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Everything is still going great here.  I had a wonderful weekend lying on the beaches of the Red Sea - it was relaxing to be with my host family and fascinating to be in such a historically significant area.  

Sinai is the highly contested peninsula surrounded by Egypt, Israel and the Palestinian Territories, Saudi Arabia, the Mediterranean, and the Red Sea.  Of course, getting there was an experience - the bus terminal certainly does not cater to foreigners and the lack of timetables and signage regarding what bus goes where made finding my bus rather interesting.  

I ended up chasing after the last departure of the day and then discovered the least probable of all semblances of orderliness - assigned seats.  Whowouldathunkit - of all things, they actually pay attention to seat numbers.  Ah well, the bus ride took me out of Cairo, across the desert, and through a tunnel that goes under the Gulf of Suez.  Since this crossing takes you from Africa into Asia, there was a casual id check and then I found myself - well, back in the desert.  

For the last few million years, this piece of land has been largely uninhabited because of the treacherous extremes - heat and aridity - and until recently, only a few Bedouin tribes could take even live there.  

The Red Sea is unusual in that there are no inbound rivers and the southern end of the sea is blocked almost entirely by 25km of straits.  It is the only tropical sea that is almost entirely closed and consequently, it is very salty.  All of these conditions mean that is ideal for marine and coral life and its diving opportunities have earned it the prestige of being one of the 'seven underwater wonders of the world.'  Needless to say, I'll be back with a pair of goggles pretty soon.  

Of course, the miracles of modern water transport and tourism mean that the entire coastline is rapidly (we're talking ~20 years) becoming a resort heaven.  The novelty of it all gives the visitor an incredible sensation - that very few homo sapiens sapiens have ever treaded the ground you're standing on.  It also means our species is causing severe and lasting environmental damage to a pristine underwater paradise.

Okay, so my host family has a nice little condo on a private beach where the two sons, Omar (17) and Medzin (13) have lots of friends they've developed, visiting each weekend for the last three summers.  It's a beautiful resort with flowers, villas, swimming pools, and even fake Roman ruins.  We spent all three days eating good Egyptian food, talking, and swimming in calm, turquoise waters.  

I really enjoy spending time with the boys because it gives me hours of exposure to the Arabic language - of which I know understand about 1 in 5 words.  Believe it or not, that's a huge improvement and I'm just going to keep listening intently to conversations I don't understand and whacking away at vocab lists until I get it.  The boys are also very warm, relaxed, and interested in helping me learn the language.  Everyone here speaks some English and unlike certain cultures, they never let me feel left out.  Tu comprends?  Oui...j'imagine.

Life in Cairo is interesting as well. I'm starting to get used to the 'welcome to Egypt' comments that people often make in the street when they notice my skin color.  I've gotten used to negotiating prices with cab drivers and I'm becoming quite a stickler about people trying to squeeze Egyptian pounds out of me.  I hoard small bills so I can give exact change, I yell back when necessary, and I've learned that smiling is the best negotiation tactic when my Arabic starts to falter.  

I've got a good group of friends that are helping to guide me through and I realized yesterday that I haven't had any culture shock.  Although I am riddled with idiosyncrasies and I have many different notions about things cleanliness and order, I haven't come across anything yet that I haven't seen before - somewhere.  Power outages, cold showers, dirty hands preparing food, and black market currency exchanges are all things that exist all over the world and I'm happy to overlook these things.  

The benefits are wonderful as I'm learning many new things from these people - kindness, patience, and simplicity.  I'm becoming a better negotiator, living a more relaxed lifestyle, and learning to cook with some fabulous spices.  

