In the Haze of Fifty-One Days

Dorgham Abusalim}

Everyone talks about that summer. Fifty-one dreadful days. Families
massacred with no men left to carry on their name or women to carry their
offspring; neighborhoods flattened; bodies shredded to pieces. A lava
stream of blood for the blood-thirsty watching on the hills nearby.

They were dreadful all right.

But for me, Israel’s volcanic firepower during those days marked the
beginning of an eruption that came from within. A little more than seven
years later, the aftershocks remain, although they have become subtler as
time has passed.

“Hala brother!” | exclaimed loudly on the phone.

“Hey bro, how is Egypt treating you?” answered one of my eight more
siblings, most of whom are scattered between Europe and North America.

“Funny you ask, | am actually halfway through the Sinai desert traveling
back to Gaza!” | announced.

“Wallah! At least we will have someone to plead with God for us on the
Day of Judgment,” he chuckled.

“You think so?” | responded while laughing out loud.

“Yes, you will be a martyr! Have you not seen the news—a war is
coming!” he explained sarcastically.

“l doubt God will take me for a martyr!” | replied while we continued
laughing. “I am bored in Egypt and do not want to overstay my welcome.
You know, our siblings here have their lives and families.”

“When was the last time you were there?” he asked me.



“Long enough not to count the years anymore. | just really miss Mama,”
| answered.

“We all miss her!” he replied.

“Well, listen, I am about to lose reception. Let us start planning a way
out in case things become dire,” I told my brother.

“They will! I will see what | can do. Send me your passport and ID
numbers,” he replied.

“Will do! Thank you, habibi.”

| was in Egypt for the summer on vacation from my graduate studies
abroad. Ever since | left Gaza when | was sixteen, | would spend my
summers in Egypt or Jordan, fearing | would lose my scholarship if |
returned and became stuck in Gaza. And were it not for Mama’s ailing
health, she would have traveled to meet me.

The excitement of staying in Egypt quickly faded after my birthday. |
celebrated turning twenty-seven at the Four Seasons Hotel in downtown
Cairo, spending the night at a suite overlooking the Nile with a summer
fling 1 met there. As with all flings, |1 never saw him again, but I still think
about him sometimes.

With Ramadan quickly approaching, | thought | would rather skip the
fast in the comfort and privacy of my parents’ house. So, | decided to go to
Gaza a couple of weeks after my birthday.

The journey through the scorching Sinai desert took me back to simpler
days when | did not have to stop at Egyptian military checkpoints or take
the crumbling ferry across the Suez Canal. Instead, the driver would zoom
across the towering Peace Bridge, cutting the trip by three hours. But much
had changed since | last traveled through Sinai. Today, Egypt says it is
battling terrorist organizations in the peninsula, thus the journey from Cairo
to Gaza has become a difficult maze of detours. | must have asked myself a
million times, Why is it that there is no airport in Gaza? Why do | have to
go through Egypt?

| thought | would have gotten used to the long journey by now, but a
strange fatigue quickly took over my frustration. | slept for a couple of



hours before finally reaching Ma’bar Rafah, the border crossing infamous
for its closures, besieging my family for months at a time, along with nearly
two million others in what we simply call the largest open-air prison on
earth: the Gaza Strip.

At the crossing, going into Gaza is never as difficult as leaving.
Egyptian border patrol officers are eager to process passports quickly when
travelers are entering Gaza, but never when attempting to enter Egypt, even
if only for transit to go to Cairo International Airport.

The family chauffeur picked me up once | went through the Palestinian
side of the crossing. “Hamdillah A’salameh,” he said. As we drove through
Gaza’s eastern highway, | eagerly looked out of the window to spot the
rooftop of my parents’ house. Sometimes, when | am thousands of miles
away, | find myself looking for it on Google Earth. “Where are we going?”
| asked. “Oh, we are taking a shortcut! Hamas built this new road
connecting the highway straight to your neighborhood. This way we avoid
the downtown traffic,” answered the chauffeur.

It was not long before | finally saw the familiar landscape of our house,
nestled on top of a hill, majestic as ever with Baba’s famed orchards, except
for the dirt road leading up to it. “I cannot believe the city has not paved
this road yet.” | thought to myself.

*

“Ahlan, ahlan, ahlan! Praise God for your safe return, my handsome Lord,”
Mama embraced me as | leaned downward to kiss her feet when | arrived.

“Malika! It’s so great to see you!” | said excitedly.

“Ya Lord! Come here boy!” Baba called out from his wheelchair.

“Hala ya malik! It’s been too long since our last summer together in
Amman,” | joked, referring to the time when Baba met me in Jordan and
had a severe stroke that turned the vacation into a long hospital stay.
Despite his age, the stroke left him with little damage, only paralyzing one
of his legs.



“You are a fool! You will get stuck like me. | already missed a
semester,” my younger sister rushed in to hug me. “But | do not care, |
would rather stay with Mama,” she said.

“You need to go back to Amman and finish your studies!” | responded
with a smirk.

“l am not a nerd like you. | missed you though,” she replied.

“Where is she?” | asked about my other, older sister. “Oh, she is at her
place,” Mama answered. My older sister married a year ago. | could not
make it to her wedding, just like | had not been able to make it to many
important family occasions over the years.

“Come here, let me feel you,” Mama patted me down head to toe to feel
my weight. She lost her sight several years ago, but not her motherly touch.
“You are too skinny!” she said in dismay. “We’ll take care of that. The bath
is ready, go shower,” she commanded.

“Yes, go, go!” My younger sister turned to the housekeeper. “Make us
shisha and prepare the table to play Hand!”

“Slow down sis, let me rest first,” | said as the rush of seeing the family
for the first time in a few years began to dwindle and | felt the fatigue of the
journey overwhelming me.

When | walked up the stairs to shower, | inhaled the scent of our house,
tracing back memories of my rebellious teens and robbed childhood. “If
only the walls of this house could speak,” | lamented to myself.

“Yikes! How can you people handle the water here!” | told Mama after
my shower. “My skin is already irritated!” | exclaimed.

“You will get used to it in no time. What would you like to eat?” Mama,
whose food is second to none, began laying out the menu options: maftoul,
fatteh, maklouba, melokhiyya, gedre, mahshi, steak, roast beef. “Anything
you want, just name it. The cook is at your command!” she said.

“Not maklouba,” my younger sister chimed in. “You will have that
when you go visit our sister at her place! It became her signature dish.”

It is customary in our culture to visit newlyweds at their house with a
gift. | used to bring perfumes for the family and T-shirts for the house staff.



But, as | grew older, | learned that the best gift is money.

“Come in, come in!” my older sister proudly invited me into her
apartment a few days later. She spent almost a year planning, designing, and
furnishing it. It was the talk of the town, as was her wedding, because hers
was a love marriage that had jealous people whispering all sorts of things.

“Wow! Who knew you could pull this off!” | joked. “You have a
beautiful place. | love the couch pillows and the lighting fixtures,” | said as
she walked me through the apartment. My older sister loves the Egyptian
cinema of the 1950s and 1960s. Her couch pillows had portraits of her
favorite celebrities: Soad Hosny, Oum Kalthoum, Hind Rostom, and, of
course, the collection is not complete without the devilishly handsome
heartthrob Omar El Sherif.

“Dinner will be served soon. My famous maklouba, you will love it,”
she said.

“Better be as good as Mama’s,” | responded.

“It’s close, you will see!”

“Where is your husband?”

“He will join us soon. Hopefully, we will eat before the electricity goes
out for the night. Running the generator is becoming costly because of the
fuel shortage,” she said.

“You must work with your husband to leave here, emigrate anywhere,” |
told my sister.

“l do not want to talk about these things. Tell me, how is life? No
boyfriend yet?” she keenly inquired. Perhaps she was trying to show her
support and love for me. While catching up, | reached into her hand and
placed a hundred-dollar bill. She resisted the gift and | insisted on it until
she accepted, all in line with our carefully choreographed culture.

“l am proud of you,” she said, “my baby brother growing up to visit me
and my husband with a gift of his own.” She teared up.

| gently laughed off her sentiment. “We are only two years apart!”

Her husband, who married my sister against all odds, was eager to meet
me. We did not know each other very well. The dinner was an excellent



icebreaker. As we devoured the maklouba, we spoke about all sorts of
things, from my travels abroad to the situation in Gaza. We all thought a
war, especially with Ramadan around the corner, would be short-lived,
nothing more than a targeted skirmish between Hamas and Israel.

“Hey bro, how is it going in that hellhole?” asked one of my brothers on
the phone.

“It’s going. | am not doing much, which is exactly what | needed, except
| have this hint of a fever that | cannot seem to shake off,” | replied.

“Gaza does that! You should not have gone in,” he irritatingly said.

“Well, I am here now,” | said resignedly. “What’s going on?”

“You need to go to town with the chauffeur and stock up on fuel for the
generator. | called a guy at the gas station, and he will handle it. You just
need to take as many containers as you can. Do it tonight,” he instructed me
with an urgent tone.

“Okay, calm down, will do!” | said.

“And take good care of Mama and Baba, all right?” he pleaded with me.

“My gosh, we are not going anywhere, do not worry. When did you
become so sentimental?” | chuckled.

“This one is going to be massive. Just take care,” he ominously warned
me. “l have to go now.”

Three days after the dinner at my sister’s house, our prediction of a
short-lived skirmish was proven eerily wrong. My brother turned out to be
right.

L 2

We are told technology is fundamentally a force for good but, having
recorded the first of many Israeli strikes on our neighborhood on my mobile
phone, | know that technology can be a badly triggering medium. And it is
not lost on me that Israel’s technological prowess reduced me and my
family to possible testing targets for its advanced weapons. Even years later,
watching the video of the strike freezes me in place, overwhelming me with
the fear | felt for my life and for my family.



“Girls! Let us all go downstairs, grab Mama from her room!” |
whispered in a trembling voice.

Baba has been living on the ground floor for some time now because of
his paralysis. When the war started, my parents had insisted my older sister
come stay with us. Her husband, who | learned is as stubborn as all the men
in my family, insisted to stay in his house at first, but joined us later. After
all, our house is the center of our universe.

We huddled around on the ground floor, cornered between as many
walls as we could count in our quest for safety, sipping coffee, tea, and
fresh mango juice while smoking away a long night of bombardment.
Mama had the radio by her side. “Heavy bombardment of civilian areas
across the Gaza Strip means we are in for a wide-open confrontation,” said
a news analyst on the local channel.

“Mama, please turn it off. I think we all know what we are in for,” |
forcefully asked her. My older sister turned to me, quietly gesturing with
her hands to keep the radio on. All Mama has left after losing her sight is
listening to the radio. | obliged.

| vividly remember how | tried to discern the nature of the strikes,
whether they were tank or submarine missiles, or rockets fired by an F-16
fighter jet, or perhaps a drone bomber. The shock and boom of some strikes
felt different than those | had experienced before I left. Back then, my
siblings and | would try and guess the kind of firepower to distract
ourselves. But these days, there are just too many kinds of macabre
weapons that Israel has developed to tell the difference.

Anyway, this time, | would become distracted by a different kind of war,
the one raging within me.

My skin irritation turned into a severe itchy rash dotting the lines of my
veins, and my fever kept climbing up along with the intensity of the war.
“Oh, my boy, | cannot bear to hear you scratching your legs like that.
Come, | will have the housekeeper prepare an ice bath,” Mama pleaded
with me. “The stress of the war is taking its toll on you,” she said in
astonishment at the state of my health. “I wish you could see a doctor, but



it’s too dangerous. | called the pharmacist, and he will send us fever and
rash medicine.” If only she knew what was going through my mind.

| had not been able to sleep because of the constant bombing. | would lie
still on my bed and try not to move, staring at the ceiling and counting the
seconds between every missile that struck nearby. Some nights, | could hear
the whistle of missiles so clearly, I would think to myself: “This is it,
tonight our house will be struck. Tonight, we will die.”

The medicine helped a little. After all, as far as we were concerned, life
must go on. | was not going to resign to feeling ill during a war. Besides,
the lack of sleep did not matter, | was on vacation, and | could catch some
sleep here and there.

| spent the evenings with my sisters and Mama on the western balcony,
taking in the sea breeze while smoking shisha and playing our favorite card
games: Tarneeb, Hand, and Trix. As the routine of the war settled in, my
aunt, cousin, and his wife would join us. They lived next door. At night,
when the entire neighborhood was pitched in complete darkness, we would
spot the lit tail of a zannaneh—a drone that buzzed so loudly | felt it was
designed for sonic torture.

So, the nights would go on. But, as the stream of bloodshed roared into
the third week of hostilities, | learned that routine and war are two words
that do not belong in the same sentence.

“Dorgham! Dorgham! Wake up! Everyone! Mama! Help!” My older
sister rushed out of her room, completely panicked. “I heard it, oh my God |
heard it!”” she said as if she had heard the voice of a ghost.

“Calm down, | cannot understand you, heard what!?” | asked while
slowly pulling myself out of bed after another sleepless, feverish night.

“A roof-knock! On our brother’s house next door!”

One of my older brothers, who has been working abroad for years, built
a house on a plot of land Baba had given him for a time when he and his
family would return. His life’s work is now in jeopardy. A “roof-knock” is
what Israel calls a fair warning: a small missile is dropped on the target to
alert any civilians who may be there to evacuate. The irony is that the roof-



knock is, in fact, deadly. So the idea of evacuation is pointless. The roof-
knock is then followed by a bigger missile capable of destroying two-,
three-, and four-story buildings. |1 saw footage of this horrific so-called
warning on the news. Caught between certain death and displacement once
again, some families did not make it out of their houses in time.

“What! Are you sure!? Where is Mama! Where is everyone!” | said in
shock. “Yalla, yalla, yalla!”

“Where!?” My sisters screamed.

“The garage,” | replied. My brother’s house is east of ours, and the
garage is west, located on the lower slope of the hill. | thought it was the
safest place. “And get in the car! Where are the car keys!?” | asked my
sisters, in case we had to leave.

“Make sure you grab our bags and dress modestly in case we end up at a
school shelter!” Mama told the girls. She had asked the housekeeper to pack
in advance, preparing for the worst.

“Mama, did you pack your jewelry!? And the land deeds!?” my younger
sister asked. “The deeds yes, not the jewelry,” Mama replied.

“What!?” my sister responded as she rushed out of the car to pick up
Mama'’s jewelry box.

“It does not matter!” | screamed.

“It’s fine, we will be all right,” Mama tried to calm me down. It felt like
an eternity until my sister returned to the car.

“Why are you not moving?” she asked while catching her breath.

“Give me a minute!” | said while breathing heavily.

“They say the second strike comes only a few minutes after the roof-
knock,” one of my sisters explained. “Yalla!” the other added.

What if we leave the garage and a drone strikes us? Would we become
suspect if we are seen driving away from the site of an airstrike? These and
a million other questions rushed into my mind.

“Yallal” my sister snapped me out of my panic.

When we left the garage, a few meters down the road, we stopped for an
ambulance going east of our house.



“Why is there an ambulance? Was there anyone at my brother’s house?
Is anyone hurt? Call the housekeeper!” | asked my sisters.

We decided to simply drive next door, to my aunt’s. We knew it was not
safe there, but we could not fathom the idea of going too far from our
house. “May God curse them all!” my aunt prayed. “Why would they
destroy our houses like this?” she added.

“l think there was a resistance fighter in the field by the house,” my
cousin speculated. “They must have targeted someone or something.”

My aunt turned to me. “Dorgham, you have lost so much weight! Who
knew a war could make people so sick! I know exactly what you need!
Would you like some wine?” she said with an eager grin.

| was never a fan of wine. My go-to drink is rum, followed by vodka,
then whiskey. But | had no choice. “I’ll drink anything at this point,” |
responded. We spent the next couple of hours anxiously anticipating the
bigger missile, debating whether it was safe to go back. The missile never
came.

When we returned, the family and the house staff went to sleep off the
shock of the day. I stayed in the kitchen, smoking like a chimney, staring
out of the window eastward until the sun came up.

*

“You made it!” I said to the housekeeper, who has not been able to come to
our house for some time.

“l came as soon as they announced a cease-fire,” she explained. Several
cease-fires were brokered throughout the entire war for humanitarian
reasons, but they were all short-lived, and often fell apart within hours.

“It’s all a lie, they are still bombing everywhere,” she said while shaking
her head in dismay.

“Who will take you back to your place?”

“Anyone. All I need is to be dropped off at the taxi station. No one wants
to drive all the way to my place. They are all afraid because it is close to a
hotspot.”



“Okay, I will take you to the taxi station. | need to get out of here. Baba
has been getting on my nerves,” | told her.

“Are you feeling better? Your mother mentioned lesions in your mouth
and a swollen throat. Eat salty things with lots of olive oil and drink warm
fluids, that should help,” she softly suggested as | looked at her in shock. |
was never comfortable discussing medical details with anyone.

“Are you ready to meet your maker? We can die any second while
driving to the taxi station,” | joked with the housekeeper a few hours later.

“Please do not say that!” she pleaded with me.

Piles of rubble lined the streets. The housekeeper shared stories she
heard about every strike. One story stuck with me—the house of a former
classmate. 1’d heard a few days earlier on the news that he, his sister, and
wife were killed in a strike. As we drove by the rubble of his house, |
wondered if we would we have reunited if a war had not broken out. Would
| have tried to rekindle friendships lost to time?

| did not want to return to my parents’ house so soon. So, | decided to go
for a ride on the coastal highway, blasting music and simply letting go.

| parked the car by the edge of a cliff and looked out into the horizon of
the sea, smoking my cigarette while listening to the waves crashing. |
remembered the times when | would sneak out to meet a fling of mine, and
our teenaged bodies would climax in his car at a seaside cliff not too far
from where | was parked.

For a moment, the rush of memories felt sweet, but that quickly faded
away as | walked further down memory lane.

“Qiyam!” My seventh-grade teacher militantly instructed us to stand as
the headmaster entered our classroom.

“Quiet now! This is middle school! Your journey to becoming proper
men begins today,” said the headmaster as he looked down on us. “What
period is this?” he asked our teacher.

“Religion,” the teacher answered.

“Who can tell me about the Day of Judgment?” asked the headmaster.

“Me, me, me me,” a flock of my classmates eagerly raised their hands.



“The Day of Judgment begins with a screeching sound so loud it will
petrify all God’s creation in place, then the sky, land, and sea will split wide
open, the volcanoes will erupt, and the mountains will crumble,” a
classmate regurgitated the horror with seamless ease and certainty. “And
everyone will face God alone, forgetting their families, friends, sons, and
daughters,” he continued.

“l won’t,” | mumbled to myself.

“What?” the headmaster turned to me disapprovingly.

“I won’t forget Mama and the rest of my family,” | responded.

“Look everyone, we have a mama’s boy in our class!” a classmate
bullied me while others laughed on.

“Silence! You have a big mouth. Go to my office now,” the headmaster
commanded me.

It was not long before Baba was summoned to the school. “What have
you done? It’s only the first week of school,” Baba asked me sternly. “It’s
the third school you have transferred to!” he exclaimed.

“Go stand outside the office. | will have a word with your father,” the
headmaster told me.

“My son will apologize to the teacher and his classmates. He’s a soft but
stubborn boy and different from boys his age,” | overheard Baba tell the
headmaster.

“We will take care of it. Some students can be agitated by difference. By
the end of the school year, your son will be a proper man like his peers,” the
headmaster arrogantly promised my father.

Up until | left Gaza, both the teachers and the classmates carried on with
their bullying, and so did | with my big mouth shutting them down. By
eleventh grade, my last school year in Gaza, | lost count of how many times
my father had been summoned to the headmaster’s office.

Mama and | still laugh whenever she reminds me of the day | returned
from school asking if she would really forget about me on the Day of
Judgment.



On the ride back to my parents’ house, | could swear | heard a whistle so
distinct, 1 wondered if it was him. After all, we did not live too far from one
another, and there was a stop sign at the crossroads between his house and
my parents’. | wondered if he saw me. If he knew | was back in Gaza.

“Where have you been!?” Mama derided me as soon as | entered the
house. “We have been so worried! Baba had a heated argument and slapped
the chauffeur for not going with you,” she fumed.

“What? What do you mean?” | asked. “He is a grown man!” | added.

“Ya khawal!” Baba shouted from his room. He must have heard us
talking.

“Here we go. | knew there is no escaping this fight no matter what, even
during a war!” | said to Mama as | walked toward Baba’s room.

“Where have you been, ya manyak!?” Baba asked with utter
disapproval.

Khawal and manyak are two words | thought | had left behind a long
time ago. They mean “faggot.” My brothers and | would always get the
same words from Baba. They casually dismissed them, but I always fought
back. “Really, Baba? Again with this nonsense? | am not a child anymore
and you will speak to me with respect!” | fired back at him.

“Come here, bring him closer to me!” Baba instructed his caretaker. The
house staff never got involved in our family fights, though | always
wondered what they thought and how they felt about Baba’s infamous fits
of rage.

“What is it, old man? You cannot get up? Why don’t you try to run after
me? You used to carry a belt, remember?” | bullied him as they all looked at
me, startled by my words.

“She has not raised you right!” my father continued with his sharp
words.

“Really?” | laughed. “She is my mother, careful now,” | warned him. “If
she has not raised me right, your divorcée mother did not raise you right
either,” | said as | dismissively walked away.



| am not one to buy into archaic ideas about family and women, but |
knew this was Baba’s weakest point: my grandparents’ divorce and how
grandfather treated Baba’s mother. | always wondered how Baba could
repeat the same mistakes so often when he never saw eye to eye with his
own father because of them.

“Habibi! Please go easy on him. The house staff can deal with him, do
not worry about them. They have been with us for years. You have always
been tough with him,” Mama pleaded with me.

“He is insufferable!” | told her.

“You are too rough on him,” said my older sister. “I will not stand for it
and will tell the rest of the family. You know he does not mean it the way
you think he means it.”

“Enough! Let us go to your aunt’s, we’ll leave him be for some time,”
Mama attempted to diffuse the tension with her usual method of avoidance
and pretending that leaving Baba alone was a solution. It never worked.

Baba’s rage knew no boundaries. We were sitting on my aunt’s balcony
when he appeared on our balcony, only separated from us by a parking lot,
waving his gun around.

“Is that a gun!?” | asked with my jaw dropped to the floor. “I guess old
habits die hard!”” | continued while laughing uncontrollably.

“Go back inside, old man!” my aunt shouted across the parking lot while
my cousin tried to calm him down. | sat there in disbelief, looking at the
toxic masculinity of our world come to life, complete with a gun. Baba fired
three shots into the sky while leaning on his caretaker, as if to say he is in
charge. | could not help but think what would have happened if a drone
captured an image of him with his gun pointed upward. Would Baba have
been mistaken for someone attempting to down a drone with a gun? Israel
came up with all sorts of excuses to justify the mounting death toll. The
details did not matter, only the optics of it all.

“Long live the martyrs! Long live the martyrs!” Our neighborhood
mosque announced.



“They should play uplifting music instead of screaming chants,” my
aunt chuckled. We were never a family tied to religion or the neighborhood
mosque. | guess the Imam’s call to the morning prayer with his terrifying
voice had woken us too many times. The family did not feel inclined to
pray.

|, at least, can say | tried. But | stopped going to the mosque when the
Imam instilled terror and fear in me the time | asked him about sexuality.
He rejected any discussion that would deviate from what is accepted as
normal, laying out the various ways of executing the death penalty for those
he described as “deviants.”

Ever since, I’ve grown to appreciate Mama’s outlook on matters of faith
and religion. She prays five times a day and has gone to Mecca twice, but
she raised us all to be the sovereigns of our faith. She never asks me to pray
or fast. Our relationship with whichever faith was our own. Imams, priests,
rabbis, and merchants of religion, as she would call them, have no business
init.

As the stress of Baba’s mood faded away, we returned to our house.
Baba insisted on making amends. It is his signature move to never let any
one of us go to sleep while upset. “I am an old man, my boy,” he told me. |
sat quietly by his bedside until he fell asleep.

*

“And what about the Gazans! They are all Hamas and deserve the war. Any
Gazan who thinks differently must be slapped with a shoe!” announced a
vulgar Arab populist host of a widely followed talk show in Egypt. | turned
my head away from the television and saw it: a sticker of an Egyptian flag
on Baba’s bedroom door. His mother was Egyptian. Baba has always been
proud of his Egyptian heritage and would tell us stories of his escapades in
the north of Egypt. We would spend many summers in Cairo over the years,
but anti-Palestinian sentiment in the country had reached repulsive levels. |
could not bear looking at the flag and | swiftly got up and began removing
the sticker.

“No!” Baba said.



“l do not want to hear it, Baba. | cannot believe you fell for their lies and
actually fought in one of their wars,” | snapped.

As | scraped the sticker off, | dreaded the prospect of the journey
through Sinai to Cairo International Airport, under the circumstances. | still
felt incredibly fatigued, and my fever was barely subsiding.

“One hell of a vacation,” Mama said as | prepared to leave the next
morning during a humanitarian cease-fire just a few days before war ended
officially.

“Yes, | came and brought the war with me,” | joked.

“l hope circumstances will be better next time,” she sighed.

“Next time!? There will not be next time, Mama. | am done with this
miserable place. If you want to see me, you can come to wherever | am. |
will complete all the visa applications!” | announced.

“Don’t talk like that! Home will always be home,” she sternly replied.

“All set?” asked the chauffeur.

“Yes, is the cease-fire in effect yet?” | asked. “Are we certain the
crossing is open today?”

“Yes, we are good to go,” he answered.

| do not recall the moment | stepped out of the house. | do not remember
if I hugged my parents and sisters. | must have been overwhelmed by the
rush of it all and the desperation to leave.

“So much rubble,” | said to the chauffeur while shaking my head.

“This is nothing, only the beginning. Farther east is where the real
destruction is,” he replied. We were passing through Khan Younis, the
governorate where the Khuza’a massacre had taken place a few days earlier.
The town had been practically flattened to the ground, like the Shujaiyya
neighborhood.

When we arrived at the crossing, | realized | was in for a very long
journey. The arrivals hall had been bombed. Its rubble lay on the ground,
and thousands of people were trying to leave. Many of them would not
make it. Egyptians allowed travel only for the injured who needed treatment
elsewhere, humanitarian cases, and bearers of foreign residencies and visas.



For whatever reason, being a Palestinian from Gaza triggers the worst
and most humiliating treatment while traveling through the Arab world.
Soon after we left the Palestinian side, we were marched into a nasty, stinky
arrivals hall on the Egyptian side. | had left my parents’ house at seven in
the morning, and would not leave the Egyptian side of the crossing until
twelve hours later.

| tried to remove myself from the gross reality of this trip. | would step
outside to have a cigarette, not caring much for what others thought about
me smoking at the tail end of Ramadan—supposedly the holiest days. | am
convinced not a single person in Gaza fasted that Ramadan, at least not
spiritually. How anyone could fast under the weight of constant
bombardment and the injustice of it all, | still wonder.

The wait felt endless, not least because my mind was conjuring up the
worst scenarios about the illness | went through. | kept telling myself that |
felt better and would go see a doctor as soon as | arrived at my destination.

But | realized something had gone terribly wrong when | saw a young
man experience a seizure.

He must have been my age. A bearded man, approximately my height,
he wore a black and red T-shirt. He collapsed suddenly and began seizing,
swirling in the smoldering August heat, with foam coming out of his mouth.
| looked on as people rushed to help him. | wanted to help too. Instead, |
turned away and continued smoking my cigarette.

As | looked around, | saw a crumbling sign that read, “Welcome to
Ma’bar Rafah, Egypt.” | was suddenly struck by the realization that the
Arabic word ma’bar, “crossing,” shares the same root of the word
“Hebrew,” referring to the Hebrew tribe, not the language, who we are told
crossed the Sinai in the exodus. | remembered one of my favorite political
dramas, The West Wing. In an episode about the facade of making peace in
the Middle East, the writers predictably portrayed an unfavorable view of
Palestine. But as | endured the humiliation at Ma’bar Rafah, one line from
the episode could not feel truer to me: “Palestinians are the Jews of the
Arab world.”



As a traveler with a foreign residency abroad, | was not allowed to stay
in Egypt or travel through Sinai alone. Instead, | was escorted by a military
convoy directly to Cairo International Airport along with others, as if we
were criminals. | would not make it to the airport until four after midnight. |
wondered what the fate of the injured was. Did they make it on time? Did
they survive?

“My God! What happened to you?” my older brother asked in shock
when he met me at the airport. “Thank God you are still in one piece—a
very skinny piece,” he tried to cheer me up. “Your flight is in a few hours. |
am sorry | could not convince anyone to let you stay in Cairo. | tried all my
contacts,” he continued.

“l would not stay here even if they offered me citizenship!” | said
angrily.

“Hush now, there are security guards everywhere,” he gently said.
“Here, take this. Let me know if you need more when you arrive,” he
handed me some money.

*

| do not think about that summer often, but when | do, I find myself
paralyzed in a place and time overwhelmed by indifference—the same
indifference | felt when that young man began seizing at the border
crossing. Yet, despite it all, I still imagine and hope for a time when that
godforsaken land would rise from the depths of apathy to cherish and
celebrate difference.

When the plane took off, | felt a sudden lift in the pit of my stomach. |
wanted to weep for what had been and for what would come to be. For an
image of myself that | knew had been shattered by the bloodshed and the
pain. But the time for tears had passed, and deep down | knew a long
journey of healing, of finding myself again, lay ahead.

| wondered whether anyone is capable of completely healing the scars of
war, injustice, shame, loneliness, and disappointment. | wondered if | even
wanted to be healed, if the pain would be a good reminder of the cruel



indifference of this world. | put on my headphones and began listening to
the one song that got me through the haze of those fifty-one days. |1 would
listen to it when | needed to be alone, defying death away from a world that
mistook my pain for everything other than what it was: pain to be heard, to
be understood, to be embraced.

| put on my headphones and began listening to the one song that got me
through the haze of those fifty-one days: “I Lived” by OneRepublic.



Palestinians wait to cross to Egypt at the Rafah border crossing between
Egypt and Palestine in the southern Gaza Strip. May 26, 2015. Photo:
Sameh Rahmi

This eBook is licensed to Menik K, menik@hi2.in on 05/13/2025



