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(1)

I went to Dahab with Irina.

Irina is my Russian friend whose name people always get wrong, calling her "Elena" instead. I met her a year ago in Hurghada, and when we returned to Cairo, we moved in together. There are many things that bind Irina and me, one of which is an urfi marriage contract, stamped and signed by a lawyer. That phrase—I repeat it often: "stamped and signed by a lawyer"—pleading with hotel booking clerks to accept our contract so we can reserve a double room for both of us. Because, according to Egyptian law, it is not permitted for Egyptians and non-Egyptians to stay in the same room unless they are married—or at least, that is what they claim, as some hotels do allow it.

I paid 1,500 pounds for that contract to my lawyer friend, whom I call The Wolf for his cunning—Fady El-Deeb.

This urfi contract is the first one I’ve ever had in my life. I don’t know if it will be the last. Since it was my first experience with such a thing—something I had only ever heard about before—I had no idea how much it should cost. Movies had always portrayed urfi marriages as something simpler, easier. No film ever mentioned a price tag of 1,500 pounds. Just two printed sheets of paper, signed by the couple and two male witnesses. But Fady El-Deeb explained why this particular contract cost that much: First, because Irina is not Egyptian. Second, because it is stamped—without the stamp, it would have cost around 1,200 pounds. Third, because Fady himself does not stamp urfi contracts. Instead, he relies on one of his lawyer friends, who takes a commission for stamping and signing it. Urfi contracts, after all, come with complications, and most lawyers don’t want to be responsible for them—Fady included. He merely drafts the document, prints it out, and hands me the finalized papers.

I remember the day he gave me the contracts in the metro. Three copies. Only two were stamped and signed, while the third was just for backup. One was for me, the other for Irina, but he advised me to keep both in my possession. He congratulated me as he handed over the documents: "Mabrouk! May it lead to travel."

He was alluding to my hidden intentions—that I had only married her for the sake of immigration. I just smiled as I passed him the agreed-upon sum, knowing full well that he was overcharging me. His explanations didn’t convince me, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to be done with the paperwork so we could live together in peace, without the neighbors interfering in our affairs. We live in a society that isn’t destroyed by poverty, oppression, ignorance, lack of freedom, or even the rising cost of bread and the cheapness of human life. No—what truly threatens it is a man and a woman living together without the entire neighborhood, district, city, and country being assured that they have a legal bond on paper. And even more so if the wife is a foreigner—because such a marriage, of course, poses a risk to the diplomatic interests between two friendly nations.

As for the travel issue, I joked with Fady that I had no desire to go to Russia. Too cold all year round. And not just the weather—the people too. No warmth, no blood coursing through their veins like the rest of us. Sometimes, I wonder if the cold crept in from the outside, or if it seeped out from within them. Maybe their hearts are what ruined their climate.

When Fady saw my resistance to the idea of traveling, he said: "You're Jinx. God is giving you a chance a million others dream of." Then, he tried to tempt me with Russian women. I explained to him that after months of living with Irina, I had come to realize that no matter how beautiful Russian women are, they are also incredibly demanding and difficult to deal with. They have one unwavering desire—that their men live just for them, not for themselves.

At the same time, I completely understood Fady El-Deeb’s perspective. An Eastern man is rarely tied to a foreign woman by love—only by interest. Because no matter how much we Eastern men claim to be modern, cultured, and progressive, deep down, we still believe we can't entrust our homes to women who have been spreading their legs since they were six years old. It's one of those inherited ideas we grew up with, never bothering to question its truth or not.

If an Eastern man wants a home and a family, he chooses an Arab woman—someone who will guard his honor in his absence before his presence, someone he can trust with his soul, not just his house and money. As for me, there were many things that bound me to Irina, many shared interests, but unfortunately, travel was not one of them.

The only things I loved about Russia were its writers, its rich history, and its resilience in the face of adversity. And when you dig deeper into the reality of the country, you realize its misery is no less than ours—everything is just hidden beneath the snow, like mud waiting to be exposed.

Fady kept trying to convince me to take advantage of my connection with a foreigner and find a way to leave. He spoke about women, then moved on to the economy—how my qualifications were in demand there and would earn me a fortune. He talked about prices, healthcare, the extensive transportation network, the high-speed internet—so many things that failed to persuade me.

When he finally gave up, he sighed and said before leaving, "Man, believe me, anything would be better than here." He clapped his hands together and added, "I just want you to really look at these people. These people are trying to live. Here, people are just trying not to die. See the difference?"

I nodded, both in agreement and regret. His metro arrived. He shook my hand and left, pushing his way through the crowd. His small frame disappeared among them. I could no longer see his black coat with its raised collar, nor the bag tucked under his arm, nor his leather shoes, dirtied by the mud left behind by the rain. Everything vanished—except his smile. The one he gave me as he gestured with his eyes and fingers toward the crowd, his last silent attempt to convince me to leave. Fady will be arrested after many years on charges of defending his client with honor and will serve a ten-year sentence in prison.

the metro pulled away, and that was the last time I ever saw Fady. We never spoke again—except for one time, when I asked him to amend the contract. The date on it was inaccurate. It read as follows:

"On Saturday, September 28, 2023, 

An agreement was reached and mutually consented to between: 

First Party: Mr. Ahmed Ashraf Abbas Abdelghani – Nationality: Egyptian – Resident of Cairo – Holder of National ID No. (National ID Number) 

(First Party – Husband) 

Second Party: Ms. Irina Igor Ivanova – Nationality: Russian – Holder of Passport No. (Passport Number) 

(Second Party – Wife) 

After both parties declared their legal capacity to contract and act, and in the presence of the following witnesses: 

First Witness: Mr. Shehab Eldin Emad Hamdy – Nationality: Egyptian – Holder of National ID No. (National ID Number) 

(First Witness) 

Second Witness: Mr. Ahmed Ashraf Abdelraouf Mohamed – Nationality: Egyptian – Holder of National ID No. (National ID Number) 

(Second Witness) 

Both parties agreed to enter into a lawful marriage after confirming that no legal impediments exist preventing their union. 

First Clause: The First Party declares his desire to marry the Second Party, and the Second Party likewise declares her desire to marry the First Party. 

Second Clause: The First Party, present at the time of this contract, acknowledges his acceptance of Ms. Irina Igor Ivanova – present at the time of this contract – as his lawful wife, stating: "I accept her as my wife." 

Third Clause: The Second Party, present at the time of this contract, acknowledges her acceptance of the First Party, Mr. Ahmed Ashraf Abbas Abdelghani – present at the time of this contract – as her lawful husband, stating: "I accept." 

Fourth Clause: This marriage was concluded with a dowry of 100 Egyptian pounds, with 50 pounds paid in advance and the remaining 50 pounds deferred, payable at the earlier of either divorce or death. The wife acknowledged receipt of the advance payment in cash at the time of the contract. 

Fifth Clause: Any children born from this lawful marriage shall be legitimate and attributed to their father, the First Party, who shall bear full responsibility for their care and expenses. 

Sixth Clause: This contract has been prepared in two copies, one for each party to be used as needed. 

First Party 

Signature: ___________ 

Second Party 

Signature: ___________ 

First Witness 

Signature: ___________ 

Second Witness 

Signature: ___________ 

Mohamed Ahmed El-Khayyat 

Attorney" 

That was how the contract was written—a contract I hadn’t even bothered to read until a month after receiving it.

I was simply making sure I had it with me, as we were preparing to travel, and I needed to take all necessary precautions in case I was questioned. Being accompanied by a foreign woman is like carrying a ticking time bomb—it explodes only in the hands of the one holding it. I read through the contract absentmindedly, recalling how much I had paid for that piece of paper. But as I scanned the document, I noticed that the date listed on the contract did not actually fall on a Saturday as stated but on a Thursday.

I messaged Fady, pointing out the mistake. He brushed it off, saying it was a minor detail that didn’t matter and that no one would notice.

I couldn’t understand how an error in a contract could be considered a small, insignificant detail. I told him: "If I noticed it, others could notice it too." He replied: "Don’t worry, no one pays attention to things like that as much as you do." 

Then he added that he could rewrite the contract for me but that I would have to pay an additional 200 pounds for the stamp. That was the second time Fady tried to scam me. But this time, I refused. I stood my ground. And in the end, Fady El-Deeb was right—no one noticed the mistake. 

That contract passed through a thousand security checkpoints, was read by a thousand different eyes—police officers, security personnel, hotel receptionists, and anyone else with the authority to question my relationship with Irina. Yet, not a single one of them realized that September 28, 2023, was actually a Thursday, not a Saturday. Had someone caught this glaring error at the top of the page, the contract would have been deemed invalid, and I could have been prosecuted for falsely claiming that Irina Ivanova, a Russian citizen, was my lawful wife. But luckily for me, no one noticed—except me.

*****
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Irina managed to secure a week-long vacation after coordinating with her colleagues who shared the same job. She first submitted a request to her manager, then logged it into the company system, requesting four days off in addition to her regular two-day weekend, totaling six days, which could potentially extend to seven.

Irina never got more than three days off just to spend them in Cairo. Whenever she traveled, it was usually abroad—to Sri Lanka, India, the UAE, and sometimes Russia, if her company provided free flights home. But after the global economic downturn, even Irina started cutting back on travel. She had always avoided domestic trips within Egypt, despite its world-renowned tourist destinations. According to her, she had "enough of Egyptians." She lived among us, saw our faces every day, heard our language—until she became tired of it.

Once, I asked her why she would spend so much money on flights and hotels to visit Sri Lanka when Egypt had far better beaches. She told me that aside from the fact that Sri Lanka had summer rains and that swimming in the sea under the rain was an indescribable experience, the real reason wasn’t the beaches, the food, or anything else. It was simply because, since childhood, she had saved up all year just to travel abroad. And old habits die hard.

After a week of debate over where to go for our vacation—torn between Marsa Alam, Hurghada, and Sharm El Sheikh—we finally settled, just one day before departure, on Dahab.

After Irina received her newly renewed residency, which she had to travel all the way to Dabaa to process at her company’s main office, we canceled our Hurghada booking at a newly listed hotel on Booking.com—a place we had chosen solely for its tempting prices.

But I needed this trip more than Irina did, and I wasn’t willing to risk my enjoyment. I voiced my concerns about the hotel, which was just one residential building among many in a complex, with a small private beach. It was highly likely to be overcrowded, and nothing ruins my pleasure more than crowds.

When Irina asked me what guarantee we had that Dahab would be any better—a place I had never been to before—I told her what I had heard about that enchanting city: that it promised "guaranteed pleasure.". She laughed at my description, and without hesitation, she agreed to take the chance with me.

I made an agreement with Bebo at Club Red motel on the promenade to book a double room for Irina and me for six days. Given our stamped and signed urfi marriage contract, we could stay in one room together.

We always faced this problem whenever we traveled. Most hotels did not recognize urfi contracts, even though the law did. So, we had to book two separate rooms while only staying in one. The only way to solve this issue was an official marriage, not urfi. But Irina backed out of the idea of official marriage at the last moment—after we had prepared our documents and arranged everything. She sent me a very brief message in English: "Sorry, but I cannot do it.". I told her that apologies wouldn't fix things. When I asked her for the reason, I discovered that marriage itself didn’t trouble her as much as divorce did.

Her Russian friend, Angelina, had a tragic experience with her Egyptian husband. He was wealthy but miserly, unresponsive to her needs, and highly restrictive. He forbade her from drinking alcohol at home or grilling pork, and if she wanted to pray, it could only be in a church.

Irina told me about her friend’s story—how she didn’t love living with her Egyptian husband, who had previously been married to a famous TV presenter. His ex-wife had left him, abandoning two children in his care, choosing instead to continue her successful life without restrictions. And despite Angelina’s misery in this marriage, divorce wasn’t easy—especially with the hefty costs of hiring an office or a lawyer to get it done.

Poor souls. They didn’t have Fady El-Deeb like I did.

I laughed at the time and jokingly offered my help to Irina and her friend: "You can tell Angelina that I know a lawyer specialized in divorce—his name is Fady El-Deeb.". I then recalled how Fady had scammed me out of fifteen hundred pounds for just two pieces of paper. How much would he scam Angelina for? I had no idea.

In the end, Irina and I never got officially married. Her fear of divorce was what held her back from marriage in the first place.

Still, I wasn’t particularly disappointed. Our relationship continued. I had never wanted marriage in my life anyway, but it was the only way in this country to stay with her in a hotel room without booking two separate ones. Besides, our relationship had never been built on love. It was rooted in something much deeper—our shared and unshakable loneliness. I was lonely, yet not alone, while she was entirely alone. We met by chance and never separated since, because the loneliness in our hearts never left us either. There were a thousand reasons why we shouldn’t be together, but our loneliness weighed heavier than all of them. So, we chose to pretend we were together rather than face the void that would remain if we parted.

Here in my homeland, I was alone. I had family and friends, yet I was alone. I spoke the same language, yet no one understood me. I walked through the streets, a stranger among familiar faces. I knew them, but they didn’t recognize me. As for her, she was utterly alone—no home here, no family but me.

Once, when trying to describe her feelings for me, she said: "Before you, I had no life."

Whenever I asked if she loved me, she would say yes. But it wasn’t the same yes, I had heard in my teenage years from the girls I dated briefly before quickly growing bored and leaving them as easily as I had met them. No, the love I saw in her eyes had one purpose—it was because I kept her from being alone. That was one of the mutual interests that bound us together.

I finalized the agreement with Bebo in the morning, sending him a deposit—the cost of one night out of the six—to confirm the booking.

We booked our flight to Sharm El-Sheikh. Upon arrival, "Ibrahim Khaled" would be waiting for us—a driver sent by Bebo from the motel to pick us up from the airport for twelve hundred pounds.

That night, we packed our bags. And at dawn, we headed to the airport, bound for Dahab.
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Irina and I arrived at Sharm El-Sheikh Airport, completed all the necessary procedures, and stepped outside. As soon as I turned my phone back on, a call came through—it was Ibrahim, the driver, waiting for us.

Before meeting him, I had pictured Ibrahim as a young man in his twenties, like me. Maybe he had his own car, or maybe he just worked with one. I imagined him with dark skin, like most people from this city, dressed in a traditional gallabiyah with a vest and a turban, lean, with a rough voice. So many images passed through my mind, none of which matched reality when I finally saw him.

Ibrahim was not young—he was an uncle, separated from my age by at most two generations. Yet, despite his years, he had an energy that many my age lacked, even myself. He was thin, but not without a small belly that pushed against his white shirt, which he wore with shorts and sandals. His complexion wasn’t just dark—it was almost ebony. And when he smiled, his yellowed teeth appeared like marble columns covered in the dust of a merciless storm, with half of them missing at the back, thanks to years of smoking.

I swear, in the nearly two-hour ride from the airport to the hotel, Ibrahim must have smoked more than twenty cigarettes without stopping. He was probably the main contributor to climate change. My exhaustion, my lack of sleep, and the constant nausea that overtook me every time I got into a car or traveled on a road—all of it made my mind wander. This nausea, the same one that had kept me from ever considering buying a car, had once seemed to be a physical issue. But with time, I realized it was something deeper—the bitterness of life itself, settling inside me, waiting to be expelled in one violent purge. My imagination drifted further, and I started picturing Uncle Ibrahim smoking two cigarettes at once, one in each hand.

But it wasn’t just Ibrahim who didn’t match my expectations—the car was another surprise. It wasn’t a private vehicle he owned, nor even a taxi. It was a pickup truck, the kind used for transporting camels and goods by traders and nomads. I had no issue with the truck. I never set high expectations for anything, so I wasn’t disappointed the way Irina was. She always had great hopes, no matter how small the matter. She wanted everything to be perfect, exceedingly even a hundred percent. And if reality fell even slightly short of her expectations, she would be crushed with disappointment. That’s why she was always disappointed. Always sad.

With every experience we shared, she would remind me of the stark differences between Egypt and Russia.

We stood by the truck, and while I spoke with Ibrahim in Arabic, Irina whispered to me in English, voicing her concerns. She was worried about riding in such a filthy vehicle, afraid that our luggage would absorb its stench. More than that, she feared for our safety—who knew what could happen on the road. But I wasn’t thinking about any of that. My mind was fixated on the hotel bed. I wanted nothing more than to strip off my clothes, crawl under the covers, pull Irina’s soft body against mine, feel the warmth of her breasts against my heart, and sleep—a deep sleep, the kind I had longed for since childhood, since the day I had my own bed, separate from my parents’.

I translated Ibrahim’s explanation to Irina. The other car was in the repair store and wouldn’t be ready in time, so he had borrowed this one to ensure we weren’t left waiting. He reassured me that the truck was very reliable and would get us to the hotel safely. He suggested that Irina and I sit up front with him, while our luggage would go in the back. No need to worry about it falling off or getting lost, and even if it happens, we will find it again because Dahab is the safe

But I had no desire to sit up front next to him—what fun was in that? None at all.

I told Irina she could take the passenger seat, pressed against the window. There was enough space where I would have been sitting between her and Ibrahim, so she had nothing to worry about. Meanwhile, I would ride in the back with the luggage. She hesitated. She didn’t want to leave me behind. So, I encouraged her to sit with me in the truck bed.

Irina was always overly cautious, sometimes to the point of paranoia. Maybe it was the clear contrast between our cultures—where she was from, people valued their lives, feared death, and treated every risk seriously. But here, death lurked everywhere. You could see it, wherever you turned your eyes. I always told her: "Pleasure is always hiding behind everything we hesitate to do.". But she never believed me. Our life experiences were too different. She would always counter with: "Pleasure is the same as risk."

I never cared much for the risks behind things. What mattered to me was the experience—the story I would walk away with. Danger was no different from death; it was everywhere, in every face, in every shadowed corner.

In the end, Irina agreed to sit with me in the truck bed.

First, I helped Ibrahim load our luggage. Then, without thinking, I lifted Irina into my arms. She extended her foot onto the truck bed, steadied herself, and climbed in. I jumped up after her.

The moment she tried to sit, she leaped back up as if she’d been electrocuted. The metal floor of the truck had been backed by the sun. She pressed her hands against her backside, trying to cool the burn. I couldn’t help but laugh. I rummaged around for an old cloth for her to sit on, something to shield her clothes from the dirt and protect her from the searing heat of the metal. She settled against one side of the truck bed, while I took the opposite side.

When we were ready, I tapped on the side of the truck, signaling to Uncle Ibrahim that we were good to go. The truck started moving, and gradually, the heat of the metal floor faded with each passing moment. The cool air, carrying the scent of the sea, brushed against our chests.

I glanced at Irina from behind my sunglasses. She was still a little tense, but she seemed to be enjoying the experience—she had stopped complaining, at least. The wind played with her hair, and she gently pushed it away from her face. Sometimes, she looked at me; other times, she watched the road or the luggage sliding back and forth across the truck back, rising and falling slightly with every bump.

I sat with my hands stretched out along the sides of the truck, tilting my head back to gaze at the sky. Birds trailed behind us, and airplanes soared above, carrying passengers—some heading to destinations of their choosing, others to places they had no say in. Not everyone in this world has the gift of choice.

I looked toward the dense mountains, cradling the sun between them. Groups of children walked home from a lone school by the roadside, carrying plastic bags filled with food and books. It seemed that knowledge wasn’t in the mind or the notebook, but always in a plastic bag.

The Bedouins tended their livestock, sitting beneath their tents at the foot of the mountains, their eyes fixed on the peak, waiting for Moses to return and speak God’s words to them once more.

The world is vast and magnificent. And the sad truth is—we’ve seen none of it.

Along the road, Irina tried to say something, but between the roar of the engine, the tires scraping against the asphalt, and the fierce wind beating against us, I couldn’t hear her clearly. I propped myself up against the truck’s metal frame, gripping a fishing net that was loosely draped over the side, and moved from my spot to hers.

Lifting my arms to her, she buried herself in my chest, and I asked: "Are you okay?". She replied, mocking me: "How could I be?". I laughed at her. My reaction only irritated her more. Smiling, I said: "Just let it go and enjoy.". She ended the conversation with a single word: "Tmam.". "Tmam" was one of only five Arabic words Irina had picked up during her stay in Egypt. The other four were Hamdulillah, Habibi, As-salamu alaykum, and Bokra inshallah. But she pronounced Tmam the way Turks did in their TV shows, exaggerating the T so that it sounded more like a Ṭ—"Tmam".

Each time, I would correct her, explaining that we pronounce it Tamaam, not Tmam. But she would wave me off, saying she didn’t care. Tmam was easier to pronounce, just like life in Turkey—where she had once visited—felt easier.

As we neared Dahab, we stopped briefly at security checkpoints. But after a brief exchange between the officers and Uncle Ibrahim, we were always waved through with no trouble. They greeted us with warm smiles: "Welcome to Dahab.".

Irina asked how much longer until we arrived, as if I were some Bedouin who had spent his entire life here, memorizing every road and distance. I told her we were already in Dahab—just minutes away, according to the GPS. And sure enough, a few minutes later, we had arrived.

And just before Ibrahim left, from the car window, he warned me: "Take care of yourself.". I asked him, "From what?". He answered as he started the engine, preparing to leave: "From this town.". I asked again, "What about it?". He smiled as the car began to move, leaving me with his final words: "It has a siren’s call. And it will call for you."

*****
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From the moment I set foot in this city, I was enchanted.

I had heard countless times that it was a land of magic and beauty, but I thought people were exaggerating. After all, I had traveled to many places in my life—one in which I had achieved much—but I never let work keep me from exploring the world. Every year, I set aside part of my earnings just to travel. It was one of the few things Irina and I had in common: neither of us truly felt we had a home on this earth. So, we kept wandering.

What is life without travel, anyway? Travel allows us to discover ourselves, to look through a different window than the one we are accustomed to, and to witness worlds and people we would have never known existed had we not left our comfort zones.

Through my journeys, I realized that a single nation is actually a thousand. A thousand different peoples, each with their own traditions, customs, values, dialects, foods, and drinks that define them. Traveling has shaped me in ways that stillness and stability never could. I could have remained like a tree with roots stretching endlessly downward, but I chose otherwise. In every place I visited, I lived countless stories, each place unique in its own way. Yet, no city had ever bewitched me the way Dahab did.

They were right about it. And even their praise fell short of its reality. Dahab is a city of contradictions—both the thing and its opposite. It holds the harshness of life in its mountains and blazing sun, yet the tenderness of the world in its sea, where the color blue paints everything in sight. The towering mountains embrace the sea from different directions, while the sun, no matter how fiercely it burns, remains gentle. I wake at dawn to wait for it, like a beautiful girl slowly opening her eyes. And when it sets, it never truly leaves—its warmth lingers, reminding us of its presence until it rises again.

We had chosen a hotel right by the sea, in the heart of the tourist promenade. I loved waking up to the sight of the ocean enveloping me from every direction. Wherever I turned, the blue waters washed away the burdens in my heart, the sorrows weighing on my shoulders, the load on my back that I believed would never lighten, and the restless thoughts in my mind. The hotel was worth its price—we paid 2,300 EGP per night, including only breakfast.

When we arrived, I helped Irina stand up. She stretched her back and limbs, trying to shake off the fatigue. I jumped down first, then lifted her so she could set her feet on the ground. After that, I helped Uncle Ibrahim and Mohamed, the porter, unload the luggage from the truck bed.

We hadn’t packed much—just one large suitcase containing Irina’s and my clothes, and a smaller bag with my laptop, cigarettes, liquor, Irina’s skincare products, my swimming gear, and everything else we thought we’d need for the week.

As I bent to grab a bag, Bebo’s voice called out from behind me: "No, sir, leave them. They’ll take the bags to your room. Just relax.". I thanked him and stood with him for a few minutes at the reception, chatting about the journey. He apologized for the car he had sent and informed me that instead of charging me 1,200 EGP as we had agreed, he would only take 800. Then he asked if this was my first time in Dahab, and the conversation flowed naturally until Hagar appeared, interrupting us. Bebo gestured toward her and said: "Let me introduce you to Hagar—she’ll take you to your room". 

My eyes met Hagar’s for just a few fleeting seconds—seconds long enough for a man to fall in love. That was before Irina caught on to what was happening between us. Hagar was of average height, with a quiet beauty that soothed the eyes of anyone who looked at her. Her silky, golden hair was tied back in a ponytail, and her wide, brown eyes shone against her sun-kissed fair skin. Her teeth were like pearls—or perhaps they were just normal teeth, and it was only that, in comparison to Uncle Ibrahim’s, they seemed like pearls to me.

As we followed Hagar, Bebo called out behind us: "Enjoy your vacation!". A sly smile crept onto my face as I thought to myself: "If all the girls in Dahab are like Hagar, then it surely will be a happy vacation.".

I reminded Mohamed to be careful with the bag he was carrying, as it contained fragile items. He reassured me that everything was fine.

Irina moved closer, pressing herself into my chest as she always did, while we walked behind Hagar, who hadn’t spoken a single word.

Our room was number five, in a corridor with twelve rooms—six on each side. Since we had a sea view, our room cost 300 EGP more than the standard ones. Hagar unlocked the door and handed us a paper with the Wi-Fi password, breakfast hours, pool hours, the reception number in case we needed anything, and a list of instructions: turn off the air conditioner when leaving the room, ensure the doors and windows are locked before heading out, and note that losing the key would incur a 100 EGP replacement fee—along with a few other rules I couldn’t quite remember. She wished us a pleasant stay and then left.

Irina and I entered the room and examined it thoroughly. It was a very simple room—two beds in the middle, as they had informed me that no single-bed rooms were available. The only vacant room had two beds that could easily be joined together, so I agreed. Two nightstands flanked the joined beds, a dresser stood opposite them, with a small fridge on its right side and a coat hanger on the left. Scattered on the floor were some cushions and a small rug embroidered in a pattern I couldn’t quite decipher—odd for someone like me, who always pays close attention to the details of fabric and threads. To the left of the room, just past the entrance, was the bathroom, and in front of it, a wardrobe with a broken safe. At the far end of the room was a balcony door that opened onto the sea.

Quickly, driven by my deep concern for the whiskey, wine, and vodka I had brought all the way from Cairo to Dahab, and my constant fear throughout the journey that they might break, I opened the small suitcase and carefully took out the bottles. Upon confirming they were unharmed, I kissed them. Irina burst out laughing at my reaction, then took the bottles from me and placed them in the main-fridge. I then pulled out my laptop and set it on the dresser, shifting the kettle slightly to make space for it—Irina’s beauty products had already occupied nearly the entire surface.

Once we had quickly arranged our clothes, we decided to check out the balcony. Irina opened the door, and immediately, a sudden gust of wind slammed the bathroom door shut with a loud bang. I suddenly recalled one of the instructions written on the notice we received: always ensure the room and bathroom doors are closed if the balcony door is open. We quickly stepped onto the balcony and shut the door behind us, making sure not to repeat the mistake.

Irina and I stood there, unable to believe what we were seeing—a view one doesn’t get to witness every day. Our room was on the first floor above the ground level, facing the sea directly, so close that it felt as if we were sitting in a tower at the very center of the ocean. I turned to Irina and, overwhelmed by how near the water seemed, I said: "I feel like I can jump and swim from here."

She laughed and said she felt the same. The sea stretched vast and endless before us, just like the sky above it, its blue hue vibrant and alive. From where we stood, we could see people swimming freely, exploring the coral reefs, sailing, and windsurfing.

I sighed deeply and dropped myself onto the chair, longing for a few moments of peace. But how could I, with Irina beside me? She immediately started asking if I had told Bebo that we wanted to stay in a bungalow—a wooden and straw hut. I told her I had mentioned it, but it seemed there were no available ones. She insisted I call him to check. Bebo told me there was, in fact, a vacant bungalow, but that our current room was a better fit for us. Nonetheless, I asked to see it, so he sent Hagar to take us there again.

The bungalow was on the top floor and didn’t have a private balcony. Instead, each room had an assigned outdoor space, but it wasn’t enclosed. Near the rooftop, there was a common area designated for guests. It felt completely lacking in privacy. We thanked Hagar, who smiled and said, “A wise choice,” before we returned to our room.

After freshening up, Irina and I took a shower. She complained that the water pressure from the showerhead wasn’t strong enough, making washing her hair a tedious task. I decided to simply listen to her complaints without offering any solutions. I reassured her that I would talk to management about it, while fully intending to do nothing of the sort. If she later asked why nothing had changed or why no one had come to fix it, I would just say, as we men always do, that I had forgotten—because sometimes, the best way to handle endless complaints is to feign forgetfulness.

Once we were done showering, we threw our exhausted bodies onto the joined beds. Irina nestled closer to my chest, stirring a deep desire within me. I teased her, and she playfully remarked: "I see you are not sleepy now.". I responded with a grin: "How could I be?". We laughed, and soon, one thing led to another. The fatigue that had clung to me throughout the journey vanished the moment we arrived, replaced by a fleeting euphoria. My happiness had always been momentary—so much so that I felt as though I had just been born.

I placed my hand over Irina’s lips, silencing her mind-sentence. Pulling her soft, delicate body against mine, I kissed her, held her, and made love to her—until the entire hotel knew we had arrived.

This, precisely, is what one calls a perfect vacation

.
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Irina and I spent a long time in bed before sleep finally overtook us. We slept for a little while, but hunger eventually stirred us—it had been a long time since last night’s dinner. Irina doesn’t like eating on the road; she’s content with just chewing gum, though not for long. It annoys her when I forget how many hours the gum has stayed in my mouth. She always says: "It’s really bad for the stomach.".

Who cares, Irina, if it’s bad for the stomach or not? We are a people who have grown accustomed to eating foul, falafel, eggplant, fried potatoes, shakshuka, and pickles for breakfast, digesting it all with untreated Nile water, and yet we survive. How? I don’t know. But we still survive.

When hunger and the growling of our stomachs woke us, we dragged ourselves out of the comfort of the bed. I had started sneezing and coughing lightly, so Irina asked if I was getting sick. I told her I wasn’t sure. The sun was about to set, so we sat on the balcony, watching it disappear—how it shyly hid behind the sea like a bashful girl, how the blue sea turned gray, and how darkness slowly took over everything. We sat there for nearly an hour, planning our evening.

Irina asked what I wanted to eat, and I told her that whenever I visited a coastal town, I only ate seafood. She suggested a restaurant just a seven-minute walk from our hotel, one she had read good reviews about. We quickly got ready and left.

As we walked, I felt the cold creeping into my body. My nose was starting to run, my sneezing was getting worse, and my cough was deepening. My limbs felt frozen, even though my body was burning up. Fortunately, Irina, who insists that everything be perfect so nothing ruins her mood, had brought Panadol Cold tablets with her. She handed me the strip. I tore it open and was about to swallow two pills when she stopped me, saying it was better to take them after eating. But I didn’t care—I took them immediately as we walked to the restaurant. The most important thing was not getting sick.

We strolled down the promenade, and everything looked lively in this wonderful city. The people in the streets you can see happiness on their faces. Ah, how I had forgotten that there were still faces that could carry happiness. Hash in the air, they dance and sing in the streets, walking their pets—dogs, cats, everything. Dahab is famous for its dogs. I’d bet there’s no other city on Earth with dogs like Dahab. Visitors, both local and foreign, bring their dogs from all over the world and let their males roam free, breeding with the local strays. The result is hybrid dogs, a mix of different breeds you wouldn’t find anywhere else. Some tourists even come to Dahab specifically to adopt one and take it back home.

Outside our hotel, five black dogs stood across the road like a gang. I remember a time when a girl stopped to feed one of them. She took a piece of food from her meal and reached out to offer it. But in a swift move, the dog snatched the entire meal and ran to a nearby corner. The other dogs followed, joining in his stolen feast, while the girl stood in the middle of the street, frozen in shock. But she could only laugh, and soon, people around her pulled out their phones to record the scene—the mischievous dogs and her sheer disbelief.

Beyond the cheerful people and the bold dogs, what also delighted us was the abundance of liquor stores. You could buy whatever you wanted and drink anywhere you pleased. Noticing this, Irina remarked: "I feel like I’m not in Egypt." I answered as I always do: "Egypt could be better, but...". Then I stopped because she already knew what was coming next. My country is beautiful—I always compare it to a delicious piece of cake. But if every official steals a small bite, all that’s left for the people is the cardboard box.

When we reached the restaurant Irina had suggested, we found nothing. When we asked about it, people told us it had been closed for two years after the owners had a dispute with the local authorities. They had shut it down and left the country. No one mentioned the exact reason.

We asked for the best place to eat seafood, and several names came up. The closest was a restaurant called "Aladdin." We checked the long menu posted outside before going in—the prices were reasonable. A waiter approached, trying to convince us to enter. In fact, he didn’t need to persuade us; we were going in anyway. Hunger is a ruthless enemy.

At first, the man spoke a few words in Russian, and Irina responded. Then I spoke to him in Egyptian Arabic. He laughed and said: "You don’t look like one.". I replied: "That’s the trick.". He gestured for me to enter with a smile: "Welcome, cousin!".

The restaurant was crowded, especially the tables right by the sea. Irina and I waited inside for a table to free up so we could move closer to the water. A few minutes later, one did, and we took our seats. I threw myself onto the spacious couch, leaned my head back, and exhaled deeply, as if trying to rid my heart and mind of all negativity. But in reality, my body was beginning to give in to exhaustion. I felt like I needed more sleep, even though I was never one to sleep much. Sleep and I, as the saying goes, were like "ironworks factories"—always at odds. Good sex helps me sleep a little. I’ve never experienced excellent sex to know its full effect.

A waiter came over, handing us two menus—he said the word with a playful French accent. I let Irina choose while I watched the waves crashing against the wood and rocks beneath us. Above, the dark sky was illuminated only by a radiant moon surrounded by stars. I tried connecting them to see if the sky had a message for me tonight. I had done this since childhood. Once, I traced my name in the stars. Another time, they told me to dream. And on a moonless night, I stopped dreaming. When the moon returned, the sky told me not to be afraid, to love with all my heart. Once, the stars told me to swim at night, so I stripped off all my clothes in the dead of winter and threw myself into the freezing sea. Strangely, I didn’t get sick afterward.

The sky had told me many things throughout my life. That night, as I connected the stars, they formed a single word: "Wait.". I asked the sky, "Wait for what?". It answered, "Be patient.". So, I was.

Irina ordered seafood soup. I got seafood pasta, which she shared, while she tried the Mexican shrimp. The restaurant sat right on the water, but the kitchen and bathrooms were on the other side of the promenade. I spotted our waiter approaching from a distance, carrying a large tray from across the walkway. He set the dishes down before us and wished us a good meal.

As soon as the food hit
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