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PRAISE FOR THE HOUR OF SUNLIGHT

“This moving memoir vividly portrays aspects of Palestinian life rarely encountered by the English reader: childhood under occupation in Jerusalem’s Muslim Quarter, the hidden world of Arab security prisoners in Israeli jails, and the stories of Palestinians struggling to transform their oppressive reality through dialogue, nonviolence and cultivation of a shared vision of the future with Israeli Jews. Sami Al Jundi’s story, with its triumphs and tragedy, should be required reading for those who ask, ‘Where are the Palestinian peace activists?’”

—Mohammed Abu-Nimer, Professor of International Peace and Conflict Resolution at the American University and Director of the Peacebuilding and Development Institute


 


“This book is the most authentic account of Palestinian refugees’ painful ordeal that I have ever read. It is essential reading for anyone interested in a deep understanding of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, as well as the fabric of Palestinian and Israeli societies.”

—Akiva Eldar, chief political columnist, Ha’aretz, and co-author of Lords of the Land



 


“Both nuanced and realistic, its soaring prose is to be savored by everyone who wonders whether enduring peace can be built. This is a true story, missed by the media.”

—Mary Elizabeth King, author of A Quiet Revolution



 


“In fiercely compelling prose, Marlowe gives voice to Sami Al Jundi’s harrowing and redemptive story, cutting through dense thickets of propaganda and historical silence to bring us into a clearing that might very well be The Hour of Sunlight. The clarity achieved here is a gift to statesmen, diplomats, soldiers and militants, peacemakers, teachers and clerics of all faiths, Israelis and Palestinians and all men and women of goodwill. The writing here is masterly, the story riveting, the achievement profound.”

—Carolyn Forché, professor, Georgetown University, and author of The Country Between Us, The Angel of History, and Blue Hour



 


“I expected this book to be illuminating, but I didn’t know it would be so enthralling. Co-authors Sami Al Jundi and Jen Marlowe offer a beautifully written, insightful account of Al Jundi’s childhood as a Palestinian in Jerusalem, his teenage radicalization, his years in Israeli prisons, and his later embrace of nonviolence. The Hour of Sunlight is a refreshingly frank and utterly gripping chronicle of Al Jundi’s personal journey that also grapples with the broader social and political developments that make his story so vital.”

—Joanne Mariner, Director of Human Rights Watch’s Terrorism and Counterterrorism Program


 


“This is a fascinating, beautiful, unforgettable memoir. After the romance of insurrection and the school of long years in prison, Sami Al Jundi embarked on perhaps the most revolutionary path of all: a courageous confrontation with the deepest prejudices of both his own Palestinian society and that of Israel, challenging both peoples to recognize the equal humanity of the other. In so doing, he shows us the path to a resolution of this seemingly endless conflict.”

—Roane Carey, editor of The Other Israel and The New Intifada



 


“The Hour of Sunlight fills an important void in our understanding of entrenched international conflicts by detailing the rare process whereby an extraordinary person develops deep empathy and compassion for an enemy, and then goes one step further to work on the ground to advance peace. The book demonstrates the thinking and leadership qualities that are necessary to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict.”

—Peter Weinberger, United States Institute of Peace
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This book is dedicated to those we have loved and lost:

 



To Sami’s mother, Myassar Al Jundi, known as Um Samir by most, called Yamma by Sami and his siblings, and to the people of Zakariyya, known by her true name—Yusra.

 



To Sami’s brother Azzam Al Jundi, who always reminded us to laugh, especially at ourselves.

 



To Alma Rous Lazarus, who we never met, but whose loss we feel deeply.

 



To our friend Aseel Asleh, in whose memory we pledge to continue our struggle for peace with justice.

 



This book is also dedicated to the children in our own lives whom we love deeply: Nasser, Asala, Yazan, Mera, Emil, Renée, Alex, and Maya. We hope you will have a chance to meet someday.Your future is why this book was written.
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Al Jundi kids enjoying a snowy day in Jerusalem circa 1972. Order from left to right: Sami, Samir, Riyyad, Azzam, Samira. Courtesy of Sami Al Jundi.






We have on this earth what makes life worth living: the final days of September, a woman keeping her apricots ripe after forty, the hour of sunlight in prison, a cloud reflecting a swarm of creatures, the people’s applause for those who face death with a smile, a tyrant’s fear of songs.


Mahmoud Darwish, from “On This Earth” Translated by Carolyn Forché and Munir Akash








AUTHORS’ NOTE

[image: 003]


The Hour of Sunlight is Sami Al Jundi’s life story. Dialogue and details have been reconstructed; however, the memoir expresses with full honesty the essence of Sami’s life experiences. In chapters where the events were lived jointly by the authors, both authors’ memories and experiences are intertwined. We recognize that memory can be like mercury; difficult to pin down.

Some names have been changed, either because they could not be recalled, to protect someone’s privacy/identity, or because of a request from the person being written about. In some cases, composite characters were created, as the number of different people to identify and remember would have been difficult for a reader. This is particularly true during the chapters dealing with Sami’s ten years in Israeli prison, but is also true in other instances. For example, a few of Sami’s earlier childhood stories occurred with various friends; these stories have been all attributed to Sami’s two closest friends. Some aspects of Sami’s life we have not revealed in this book, in order to protect those he cares about.

We have retained the use of many Arabic words, whenever it felt appropriate to the tone of the narrative. The first time an Arabic word is encountered in the text, there is a footnote defining it. If the word is used again, it is defined in the glossary. The transliteration of the Arabic words is based on colloquial Palestinian Arabic and does not follow standard literary Arabic transliteration. This choice was made to facilitate understanding for a general readership.

How to name places is always contentious, as the politics of naming has much to do with the politics of control over those locations. For example, the city where Sami was born is called Al Quds in Arabic, Yerushalayim in  Hebrew, and Jerusalem in English. Generally, we named places the way Sami speaks about them—in Arabic. There are, however, some exceptions to that. Because certain English place-names contain resonance for English-speaking readers, such as Jerusalem, Hebron, and Nazareth, we chose to keep those names (and a few others) in English, rather than using the Arabic Al Quds, Al-Khalil, and Nasra. Occasionally, the Hebrew name of a city or town is also used. We made this choice when Sami was referring to the location in the context of it being the home of an Israeli friend. This is by no means meant to abdicate the Palestinian connection or claim to any place, but is rather an effort to respect how the person mentioned in the passage calls his or her home.

 



Sami Al Jundi

Jen Marlowe






INTRODUCTION
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SAMI AL JUNDI WALKS THROUGH the cobblestone streets of the Old City in Jerusalem, greeting passersby.

“Sami! How are you?” an elderly man says in Arabic, shaking his hand vigorously.

“He was my cell mate in Asqalan prison,” Sami tells me after the man continues on his way. “He taught a course about world revolutions.”

“Habibna! Salaam!” Sami calls out warmly to another man across the road buying falafel. “That one is in my poetry writing group. We are meeting tomorrow night at the Palestinian National Theatre.”

Sami’s cell phone rings as we move inside the coffee shop to work on the chapter about his blind mother’s childhood, fleeing from her village as a little girl during the war of 1948.

“Yoel! Shalom!” Sami greets the caller in Hebrew and then covers the mouthpiece of the phone and whispers to me apologetically, “Sorry, Jen, this is my old friend Yoel who was in my Israeli-Palestinian dialogue group.... He is inviting us to lunch at his home this Shabbat....”

I have never known anyone like Sami Al Jundi.

I first met Sami in June 2000, when I began working at the Seeds of Peace Center for Coexistence in Jerusalem. Sami and Ned Lazarus had cofounded the Seeds of Peace Middle East follow-up program in 1996. They picked me up at the Jerusalem Central Bus Station in Al Buraq—Sami’s battered blue Ford Transit that had been their primary source of bringing Israeli and Palestinian youth together for the past four years.

We went straight to work that afternoon, organizing a dizzying array of activities for the summer program. It was two months before the Camp David final status talks of the Oslo Accords would fail, and less than four  months before the Second Intifada would erupt. But sitting with Sami, Ned, and the rest of the staff at the Seeds of Peace Center for Coexistence, working out program plans, I had no idea how precarious the peace process actually was, or how all we were doing would soon be rendered impossible.

As I watched Sami coordinate logistics and transportation, dispatching his brothers all over the country to bring Israeli and Palestinian youth to the Center to work together on art, drama, and photography projects, I certainly did not yet realize what an extraordinary human being my new colleague was. I got some inkling of it from the hours I spent driving with Sami in the Ford Transit. But it was only starting in 2007, when Sami and I first began work on this book, recording in detail his earliest memories, discussing in depth his beliefs and passions, that I gained a full appreciation for my friend and his inspiring journey of perseverance and personal transformation.

 



Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about Sami is his unshakeable belief that not only is it possible for Israelis and Palestinians to live together on this land, but that both peoples would benefit from the presence of and relationship with the other. Sami passionately believes that the only way forward is to work jointly, Israelis and Palestinians together, to end the occupation and all forms of violence. Basil Liddell Hart, British military historian and general, wrote that the best way to vanquish your enemy is to disarm him. The most effective way to disarm your enemy, according to Sami, is to turn your enemy into your friend.

During his decade in Israeli prison, Sami found a book about Mahatma Gandhi. He read an anecdote about a Hindu man who murdered a Muslim baby and came to Gandhi repentant, expecting to burn in hell. The punishment Gandhi issued? The Hindu man must adopt a Muslim orphan and raise him as his own for twenty years, providing him with an Islamic education. Twenty years ... It took twenty years to build a life, Sami reflected, but only seconds to destroy one. The foundation of Sami’s vision for the future rests on one basic premise: it is better for all of our children if every child’s needs and rights are secured. The solution is not nearly as complicated as everyone claims: a full end to the occupation, and full normalization of relations. Palestinians will experience independence with dignity and honor and Israelis will experience security. Sami’s life work has been to build the people who are ready to take this step. He knows from years of experience that it is hard, painful work. But the alternative is far more agonizing.

There will be those who vehemently disagree with Sami, either with his view about the interconnection between humankind (which he calls “the human  being circle”) or with his suggestion for a solution to the conflict (one confederation, with equal rights for all people). There will be those who object to his description of the brutality he experienced at the hands of Israeli security officials, and others who will be made uncomfortable by his description of the violence and hypocrisy he witnessed at the hands of fellow Palestinians. Sami makes no attempt to soften any piece of his life story or worldview. He is not hesitant to state that which may not be politically expedient. Sami tells his story with honesty, humor, pain, and, ultimately, compassion for all Palestinians and Israelis.

“I am ready to live with my family in a small tent, if it means that everyone else has their own tent,” Sami said to me once. “It will be better than prison.”

Sami’s ultimate dream is for his children, together with the children of his many Israeli friends, to be able to play together in the sunlight every hour that it shines. May this book assist, in some small way, in the realization of that goal.

 



Jen Marlowe

Seattle, 2010






CHAPTER ONE
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THE SUN WAS JUST BEGINNING TO RISE, but I was already sweating. It was going to be a hot day, even for August. One by one, the ten workers climbed into my blue Ford Transit, greeting me warmly. Wassef handed me a bunch of juicy grapes.

“These grapes are from today?” I asked with appreciation.

“I cut them from the vine just half an hour ago,” Wassef replied as I began to drive away. He reached over and touched my shoulder. “You know, Sami, you deserve better! Stop the car!”

“Why?”

“Just stop the car!”

I did, confused. Wassef slid open the door and jumped out. He leapt over a low stone wall and returned with a bunch of grapes still perspiring with dew. He held them up. “You will eat grapes from the moment, not from the morning!”

“Did you just take someone’s grapes?”

He laughed. “Don’t worry. These belong to my brother, Karim. He’ll be thrilled to have given you grapes.” Karim means generous. His brother had been aptly named.

The drive from Halhoul to the city of Asqalan began. I had spent more than four years of my life in Asqalan but had not seen anything outside of the prison walls. My passengers saw very little of the city as well, aside from the stones they lifted and the concrete they mixed. Abu Hussein tore a chunk of the round taboun1 bread for everyone, still warm from his wife’s clay oven. “It’s from your sister, Um Hussein,” he said as he handed me a piece. I knew   Um Hussein must have risen before dawn to mix the flour and knead the dough in order to bake it before the morning prayers. Issa passed around a bottle of cold water. I popped in a cassette of the Egyptian singer Sheikh Imam. They called him “Sheikh” out of respect because he was old and blind and had been a scholar of Qur’an in his youth. His music wasn’t religious, however, but political. Sheikh Imam sang about revolution and love for ordinary people and the simple life. We sang along, all of us eating grapes from the moment.

The Israeli checkpoint was half a mile ahead of us. I shut off the music as tension seeped into the van. I veered my Transit off the road, joining a line of old, dilapidated cars and vans heading west, creeping around rocks and trees on a path in the Hebron hills that scarcely existed, all of them filled with Palestinians going to work inside the Green Line,2 none of whom had permits from the Israeli army to be there. We bounced and jolted our way over rocks and bushes past Nuba and Beit Ulla villages in order to bypass the checkpoint. It was illegal, according to Israeli law, and it was dangerous, but what choice did we have? We had the right to work to feed our families. Military jeeps regularly patrolled the area. If we were stopped, my Transit would be taken to the checkpoint. The workers would be forced to squat in the punishing sun all day with their hands on top of their heads, released in the evening to return home dehydrated, humiliated, and without the day’s wages. As a Jerusalem resident, I would not be detained; however, I would be fined hundreds of shekels. But it was difficult for the patrolling jeeps to catch us. In 1995, there were multiple routes through the mountains and we knew them all.

My Transit crawled forward. The mountain way met the road just past Kharas village. We drew a collective sigh of relief as I guided the van back onto the asphalt. We had safely crossed the Green Line and were back on the main road to Asqalan. We joked and sang once more, consuming the remainder of the warm bread and fresh grapes.

The rocky landscape covered with olive trees became fields of grass, groves of fruit trees, and one bizarre orchard of enormous satellite dishes, fenced off with chain link and topped with barbed wire. The Ford Transit sailed along, heading west toward the Mediterranean. I scarcely had to steer. My van knew the way.

Through the grape orchard, I could make out the minaret of the old Zakariyya mosque rising above the houses. The hills on the other side of the road, also part of Zakariyya’s rich, fertile land, were covered with pine trees. This was my mother’s village.

A large rope lay ahead in the road. Suddenly it began twisting and turning. It was a snake, crossing from the forest to the grapevines. Wassef stood up and shouted excitedly, “Get the snake, Sami! Run him over! Aim at his head; we can smash him! Yallah,3 Sami, quickly!” Everyone pressed toward the front of the van, their heads and hands filling the reflection in the rearview mirror.

My eyes flicked to the tree-covered hill where the snake had come from. In 1948, my mother was a little girl huddled under those trees with her brothers and her granny, peering through the grapevines to the homes they had just fled, afraid for their lives. I slammed on the brakes of the Transit, jolting the excited workers. The snake slithered past the front tires, which had been but an inch away from crushing its head.

My passengers slumped back into their seats in disappointment. “It’s just a snake, Sami. Why won’t you run over it?”

I watched the snake languidly continue toward the grapevines.

“There are three reasons why I didn’t kill this snake. Maybe he is exactly like us, leaving his home early in the morning in order to feed his family.”

“And the second reason, Sami?”

“This is my mother’s village. The nature in this area—the trees, the rocks, this snake—is almost all that remains. This snake may have been a witness to what happened in 1948. He is a connection to the people of Zakariyya, one of the only souls still protecting this village. If someone kills this snake, it won’t be me.”

I then told my passengers everything that I myself had only recently learned.

 



I have always known that my mother was from Zakariyya and my father was from Deir Yassin. Zakariyya is an ancient village; it can be spotted on a mosaic map dating back to Roman rule, when it was called Caper Zacharia. I heard stories about life in Zakariyya regularly when we visited my mother’s relatives in Dheisheh refugee camp in Bethlehem. The memories of their homes were still fresh and their descriptions vivid. I could almost smell the   lemon trees in their yards. But when the stories turned to the Nakba,4 their voices grew dim and their eyes glazed over. I never pressed for details. In prison, I had studied maps of historic Palestine, learning the names and locations of the more than four hundred destroyed villages.5 I had identified Zakariyya on the map then, later seeing Zekharya on an Israeli road map. Like so many of our places, the Israelis had Hebraized the original Arabic name. Zekharya was now an Israeli moshav.6


A few years after I was released from prison, I began transporting workers from Halhoul to Asqalan. I drove past Zakariyya daily, but I never entered. My instinct told me I would not be welcome. But one day, after I dropped the workers off in Asqalan, my curiosity won over my trepidation. I had to know what it felt like to step on the land of my native village.

I steered the Transit off the main road. How could I explain what I was doing there should I be asked? It would not be wise to tell the current residents that I had roots in this village. But I did not want to be treated as a visitor merely passing through.

I located the mosque easily, though it was deep inside the moshav. A house from the original village was next to it that I guessed had once belonged to my extended family, the Adawis. It appeared that an Israeli family was now living in the house. I parked the Transit next to the chain-link fence surrounding the abandoned mosque and shut off the engine. The mosque was in a state of decay; stones were missing from the base of the minaret as if someone had taken a large, jagged bite out of it. According to the legend I had often heard from the old people in Dheisheh, the Israelis had tried unsuccessfully to topple the minaret, using bulldozers. A Palestinian was brought to drive the bulldozer for the final attempt. In the middle of the operation, his arm became paralyzed. He jumped out of the bulldozer and ran away. So the minaret remained, damaged, but standing tall and proud. I placed my hand on its warm stones. This mosque, one of the only remaining original buildings, was Zakariyya. The old Zakariyya. The real Zakariyya.

I brooded for the rest of the drive. Many Palestinians had remained in their villages inside the Green Line after 1948. Why had the people of Zakariyya fled from the tranquility of the old mosque?

My mother knew immediately that something was wrong when I arrived home that night. She took her fingers off the large Braille book she had been reading and placed them on my face, deciphering my mood.

“You are angry, Sami. What is wrong?”

“I went to Zakariyya today.”

“Ahhh, did you, my son?” She removed her fingers from my cheeks and pressed them together. “How was it there?”

My anger boiled over. “How could you have left that beautiful village? Tell me!”

“Ya Sami, I wasn’t more than thirteen years old, just a small girl!”

“Damn your father then, and all his generation!”

My mother was shocked. “No, no, my son! You mustn’t say that! Your grandfather was a hero. And he is a shaheed.7 The British killed him in 1939, long before the Nakba.”

A shaheed? From the British? I had not known that. My temper eased. I sank down on the couch next to my mother. “How was he killed? What happened to Zakariyya?” I suddenly realized that I knew almost nothing of the personal history of the woman who had raised my eight brothers and sisters and me. “What is your story, Yamma?”8


My mother closed her book. She turned to face me on the couch. Running her fingertips over my face one more time to satisfy herself that I was no longer angry, she took my hands in hers and began talking.

“My mother and father went from Zakariyya to Yaffa before I was born so that my father, Ahmad Adawi, could find work. He got a job in the harbor. I was born in Yaffa in 1934. When I was nine months old, my mother was pregnant with my little brother, your uncle Mustafa. One day, she had a craving for taboun bread. Our neighbor had a clay taboun oven outside her home and baked the flatbread daily. My mother lifted me in her arms to go ask them for a piece of taboun. The neighbor woman held me as my mother satisfied her craving. ‘Look at this precious little girl with such gorgeous green eyes!’ the neighbor exclaimed. ‘What a perfect little baby!’ She turned to my mother. ‘May God give you a son with beautiful, perfect eyes like your baby girl’s!’ My mother took me home, and almost immediately I began to rub and scratch my eyes. My mother did everything she could to soothe them, but nothing worked. I scratched them even more vigorously as the hours  passed and my eyes soon became very red. The next day, my parents brought me to Jerusalem to see the famous eye doctor, Dr. Ticco.

“Dr. Ticco examined me right away, but my eyes were so red, he could not even see inside them. He was angry at my parents. ‘Did you wait until the baby lost her sight before you brought her to me?’

“‘The irritation did not begin until yesterday afternoon!’ my mother explained.

“Dr. Ticco put down his examination tools. ‘It is too late for me to do anything. One eye is already gone. The second one will follow shortly. I am very sorry.’ Dr. Ticco’s prediction came true. Within a week, I was fully blind. My mother felt sure it was connected to the neighbor woman’s effusive praise. Her baby daughter had become a victim of the evil eye.

“I lived in Yaffa with my mother, my little brother Mustafa, and my baby brother Mousa. My father was deeply involved with the Arab Revolt resisting British colonialism and Jewish immigration to Palestine. It began with a general strike in 1936. Fighting intensified in 1937. My father returned to Zakariyya and became a field commander in the area.

“One morning, early in 1939, my father was getting ready to leave home. ‘What should I prepare for your lunch?’ his mother, my granny, asked him.

“‘Would you cook waraq dawali?9 I’m longing to eat waraq dawali.’

“My granny spent all day preparing the meal. She picked dozens of grape leaves off the vine and boiled them. She mixed rice with minced lamb meat, placing a small ball of the mixture in the center of each leaf, wrapping it snugly, and layered the leaves in a large pot with tomato slices and garlic. She simmered it all together in water.

“Lunchtime came and went and my father was not home. Granny removed the pot from the fire so the food would not dry out. He still did not return. She sat outside the home, watching anxiously for him to appear. The grape leaves remained untouched. As the shadows began to lengthen, she saw several young men approach the house. Even from a distance, she could tell her son was not with them.

“‘Um Ahmad,’10 they said when they arrived, lowering their heads in respect, ‘we have very bad news for you.’ They told her about the attack the Palestinian fighters had launched from the mountain against British military vehicles in the valley below. My father led the charge. He was shot in the   heart. The fighters aborted the attack and rushed to save their commander. It was too late. He died in the battlefield. ‘Abu Mustafa was very brave and noble,’ they told Granny. ‘Allah yerhamo.’11


“My father’s comrades had to bury his body in the village quickly before the British came to look for it. If the British found the grave, they would know the identity of the shaheed. They would punish our family as revenge, beating our men and jailing or killing our youth. Perhaps they would remove my father’s remains, fearing that his grave would become a symbol of the revolution against them. Every night for three nights, the British came and searched for my father’s body. And every night for three nights, my father’s comrades moved his remains to a new spot. On the fourth night, my father’s friends buried him in a small cavernous opening under the doorway of his uncle’s house. They planted a fig tree to conceal the opening. They told no one he was there until long after the British stopped searching. The fig tree grew on top of my father, giving fruit.

“I was only five years old. Mustafa was three and Mousa was a baby. My father had been in Zakariyya most of my life. I scarcely knew him. My mother, a young woman of only twenty-two years, went to her family so they could find another husband for her. My father’s brothers came and took Mousa, Mustafa, and me from Yaffa back to Zakariyya. My granny took care of us from that point on.

“My mother soon remarried, someone also from Zakariyya. We saw her regularly, but because she was starting a new family with her new husband, we continued to stay with Granny.

“Granny was very, very kind. She took special care of me. When she bathed me in the evenings, she spoke to me in a voice full of love. ‘Look at this pretty little girl,’ she said as she scrubbed me clean. ‘Just like a beautiful doll!’

“Life in the village was wonderful and simple. People were connected to each other, sharing the social life and the resources. The Adawi family had plentiful land, so neighbors with less would plant fruit and vegetables on our fields, giving us some of their yield as payment. We ate what we planted, supplemented by lamb or chicken that we raised. We cooked on a wood stove. We ate maqlubeh,12 mjadarah,13 bread with olive oil, and za’atar.14 We ate   wild khubezzeh15 that we collected. But not waraq dawali. My granny never prepared it again.

“My little brothers went to the village school with the other boys and girls, but the school had no ability to teach a blind girl, so I stayed at home and helped my granny. I was a very good help to her. If the eye of the gas lamp became clogged, Granny gave me the needle to open it. It astonished everybody that I could do this better than anyone with working eyes. Afterward, I would thread the needle and help my granny sew!

“After school, Mustafa and Mousa made a ball from rolled-up sheets and played soccer with the other boys. Or they built stone towers and had a contest to see who could knock them down from the farthest distance. The girls played with me. We chased each other in circles as one girl sat in the middle. Usually they let me sit in the middle. In the harvest season, we all picked olives.

“I was thirteen years old in 1948. The fighting had not yet come to Zakariyya, but we heard stories of what was happening all over Palestine. People who fled from other villages took shelter with us. We shared our food with them. They were very grateful. ‘I hope God will let you remain here always,’ they would say. But God did not allow this.

“Egyptian soldiers were defending our area, but they couldn’t really be called an army. Just a few soldiers with an officer stationed at the monastery in Beit Jamal, about a mile and a half from Zakariyya. Beit Jamal fell very quickly to the Jewish militias.

“Late one night in October I heard an airplane fly overhead, circling many times. In the morning, the village was abuzz. Everyone was talking about the Jews.16 My younger brother Mustafa ran into our house. ‘Look at this!’ he shouted in excitement. He handed my granny a small piece of paper, which she passed to Mousa and then to me. I stroked the front and the back, but I could not see what was on it.

“‘They dropped these from the plane,’ Mustafa told me. ‘Hundreds of them! The papers are warning us to leave the village, or they will do to us what they did to the people in Deir Yassin!’

“A chill went up my spine. We knew about the massacre in Deir Yassin. Over one hundred villagers had been killed there by Jewish paramilitary groups six months earlier, on April 9. Granny told us to stay in the house and went to talk to other adults in the village. She returned just as a shrieking whistle pierced the air, followed by an explosion. Fear and worry vibrated from Granny’s entire body. She began to put bread and fruit and cheese inside a basket.

“‘Let’s go, children!’ she called out to us. ‘Mustafa, take this.’ She handed him a jug of water. ‘Yusra, you hold on to Mousa’s hand.’

“‘Are we going on a picnic, Granny?’

“‘Yes, a picnic. Now come!’

“I was excited to go on a picnic. But as we walked with other villagers, there were more explosions around us. I could taste the people’s fear. Granny held the basket of food, Mustafa carried the jug of water, and I clutched onto the hand of my little Mousa.

“‘Where are we going?’

“‘With everyone.’

“‘But where is everyone going?’

“‘Wherever we can go. What can we do? We have no way to protect ourselves in the village if they come like they did in Deir Yassin.’

“We walked through the olive trees and continued until the village and the explosions were far behind us and a steep hill was in front of us. Children, young women, old people—everyone began climbing the hill. Most of the young men stayed behind to try and guard the village. We struggled to the top. Everybody began settling under the pine trees. Granny found one for us to rest under.

“‘I can see the minaret of our mosque,’ Mustafa said to me. ‘It’s far, but I can still see it.’

“We sat for one, two, three hours, waiting to see what would happen. Granny opened the basket and gave each of us a small serving of bread, cheese, and fruit. She passed the jug of water to each of us.

“‘Just one small sip of water each,’ she instructed.

“‘But Granny, I’m very thirsty!’ I said.

“‘I know, my child, but we must make it last,’ she said. We sat for another hour as mortars coming from the direction of Beit Jamal exploded on Zakariyya. The shelling was intensifying. An old woman sitting under the tree behind us began wailing. ‘My son! My son is still in the village!’ Mousa shook with each explosion. I held him tightly on my lap, trying to control my own trembling.

“The shelling continued nonstop. Many women who had sons or husbands in the village were crying. Prayers coming from the mouths of the old people surrounded me. I held on to Mousa without speaking. The sun grew low in the sky and cold began to seep into my bones.

“‘Surely we won’t be spending the night here, with no blankets?’ I said to my granny.

“‘What shall we do? We don’t have anywhere else to go,’ Granny answered. ‘If we wait long enough, perhaps the Jews will finish their shelling and we can go back home.’

“The night grew darker and colder. We huddled against each other for warmth. Little Mousa buried his face in my lap, trying to muffle the sound of his sobs, ya maskeen.17 I did my best to comfort him, stroking his hair and back. Morning finally came and with it the warmth of the rising sun. But just as Granny was dividing the last of the provisions, a terrifying rumor began to circulate, passed from tree to tree. Jewish soldiers had captured three men, a woman, and a small boy from Zakariyya. They took them to Beit Jamal. After holding them there for several hours, they slit the throats of the three men and then let the woman and the child go.18


“We could stay no longer. There were no belongings to gather this time. We didn’t even have the food and water to carry anymore. We all walked southeast toward Hebron, hungry, thirsty, and exhausted. I was nearly stumbling with fatigue when we reached the area of Beit Ulla and Nuba villages.”

I jumped a little as the names pricked my brain. Beit Ulla. Nuba. This was the exact area of the mountain path I navigated every day to bypass the checkpoint! My mother did not notice my reaction. She continued her story.

“We were too exhausted to go farther. We collapsed shivering under the trees. We remained there for a week, not knowing where to go or what to do. Believe me, ya Sami, I cannot imagine how we survived. No food, no shelter. After a week we continued walking and reached a village called Sa’ir, just next to Hebron. Granny gathered Mustafa, Mousa, and me under a fig tree. A woman came out of a nearby house. I thought she was going to offer us something to eat and a place to lay our heads. Instead she shouted at us, ‘Get out of here! Move!’

“My granny began to cry. She had been so strong when it came to walking, having no food, nothing to protect us from the cold. But being treated so rudely ... this was more than she could bear.

“My granny’s cousin, Uncle Ahmad, found us squatting under the tree. ‘What do you think about returning to the village?’ he asked her.

“‘How can we go back?’ Granny responded.

“‘We’ve been wandering for almost two weeks now, moving from this spot to that spot. We have no food. We are sleeping under trees. What other option do we have? I am old and my wife is old. You are with little children. The Jews will see we are helpless. They won’t kill us. Let’s go back.’

“My granny lightly touched our faces. ‘All right,’ she said to Uncle Ahmad. ‘We’ll go back.’

“In the morning, we began walking once again. Uncle Ahmad and his wife, Baddo, were on their donkey, my granny and the rest of us on foot. We walked until evening, when we reached the village of Kharas.”

“Kharas,” I interjected, nodding. “Kharas is where the mountain way meets the road.”

My mother clapped her hands together, not noticing the interruption. “Uncle Ahmad reached the first house in the village. He pleaded with the owner, ‘Please, let us sleep with you tonight. First thing in the morning, we will continue on our way.’

“The man looked at us, a collection of old people and small children. ‘You are welcome to stay here,’ he told us. ‘Come inside the house. Sit with me.’ We did. He was a very good man—he brought us food. We were so very hungry!”

My mother paused for a moment with a smile. “He brought us bread, olives, yogurt. This was what he had. We ate ... and we ate ... and we ate. We ate until we were satisfied. The man gave us a small room to sleep in. He did not have mattresses or blankets for us, but the room was warm and dry. I fell asleep almost before I lay down. Granny woke us in the morning. ‘It’s time to go,’ Granny said and we began walking again. In the afternoon, we reached the trees we had hid under when we first left the village. We sat under the same trees again. The grown-ups decided that we should wait until evening. They didn’t want the Jews to see us when we entered the village.

“After the sun set, we resumed walking. We made our way through the fields. It was harvest time, and the soil in the fields had been plowed upside down. The earth was full of bumps and holes. I would walk and fall, get up to take a few more steps, trip, and fall again. Thorns pierced my hands and my  face. But it was better to walk and fall down than to be in plain view on the road. We were afraid of the soldiers.

“We arrived to the village late in the night and everyone went to his own home. I had never been so happy to reach any place in my life. In the morning, my granny told Mustafa and me to go and inform the mukhtar19 that we were back.

“We found him outside his house, surveying the skies to see if there were any planes in sight. ‘Uncle,’ I said to him, ‘we returned last night and we want to stay.’

“He nodded. Many others had also returned. ‘Tell your granny to put a white sheet on the roof.’

“As Granny was hanging the sheet, I felt a warm tongue lick my hand. It was our neighbor’s dog. They had fled and, unlike us, had not returned.

“‘Please, Granny, can I keep it?’ I begged. Granny agreed. The little dog became my best friend. He led me all over the village. He was my eyes.

“My mother and her new family were gone. I did not know where she was. I missed her terribly. One month passed, then two months. The winter was harsh that year, covering Zakariyya with snow. I had never felt or tasted snow before. Three months passed. Then four. Jewish soldiers came regularly to the village. I was afraid of them and afraid of their guns, but they never spoke to me.

“After a year, bandits began to arrive in Zakariyya in the middle of the night. They burst into people’s homes with sticks and clubs and began beating the young men. Night after night they returned, threatening people that soon worse would come. No one knew who these attackers were. They looked Arab and spoke Arabic. There were Arabs who worked with the Jews. But they could have also been Jews who came from Arab countries. We never found out for certain who sent them, but everyone felt they were connected to the Jewish paramilitary organizations. The entire village was scared.

“After several nights, the Jewish military commander for the area arrived. He gave the mukhtar a few old guns. ‘You can guard the village with these weapons,’ he said. The mukhtar assigned Muhammed Jaber, his son, and two of his nephews to stand guard that night at the southern entrance of the village.

“The next morning I went to walk with my little dog. Everyone in the village was talking about what had happened the night before. Muhammed Jaber and his son and nephews had been shot and killed by Jewish soldiers while they were standing guard! I quickly turned with my dog to go back home and inform Granny.

“A deafening gunshot ripped through the air as I approached our garden. The rope that was tied to my little dog went limp. I knelt down and felt for him. I felt blood, hot and sticky. My little dog was dead. Using my hands to feel the way, I ran inside our home. ‘They killed him, Granny!’ I cried. ‘The soldiers shot my dog right in front of me!’

“Granny got very nervous. ‘Thank God that they didn’t kill you, child!’

“‘It doesn’t matter if they killed me or not ... they killed my dog!’ I was so sad that I almost forgot to tell Granny the other news. ‘They also killed the watchmen.’

“This made Granny’s voice sharp. ‘What?’

“I told her what I had heard. But I did not fully understand. Why had they given us weapons to protect ourselves and then killed the ones with the weapons? Granny seemed more worried about the guards than about my poor little dog.

“Jewish soldiers came to the village that night and the next night. I was scared when I heard them patrolling outside my home. After three nights, they called everyone to meet at the school. ‘You have to leave the village,’ the soldiers told us once we had gathered. ‘We are not able to protect you here anymore. Go, prepare your clothes, and then return here to wait until we come.’

“We quickly gathered whatever we could carry and went back to the school. We waited under the trees the entire night. At 8 o’clock the following morning, an army truck arrived and a Jewish soldier told us to get on. They were taking us to Ramle, they said.20


“The truck dropped us off at Nabi Saleh, the big tower in the center of Ramle. Each family was given a tent by the Red Cross to set up around the tower. The Red Cross told us we must stay inside the tents until they were certain that we did not have any diseases or lice. Every day for a week a Red Cross doctor came to examine us. The doctor did not find anything dirty or   unwell, so at the end of the week, we were permitted to move from the tents. We found a small cinder-block room with a corrugated-iron sheet roof. There was no electricity and no running water. We had to pay rent, but people from Zakariyya earned a bit of money by working on local farms. Granny could not do heavy farm work, and we were all too young, but relatives helped us.

“One day, Granny and I were investigating the shops in Nabi Saleh to search for the lowest prices for rice, flour, and lentils.

“‘Um Ahmad, is that you?’ I heard a man say in broken Arabic. ‘My name is Mordechai. We met many years ago. I used to work at the port in Yaffa with your son Ahmad.’

“‘Yes, Mordechai, I remember meeting you! This is Ahmad’s daughter, Yusra.’

“‘What a beautiful girl you are, Yusra! And how is my friend Ahmad? It has been so many years since we have seen each other!’

“‘You didn’t know? He was killed nearly ten years ago, Allah yerhamo. By the British.’

“Mordechai spent many minutes cursing the British for having killed my father. And when he learned about our situation, he took pity on us.

“‘I have a small shop, just down this road,’ he said to my granny. ‘Anything you need, you get it from me.’

“We always went to Mordechai’s store after that. He refused to take much money from us. We lived like this for over six months until my granny decided it would be better for us in the West Bank, which had been under Jordanian control since the 1949 armistice agreements.21 There was an Israeli truck coming from Majdal and Asqalan to take people to the Hebron area. The truck stopped in Ramle to pick us up. We made our way east, stopping here and there to squeeze in other families. By nighttime the truck reached the outskirts of Daharia, in the south Hebron area. The truck stopped next to a Jordanian military base. We were unloaded there and the truck drove away.

“The men from Majdal began explaining to the Jordanian soldiers where we had come from and asked them to let us enter Daharia.

“‘You must wait here until our commander comes and tells us what to do with you,’ the Jordanian soldiers answered.

“There was nowhere to go except under trees. It was cold. Some of the men from Majdal had blankets. They draped them over the branches to make a small shelter that we could all huddle under. I had spent too many nights of my life shivering under trees. I bit my knuckles to try and keep myself from crying but tears came anyway. I finally fell asleep leaning against my granny. I woke in the morning hungry. But there was nothing. We waited all day and another night for the commander to come. Finally, the next morning, the men from Majdal began arguing with the Jordanian soldiers.

“‘Just let a few of us go into Daharia to find provisions! Do you think these women and children can go a third day without food?’ The soldiers agreed to let two men enter Daharia. A few hours later the men came back with three sacks full of bread, olives, yogurt, cheese.

“‘The people in Daharia are very good,’ the men told us as they distributed the items to the hungry families. ‘We went to the mosque and told them our situation, and they immediately began collecting food for us.’

“Finally, after two more days, the Jordanians brought a bus and took us to Hebron. They put us under a big tent. Doctors gave us injections. After two nights, Jordanian officials arrived.

“‘Does anyone here have relatives in the West Bank?’ they asked.

“‘I have people in Al Arroub camp,’ Granny said.

“The officials made some marks on a clipboard. ‘Fine. We’ll take you to Arroub,’ he told us.

“The next day we were in Al Arroub refugee camp, reuniting with many of our people. They welcomed us, made us food, and invited us to stay in their tents until we received our own. The situation in Arroub camp was very hard, but there was one bright light. My mother was there. She clung to us tightly and covered our faces with kisses.

“We had been in Arroub camp for less than two weeks when my granny heard about a veterinarian in the camp. Although he was a doctor for animals, Granny thought it was a good chance to have someone examine my eyes.”

My mother laughed at the memory. “Poor Granny, she was still trying to find a way to fix my eyes. The veterinarian told her to see Dr. Allenby, an American doctor at the clinic in Arroub. ‘Doctor, please,’ she begged him, ‘is there anything you can do for my precious girl?’ Dr. Allenby examined my eyes, realizing very quickly that there was no hope for restoring my sight. But he had another hope to offer. ‘There is a special school in Bethlehem for blind girls,’ he told Granny. ‘Your granddaughter can study there, sponsored by the Catholic Church. She will get a good education. She will be with other children like her.’

“Granny consulted our relatives in Arroub and they all agreed. Dr. Allenby could take me to the school in Bethlehem. The very next day the arrangements were made. I went to Bethlehem to study. Though it was difficult to be separated from my family, I was so glad to finally have my chance to go to school! I loved learning Arabic, English, reading and writing Braille. I was the most clever of all the pupils!

“Granny, Mustafa, Mousa, and my mother moved from Arroub to Dheisheh refugee camp in Bethlehem, where many people from Zakariyya had gone. Dheisheh camp was much closer to my school than Arroub had been. I could see my family for all the festivals and special occasions. But I was afraid to sleep in their tent. The tent made strange and scary noises at night, as the canvas was buffeted by the wind. I preferred sleeping in the dormitories of the school. The other girls and I would imagine our futures; what we would do, whom we would marry, where we would live. I hoped that someday I would live in Jerusalem.

“I studied for eight years! Dr. Allenby came to see me when I was in the twelfth grade. He wanted to send me to America to continue my studies. I refused. ‘I will not leave the country that I was born in,’ I told him. He tried to persuade me. ‘It’s not forever, Yusra! You can study there and then come back!’ ‘No. I don’t want to go. I will stay here all my life, until I die. I cannot leave my home, Dr. Allenby. The war is not over yet.’

“Around that time, a young man named Saber Al Jundi started inquiring after me. He was from Deir Yassin, but his family had fled to the Old City of Jerusalem in 1948. Saber attended the school for blind boys in Ramallah and his classmate knew me from Dheisheh camp. He asked my mother for permission to marry me. My mother came to me and asked if I will agree. At first I refused. I did not want to get married.

“‘Think carefully, Yusra,’ my mother said. ‘You will not stay at school forever.’

“I thought very much about her words. I had refused to go to America because I wanted to stay in my country. If I married Saber Al Jundi, I could stay here. I would even live in my dream city of Jerusalem! In the end, I agreed to marry your father. I was twenty-two years old. And al hamduli’llah,22 I have lived all my life since then in Jerusalem.” My mother patted my hands. “That’s it. Bikaffee.”23 She stood up. It was time to prepare the evening meal.

I sat there a few moments longer, thinking about her story. From now on I would have compassion for my mother’s family and for all the people of Zakariyya. They were all victims of the Nakba. Even more than that, I was proud of my mother: she had struggled to survive; she had worked hard to get an education. She had refused to leave her homeland.

 



We were nearing Asqalan by the time I finished the story. The Transit was quiet, everyone deep in their own thoughts.

Wassef finally broke the reverie. “What’s the third reason you didn’t kill the snake, Sami?”

I grinned. “Because this snake was going toward the grapevines. Maybe it loves grapes fresh from the moment just like we do!”

Early the next morning, the workers piled into the Transit again, singing, laughing, and enjoying grapes, freshly baked taboun bread, and water. As we neared Zakariyya, Abu Hussein tapped me on my shoulder.

“Do you think we’ll see the snake again?” he asked.

We slowed to a crawl as we passed the area, heads craning in all directions. The snake was nowhere to be seen.

“I miss our snake,” Issa would say with a sigh each morning when our quest to spot him went unfulfilled yet again. “I love that snake.”

The workers I transported had hands as hard as the stones they built with, but their hearts were like butterflies.






CHAPTER TWO
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MY FIRST STEPS ARE A HAZY DREAM. Warm, shadowy images of family surrounding me in our home in the Old City of Jerusalem. My grandfather and uncles are among them, clapping and calling, “Sami! Walk here!” Everyone cheers as I teeter on wobbly legs. When I fall, the strength of the hands that lift me up and the warmth of the arms that embrace me are definitely my grandmother’s and aunties’.

There were five stone steps leading from the road to the iron gate of our house. The gate opened up to a small stone courtyard. The house was divided between my family and Abu Zuheir’s family. Abu Zuheir was blind like my parents, and his wife, Um Zuheir, had only one functioning eye. Their son Zuheir was my age. When my grandparents and uncles came to visit, we all sat together in the courtyard. The adults talked and drank sweet tea with sage, my uncles slipping candies to my big brother Samir, Zuheir, and me. Samir and I played among their ankles and knees. One beautiful day my uncles brought us a wooden rocking horse. They pulled us around the courtyard on it. “More! More!” I laughed and shouted.


Sidi24 carried and fed me long after I could walk and eat for myself. I was secure and happy high in his sturdy arms. His moustache tickled my face when he kissed me. Sidi fed me better than anyone else. The red beans with tomato sauce that I took from his spoon were warm in my belly. I opened my mouth for more, and more again.

“Look how Sami loves those beans!” the others exclaimed. Sidi never had a shortage of beans to feed me. He loved feeding me beans.

When my walking grew stable, I was permitted to navigate the cobblestone alleys to my grandparents’ house. I never got lost. Everyone was happy to see me there. Samir, baby Azzam, and I were the only grandchildren.

I watched as my uncles Zaki and Is’haq prepared their very peculiar breakfast. They broke pieces of bread into their bowls, smeared them with sheep lard, sprinkled sugar on them, and poured hot tea over the whole concoction. They dug into it with their spoons with great gusto, smacking their lips after each bite.

“Try it, Sami!” Uncle Is’haq encouraged me.

I was skeptical. “What is it?”

“It’s called fateet shay!” Uncle Zaki offered me a bite. I hesitantly took it. It was delicious. From then on, I ate only fateet shay for breakfast, just like my uncles.

My mother did not approve of this diet. “The boy should be eating olive oil and za’atar with his bread!” she protested. “Please, Sami, won’t you eat olive oil and za’atar? It’s very healthy!” So, to make my mom happy, I did. I poured olive oil and za’atar in my bowl with the bread, sugar, lard, and tea and ate it all mixed together.


Fateet shay tasted best when I ate it off my Uncle Zaki’s special spoon. It was square and made from white stainless steel. I had to eat stealthily if my big brother was around. Samir had declared himself the only one who could use Uncle Zaki’s things. I could touch Uncle Is’haq’s possessions, but Uncle Zaki’s belongings were Samir’s domain.

My mother’s brother frequently visited us from Dheisheh refugee camp. Uncle Mustafa was a member of the Jordanian police. I wanted the entire neighborhood to see him walking into our home in his smartly pressed uniform with shiny buttons. I wanted them to know that he belonged to us. Uncle Mustafa let me touch his gleaming buttons and wear his police cap.

I was happy when my father’s sister came to visit from Hebron. Aunt Fatmeh did not have any children of her own, so she showered us with affection, cradling me in her arms like a baby, even when I was already a big boy. Aunt Fatmeh had two gold teeth inside her mouth. They fascinated me. I always tried to make Aunt Fatmeh laugh just so I could get a glimpse of those beautiful, shining teeth. Luckily, it was easy to make Aunt Fatmeh laugh.

I was not as fond of her husband, Abdel Jaber. He worked in trade and he sometimes accompanied Aunt Fatmeh to Jerusalem so he could check on shops where he had business. In the daytime, Abdel Jaber collected the money he was owed. In the evenings, he counted his money over and over again, stacking the coins into piles repeatedly.

“Look at how much money he has!” I whispered to my mom in the next room.

“Shh ... uskut,25 ya Sami! His money is his business!”

“Okay, okay, but why does he need all that money? He doesn’t even have any kids!”

My mother shushed me again.

Samir and I sat close to Abdel Jaber as he stacked and restacked his money. Maybe tonight he would give us a coin. Our father had taught us to never, ever ask anyone for money. If an uncle offered us a shilling, it was permitted to accept it. But we must never ask like a beggar. So we sat at Abdel Jaber’s feet and waited patiently. But he never gave us one coin. Instead, my father slipped us a few piasters. Samir and I scampered out to the street to buy candies.

“Think about how many sweets we could buy from even one of Abdel Jaber’s big coins!” I said, sucking loudly on my strawberry candy.

“Who is Abdel Jaber? Don’t you mean Abu Camouneh?”26 Samir joked back.

I woke up one morning and ran to my grandfather’s home as usual. The house was filled with many people I had never seen before. My grandmother and aunties were crying. No one had to tell me my grandfather was gone. I just knew it. It was an abscess in his stomach, Uncle Is’haq told me. I had no idea what an abscess was. All I knew was that Sidi’s moustache would no longer tickle me and he would no longer feed me beans.

 



When I was four years old my father pulled me to his side.

“You’re getting to be such a big boy now, ya Sami.”

I stood up as straight as I could, to demonstrate just how tall I really was.

“You are registered to begin kindergarten tomorrow. Do you want to go to school?”

Samir went to school every morning. I always peeked enviously at the colored pencils inside his bag, but I was not allowed to touch them. Yes. I wanted to go to school too.

In the morning, my mother handed me a folded garment. “Your school uniform,” she told me. I inspected it. It was a white and red shirt. I liked those   colors. My mom held it over my head as I poked my arms through and wriggled my head into the neck opening. Only then did the horror strike. This was not a shirt at all! It was a dress!

“Get this off of me! Get this off of me!” I shouted and frantically tried to pull it off.

“Ya Sami, all the kindergarten students have to wear this! Don’t you want to go to school?” In my writhing, I had managed to tangle myself in the sleeves. I desperately tried to extricate myself.

“I want to go to school, but not with a dress! This is for girls! I don’t want to be a girl!”

I cried every morning as my mother forced the red and white dress over my head. Once inside the classroom, I didn’t mind. All the boys and girls were dressed the same. But the way to and from school was awful. Kids pointed at me and chanted, “Sami is a girl! Sami is a girl!”

In the afternoons, Samir and I changed out of our school clothes and took lunch to my father at the Arab Blind Organization and Workshop. Samir carefully balanced the tins of hot food and I carried the bread.

My father’s colleagues recognized us by our footsteps. “Sami! Samir! Ahlan wa sahlan!”27 they called out as we entered the workshop. The big radio was on softly in the background. Samir raised the volume once, just slightly.

“Don’t fill our ears with the music!” came the gentle reprimand. “We want to see what’s going on around us!”

It was fun to watch them make broom handles and stools. I liked playing in the curly wood shavings. I especially loved working the big scale. I placed the one-kilo and two-kilo weights on both arms, trying to make it balance.

When there was a delivery of fresh wood in the courtyard, I always volunteered to organize it, stacking it in piles according to type. If I was not sure which tree a piece of wood came from, I only had to bring it inside. One of the workers would sniff it. “This is from a lemon tree,” he would tell me decisively. Or, “It’s pine.”

After leaving the workshop, Samir played soccer with his friends. Sometimes they used socks rolled in a ball. Other times they got a cast-off soccer ball from the nearby plastics workshop. I tried to join them, but Samir and his friends pushed me away. “Go home! You’re too small!” they said.

I played my own game of soccer with Zuheir in our courtyard. My ball of socks was smaller than Samir’s. My little brother Azzam tried to play with us. Sometimes we let him, but most of the time we told him to go away. He could play with Siham, Zuheir’s little sister. They were the same age.

My mom darned and patched our clothes, keeping them impeccably clean. I loved to watch her hang the freshly laundered items onto the clothes-line on our roof, even though my father warned me many times that it was dangerous up there.

“Stay far from the edge, Sami,” my mom told me as we climbed up the steps.

“I will, Yamma.”

I went straight for the edge and leaned over it, tempting fate. Fate won. I tumbled, my forehead smacking the stone courtyard six feet below. Before I felt any pain, I heard my mother shouting for help. Our neighbor came rushing over.

“Take him to the hospital! Hurry, please!”

The neighbor scooped me in his arms. Only then I saw the blood. I was covered in it. I began crying. The neighbor ran with me in his arms. “Take me to my father! Take me to my father!” I shouted hysterically, squirming in his arms. The neighbor seemed to know where my father worked. He was getting close to the street. I relaxed in his arms. I would soon be with my father and that meant I would be okay. But the neighbor ran right past the Arab Blind Organization. I began to scream again. “No! No! My father is here! Take me to my father!”

The neighbor stopped running only when he arrived at the local hospital, housed in the Austrian Hospice. Strange people surrounded me. One of them set me on a cot with white sheets and held my arms down to keep me from thrashing. Another mopped the blood off my face. A third began stitching my forehead back together with needle and thread. I continued to cry and scream for my father. Just as the doctors and nurses were wrapping my head in an enormous white bandage, I heard the tapping of my father’s cane. I stopped crying immediately. Samir was with him.

“Wow, look at all that blood,” Samir said. He seemed suitably impressed.

My father lifted me off the bed to carry me home. He couldn’t use his cane since both his arms were holding me. Samir led us by my father’s elbow through the Old City streets.

“How did you manage to fall, eh?” my father scolded me. “I told you a million times not to go up on that roof!” But I was not scared. The bandage on  my head ensured that I would not be tasting his switch. And he sounded more worried than angry. I let my throbbing head fall against his chest, safe and secure, as his scolding washed over me like warm water.

My head throbbed painfully. I could not go out to play. I could only lie down. Usually my parents kicked me out of their bed when I tried to climb in with them in the small hours of the morning. But now their bed was turned over to me. My uncles all visited and gave me candies. I even ate from Uncle Zaki’s spoon right in front of Samir.

After a week, I was able to play again with my friends in the neighborhood, though I had to be careful not to play roughly. The bandage still covered the upper portion of my head. “Hey, here comes Sheikh Sami!” Zuheir called out, as if the bandage was a turban. I was not a sheikh.28 I wished he would stop calling me that.

If I played too hard and my head started aching again, I would go inside. Then my mom let me help her bake bread. She put a can of water on the fire, dipping her finger in it to determine when it was warm enough. She measured flour with one cup and water with another, mixing them together in a big round aluminum pan. She added exactly the right amount of yeast and then immersed her hands past her wrists into the dough, kneading, kneading, kneading. Her hands were white from the flour. I stroked one. It was silky soft. The touch of my finger on her hand made her smile. “Sami, habibi,29 get me another half cup of water.”

I helped my mother break the mound of dough into symmetrical pieces—smaller ones for us kids—and she rolled them out with a wooden rolling pin. She laid the flattened round dough back onto the pan. Samir put a piece of cloth on his head. My mother helped him place the pan on his head so he could walk to the bakery to bake the bread in its oven.

Next: preparing the lentils. My mother poured the dry lentils into another aluminum pan. The small yellow beans covered the bottom of the pan. She sifted through them, her fingers constantly moving, always feeling, removing any small stone or piece of wood they encountered. When the lentils were picked clean, she poured water on them, stirring them once more to pluck out any remaining impurity, and then poured the lentils into a strainer. She repeated the same process with the rice. My mother had eyes in her fingers.
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THE ADULTS BEGAN TO LISTEN to the radio more and more. They spoke about things that were far away and had nothing to do with my life. I preferred to strategize about how to get my hands on a strawberry candy. Sometimes they talked about the other side of Jerusalem, where they said the Jews were. As far as I was concerned, the other side of Jerusalem was farther than the end of the earth. But in the spring of 1967, rumors were passed from kid to kid about the Jews who lived there. One rumor fascinated me in particular: the Jews had tails, just like cats! I wished I could see one for myself.

 



On June 5, 1967, I was in the courtyard, playing with the treasured Monkey that Uncle Zaki had given me for my fifth birthday. When I wound it up, it marched and banged cymbals together, making a fantastic sound. Azzam was trying to catch Monkey as it marched and clanged merrily. But I pushed my little brother out of the way. He was only four years old, way too little to be playing with my Monkey! He couldn’t even wind him up!

Suddenly, explosions erupted. “Ya Allah!”30 my mother cried, running out of the house into the courtyard, holding my baby brother Riyyad. “They’re shooting! Get inside right away, boys!” My two-year-old sister, Samira, sat on the floor wailing as my mother started frantically throwing baby clothes into a small case. Samir and my father burst into the house.

“The war has begun!” my father shouted. “The Jews are shelling!”

My father grabbed a small bag of lentils and thrust it at me. “Carry this!” Samir took a bag of rice with one hand and grabbed onto Samira with the other. Azzam held the case of baby clothes and led my mother, who was cradling Riyyad to her chest. My father managed to grab a few thin blankets and I helped guide him by his elbow.

“Hurry! Hurry!” my father called to us as we pushed our way out the gate and onto the street, joining a line of people already streaming from their homes, each one carrying bundles and sacks. The gunfire and explosions sounded louder outside the protection of our own gate. Our neighbors pushed past us, breathing fast. The only time I had seen grown-ups frightened like this was when I had fallen off the roof. Adults were not usually afraid for no reason.

“This way, this way!” a man on the street called out to us. He led us through an alley and down a flight of stone steps to underground stables. “Bring the children here. They’ll be safe!” he shouted to my parents. My mother entered but immediately recoiled from the stench of fresh donkey feces. “It’s filthy in here! No! Better to die outside than to suffocate here!”

We went back out to the street. The sounds of exploding ordnance continued.

“The Old City is just yards away from the front!” a man yelled as he led his family past us. I didn’t know what “the front” was, but the panic in his voice convinced me that it was dangerous. We followed the other people on the street, shuddering with each explosion until we came to the bakery. I knew this place. This was where my mother sent Samir to bake her dough into fresh bread.

Samir hustled us down the stairs. It took my eyes a moment to adjust from the bright sunlight to the dark, underground, cavelike room. The room, about thirty by fifteen feet in size, was already packed with people who were crying and shouting, “Ya Allah, save us all!” The muffled sound of shelling from mortars and gunfire could still be heard. I stood in the doorway, frozen with shock and fear. Samir led us to a small area that had not yet been occupied. More people poured in behind us from the street. Was the entire neighborhood heading here?

We huddled together on the bakery floor. My father touched all our heads to make sure we were accounted for. Suddenly I remembered Monkey. He would still be out there, marching and banging his cymbals in the courtyard. I tried very hard not to cry. I understood that tears over a toy would not be acceptable right now, not when the grown-ups were so afraid.

Just then I heard Abu Zuheir yell to Um Zuheir, “Where is Siham?”

Um Zuheir shouted back, “You brought her!”

“What are you talking about, woman? You were supposed to bring her!” Abu Zuheir suddenly became very silent. “She’s under the bed.”

“What?”

“When the shelling started, I told her to hide under the bed. She’s probably still there! I have to go and get her!”

An explosion detonated. Um Zuheir grew frantic. “You can’t go alone! You won’t be able to see if a soldier is coming with his gun!”

“She’s only three years old. We can’t leave her there!”

My father placed his hand on Samir’s head. “Samir will go with you, Abu Zuheir.” Samir twisted his neck sharply to face our father. Before he could  utter a word of protest, I felt my father’s strong hand on my head as well. “Sami will go too.”

Samir was already taking Abu Zuheir’s elbow. I did not want to appear more frightened than Samir. I took his other hand.

“Don’t be afraid, boys,” Abu Zuheir said. “It’s just one hundred yards to the house. Nothing can happen in a hundred yards.”


We are safe with Abu Zuheir, I told myself. He’s strong and tall. Abu Zuheir had a big, thick walking stick unlike my father’s narrow cane. If soldiers tried to shoot us, he would beat them with that stick and they would run away. I tried not to notice that Abu Zuheir’s arm was shaking. Instead, I counted our steps.

The streets were entirely deserted. Aside from bursts of ammunition and occasional distant explosions, the silence was eerie. “Abu Zuheir, where are the cats?” I asked.

“Eh, what’s that?”

“All the cats in the streets. They’re gone.”

“Wallah,31 I don’t know, Sheikh Sami. Perhaps they found their own safe place.”

The doors to all the houses were wide open, including ours. We entered the courtyard. The house was still, as if its soul was gone.

Abu Zuheir went straight inside his room and got down on his hands and knees. “Siham!” he called under the bed. His voice trembled. “Are you there?”

I heard a mewing sound. Had the neighborhood cats taken refuge under Abu Zuheir’s bed?

“Sami, go and get her out.”

I crawled under the bed. Siham was curled up in the corner, next to a big yellow can. “Come on, Siham, we have to go.” She was too frightened to speak, much less move. She squeaked again like a small kitten. I took her hand and half-coaxed, half-pulled her out. Abu Zuheir gathered her in his arms and Samir and I led them back to the bakery. Um Zuheir snatched her daughter out of her father’s arms and embraced the little girl tightly to her chest. “I was alone!” Siham reproached her mother over and over. “You left me alone!”

The women were assembling the foodstuffs they had managed to carry, pooling together lentils, rice, beans, and tea. The bakery had some dry black  bread. My mother returned to the family after the provisions had been organized.

“No one brought milk,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “The children will have to do without milk.” Samira and Azzam were leaning against her as she cradled baby Riyyad in her arms. “The baby will drink my milk, but the other little ones ...” She stroked Samira’s dark hair. “What a pity for them.”

The can under the bed next to Siham. There had been a picture on the yellow label of a woman smiling brightly, holding a cup of white, frothy liquid.

“There’s milk at Abu Zuheir’s house,” I said. “There’s a big can of powdered milk.”

Abu Zuheir sat up straight. “The boy is right! I bought the can just a few days ago.” He stood up. “Okay, Sheikh Sami. Let’s go back one more time: you, Samir, and me. Together we’ll bring the milk.”

I couldn’t object; after all, I had mentioned the can in the first place. My only protest was to mutter quietly, “I’m not a sheikh. I’m just a kid.”

“Thank you, Sami, Samir.” My mother kissed our cheeks, my father patted our heads, and Samir and I took hold of Abu Zuheir’s elbow, slowly leading him out of the bakery again. The shooting and explosions did not frighten me now. We would be heroes twice in one day. We arrived at the house and I crawled under the bed to pull out the can of milk. I handed it to Abu Zuheir proudly.

“Okay, boys. Let’s return to the others.” Abu Zuheir took the can of milk in his left hand and Samir and I held his right, guiding him back over the cobblestone street to the bakery. We were almost there when a loud explosion rocked the entire area. Small stones from nearby houses rained down around us. A large piece of tile from someone’s floor fell from the sky and shattered right next to me. I froze in terror.

“The milk! The milk!” Abu Zuheir shouted. I looked. He was still holding the can, but the lid had been blown off from the force of the explosion. “Sheikh Sami, find the cover, quickly!”

Every ounce of my body was pulled toward my mother and father as if by gravity. We had to get to the bakery and not venture out again, not for any little girl under a bed, not for any amount of powdered milk.

“I’m going straight back to the bakery. If you want to find the cover, find it alone!”

Abu Zuheir did his best to keep the powdered milk from spilling as Samir and I guided him as fast as he could move to the bakery, through the door, and down the stairs.

“Milk!” I announced when we entered the room, breathing hard. Samir grabbed the can from Abu Zuheir and held it up triumphantly.

“But no cover,” Abu Zuheir added ruefully.

The adults made tea on the bakery oven as evening began to fall. Four children together had to share one cup of tea. But Samir and I were heroes that evening. We each got our very own cup of tea, with a heaping spoonful of powdered milk stirred in. I sipped mine slowly and with a loud slurping noise, making sure everyone remembered who had been brave enough to rescue Siham and to rescue the milk. It was only then that I realized—on both trips I had forgotten to rescue Monkey.

 



Time in the bakery was endless. It was stiflingly hot. Every inch of the soot-stained floor was packed with people. The air was close, making it difficult to breathe. The odor from the hundred or so bodies crowded together began to grow. There was only one toilet and it was never free. Samir, Azzam, Samira, and I squatted over a plastic bucket.

There was a big transistor radio. When it was turned on, everyone was silent. Sometimes the news made the adults cheer. Other times it drove them to pray to Allah to save us all. The feelings would change as often as the stations were switched.


The Israeli planes are dropping like flies, the Egyptian station Sawt al Arab32 announced. Be hungry, sharks, the announcer Ahmad Said warned. We will throw the Jews to the sea!


But the next station reported that the Zionist army was advancing and ours was losing ground and soldiers. The news made the adults fret more and more with each passing hour.

The boredom was overwhelming. There was no space to play or even walk around. There was nothing to do but sleep. We had only a thin blanket between us and the filthy stone floor, but my mother’s soft body cushioned our sleep. I lay on my mom for hours and hours, imagining battles raging over our heads. The adults were irritable and sad. If Samira cried, or if Samir, Azzam, and I tried to joke or wrestle with each other, they shouted at us to be quiet and not to move. I tried very hard to sit quietly, but hunger got the best of me. For two long days we had eaten only dry black bread, dipping it into a shared cup of tea, sucking on small pieces in order to make it last as long as possible.

“I want my fateet shay!” I complained loudly with tears.

My mother tried to soothe me. “Sami, we’re lucky to have this tea and bread. There are people who have nothing at all.”

“There are lentils and beans and rice here!” Samir said, pointing to the small food stock the women had organized.

“We don’t know how long we will be here, habibi,” my mother tried to explain. “We have to make the food stretch as long as possible.”

Azzam joined in my protest of tears and my mom pulled him into her lap, next to baby Riyyad. “We’ll be home soon. You’ll be able to eat as much good food as you like.”

That night the women prepared lentils over a small fire. They served them only to the kids. We ate a few bites each. But now a quarter of our communal stock of lentils was gone. I realized the gravity of the situation. I did not cry about being hungry again.

On June 7, the third day, the shooting was directly above our heads. I heard snatches of conversation around me: the Jordanian soldiers were now fighting the Jews inside the Old City itself! With each spurt of gunfire, Azzam buried his face in my mother’s lap. His whole body shook.

“We’re safe here. Nothing can hurt us,” my father reassured us. But I could tell that even he was not fully convinced.

By afternoon, it was silent and still overhead. A few hours later, a man I had never seen before ducked into the entrance of the bakery. “It’s over,” he said in a tight voice. “We lost Jerusalem.” What did he mean? We waited for him to continue. He ran out the door.

“It can’t be true,” Abu Zuheir muttered quietly. We sat mutely for a few more moments when someone else burst in. “Go quickly! To your homes, everyone! Raise something white on top of your house!”

We stood up in a daze and followed the stream of our neighbors shuffling slowly out of the bakery. The smell of explosives lingered in the air. I blinked in the unfamiliar bright sunlight. I stretched my leg muscles and gulped the fresh, cold air, imagining the heaps of food my mother would now prepare for us at home. But it was hard to feel happy when everyone around me was still so sad and anxious. We walked back to our houses wordlessly.

A voice shouted over a megaphone, repeating the instructions that everyone should put a white cloth on top of his house for his own safety. I could not understand why hanging a white cloth would keep us safe or why these orders were further upsetting the adults.

Abu Zuheir was frantic to find something white to hang.

“Samir, find a white sheet or blanket ... ,” my father started to instruct, but Abu Zuheir interrupted him nervously.

“We don’t have time for the boy to search!”

Abu Zuheir went quickly inside his house and emerged waving the long, white underpants that he always wore underneath his qumbaz.33 “Here, my underpants!” he shouted. “This is what we’ll hang!”

My father laughed. “You’re going to hang your underpants on our house for the Jews to see? This is better than Samir looking for a white sheet?”

Abu Zuheir smiled out of the corner of his mouth. “I don’t care if all the world sees my underpants. I care only about our safety! How can blind ones like us verify if the sheet is white or blue or yellow? My underpants I am sure of—they are as white as yogurt!”
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