He looks different today, informal in jeans and a t-shirt.  He is at the house for dinner (which consists of a dish made from the chicken that fell onto the hood of Aboul’s car earlier in the day).  I remember being impressed by his cleverness as we rode around the Pyramids that first morning in Cairo.  I beat him five times in a row, catching him off guard with double-traps.  He quickly picks up my strategy and begins to copy it.  I come up with more complicated tricks, but he picks up on those too.  We are evenly matched and play competitively for hours. 
 At midnight, Abdoul drives me to the bus stop to catch the night bus to Sharm El Sheikh, on the Sinai pensisula.  I am headed to Sinai to go scuba diving in the Red Sea; and then to Israel to meet up with my friend from New York.  Abdoul carries my large backpack onto the bus for me and gives me a goodbye hug. 


“Hey, Anna, can you bring me back cognac from the Duty Free shop at the Israeli border?  There isn’t any decent alcohol in Egypt.  I’ll pay you back.  Chris really likes red wine, too.”
State Department Website
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November 6, 2003
This Public Announcement is being updated to remind U.S. citizens of the continuing threat of anti-American violence, including terrorist actions that may involve commercial aircraft and maritime interests, specifically in the Middle East, including the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, the Arabian Peninsula and North Africa. This Public Announcement supersedes the Public Announcement issued on September 30, 2003, and expires on May 5, 2004. 
The Department of State reminds U.S. citizens traveling to the Middle East and North Africa that there remains a potential threat to U.S. citizens and interests in the region posed by those harboring anti-American sentiments, including the risk of attacks by terrorist groups. The U.S. Government remains deeply concerned about the security of U.S. citizens overseas. U.S. citizens are encouraged to maintain a high level of vigilance and to take appropriate steps to increase their security awareness.
Credible information has indicated terrorist groups may be planning attacks against U.S. interests in the Middle East. Terrorist actions may include suicide operations, bombings, hijackings or kidnappings. These may also involve commercial aircraft and maritime interests. While conventional weapons such as explosive devices are a more immediate threat in many areas, use of non-conventional weapons, including chemical or biological agents must be considered a possible threat. Terrorists do not distinguish between official and civilian targets. Increased security at official U.S. facilities has led terrorists and their sympathizers to seek softer targets such as public transportation, residential areas, clubs, restaurants, places of worship, hotels, schools, outdoor recreation events, resorts and beaches. 
On occasion, the travel of official personnel at embassies and consulates around the world is restricted because of security concerns, and these posts may recommend that private U.S. citizens avoid the same areas if at all possible. Services to U.S. citizens may be affected if employees’ movements are restricted. If this happens, U.S. embassies and consulates will make every effort to provide emergency services to U.S. citizens. In case office hours are reduced, U.S. citizens in need of emergency assistance should telephone the nearest U.S. Embassy or Consulate before visiting in person. 
In addition, U.S. citizens planning to travel to the Middle East or North Africa should consult the Department of State's country-specific Public Announcements, Travel Warnings, Consular Information Sheets, the Worldwide Caution Public Announcement and other information available on the Consular Affairs Internet website at http://travel.state.gov. Up-to-date information on security conditions can also be obtained by calling 1-888-407-4747 in the U.S. or, for callers outside the U.S. and Canada, a regular toll line at 1-317-472-2328. 
January 21, 2004

4:30 PM

As I slip Abdoul the bottle of Remy Martin and a bottle of Golan red wine from northern Israel, his eyes light up.  I am back from my Sinai/Israel trip and my skin is much darker from the sun.  

“Thank you so much,” he says, and hides the bottles away inside a heavy jacket hanging in a closet in their house.  If the rest of the family - especially his brother Hamdi – knew that Abdoul and Chris snuck an occasional drink, they’d be furious.  Their situation reminds me of when I used to hide alcohol from my parents in my underwear drawer.  I find it amusing that they use the same secretive tactics I used in high school. 

I stay at Chris and Abdoul’s house during my last week in Cairo.  To make room for me, Chris and Abdoul sleep on the same mattress as Ibi and Idres at night.  They give me their small but cozy room that contains a giant bed covered with puffy duvets and comforters.  After having slept on hard foam mattresses at guesthouses all over Egypt, the bed looks especially welcoming. 

Each night Abdoul and Chris put the boys to sleep and come into my room.  We talk and listen to music until three or four every morning.  They have plans to start an internet café that uses flat screen monitors.  During the day, I help them design the café; picking out furniture, tiles for the floor, and paint colors for the walls.  I am happy that they don’t feel the need to entertain me anymore; I enjoy being a part of their family. 


The night before my flight we all eat dinner together.  Adel walks in, dressed in jeans again.


“Hey Anna!  Izzayyik?” he shouts, giving me a high-five.


“Kwayyis ilHamdu lillah,” I say, which means ‘I’m fine, thank God.’  Over the past week I have picked up some Arabic, and I can sometimes understand the gist of a conversation. 

I catch Bilal staring at me.  Bilal works as a jeweler in Khan-al-Khalili market, and he has taken quite a liking to me.  Looking at me, he says something in Arabic to Abdoul.

“He says that he will miss you and that he can’t believe you are leaving so soon,” Abdoul translates.  

Even Ibi has become less shy around me – he calls me Tanti, and he’s always asking me for leben, which I usually hide in my bag.  Sometimes I even catch him looking into my backpack for the treat. 


Adel wants to play Connect Four.  

“Let me beat you,” he says.  He’s become quite good at the game and wins often.  We become so engrossed in the game that we loose track of time. 

“Come on guys, put down the game, it’s time for dinner,” says Chris.  

The members of the family, plus me and Adel, sit down on the floor.  
Pita-like bread is passed out, and the women of the household spread out bowls of fuul (beans), platters of ta’amiya (falafel), meat, chicken, cucumber salad, tomato soup, potato chips, humus and tehina.  As usual, we take the bread with our hands and dip it into the dishes.  

“Don’t forget, I am the one who brought you to this family,” says Hamdi, in between mouthfuls of chips.  I nod and think about how different my trip to Egypt would have been had Hamdi not arrived at that exact moment to translate the Arabic numerals for me. 



Abdoul’s friend arrives in his cab, waiting to take me to the airport.  I am sad to be leaving my friends, but happy to be returning to more ordered Western civilization.  New York almost seems like a quiet and pleasant suburb in comparison to the chaos of Cairo.   I hug the entire family.  Chris and I exchange emails and promise to write.  I wish her and Abdoul luck with their internet café. 


I place my backpack in the trunk and open the passenger side door of the beat-up, black and white cab.  Not a panel on the cab - or on any car in Egypt, for that matter - is ever straight.  Bilal comes over to me, hands me a tiny pouch, and motions for me to open it.  Inside is a large oval silver pendant with my name written on it in raised gold hieroglyphics.  It is written vertically: Eagle, Water, Water, Eagle.  The water looks just like a zigzag, the way I used to draw pictures of birds in kindergarten. 
January 30, 2004 

MIT campus, Boston

“Anna!  You didn’t die in Egypt!”  Stephanie shouted as I unlocked the door the door to my room.  She had just come back from the gym and was still sweating.  She jumped on me and gave me a big hug. “Welcome back! How was it?”


“Awesome,” I said.  I thought about my friend’s and family’s reactions when I told them I was going to Egypt over winter break.  “You’ll be kidnapped!” “Are you crazy?” “You’re Jewish, American, a girl, going to the Middle East alone?


I hadn’t been concerned about any discrimination due to my nationality or race.  What most people forget is that when two people of different nationalities converse, the political agendas of each person’s country are the last thing on their minds.  Although I wasn’t worried about running into trouble due to my identity, as a Jewish American I did not expect to receive an overwhelmingly warm welcome. 


However, I ended up meeting kind, generous people who took me into their homes and fed me without asking for a single thing in return.  It became clear to me how much the media shapes our minds and the way we think.  Although I did not consider myself prejudiced against Muslims before I left, due to the media’s influence I honestly did not think of them as extremely hospitable people. 

How could I explain all that had happened – all that I had gone through, all that I had learnt - to my friends?  I could tell them that I became close with a Bedouin family, and that they took me into their home, but that would be leaving out the essence of the story. 

I showed Stephanie the silver pendant – eagle, water, water, eagle – that Bilal had crafted for me. 


“My Bedouin friends made that for me,” I said.  Stephanie’s eyes widened when I handed her the thick piece of silver and gold jewelry. “Wow,” she said, and for a fleeting 
second, I think she understood. 
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