
CHAPTER EIGHT 

I Remember Sinai 
 

  
 

The sun god, Ra, is worshipped as the creator of everything.  
 

 

The minivan left at midnight, with nine of us crammed inside like international 
sardines. Nine strangers, mismatched and tossed together willy-nilly, with one common 
interest: to walk God's mountain. 

It was going to be a long, miserable ride. I left the coastal paradise of Dahab on a 
tiny, fold-down seat the size of a dinner plate, into the stark, rugged interior of the 
peninsula. My compatriots had napped through the evening to prepare for the rigors of 
the climb ahead. Sitting there, wishing I had a window or a friendly shoulder to lean 
against, I wondered why I hadn’t done the same. 

Two hours later, we unscrewed ourselves from the minivan and stood blinking 
into the dark. We could only see vague outlines of each other shuffling quietly in the 
night, but there were a billion zillion stars in the sky and we could see them all. Naturally, 
the girls all had to pee first thing. The lavatory was locked – probably a good thing – 
because had we seen it in the broad light of day, we might have gotten ourselves straight 
back on the van to Dahab. A British girl and I found a patch of sand beside a building, 
and unceremoniously christened it The Ladies Room. I felt guilty squatting there on 
God's mountain, but Necessity has her demands.  

St. Catherine's – the oldest continuously inhabited monastery in the world – 
served as our base of operations. Located mid-mountain, at 4,900 feet, this bastion has 
kept the Christian faith for 1,700 straight and holy years. A square fortress, with granite 
walls rising up 200 feet, the monastery covers the breadth of a city block and houses the 
smallest diocese in the world: monks preparing for the afterlife by serving God in this 
one. This isolated stronghold also boasts priceless works of Byzantine art – including 
icons, mosaics, wall paintings, and miniatures – and one of the largest collections of 
illuminated writings in the world, second only to the Vatican. Some 3,500 volumes, 
written in eight different languages, have been catalogued, including a letter of 
guaranteed protection in the Prophet Muhammad’s own hand. 

Gardens and cypress trees surround the monastery, but hard dusty scrabble covers 
the rest of the land, rising toward the jutting edifice of Mount Horeb. The centerpiece of 



St. Catherine’s, its reason for existence, the source of its mystery, and the living artifact 
that has drawn thousands of pilgrims for hundreds of centuries, is the Burning Bush. The 
Burning Bush, through which God spoke directly to Moses. If such a thing could really 
happen, could it happen for me, here in this place, at tomorrow’s new light? Could I hear 
the voice of God? Even if it was just a word? Even if it was just a whisper?  

From the monastery, we launched our attack on the 2,600 vertical feet still rising 
between us and the summit. There, the sun would light upon the very same place on earth 
where Moses received the Ten Commandments of God. And we would be its witnesses. 

But first, the Steps of Repentance. Orthodox monks built 3,750 steep steps into 
the barren mountainside, adorned with arches and chapels of stone. This path has also 
been called the Stairway to Heaven. The distinction, I believe, depends on whether you 
are heading up them, or down. 

Most tourists who climb Mount Sinai choose another path, a longer path, gently 
sloped and winding to the top. Still, a four-hour excursion waited them, in the dark, on an 
unfamiliar path. It is said that the local Bedouins – with camels for rent – just hang 
around and wait for people to collapse. I chose the steps. 

Our little enclave from Dahab met up with organized tour groups and random 
travelers and we all milled around waiting for some holy green light or sign from the 
heavens that it was time to set out. I chatted over a cigarette with two mates from 
London, Matthew and Humphrey. They’d gone to Sharm el-Sheikh to dive and wound up 
at St. Catherine's on a lark. I was happy to be hearing simple English. They said they 
were glad for "sensible company" for a change. Matthew was the silliest of the two, 
lighthearted, easy going. He had a broad smile, hair cut short and the look of someone 
with a constant stream of friendly mischief on his mind. Humphrey was the more 
handsome, more serious, more brilliant. Blonde, tall, confident, he gave me the 
impression of someone who just dropped out of prep school to travel to the dusty corners 
of the world. We decided to trek up the steps together.  

People were clustering around their guides and climbing onto the backs of 
uninspired camels. I asked someone where the steps started and a guide shook his head 
and graciously handed me a flashlight. “That way,” he sighed. 

Undaunted, Matthew, Humphrey and I charged off in the dark toward the stairs. 
The trail wasn’t marked, so with three flashlights darting against a landscape of gray 
rock, we sought our path. Bedouins tried to give us directions, but most didn’t understand 
us at all, and when they did, they urged us toward the other path. We would have none of 
it, and stumbled through the darkness on our own. 

We found the way thanks only to Humphrey's logic, a vague trail, and the good 
grace of God. That and a general sense of which way was upward. I worked hard to keep 
up with the guys. "I'm so glad I started smoking again when I got to Egypt," I said, 
between gasps of cold air. "I'm so glad I started smoking when I was 14," replied 
Matthew.  

We listed as many of the Ten Commandments as we could remember, and I 
silently noted the ones I had broken. “Thou shalt honor thy mother and thy father…  
Thou shalt remember the Sabbath and keep it holy… Thou shalt not steal…”  



If the Steps of Repentance put an ear to my silent confessions that night, they 
would have heard this: That I hate my parents, as much as I am bound by love to them. 
To the exact degree that I adored them and put them on cherished pedestals, they in turn 
dashed and disappointed me. I don’t know if I ever really felt their love. Though I know 
in my head they both loved me deeply. 

As for the Sabbath, well, Sundays are tremendously suitable for sleeping in, 
drinking champagne and making love out of wedlock. Admit it. A lonely Sunday, in a 
series of lonely Sundays, is also less sacred than the Monday that takes you out of the 
abyss and back into the land of the living. 

I stole lip gloss once, in the seventh grade. I got caught and the whole episode 
absolutely mortified me. Imagine calling my dad, my dad, and asking him to please pick 
me up at the police station. Truthfully, the shame of that experience stayed with me my 
whole life. But it was really Suzette Gerz’s fault, because she taught me how to steal, by 
example. She was what my grandmother would call a troublemaker.  

“Thou shalt not take the Lord thy God’s name in vain …” My list of sins went on. 

Then Humphrey, Mathew and I listed the northern states of America – 
Washington to Wisconsin to Maine – why, I cannot now imagine. It’s not as easy as it 
sounds. And it’s funny as hell. Matthew and Humphrey didn't laugh at their own jokes, or 
each other's, but that made them even funnier. I giggled and gasped all three arduous 
hours to the top. 

I got rest breaks by stopping and pointing out constellations in the sky; Matthew 
and Humphrey said they’d never seen such stars. I showed them the three-starred belt of 
Orion, which is aligned perfectly with the three great pyramids of Egypt. We found the 
North Star, Venus, Cassiopeia and the Big Dipper, which they called the Sauce Pan. The 
night sky is a familiar friend to me, a great mystery and an awesome spectacle. I cannot 
imagine not knowing it.  

Looking toward the summit, we saw several dots of light sprinkled against the 
black mountain. Mystified, we pondered the possibilities: Pilgrims with big flashlights? 
Lampposts? Tent camps? Hearty entrepreneurs manning hot chocolate stands?  

Indeed, as we approached the first light we found a little ramshackle hut, lit with a 
Coleman lantern and furnished with a solitary cot. A cardboard sign announced: water, 
tea, coffee, hot cocoa, cookies, biscuits and candy bars for sale. A Bedouin, bundled head 
to toe in heavy layers, shifted his weight to keep warm.  

How in the great wide world of free enterprise did a Coleman lantern find its way 
to a rock mountain on the Sinai Peninsula? Ebay? Not likely. Regardless, we three weary 
travelers bellied up to the counter and ordered our mid-mountain snack. My mates bought 
hot chocolate and "chockie bars," Snickers to be precise. This sent me over the top. But if 
a Coleman lantern could find its way to Sinai, why not a box of Snickers? I wondered, 
though, did they come straight from the factory in Nevada? Or did they come in bulk 
from Costco? Was there a vast Bedouin distribution network staged in Suez? My great 
spiritual quest spiraled into the considerations of more practical matters. How exactly 
does one set up shop on the mountain of Moses to sell coffee and cookies at 6,000 feet? 



The solitary proprietor didn’t speak English. But he took our American dollars 
and Egyptian pounds and hopefully considered it a good night’s work. I would never 
unravel the mystery of him. And the sun would not wait for me. A Cadbury bar, bad 
coffee and a few minutes of rest, and I joined Matthew and Humphrey on our final 
passage to the top.  

People such as me, whose dreams are bigger than our capabilities, become 
intimate with disappointment. We become accustomed to striving. We search endlessly 
for thin golden threads in the complicated tapestry that makes up our lives.  

Which is why, when Humphrey announced, "That rock looks like a face," my 
heart did a layout-back-handspring. About three-quarters of the way up the steps, we had 
stopped for another breather and some water. I concerned myself with the temperature – 
which was falling rapidly – and wrapped myself in the one thin sweater I’d brought. But 
when Humphrey said, "Look," I forgot the cold and the sweat and the toil. 

A huge, serious profile jutted out from the mountainside, gazing across the vast, 
low land: brow, eyes, nose, lips, chin. I had expected more of a vision or an epiphany. I 
rose and laid my hand on the cool stone. Where are you, God, if not here—if not in my 
heart and my efforts and in this good company? Where are you? 

We were quiet now, the three of us following our own thoughts on the cold hard 
mountain, wherever they wanted to take us. 

The temperature plummeted as we continued upward. The combination of 
exertion and anticipation kept me warm, but it wasn’t to last. Very near the top we 
stopped and spoke to a young couple hunkered down, smoking pot in a nook behind some 
rocks. They had been to the mountaintop, declared it absurdly cold, and retreated for 
better comforts. 

Just below the summit we stopped at another Bedouin shack, where they rented 
wool blankets and thin mattress pads, cheap: at five pounds apiece. That would be the 
best $1.47 I spent the entire trip. I was woefully underdressed. I hadn't pictured Moses in 
a Patagonia, fleece-lined, thermal-tested parka with ventilation zippers. If Moses could 
walk to the top of Mount Sinai in nothing more than a striped moo-moo, well then by 
God, I could do it in a t-shirt and a thin sweater.  

I had things to learn on Sinai.  

The summit boasts a slightly-less-than-balmy 40 degrees Fahrenheit. In Montana 
parlance: butt-ass-cold. Shivering violently, I could honestly report that I was colder than 
I had ever been or thought I could be. Ever. I wondered in passing when my two blankets 
had last been laundered, if ever, but didn't linger on the point. Some things are better left 
alone. I wrapped them around my shoulders and shuffled my way up the final path. It was 
three o’clock in the morning. 

Sunrise wouldn’t come for two more hours. Matthew carried my hot cocoa and 
bedding up the last few, steepest yards of the mountain. We crawled, in the dark, over 
sharp slabs of rock to the east slope of the summit. With the exception of one ambitious 
man who had packed up a camera, tri-pod, and fanny pack full of film, we were the only 
people there. 



One giant step from the top, I settled myself onto a flat, smooth ledge, six feet 
wide and a straight vertical drop to the valley floor below. My perch inclined back into 
the body of the mountain and I felt totally safe in the arms of Mt. Sinai. I hunkered down 
in my blankets and fantasized about a warm and cozy nap. It was not to be. 

Fifty other travelers joined us before the sun arrived. We waited together in 
chatter, cigarette smoke and the anticipation of dawn. This was no place for quiet 
contemplation, mystical transformation, or a life-changing spiritual moment. Still, I 
closed my eyes from time to time to look for something bigger than me and to breathe 
away the noise and rattling cold. 

Humble, low and lonely, in the dark morning hours, came the sound of chanting. 
As the music of voices drifted up the mountain, I wondered what life was like for the 
monks in the land below. I wondered what mysteries they understood, that we travelers 
passed through and by, and never noticed. 

For two solid hours I stared at an ink black void, waiting for daylight. Then the 
stars began to disappear. Dawn was coming. The sun finally began to bleed slowly into 
the dark of night at about 5:15 in the morning. While I watched the thin ribbon of light 
widen in the sky, it seemed as though I could actually feel the earth turning itself, and me 
with it, slowly to the east. 

 Another 45 minutes passed before we saw the orb of the sun itself. This 
magnificent orange-red sphere brought more than light and warmth to us. It brought a 
sense of accomplishment. Our journeys were validated by the simple, common rising of 
the sun that, 364 other days that year, didn’t matter much to any of us.  

The crowd came alive as if the curtain was rising on a great stage. Voices and 
exclamations rose over a symphony of shutter-clicks. I threw off my blankets, the cold 
and contemplation forgotten, and moved forward against an outcropping of rocks, 
jockeying for a good camera angle. At this point, Humphrey – king of the night, fearless 
leader of our band of three  – got nervous. I think he felt that he needed to guide and 
protect us all. 

A very pretty woman from Europe, young and used to attention, started to walk 
along a narrow ledge. Unless an earthquake suddenly struck or some fool decided to 
murder her in front of 50 people by giving her a nice firm shove, she was perfectly safe. 
But not in Humphrey’s mind. "Please don't do that," he implored. “Please come back.” 
Her silhouette framed beautifully against the sunrise, she paused, turned and looked at 
Humphrey like a bug she should squash. 

How can a person be so beautiful and so ugly in the same moment? I intervened 
on Humphrey’s behalf with my kill-her-with-kindness, let’s-all-get-along strategy. "You 
should take her picture, Humphrey," I said. “She looks so beautiful.” 

"You can't take my picture," she replied curtly. "My face is copyrighted." 

I thought to say: You’re in the public domain, sister. Anyone can take your 
picture, any time, anywhere, doing anything, as long as you’re in a public place. Like this 
place, for just one example. And they can do whatever they want with it, including post it 
on the Internet with the caption: Blonde dies on Sinai. So shut up and smile for 



Humphrey’s camera, you screaming self-absorbed bitch. But I kept my mouth shut. 
God’s mountain is no place for a catfight. 

Humphrey was still nervous about her precarious position next to a deadly 1,000-
foot drop, but she wasn't going to be told what to do. I, personally, wasn't worried about 
her. Her life was probably copyrighted, and neither God nor gravity would claim it. Not 
yet anyway.  

There were no signs saying, DANGER: KEEP AWAY FROM LEDGE, no 
railing, no ropes, no man-made viewing platforms. Nothing had been put up to make this 
safe or squeaky-tourist-clean. Or to reduce an owner's risk of liability in case a damn fool 
tourist slipped and hurt or killed herself. Who would she sue? The Bedouins? The 
monks? God? We were on our own and expected to look out for ourselves. I liked that. 
And, with Humphrey's supervision, we did. 

As dawn settled in and people began to set aside their cameras, a group of Korean 
travelers gathered on an outcropping of rock and began to sing. Everyone turned to watch 
and listen. We asked Humphrey what they were singing, because we knew he would 
know. "Just wait until they get to the chorus," he said. "You'll recognize it." I stood with 
my friends in the cold air of morning and heard, in the Korean language, on the top of 
Mount Sinai, Amazing Grace.  

Five years ago to the day, the sun had set on Terry's life, even as it rose that 
morning on Sinai. 

There was nothing left to do but climb down the mountain. 

 

What a miserable affair. Crowds jostled along the stairs in a thick unruly fashion. 
Start. Stop. Start. Stop. Bitch. Moan. Start. Stop. I had to pee, badly. I should have stayed 
up top alone. But in my haste to find a bathroom, I jostled with the mob instead, down 
3,750 stone steps. Thus, I missed my last big chance for a spiritual epiphany. I would 
carry my burden, whatever sorrows or demons I’d brought up there, back down the 
mountain with me. 

Add to this the mistake of buying rocks at the top. Indeed: rocks. The Bedouins 
sell stones from the mountain, about the size of eggs, as souvenirs. Each one is broken 
into two pieces, dull and rough on the outside, but embedded with magnificent crystals. 
Two halves of a whole, soul mates, split-aparts, like Terry and me.  

It’s in my nature to contemplate rocks and sunrises and people. To scrape at the 
surface of things. If a rock, broken in half, could reveal beauty, couldn’t it reveal 
wisdom? Couldn’t it whisper into my ear: Beautiful and ugly co-exist in the same spaces, 
in the same moments. Bad things happen to good people. Life is more than it appears. 
Grief is lovely. Grace is everywhere. Couldn’t it tell me that somewhere, broken into 
pieces, there was something beautiful inside of me?  

I thought of the grapevines growing in the rocky soil of Burgundy, France. Too 
sweet the soil, and the grapes become a plain and simple fruit. It’s the struggle that gives 
them their complexity; the journey gives them their character. Wasn’t the same true for 
me? Or was I just a dreamer, who purchased her rocks at the top?  



Never mind that 20 little children were waiting at St. Catherine’s to sell those 
same rocks. That hadn't occurred to me. No. I have the get-it-while-you-can-before-the-
going-gets-gone philosophy. Wouldn't want to lose out on two pounds of rocks to carry 
on my back down a steep hill for 2,600 feet. Maybe I didn’t want to let go of my burden, 
my sorrow, my loss. Maybe I wanted to pile it on, like the guilt and the regrets. 
Everything dreamy and possible in the night seemed harsh and unyielding in the glaring 
light of day. 

Naturally, everyone wanted to take the steps down the mountain instead of the 
camel path. Nobody told them that going down was actually harder in many ways than 
going up. Middle-aged, out-of-shape tour-bus types hollered at each other, complained 
and gasped and fell repeatedly all the way to St. Catherine's. In better circumstances, I 
might have thought it sweet how they tried and struggled, and helped each other along. 
But all I could see was my own need for a bathroom, a crowded path, and garbage all 
over the steps.  

A woman in front of me pulled a bright blue wad of yarn from her pocket and 
dropped it – as if she had no brain – right on the steps. I picked it up and carried it 
another ten yards down the Steps of Frustration to a garbage can.  

I was coming to regard the tourists on Mount Sinai as rude, loud, arrogant, 
litterbugs. Plastic cups, empty cigarette packs, candy bar wrappers and all manner of cast-
offs lay strewn across the mountain. Those and about a billion cigarette butts. Forget that 
there were trash receptacles all along the way. Why carry your junk 50 feet when you can 
just drop it on the ground? God will clean up after you.  

Hot, tired, thirsty and hungry, I finally made it to the bottom and bee-lined it to a 
water closet. For a second I thought I’d stepped into Hell. The lavatory was filthy, not 
more than a hole in the floor, without the hot running water I longed for, without toilet 
paper. I’d roughed it before, plenty, in the wilderness. But this was something else 
altogether. I had expectations. I had needs. Sanitary facilities ought to be a requirement, I 
thought. When Amr described Sinai as “rustic,” I never imagined dirty toilets. Couldn’t 
he have just said, “Kyla, whatever happens, take your own toilet paper”? 

I decided to walk down the long dusty road to the main gate. Maybe there would 
be a bathroom there. I caught up with a guide who I recognized from the mountain. His 
customers had stopped, gasping and griping, on the way down. Passing by them, I had 
fallen on the narrow steps. The guide had vigorously rubbed grit from the scrapes in my 
hands. He told me I was beautiful and asked my name and my country. Then he invited 
me to breakfast with his patrons.  

"Yes, you will come,” he said. “It's only five minutes from here. We'll drive. 
Come to breakfast with us." Surely a restaurant would have hot running water, and I was 
really hungry, but I had to meet my driver in another hour. Besides, nothing was as easy 
as it sounded on Sinai. The quick breakfast, five minutes away, would probably turn into 
a three-hour escapade. Wandering away from my one chance to get back to Cairo on time 
didn’t seem prudent. 

"No thanks,” I said. “I can't. But do you know where there’s a bathroom?" 

"You can't go to breakfast?" 



"No, seriously. But I really need a bathroom." 

"Oh well, there's a bathroom down here. Very nice." He pointed to the main gate 
and we walked together and talked while he left his customers to trail behind in the rising 
dust. 

Camel drivers scour this long road calling to travelers with rides for sale. More 
children walk in the heat and dirt with egg-shaped stones in shallow, cardboard boxes. I 
wondered in passing if those were the boxes the Snickers came in. 

The “very nice” bathroom at the main gate was as gross as anything I'd ever seen. 
And a man followed me through the open door with a squeegee mop that looked like a 
windshield wiper on a stick. Whatever he did with that thing all the live-long day couldn't 
possibly be worth whatever tips he earned. I shooed him away, let loose my bladder, and 
walked back to the monastery. 

By now, my mood had deteriorated to crankiness. I reached in my pocket for my 
Chapstick. It was gone. I had no Chapstick! Of all the discomforts on Sinai, this was the 
worst. Let me admit it right now: I’m a long-time, non-recovering, self-confessed 
Chapstick addict. I thought I might just lose my mind on the spot. But then I remembered 
that I had lipstick in my backpack. All morning long, I lubed up my lips in the dry heat 
with Lancôme's Nude 2 Lip Perfecting Pencil. 

I’m addicted to Chapstick. I admit it. I love Chapstick. I never leave home 
without it. I carry a tube of the waxy drug in my pocket, every waking hour of every 
single day. Even my pajama pants have pockets. Chapstick on the left; Kleenex on the 
right. I’m a creature of habit. 

You don’t want to be around me if I lose my Chapstick. In the water, say, because 
I was wakeboarding with it – yes, even my swimwear has pockets – and when I went 
down, the Chapstick went down. Down, down, down to the bottom of the lake, never to 
be seen again. Poor, sad Chapstick.  

Someone once told me that Chapstick was manufactured with tiny, little bitty 
micro-chards of glass, and even as the waxy product soothes your lips, it simultaneously 
damages them. So you always need more and more and more. I don’t care. Chapstick 
won’t be the first object of my desire that injured me. 

My dad, it turns out, was a Chapstick addict, too, from way back in the day when 
Chapstick tubes were made out of real tin. I can still see him withdrawing the black-and-
white dispenser from his pocket, as natural and easy as breathing.  

This is his legacy to me, I suppose: A wild attraction to Chapstick, and the ability 
to soothe and damage in the same deft stroke.  

So there I sat, wearing pink lipstick, wondering where the priests went to the 
bathroom. Surely they had a real toilet and a sink. I couldn't imagine a priest squatting 
over a hole in the ground without toilet paper and no opportunity to wash his hands. I 
wondered, too, about the Bedouin and their children. Where did they live? How did they 
bathe? What did they eat? I’ve moved through so many moments in life, untouched, 
unaware, self-absorbed. Sinai would not let me. 



So I slogged along with a blister on my toe, in clothes I'd worn for four days, with 
my hair sticking out in all directions, and killed time with the locals until the monastery 
opened. I plopped down a stone ledge, drank a Pepsi, and let myself be accosted by 
children selling rocks. I took their pictures and let them take mine. I learned their names. 
I didn't need two more pounds of rocks on my back, but I gave them all money anyway. 
This was their life. No Nintendo or Game Boy, only selling. I couldn't guess where their 
mothers were. 

I took a picture of a fuzzy-faced camel, offering baksheesh to its owner and 
wishing I could pet the animal like a puppy. He looked sweet enough, and 
underappreciated, with red tassels hanging from his head. But several people had told me 
that camels spit. Yes, they curl up their lips and pepper unsuspecting tourists with saliva. 
Just what I needed. So I moved on. The time had come to see the Burning Bush, snap a 
few pictures and catch my ride to Cairo. 

The Burning Bush – the very one through which God spoke to Moses – grows in 
the courtyard of St. Catherine's. They say people have tried to transplant sprigs of it, but 
it won't grow anywhere else in the world. In the crowded monastery I made my way to a 
small garden court, past a big hanging vine and straight into Matthew and Humphrey. 

"Hello!" 

A man shooed me out of the way. I was obstructing some big photo opp. So sorry. 
I moved aside and asked my mates, "So… have you seen the bush yet?" 

"Right there." Matthew pointed behind me.  

I spun around. "That's the Burning Bush?" The bush grew up behind a tall lattice 
and fell above our heads in a thousand tendrils of vine. I had somehow pictured a charred 
twig-looking thing. But of course, it was the Burning Bush, not the Burnt Bush. Photo 
Man was underneath, yanking and twisting on a vine to take away with him. It wouldn't 
break off. He had to settle for the mangled leaves he raked off with his hand, his piece of 
God. 

All of the vines within reach had been stripped bare. The leaves above grew green 
and lush, but only tiny, new buds could be found isolated here and there on the ends. It 
would not be long before these, too, would be shredded off. The courageous buds that 
would replace them, tenaciously unfolding, reaching towards life, wouldn’t have a 
prayer. I touched a doomed bud gently with my finger. I was sick to death of tourists. 

I wanted to get off Sinai and back to my clean, friendly hotel in Cairo. But of 
course, the more you long for something, the more it eludes you. 

In Dahab, Salém had arranged for me to meet “someone” at 10 a.m. at the 
monastery for my ride back to Cairo that day. I couldn’t miss that ride. A plane would 
leave from Cairo for Luxor the next morning and I had to be on it. Negotiations with 
Salém included much eager head-nodding – yes, yes, no problem – and whispers to 
colleagues in Arabic. My part was to hand over the cash. No ticket, no receipt, no 
brochure. Just blind faith. In America we’re more organized. We’re licensed. We have set 
schedules printed on slick paper. A person knows, generally, what to expect. None of this 
was true in Egypt.  



My driver would find me, Salém had promised. So I milled around, waiting 
impatiently, eating a package of crackers. When a man in a jaballiyah approached me, I 
shrugged him off, not in the mood to be sold a camel ride, a taxi, a postcard, a rock. 
"From America," he pressed, gesturing to me. "Ride to Cairo." Oops. He explained that I 
would be going with four others to Cairo and pointed to a van. 

Then he said something in Arabic and held out his hand. "No, I paid Salém," I 
insisted. "I paid Salém, in full, in Dahab!" He kept repeating his request. "No, no," I said, 
causing a rather big scene. Someone stepped forward and said, "It's okay. Don't worry." 
He spoke to the man in Arabic and then turned to me. "You have his flashlight?" 

"Oh, sorry." I didn’t recognize the man who had thought to look after me the 
night before by loaning me a flashlight. I’d suddenly become as obnoxious as the tourists 
I had criticized. I had spiraled into Schmuckville and I couldn’t get out. Not until I had a 
hot soapy shower. 

I found Matthew and gave him a warm hug him goodbye. His fine company and 
good humor made a lasting impression on me. I could see his heart just beyond his smile, 
not hidden like in most people. Humphrey was off buying postcards. I would miss them 
both, but they had other destinations. 

Four travelers from the Philippines eventually gathered themselves together and 
joined me for the long drive to Cairo. I climbed into the front seat of the van and dared to 
check my look in the mirror. I was a disaster. And I had lipstick on my teeth. 

The van driver, as cranky and confused as anyone, spent the next hour trying to 
get us out of the neighborhood. He drove around asking questions and trying to get the 
proper authorization to transport us to Cairo. When most people leave for a trip, they get 
in the car and go. Not so on Sinai. We wasted the first half hour going nowhere. We 
eventually found ourselves at the office of the Tourist Police, where we had to show our 
passports and put our names on some arbitrary list. Then we went back to the monastery 
for more signatures and more waiting. Finally, Judy, a Philippine who worked as a nurse 
in a military hospital in Saudi Arabia, and actually spoke some Arabic, got out to hustle 
things along. She actually helped. With stupendous relief, we finally left the gates of St. 
Catherine’s for Cairo. 

I wondered what heartbreaks, addictions, disappointments and failures each one 
of us might have come to leave behind on Mount Sinai. What I left behind was a little 
lost tube of Chapstick beside a rock somewhere. That and many expectations. 

 

It would be seven long, hot, aggravating hours before I finally walked back into 
the Nile Hilton that night. We stopped frequently at checkpoints along the way, where 
armed police strolled solemnly through the van, scrutinizing us and our passports. I 
wondered what wily quirk or suspicious characteristic might alarm them, causing them to 
haul a person off the van for … what? Questioning? Interrogation? A mysterious 
disappearance in the desert? We’d sit like helpless little bugs under a magnifying glass 
and wait for them to hand back the little blue books that legitimized our existence. Even 
more disturbing: our driver would just up and disappear every chance he got, returning 20 
minutes later without a word or glance. To me, he represented yet another mystery on 
Sinai that I would never understand.  



I did come to understand one thing about Sinai: the heat. Miles and miles of it ran 
in every direction. A strip of highway cuts through the yawning desert, dotted with lonely 
checkpoints. At each one, four or five men stand around a shack, wearing black wool 
(wool!) uniforms and smoking cigarettes. It’s a wonder they don’t all die from heat 
prostration, cancer or sheer boredom. Egypt seems filled with monotonous jobs like 
these, perfect Petri dishes for breeding resentment, civil unrest and solidarity. They say 
poverty breeds terrorism—poverty and hopelessness. But how does that account for 
Osama bin Laden, born into wealth and rage? 

These are the thoughts that occupy the mind in the middle of the desert, where 
everything seems endless and dry and forlorn; where there are no boundaries to rein in 
the imagination.  

By now, I couldn’t get out of Sinai fast enough. 

 

Between Sinai and Cairo we crossed the Suez Canal – one of the most significant 
stretches of water on the planet. This shipping zone crosses 101 miles, linking the 
Mediterranean (at Port Said) with the Red Sea (at Suez). As early as 1869, its waters 
provided a trade route between Europe and Asia. It also made the penetration and 
colonization of Africa exponentially more enticing to the Europeans. Today, war ships, 
aircraft carriers and cargo vessels, carrying everything from crude oil to cashmere, pay 
tolls for passage, supplying Egypt with a hefty source of revenue.  

Not everyone has always been happy about Egypt’s control of the canal, however. 
Geography – completely arbitrary, completely indifferent to the plights of humankind – 
inevitably becomes the hinge pin to war and commerce. So, when Egyptian President 
Nasser nationalized the canal in 1956 to help fund the building of the great dam at 
Aswan, Britain, France and Israel pitched a fit and invaded Egypt. Egypt responded by 
sinking the 40 ships that happened to be in the canal at the time. When the Soviet Union 
threatened to intervene on Egypt’s behalf, the United States and Canada joined the fray 
and helped negotiate peace. 

With its enormous impact on international trade, the canal became Egypt’s 
political trump card and played a pivotal role in mid-eastern conflicts through the 
decades.  

In 1967, angry that the canal had been closed to them since 1949, Israel launched 
a no-holes-barred preemptive strike against Egypt. It didn’t help that Egypt had amassed 
1,000 tanks and 100,000 soldiers at Israel’s southern border. Syria and Jordon joined 
Egypt in the aptly named Six-Day War. The conflict lasted 132 hours and 30 minutes and 
the Arabs got their butts kicked. They lost the Gaza Strip, Sinai, East Jerusalem, Jordon’s 
West Bank, and Syria’s Golan Heights. 

Egypt closed the canal for eight years. Forced to circumnavigate Africa or portage 
across land, ships incurred enormous costs in time and fuel. Egypt’s blockade also 
trapped 14 vessels, known as the Yellow Fleet, in the bright blue waters of the Great 
Bitter Lake. In this southern section of the canal, desert sand accumulated onboard the 
abandoned ships for almost a decade, giving rise to the fleet’s lonely, haunting nickname.  



The canal re-opened in 1975 and a peace agreement between Egypt and Israel 
allowed Israel unrestricted use. In 1981, the Multinational Force and Observers – under 
agreements between Egypt, Israel and the United States – set up camp in Sinai to phase 
Israel out of the Sinai peninsula and enforce the Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty of 1979. Thus 
the shipping canal has enjoyed a quiet truce for nearly three whole decades. Today, 
20,000 ships and $2 billion dollars flow through these waters annually, making Suez the 
busiest canal in the world. 

For all the conflicts strewn along this slim blue ribbon of water, the canal itself 
has no borders, no bindings, no locks. Both ends lay at sea level: a happy, perfectly 
balanced little pond of global transportation. Only humans carry the walls of war and 
torment.  

 

In Suez we got another driver—younger, unhappier and more confused than the 
last. We all piled out of the van as a cluster of men gathered ‘round and started barking 
instructions, all taking and pointing at once. One man finally asked us our destination, in 
English, and then told the driver what to do in Arabic. Surprise: you have a vanload of 
people going to Cairo. 

The driver then demanded money from us, which sent me right over the edge. The 
Philippine travelers handed over 100 pounds a piece, but I flat-out refused. Arab men 
don’t seem to care for angry women. But I dug in and restated my claim over and over, 
adding more volume each time: “I paid Salém in Dahab for my trip – all the way to 
Cairo!” 

“Okay! No money!” The man barked into my face. 

“Okay!” Pissed, weary, low on blood sugar and dirty head-to-toe, I slogged 
myself back into the van. Would I ever get to Cairo? I started obsessing about a long, hot, 
soapy shower and I don’t remember thinking of anything else the rest of the way. Until 
we got lost again. 

The driver meandered through downtown Cairo, clearly confused. Finally he just 
stopped at a vacant parking lot in the pitch dark – I had no idea where – and stated: “You 
get out here.” 

A crowd converged on us as we all stepped out of the van, everyone shouting, 
pointing and shouting back. Surveying this all-too-familiar scene, I wondered why 
Egyptians seemed to gravitate toward each other, while in America we tend to keep our 
distance from trouble on the street. 

Surprisingly, I was right in the thick of it. “You’re not dropping us off in the 
middle of a parking lot!” I yelled. That much I knew. I didn’t know, however, where this 
voice was coming from. Mine isn’t a voice raised to be heard. Mine is a rambling voice, a 
fast and frenetic voice. A voice interrupted. One that runs from confrontation. But there I 
was, hollering at an Egyptian van driver. “You are taking us to the Nile Hilton. Nil 
Hilton!” 



“Don’t worry.” A calm and gentle voice emerged from the pack. A young man 
asked me where I wanted to go. “The Nile Hilton,” I repeated. He translated for the driver 
and gave him very specific directions, over and over, gesturing with his arms. 

“Shokran, shorkran,” I said. “Thank you very much.” We all clambered back into 
the van and drove away from the quiet voice in the dark as the crowd dissipated into the 
night. 

 

I nearly wept with relief in the elegant bathroom of the Nile Hilton that night. A 
flushing commode. Hot running water. Miles of toilet paper. I looked like an apparition 
in the mirror. What I saw, though, as I washed the dirt from my hands and face, was the 
promise travel had kept.  

A trace of Sinai lingers still, and calls to me here in America, in a life embraced 
by the familiar and the ordinary. It is saying, if I will listen, You. You there. Pay 
attention. You are more than this. Remember. Remember... 

And I remember Sinai. 

 


