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Lessons in Culture Shock

1st Prize Winner

By: Alexis Terrell
In November 2008, I moved from Texas to South Korea.
Since I had no previous knowledge of the Korean alphabet, street signs were hieroglyphics. I tasted half a dozen
different varieties of soup before finding one that didn’t
light my mouth on fire. I almost stepped into the men-only floor at a
Korean bath house because I couldn’t read the sign. It’s not only an inconvenience, but it’s terribly frustrating, embarrassing, and, at times,
terrifying.
However, other experiences were quite thrilling. Koreans often called
me beautiful and snapped photos of me with their cell phones. Street
vendors gave me free food samples and store clerks offered me complimentary gifts. I was a celebrity simply because my eyes were big, my
nose was pointed, and my hair was a soft, wavy brown. These juxtaposed experiences were the beginning of my lessons in culture shock.
The phrase “culture shock” can be misleading. The shock may happen
lightening fast, but it doesn’t disappear like a volt of electricity. It’s a
state of being that lingers and colors nearly all of a person’s experiences
in a foreign country in both good and bad ways. As a graduate student
in the online MATESOL program, I am learning to better understand
how English as a second language learners may react to being thrust
into a foreign environment with a foreign language by doing the same
thing myself. During the two years I’ve lived in Korea, my culture
shock hasn’t faded. But it has definitely evolved.
The Honeymoon Phase
My first reaction to everything in Korea was mostly delight. I found the
goofy English translations charming and cute. “Everyday funny day!”
said a billboard in front of a large seafood restaurant with a giant smiling octopus making a thumbs-up gesture. I found the children who
pointed at me because they’d never seen a foreigner amusing. I found
menu items such as bulgogi burgers at McDonald’s and kimchi donuts
at Crispy Creme bewildering but interesting nevertheless.
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The most enjoyment of all came from inside the classroom. My university students were eager to learn from me and interact with me. The politeness and respect that greeted me mixed with pure curiosity was one
of the best gifts a teacher could receive. I’m not much older than my
students, so it felt strange to see students bowing whenever they encountered me on campus. When I tried to speak simple Korean phrases
to them, they laughed and applauded like I had just landed a triple summersault on a high wire. I couldn’t lose. They loved me! Whatever enthusiasm I had aroused, it was most undeserved.
A Reality Check
After a month or two, this unabashed enthusiasm subsided, and life was
more about the daily act of living. I had come to the realization that Korea was now my home, and it wasn’t just a long vacation full of amusing sights, smells, and flavors. In fact, it was the food that started to
annoy me the most. Just as the U.S. has 50 states, Korea has 50 kinds of
kimchi – and at least one is served with every meal. The pungent smell
of fermented vegetables covered in chiles, garlic, and fish sauce is nonmistakable. It was around this period where I felt a deep homesickness.
Fortunately, my husband was living in Korea with me, and he would do
his best to make the spaghetti sauces and beef stews that reminded me
of home. But it’s not food alone that brings one a sense of comfort.
Simple daily chores are what actually caused me the most headaches
and heartaches.
Living in a country where the language is dramatically different from
your own means relying on others for help more than you’d like. I hated
not being able to do routine tasks, such as making a doctor’s appointment, by myself.
When it came time to renew our teaching contracts after a year in Korea, my husband and I needed to get another set of medical checks. We
had done this a year earlier, but in a different town under a different set
of immigration laws. Now, we were on our own with minimal help
from our employer.
The first hurdle was calling a taxi. My Korean was better than my husband’s, so I managed to explain to the driver where we needed to go.
No matter how clearly I think I am pronouncing the words in Korean,
it’s still exhausting trying to find the exact pronunciation that the driver
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will understand. Once we arrived at the hospital, due to construction,
the only entrance was also the main door to the ER. The moans of people stretched out on gurneys, stooped over in wheelchairs, and staggering in with blood oozing took precedence over us trying to find the
proper floor for drug and HIV testing. You would think a town of 3 million people would be used to a couple of waygookins (foreigners). But
we were frowned at like IRS agents at a lotto victory party. Though I
should have been accustomed to the blatant stares and odd looks, something about the annoyance of having to prove to the government we had
no STDs mixed with the smell of disinfectant and body fluids caused
something in me to snap. When a middle-aged woman cut in line in
front of us at the information desk and muttered something insulting
about foreigners, I beat my fists against my legs and screamed incoherently. It would have appeared in a comic strip as something akin to
“ARRRRRRRGGGGGH!” After that my husband took me out of line,
and I just cried on his shoulder in a corner.
After a year in Korea, I was missing home more than I ever thought I
would. Previously, my husband and I had moved from Texas to Illinois
to Colorado without much worry about the distance being placed between us and our families in the Lone Star State. Yet moving 7,000
miles away – to a place where day for me was night for my family –
gave me a new sense for what “home” really meant. I was tired of taking two buses just to get to the largest grocery store in town and still not
being able to buy cheddar cheese or wheat bread. I was tired of being
asked if we owned a gun in America. I was tired of being reprimanded
for living in Korea for more than a year and not speaking Korean better
than I did. I was tired of being pointed at for wearing jeans on my days
off instead of track suits like the other Korean teachers. I was tired of
living in a tiny skyscraper apartment that looked out at a forest of identical skyscrapers. Mainly, I was just tired.
Home Away From Home
Now, we’ve lived in Korea for more than two years. As a whole, things
are better. The difficulties we encounter are more expected, and perhaps
they are actually fewer. I am no longer illiterate in Korean and am able
to do simple tasks like get a prescription refilled or buy groceries with
relative ease. Instead of finding the differences between Korean culture
and American culture simply annoying, I find myself better able to accept and appreciate the dissimilarities. I realize that in many ways, I
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have found my place in Korean society. I believe in the importance of
my role as an English teacher, and I have great respect for my students
and the friends I’ve made during my stay on this ever-globalizing peninsula.
For all the difficulties I’ve had adapting to my host country’s culture,
perhaps my hosts have grown a little more accustomed to mine also.
I walked into the office at work in mid-December to find one of my
Korean colleagues laughing. I asked her what was so funny. She told
me that one of her friends was hosting a Christmas party and all the
guests were expected to wear outfits to match the theme. Knowing that
even holidays shared by Western and Eastern societies are often more
unrelated than one might think, I was both excited and puzzled when
my co-worker explained more.
“I was going to invite you to the party as a sort of introduction to a true
Korean Christmas,” she said. “But now I think you’ll be more comfortable than me.”
“Why?” I asked. “What’s the theme?”
“You won’t believe it,” she replied, staring at my Levi’s. “Blue jeans.”
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Laughing in Chinese

2nd Prize Winner

By: Lily Weed
In the fall of 2007, a few days after my 24th birthday, my
boyfriend Owen and I moved from the clean air and quiet
of the American Northwest to Yichang, a small city of
four million in the rural Chinese province of Hubei.
We arrived on Mid-Autumn Festival. At the airport a woman with unblinking eyes and thick lipstick held a photograph of me. We were the
only foreigners at the small airport but still she looked doubtful when
we approached, turning the image around to examine it again, “You are
so young!” She said, looking back to me from the paper. This was our
coordinator.
That evening our employing high school insisted on a welcome dinner
and, despite our jetlag, we obliged. At dinner we met the other two foreign teachers. Both American men; one in his early twenties and new
to China, the other – our team leader – thirty, had been in the country a
few years.
We ate in a private room at a restaurant in a local hotel. The table was
round but still there was etiquette about seating arrangement. The vice
principal sat in the corner furthest from the door with the fullest view of
the room, as honored guests we sat on his right. The woman next to me
spoke excitedly about having us teach English at her school and told us
to call her Green. I nodded, assuming she was somehow affiliated with
the high school.
I had visited China when I was younger and in the months preceding
our move I’d tried to inform Owen about customs that could catch a
foreigner off guard. One I’d neglected to mention was the toasting of
baijiu (literally “white liquor”), a foul-smelling clear beverage with
high alcohol content. Green toasted us several times, electing to drink
yogurt over baijiu she pressured us to agree to teach classes. The room
was loud and full of strange smells. The colors of the food, tablecloth
and clothing seemed to blur together.
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“We don’t know,” we told her as she pushed harder. Eventually the
team leader stepped in and told her we’d discuss her plans later. That
night a portly man with a red face named Xiang explained that he was a
Party official at the school and that it was his job to be our friend in Yichang. After dinner we declined to go to a karaoke parlor with the
other teachers so Xiang walked us home. As we moved through strange
streets overflowing with evidence of change - scaffolding, piles of
bricks, sand, honking shiny-new taxis on the wrong sides of the street strangers asked Xiang questions.
“There are not many foreigners in Yichang,” he explained. Along the
sidewalk we passed row after row of prostitute parlors. As though purchased from a catalogue, each was identical: blue glass sliding doors
printed with bold red characters. On the sidewalk, unevenly spaced,
branchless trees spanned the length of the block. Above us people shot
fireworks from their windows. “Today is a holiday,” Xiang said as we
watched fireworks explode near the thick bundles of wires strung along
the street. We turned through a narrow gate and found ourselves in the
courtyard of two cement slab buildings. We said good night to Xiang,
pulled ourselves up three flights of stairs and, nearly overtaken by exhaustion, we were finally home.
We lay in bed watching as the vibrations from the fireworks loosened
clumps of dust on our light fixture. It fell like snow, dancing through
the light from the single operating bulb. Our bodies were stiff from 48
hours of travel but our minds raced from over stimulation. The windows rattled, loose in their sills, and a strange smell permeated from the
pillows. At around 3 AM, when we'd finally drifted off to sleep, a spider leapt from the ceiling onto my face. Two hours later, as though
started at the wave of the conductor's wand, the metal-smithing shop
outside our window and the remodeling one floor above began a melodic cacophony of sledgehammers, electric saws, and welding.
After a morning of cleaning and purging, the apartment was nearly
empty and still filthy. Xiang came early that afternoon and informed us
that we needed to come with him to Wuhan, the provincial capital, for
our medical exams (an integral part of our resident permit applications).
We boarded a bus only to learn it would be a five-hour trip each way
and that we would stay overnight.
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In Wuhan we became survivors. We survived a night in a tiny hotel
room where everything - from the dirty carpet and the padded headboard to the sheets and towels were so scarred with cigarette burns it
almost seemed like a theme. We survived the taxi ride to the hospital
during which, after a missed turn, the driver floored it for three blocks,
going backwards the wrong way on a one-way street through heavy
oncoming traffic. At the hospital we survived chest x-rays, blood samples, ultrasounds, and urine tests where the cups sat uncovered on a tray
with 50 other samples and the bathrooms contained no soap or stall
doors. Late that night, while we sat on the bus exhausted and recapping
our journey thus far, an irrepressible urge to laugh overtook us and we
giggled hysterically for miles. In the seat across from us Xiang giggled
too.
Back in Yichang we slowly began to understand our surroundings. We
walked for hours in every direction until we gained a sense of our
neighborhood as a community beyond what we’d seen the first night.
We learned Green was a businesswoman unrelated to our school. She
hoped to use us for her expensive English classes. We taught an adult
speaking class twice at her school but the students seemed distracted.
Later Green explained, “They say you are very young.”
The adventures piled up quickly. All five senses were constantly overwhelmed and we were rarely comfortable. Without warning, the water
in our apartment would shut off for days. Access to electricity was random. Everywhere we looked things were changing. A restaurant we’d
eaten at for weeks suddenly shut and three days later reopened as a
laundromat.
The school had a sideways way of telling us to do things. We quickly
became aware that their suggestions were not optional. After four
months the younger American had had enough and headed home.
Things were never quite what they were presented to be, and our contracts, we learned, were not definitive. Like our laughter on the bus returning from Wuhan, we chose to find the difficulties entertaining, and,
though we were occasionally frustrated, we searched for humor instead
of dwelling on problems. Each exploitative activity or inconvenience
added to our amusement.
The young American was replaced by a young South African. After a
week of classes at the high school we found him huddled under an awn10

ing near our apartments struggling to light a cigarette, crying. The team
leader also suffered a breakdown, eventually refusing to speak with
Xiang or the coordinator.
Through the comforts we found in small thing we became more than
survivors - The scallion pancake lady who refused to let us eat her product cold. Watching the noodle man twist, throw and pound his dough.
The discovery of peanut butter at a local grocery store. Sitting by the
river watching boats pass. Walking in new parts of the city – these simple activities allowed us moments of peace and reflection.
We learned that despite the differences, Chinese people are like people
everywhere else - many are very kind; others are not. Perhaps it's because we were young and more ready to laugh than most foreigners but
everywhere we went people giggled at us. It gave us the impression
that people understood that a lot about the world is ridiculous. In Yichang, we found it was the foreigners, overcome with cultural vertigo,
too certain about their own cultural ideas, who made our lives most difficult. Taking on extra classes to cover for the South African, parleying
messages to the team leader. This was also the case during our second
year in the modern, international city of Nanjing.
After two years we moved away from China. We walked across Spain,
relaxed in Thailand and ate Thanksgiving in the quiet warmth of my
family’s log home in snowy Alaska. We missed the excitement of
China where we’d learned that all experiences should be interpreted
with humor and humility, that discomforts cannot be taken personally
and where through the challenges of daily life we raised our levels of
tolerance and our understanding of the world as a whole.
In September we returned. Not for more adventures, though they are
sure to follow, but to live in an environment that encourages and requires self-awareness as only a truly foreign place can. This year,
though once again in a smaller city, we have little contact with foreigners and find ourselves more comfortable than ever before here in China.
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3rd Prize Winner

Moving away
By: Cecilie Hald

This is not your typical story of the American dream.
This summer I moved from my home country Denmark to
New York City. My expectations were high. I was very
excited – the timing was perfect. I had just finished high school and I
was desperate to get away and try something completely different than
everything I was used to. All my friends told me that they were oh-sojealous. I started to believe that I was in fact the luckiest girl on earth.
We moved on August 1st. The first day of a new era in my short life.
Already during the first few hours in NYC, I started to feel like something wasn’t quite right. Of course, I just told myself that you have to
give yourself time with these kinds of things.
I gave myself a lot of time. I spent the warm summer days exploring
New York and sometimes I actually got caught up in what I was doing.
Most of the time however, I was asking myself “Why am I not enjoying
this more? Aren’t I supposed to be over the moon?”
When I talked to my friends back home (which I often did during the
first few months after moving), I pretended to be happy. I was embarrassed that I felt the way I did. I told them New York is great, I’m great,
everything is great! I miss you too, come visit, great, great, great.
I made an effort to fit in, especially at school. Of all the places, this is
where I needed to pass for happy. Americans are very different from
Danish people and Europeans in general. They are more talkative, easy
to get in contact with – but also somewhat superficial. You never really
get to scratch more than the surface. This was perfect, since I just
needed to pretend to be interesting and smiley while small-talking.
Or maybe it wasn’t perfect. The only people with whom I discussed my
sadness with were my parents. They didn’t really understand. I could
have used someone to talk to who was going through the same process
of transitioning. I was offered many different options, for example engaging in the International Club at the New School or becoming part of
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the Danish network in NYC. I just didn’t act on it. It felt so forced. I
thought happiness was supposed to magically appear by itself?
I missed Denmark a lot and I couldn’t wait for Christmas when I would
be flying home for vacation. However, nothing really turned out the
way I had hoped. Everyone asked me how I was doing again and again
and just once more. I had to pretend all the time during the ten days I
was there. It was exhausting.
When I returned to NYC, I was relieved. I could finally just be myself
again, my sad, unhappy, exhausted self.
Things got better after I met my boyfriend. He is also from Denmark,
and he, too, moved to NYC in August. I talk to him about these things.
But from time to time, I also pretend when I’m with him. Who would
want to be with someone who is constantly thinking of better places to
be?
Sometimes, I am surprised by people. One day in class, a girl turned to
me and said: “It’s hard to make friends here, right?” I almost yelled at
her with relief: “ISN’T IT?!”
This is not to say that people shouldn’t take the chance and move away.
I realize that I sound pessimistic, but this isn’t the whole story. I’ve had
amazing experiences in New York. One of the best happened on my
rooftop, where I was sitting with some friends when we suddenly heard
some loud music somewhere close by. We jumped from roof to roof,
climbing up and down the fire escape ladders and stairs. Finally, we
found the party and we were enthusiastically invited to join the festivities, so we climbed in the window. People were so welcoming, fun and
delightful.
All in all, I think we need to abandon the idea that everything will be
more exciting, interesting, fun and just plain better when we move to
new places. Adjusting takes time, and sometimes things don’t turn out
exactly the way you expected. But if you’re willing to make an effort,
you will experience amazing things.
As for what I’m going to do, I don’t know yet. I have accepted the fact
that moving to New York didn’t work out as I had hoped. I enjoy living
here, but I don’t think any place will be able to satisfy the longing I
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have. It’s not all the exotic experiences of a traveler that will lead me to
happiness. It’s an inner state that I, myself, have to create. Nobody else,
nothing else and nowhere else will make it happen.
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Honorable Mention

Pochemy Nyet?
By: Caroline Steele

Почему нет?
“Почему нет?”- pronounced “pochemy nyet”, means “why
not?” in English, and is what I often said whenever someone asked me what I was doing in Russia. Now the phrase,
in Russian, is tattooed under my arm.
I was constantly confronted with why? 'Why are you here?' 'Why is an
American girl like you interested in a place like this?' 'Why do you
want to learn Russian?'
Resorting to jesting brevity, of course was influenced partly by a regretful sense of lacking confidence in my speaking abilities. However,
even if I was fluent in Russian and even after my Russian improved
significantly, as an anomalous American girl in Russia, my response
may have been given with a smile, but it was meant in earnest.
I could have answered how I came to make the decision to go to Russia:
my heritage, interest in Russian literature, the appeal of a place less visited. However, I doubt I'm the first American girl of Russian descent
who enjoys Dostoyevsky and Turgenev and pursues 'unique' experiences. If I answered how, I’d just be explaining the status quo. Only if
and when someone asks why, or why not, can the status quo be challenged. Few American girls choose Russia as a place to study abroad;
there are not many American girls even interested in visiting Russia.
(My trip was predominantly funded by a scholarship program that encourages studying abroad in “non-traditional destinations”.) How did I
come to Russia? I took a plane. Why did I come to Russia? Why not?
Over the course of six months, while most of my encounters were positive, there were also instances where I experienced prejudice and discrimination at a level I had not been exposed to before. Assumptions
were made about me, not always, but often, that were simply untrue: I
was rich, promiscuous, idolized George Bush, had a father that owned a
gun, etc. These were stereotypes that I knew existed, but took a different meaning when directed specifically at me in a different country. It
was not the stereotypes that affected me per se, but rather the hostility
that went with them.
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Compared to the world-wide effects of prejudice and discrimination,
my experience was insignificant and very minor but it allowed me to
grasp more fully about the drives and negative impacts of social identity. I realized that the detrimental occurrences of prejudice are too often ignored by those that are not victims of prejudice on a regular basis.
My experience in Russia gave me a perspective on xenophobia that I
could not digest before, without having direct experience.
I was in Russia first as a university exchange student, and then stayed
over the summer to teach English. It was my experience in the summer
that allowed me to truly immerse in the culture and when I encountered
significantly less hostility. While at the university, I was in an American program, and though my experience was profound and of course
worthwhile, the distinction between the “American” group, other international groups, and the Russian students was emphasized, and to be
honest, was a burden. I realized how much more embraced and accepted I was when I lived on my own with a Russian roommate, outside
of the American Institute of Foreign Study. Although at that point, of
course my Russian had improved, but it didn’t matter. The difference
in tone when asked, “Почему ты здесь?” (Why are you here?) was remarkable. I was asked out of genuine interest, as opposed to previously
when such an enquiry was often marked by a sense of acrimony.
I realized that the hostility people often face when traveling in other
countries, especially Americans, with all due respect, is often exacerbated by traveling in a group. Although obviously the solution is not
just to venture off Dora the Explorer-style, but what seems like such a
trite concept, must be applied with utmost attention and often through
constant reminding—the role of respect.
As a Psychology major, a lot of my studies have focused on the ingroup
versus the outgroup. Although inevitable tensions may arise when an
outgroup enters another group’s environment, when only one outgroup
member is present the apprehension is often appeased. For example,
the first week I was in Russia, my three roommates (all Americans) and
I went to the equivalent of a Kmart by our dorms to get various necessities. Of course we didn’t know where anything was, spoke nervous
Russian, and no one was really inclined to help us. In retrospect, I’m
sure our frustrations were probably misinterpreted as rude rather than
completely bewildered, but I noticed that when I was in similar situations either by myself, or as the only American among other Russians,
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the general attitude towards me was hardly ever hostile, and almost always embracing.
One time on my own I attempted to purchase mosquito repellent during
the summer; yes, Russia does have a summer season and it’s almost
hotter than New York’s. First of all, in Russia pharmacies are not set
up like Duane Reade, where everything except cigarettes and prescription medications are over the counter. Everything must be asked for
from a woman behind the counter. I thought I knew enough Russian to
describe “anti-mosquito repellent” to her, as I did not know the literal
translation, but was sadly mistaken. Unlike before however, when no
one would help me and my three roommates, three different people
were trying to help me. I had entered the store and proceeded with my
usual introduction in Russian. “Excuse me, can you please help me.
Forgive me if I speak incorrectly; I am a foreign student.”
The woman was sympathetic and helpful. I was able to say everything
correctly and coherently up until the part when I had to say “antimosquito repellent”, which apparently is not understood in Russian,
simply by saying it with a pseudo-Russian accent. So I continued with
the use of hand gestures, various Russian words and phrases that I
thought might delineate the item: “small bugs”; “they move fast in the
sky”; didn’t know how to say ‘fly’. I also didn’t know how to say ‘bite’
and “they eat you” apparently did not suffice as an alternative for “they
bite you”. “Look,” I said, and pointed to my bug bites. “It’s very uncomfortable” was the closest thing I could say to it itches.
At that point her supervisor and another customer were trying to assist
with what had become an amusing scene of a language barrier and
eventually the supervisor left briefly and came back with after bite. I
laughed and said “before”; which fortunately I knew how to say in Russian. At last I was able to buy mosquito repellent in Russia. Of course
as I paid, I realized Off spray was within my sight, above my head, behind glass the entire time. Had I not been so nervous, I probably would
have noticed this sooner and easily just pointed to it…
My experience in Russia was one of the most stimulating six months of
my life. Personal interests have always driven my intrigue towards the
former USSR, but I also did a lot of traveling through other countries
while I was abroad and I realized how different my encounters were as
an individual American girl abroad versus being one of the Americans,
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in an all American group, in a foreign country. The former is not necessarily better or worse than the latter. The distinction made me more
mindful of the fact that because assumptions are always made about
foreigners (i.e. outgroup members), when traveling or living abroad,
rather than immediately defend these assumptions with hostility, it is
best to act in a way that does not threaten the people who make the assumptions. Once I acted in ways that did not confirm negative stereotypes about American girls, only then was I able to truly immerse myself and was embraced when my reason for being there was simply,
“Почему нет?”
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Honorable Mention

Rockets In the Sky
By: Lila Selim

“Do you know what’s happening?” No answer. “Do you
think this is going to clear up?” No answer. Either he doesn’t speak English, or—more likely- he is annoyed by my
question and choosing to ignore me. I don’t blame him. Even if he did
know what was up, there would still be nothing to do but sit here;
there’s no going forward and no turning around. Beirut traffic is infamous even in the absence of an accident or road block. Probably nothing is happening at all.
Drivers here are in a constant state of both chaos and suspension. Buses
are nearly non-existent, so the only way to get around without your own
car is by cab. Over the last two weeks I’ve spent hours sitting in the
back of the city’s ubiquitous and disintegrating, Mercedes-Benz taxis,
on splitting, cigarette burnt upholstery, leaning on grimy windows, next
to unnamed Lebanese women with piles of groceries on their laps. They
talk and laugh loudly with the drivers – perhaps about me - the stupid
tourist, who will be overcharged. They think I’ve come to gawk at their
war torn city, with its bullet punctured statues, its scarred buildings and
bridges that stand leaning and crumbling in certain neighborhoods,
while others areas have already been rebuilt, with shiny, well-kept imitations of the old ornate constructions that came before them. A whole
national history lives inside of Beirut taxis; once elegant European cars
that haven’t been replaced or updated in fifty years, frantically inching
forward, but getting nowhere fast, and everyone yelling at once, “Arreb
ya maresedis! (Move, you damn Mercedes!)”
Just as the Beirutis suspect, I have, in a sense, come here to study their
destruction. I’ve been at a conference to discuss Lebanon’s relations
with other Middle Eastern countries, and the role of journalism here and
abroad in forming policy. There was a kink in that plan, though, when
the war on Gaza broke out a few weeks before I was set to arrive. Unsurprisingly, the conversation veered constantly to Israel, the Gazans,
the immensity of the Palestinian camps in Lebanon, Hamas. Over the
last two weeks we’ve met with everyone. We’ve listened to the pleading human rights advocates fighting to document abuses against the
Palestinian refugees, shook hands and took photos with the Christian
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president, and sipped pineapple juice with Hezbollah heads. We’ve
heard the American ambassadors reciting their instructed position with
a wink and a nod to say they don’t agree but cannot dissent, and the
academics and journalists who are just trying to make sense of it all. I
am tired of all of them. I don’t want to talk about the complicated Middle East anymore. I want to go back to New York with its metered cabs
and its diplomatic traffic lights, back to school, to my apartment, where
things make sense and people are not dying so nearby and my mere
presence is not a constant offense to everyone I meet.
But these cars are impeding my progress. The Beirut airport is small,
and not busy. I was advised to leave and hour and a half before my
flight and I could board without problem. But I didn’t account for the
haggling to be done over the hotel bill, or the fact that another guest
would slip into the cab I ordered, and that there aren’t so many of them
out early in the morning. “I can still make it. I have to make it.” I repeat
my mantra over and over internally, as blood rushes to my head, and
my heart starts pounding with the infuriating sense of urgency that
comes with non-movement. We have forty-five minutes now. I know
we are not far. I’ll get there. I’ll get on the plane. I have to.
We arrive and I pay the driver too much because I know he will argue
and I do not have time for that. The airport is shabby with its low hanging neon lights and scuffed tile floors. It’s mostly deserted, so I have
free reign to run frantically with my ridiculous backpacker’s bag bouncing behind me all the way to the Royal Jordanian window. It’s empty.
Empty. How can this be? Nobody works here, in the morning, when
there are flights soon? I ask someone from another airline where they
are. He doesn’t know. I ask another traveler who is already bored with
me before even lifting his head to be addressed. I ask a security guard.
He doesn’t speak much English, but seems to pity me. Somehow I communicate that I need a staff from Royal Jordanian. He calls to the gate
beyond security and hands me the phone. The woman who answers is
terse, and impatient.
“You are late. You can’t arrive less than one hour before the scheduled
departure.”
“Yes, I know. I’m sorry. But I’m here now. You can’t come back and
give me my ticket?”
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“No, Ma’am. The ticket window is closed. We are about to leave.”
“It’s more than a half hour until you’re supposed to leave. There is nobody in line for security here. Please, please, just come back and let me
through. I’m sorry I’m late.”
“No Ma’am. You’re too late. There is another flight in six hours. You
can call the office to change your reservation, and wait for that one.”
She hangs up. The airport is small; she can’t be more than a few hundred feet from us. I picture here complaining about me to her colleagues
now. She probably wears a lot of makeup, precisely applied, and her
hair is up in a sort of sensible bouffant tucked under one of those
strange, pointy, red hats the Royal Jordanian ladies wear. She is shaking
her head and clicking her teeth as I am thinking this. She is taking great
pleasure in stranding me here.
I can’t wait six hours. I already know taking that flight will cause me to
wait twenty hours for my connection to New York in Amman. I start to
cry and hand the phone back to the guard, who looks a bit like my father, about fifty, plump, and mustachioed. He tries to call back to the
gate again, to argue with the attendant himself, but she doesn’t answer
this time. I could hug him, he’s so clearly distressed on my behalf. I
apologize for all the crying, thank him for his help, find a seat to plop
down on and light a cigarette directly in front of a No Smoking sign
that everybody is ignoring.
The obscene reticketing fee will have to be paid whether I stay for the
next flight, or leave tomorrow. It’s my punishment for taking some optimistic travel advice. But I’m nearly out of money, so I’ll find my
friend back at the hotel and use her phone to have my parents wire
money for the fee. Maybe I can also sleep on her floor tonight. How
demeaning to ask for all these favors. Everyone will think it was my
fault.
Upon leaving the airport I’m accosted by the drivers again. “Tuxi!
Tuxi!” They all call to me at once. I select the closest one, get in, and
ask for the hotel again. As we make our way back, he asks me if I’ve
missed my flight. “Yes, just barely. Actually it hasn’t left yet.”
“You are angry?”
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“I’m not angry. I just wanted to go home today. Can you tell me where
the Royal Jordanian office is? Don’t take me there, just tell me where.”
“You are angry, but nothing bad for you! The people in Gaza, they die.
They houses, they families, all die! Bombs flying, everyone dead, and
you angry. You want Royal Jordanian now, or hotel?” He is yelling at
me.
I’m feeling so pathetic and beaten already. But he’s right; I’m also fine.
And since he reminded me, I decide to let him rip me off a little when
we get to the hotel. Later I will find my friend from the conference, and
maybe we can have a big last night out in Gemayzeh, the night life district. There are bars there that hang out signs that usually lure us in with
drink specials. Lately they’re trying a different approach, with slogans
like “Come on in! We’re gonna get BOMBED!” Yes. I think we might
as well.
END

22

