Its been a long time since I've written on here.  I received some concerned emails saying that I didn't sound happy so I didn't want to write again until I cooled off a bit ( but another reason I didn't write is because I've been really busy and internet access isn't as accessible as it once was.  My director at my Center who at first said that I could use the Internet whenever I wanted started to complain, in English,  about the high electricity bills so in order to appease her I stopped using the computers all together at the Center.  I really shouldn't be going to the Internet café in my village because it's for men so I stopped going there too.  Now I will update my website and photos while I'm at the Peace Corps office so my journal entries will be longer but further apart in time.
Right now I'm writing this email from my house.  One of my friends lent me her computer to work on 2 projects, both for the Peace Corps.  One is a cookbook for the next group of volunteers scheduled to come in July.  It's going really well and there are a ton of recipes.  My goal is to include 734 recipes, symbolic of the number of days at site.  Right now if I had to guess I have about 300 in already, so it might be an ambitious goal, but I'll try.  The goal of the cookbook is to provide all non-oven  recipes since all volunteers are provided with a 3-burner stove.  A lot of volunteers that came into the PC had never cooked before while other were living off of Mac 'N Cheese and Burger King in the states.  Sounds good to me but both are expensive (although available) here.  Tangent here:  In the states fast food is concerned a cheap meal, usually something that people get when money is low but here its considered expensive.  If I told my village people that I went to McDonald's they would probably say "someone has money!"  The prices are the same here as they are in the states and at $5.00 a meal, is rather expensive seeing that you can get a falafel 
sandwich and soda for 50 cents! My director makes $120 a month, so a $5.00 meal would constituent 4% of her monthly income….nuts huh?

My second project is putting together a Power Point presentation for our upcoming In-service training, signifying 6 months at site.  I've been asked to do a presentation on Proposal Writing.  My supervisor from my last job was kind enough to supply me with some information that I could use as a base.  I have a ton of paperwork from school and work at home but I didn't think about bringing it with me; and researching on the internet can get costly when you are paying by the hour.  It's done and its cute with a few visual effects.  I hope they like it.  The 5-day training is scheduled for the beginning of March.  All volunteers will be staying in a hotel together.  Our counterparts (someone that we work with) will be coming for 2 nights so we can have shared workshops, I think to develop work plans for the future, but it’s all speculations, we won't have any idea what the schedule is until we get there.  

Now here is some bad news.  Within a month 6 volunteers have/will leave Peace Corps Jordan. Five from the last group "resigned" after an incident in Amman at Christmas time.  Each had violated Peace Corps rules that they had previously received a warning for including; being out of site without notice and drinking.  I'm not going to go into it too much or my feelings on it because the Peace Corps monitors the websites and I'm ready not one of their favorites LOL  I don't need any more trouble with them. 

The first volunteer from my group is leaving next week.  She is being "medically separated" for A.D.D.  Again, I'm not going to go into it any further.  It's just hard to be here when you don't agree with administrative process, regardless of whether or not you agree with the outcome.  Out of a total group of 50, we're down to 34 (our group has 24, the last group has 10).

During the last Eide, which I explained in the last update, we went to Petra.  It is an archeological find!  Words to describe the hundreds of carvings into the desert cliffs will never do Petra justice.  The carvings are dated from 1 AD by the Nabatean people.  Until just a few years ago the Bedouin nomadic tribes were living there but were relocated to an area adjacent to Petra named "Little Petra" so that tourism could bloom.  Through out the "park" Bedouin people continue to sell trinkets that are hand made.  A few friends and I were invited to have tea with them while we were descending one of the monuments.  Excitedly for the experience we sat and enjoyed their company for about 30 minutes.  It was starting to get dark and knew we had a 60-70 minute walk down the mountain and out the park so we reluctantly said our goodbyes (not before getting a picture) and left.  They said we could stay with them in the park that night but perhaps another time.  The young boy that was helping his mother sell her things offered to take us to Wadi Rum on a camping trip if we were interested.  I think we may take him up on the offer but to reach him we would need to climb the mountain again, I guess not everyone has a cell phone!    
We stayed in Petra for 3 nights at a few of the volunteers houses that are down in that area.  The Peace Corps are starting to institute a house limit on guests so we were divided into 3 houses; 2 houses of girls and 1 of boys.  I was staying at a volunteers' house about 30 minutes away in a village with 2500 people, all from the same extended family.  My friend reported that there is a high percentage of disabled people, most likely caused by "inbreeding."  Marrying within the family is preferable to marrying outside which dates back centuries.  Tribal disagreements as well as a need to protect family possessions causes this inter-family tradition.  Marrying within the family still takes places more often than not here.  Research is starting to seep into the culture, most prominently in the big cities right now where some people who are forced to marry family members fear having children because they know the effects.  Others, especially in the villages around the country either don't know or still believe that all things are Allah's decision.  If a child is born with a disability (even if the 10 children before him had the same disability) it is seen as Allah's decision and not something to question.  Tangent:  A cultural note on the word "Inshallah."  Inshallah is translated to be "God Willing" anytime someone says something that will take place in the future, including arriving to a destination, buying bread, or having children, the word "Inshallah" is spoken to say that these things will happen if God wills it to happen.  Culturally though people over use the word to now include "maybe."  I am beginning to dislike this very powerful word.  When I ask my friends to hang out, or my boss to do something, or when I invite people over to my house, the response is always "Inshallah," which usually means "no."  It’s a polite way of refusing and although I use it all the time when I don't want to do something like visit the post man's house, I don't like when its used on me.  The religious meaning behind it is abused and has been replaced with a cultural sensitivity that other than this usage doesn’t exist.  People have no problem telling you that your food is terrible or that you're fat or too thin or too ugly, or that one person is prettier than another (especially when comparing their own children!).  It's amazing that a group of people who are otherwise rude, protect people's feelings by saying Inshallah rather than no.

  Ok, getting back on track… Petra was amazing.  At the end of the movie Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade there was a scene showing a huge carving in the mountain called the Monastery but is really the Treasury.  If you know the scene…that is where I went!   Outside The Treasury we were able to get pictures on camels so we all got on a camel while it walked around in a circle…but I GOT ON A CAMEL!  Mission in Jordan….complete!   In addition to seeing the Treasury we hiked up a steep mountain that has stairs carved out most of the way up to see the High Place of Sacrifice and further into the park we went to the Monastery.  The High Place of Sacrifice served as an altar for religious ceremonies.  I twisted my ankle while we were up there so the next day I rode a donkey up to The Monastery.  I RODE A DONKEY TOO!  Another first for me in Jordan! 
Immediately following our Petra trip we started our Traveling Day Camps.  The volunteers who are here teaching all had a 3 week break from school for the Eide.  The Peace Corps required them to have planned projects to do during the break so one of the volunteers came up with this idea of forming teams of 3-4 volunteers (Peace Corps limit) and going from one volunteers' site to the next with planned activities at each.  During the next 5 days we traveled to 4 sites.  We had a day camp for children at three sites and a painting project at the other.  The camps included making bracelets, apple bobbing, Pinatas, wet ball tossing, playdoh, face painting, manicures, pin the tail on the donkey, and prize fishing.  The kids at each of the centers had a great time.  5 young women from one of the centers came to each site to help translate and entertain the kids.  They are all working towards a community service award and the hours that they spent at each site is helping them towards their requirements.  A lot of the Centers are run down and paint is chipping so at one of the sites we painted pictures on the walls and windows.  There was someone who sketched a lot of pictures 7 years ago but the Center was never able to secure funds to color them in so we spent many hours completing the previous artists' work.  The only major recurring problem was "miscommunication" which is an overused word encompassing when two or more people fail to understand each other or when one person just doesn't feel like doing something and then says they didn't understand what was being asked.  We bought the wrong paint for the painting project because the Center failed to tell us they wanted the transparent (and really expensive) paint and my Center failed to bring 4 items (newspaper, empty bottles, Jordanian music, and plastic bags) that I wrote in Arabic.  It’s a common occurrence in Jordan but not something that can be fixed because it’s a cultural norm that we need to adjust to. All in all the projects were a huge success.
After Petra and the camps were over, I was exhausted.  I needed a vacation after it was all said and done, but instead I went back to work.  I have been having some problems at my Center and the Peace Corps asked me to document objective examples, so I did.  It turned out to be 8 pages including a 1 1/2 page cover letter documenting the verbal and emotional abuse that I've had to endure for the last 5 months.  If I upload this when I think I am, then I have a meeting today, February 14th with the Peace Corps, my Director and myself.  To sum up the report, there are three umbrella problems; lack of social and community integration, lack of work activities, and my Director's attitude and demeanor, being the one that needs foremost attention.  Eventually I'll upload the report, but right now would not be an appropriate time.  I'll write to tell everyone how the meeting goes.  Idealistically, the Peace Corps will transfer me to another site which I have finally requested.  During a previous meeting with the Peace Corps it was offered to me as an option but during my last meeting, the feeling that I got was that it wasn't any longer.  So I told the Peace Corps that if my Director wasn't amenable to changing her attitude, then I would voluntarily resign from the Peace Corps because my mental health is more important than staying here just for the sake of staying.  We'll see what happens.  Most of the volunteers have been kept abreast of the situation for months now and agree that a transfer is optimal but I am getting resistance in wanting to leave.  There are so many good things here and the experience is invaluable.  I have a remarkable relationship with my landlord's family downstairs.  Every day when I come home from work I go downstairs and we watch Arabic soap operas.  I don't understand verbally what is going on but it is helping me with my Arabic.  Then around 6:30 every night I go back down and we drink coffee and play cards, relationship wise, I couldn't have it better.  All except two of the female volunteers have stayed here and most wish that my family lived near them.  Another of my favorite reasons for being here is that that I can jump on a bus when I want to try and find a new way around and when I accomplish getting to where I want to go, with minimal language, it’s a great feeling.  I love to watch people and observe cultures and daily routines.  I love to watch families interact and compare it to what it is like in the states, and I love to visit new places, places that I would never have even thought of visiting if it wasn't for this great adventure.  I get to talk to people that we only read about in books or watch on tv.  People of all different backgrounds are existing peacefully together.  On a daily basis I see Iraqis, Palestinians, Egyptians, Saudia Arabians, Syrians, Lebanese, Indians, Pacific Islanders, and Jordanians all living together, working together (to some degree), without racial tension or hatred. It's so interesting to look through the Newsweeks that we get as Americans, the same magazines that you all read at home and see that there are NO pictures of Middle Eastern men that aren't about war, death, and hatred.  There are no pictures of regular Middle Eastern people in those magazines, but I get to experience their lives every day.  They are normal people, most of whom hate what is going on in the Middle East, just like you and me.  Most don't understand why the US is in these countries, they don't understand the reason for war, but they do know that it affects their lives  when they lose loved ones, just like September 11th did for us.  Americans receive bias media because what sells is pictures and stories of a people that we have been taught to hate.  In the Middle East, people are able to differentiate between government and people.  They don't like the US government but they understand the people, although they vote for those that make decisions, are not the ones who implement policy.  I have never been a target of a hate crime here because I'm American, I wish that were true in the US.  Regardless of where people live on this earth, what language they speak, what religion they are, most people want the same thing…a life in which people can walk down a street without having to worry about who is out there to hurt them.  I feel safer walking the streets of Jordan than I ever did in the US.  There are radicals everywhere, and it's only the extreme people that have lost their vision in what they really want to accomplish when they use violence to demonstrate their message.  The people that I live among are not terrorists, they are normal people, exactly like you and me.

With that said, I got robbed the other day LOL  I'll start with the first incident first.  I've gotten so comfortable in this country that my mind is not on high alert every second of every day.  I was on a bus about 2 weeks ago when I left my phone on the bus.  We were with a Jordanian girl so she called my phone and a man picked up.  He said that he had my phone, gave us the address where he was at, and we went to get it.  He was standing outside and was so happy to help that he refused any monetary reward, although I tried profusely, saying that in American when someone is kind enough to return something of value that we lost it was imperative that we reward them with money.  He was genuinely insulted and told me that Allah forbids monetary rewards for kindness, accepting money was against his religious beliefs.  I checked my credit on my pre-paid calling card and the guy didn't even make a phone call to China!  OK, then the next week I was on the bus.  I took money out of my wallet to pay the fare and pushed my wallet back in my pocket.  I got home and the Peace Corps doctor called me to tell me that someone had called her saying they had my bag and they called her because her number was in it.  I didn't even realize it was gone until she called!  I called the guy and we arranged a pick up.  I jumped back on the bus and rode the 20 minutes to where I was to meet him.  He pulled up in a cab and told me that my wallet was at his store and that I should get in the cab.     If I was a trusting person I would have but since I'm not, I followed the taxi on foot to his store which was only 5 minutes away.  I sat down and profusely thanked him for returning it and when I said that I didn't recognize him he said that he wasn't on the bus but that someone who lived up the hill had found it and would be dropping it off at the store any minute.  So I waited.  I sat there for about 20 minute when this scruffy guy comes in saying he was the one that found my wallet but someone else must have taken the money because there was none in there.  The funny thing is that I don't use a traditional wallet, instead I use a small bag that only had papers in it so how he knew I had money in there was behind me...unless he took it.  The other not-so ironic part is that where I had to go was 20 minutes BEFORE I got off the bus, so how he "found" it is beyond me as well LOL  Unfortunately there was a large sum of money in there because I was suppose to return 20 JD to a friend I borrowed money from last month as well as 25 JD that I had in there that should have lasted about 2 weeks.  These things happen I guess.  I am grateful that I had my ATM cards as well as my Jordanian residency card because if I lost those, that would have been a huge production.  
On a high note, I am pen pals with my aunt's 3rd grade class in New York.  The Peace Corps has a program called World Wide Schools that encourages classrooms across America to become pen pals with a Peace Corps volunteer to educate children about the world.  World Wide Schools had a contest for a free phone call to your volunteer and my aunt won!  She wrote a letter explaining our exchanges and how the children would benefit and of the 30 volunteers selected, we got it!  So on February 28th, 8:30 am NY time, 3:30 my time, there will be a 40 minute phone call between the 3rd grade class, my co-workers, and me!  The class is very excited and as I write this I'm also working on a letter to them.  I haven't written in over a month and I'm due for a letter.  Each child wrote me a letter accompanied by pictures of their favorite things to do.  How cute!

OK, My hands are getting tired from typing but it was great finally writing to you all again.  I'll update you on the meeting with my Center.  If it doesn't go well I'm trying to convince another volunteer to quit to so we can do some traveling before heading back to the states.  LOL just kidding.  This experience has really opened my eyes to all that is out there.  I would love the opportunity to work in another country in the future…not the Peace Corps…just an International position with a NGO perhaps. (Non-Government Organization, aka non-profit)
I hope you're all doing well.  Take Care of yourself and Happy Valentines Day!
