
    Settling in to Bishkek has been incredibly easy. A year ago, this was nothing to me but one of those "-stans," populated by a mysterious people who are neither Oriental nor Arab, speaking a mysterious language which probably had no connection to any other language I'd ever heard of. They played some barbaric game with horses and a dead sheep, and probably all wore turbans and burkas. I imagined their president's office being in a tent, with his cabinet's horses, and possibly camels parked outside. 


    Today Bishkek feels as much like home as it once felt alien. I've become so used to the place that I don't look twice when I see a man with gold teeth walk by wearing a robe and a hat that stands more than a foot off his head. 

A squat toilet seems a natural part of any restroom. 

A meal doesn't feel complete until someone passes their hands over their face and says 'Amin.' 

A set of crates on the side of the road is the natural place to buy produce, and halvah, a brick made from peanuts, walnuts, or sunflower seeds is the clear choice for a snack. 

It's comforting to sit in a restaurant and understand only bits of the conversations around me. 

I would be surprised and perhaps shocked if my telephone and internet worked consistently, or if the wallpaper stopped peeling. 


    Yet in spite of how much I've adapted, there is one thing that always throws me off-guard. Something I cannot get used to, that fills me with a profound sense of being in another world, far from anything I've ever known: watching someone eat a banana. Perhaps you can't understand, until you've experienced it, what it is to see someone casually take an ordinary banana, and as naturally as if they were doing nothing wrong, peel it from the wrong end. (I trust that you know which end is the right end, but in case you grew up in a cave: the side with the stem is right, while the stubby side is wrong.) 


    Now you may think me crazy, and you may be right, but something as simple as a banana is more than capable of causing great distress and confusion, even where the slaughtering of a sheep in a stairwell fails. We expect big differences when we travel. But we also expect proper banana-eating to be instinctive knowledge going all the way back to our tree-climbing ancestors. 

So I conducted an informal survey of over fifty local students and friends, and found that all but one open their bananas from the stubby (wrong) end, and none could give me a good reason why. Yet they all thought me crazy for using the stem (right) end as my starting point. It was not until I interviewed a doctor from Kashmir, who also peels his fruit backwards, that I got an acceptable explanation: The stem, he said, is not a pull-tab, like on Coke cans, but a handle, like on lollipops.
