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            Introduction

         

         At the beginning of 2017 I approached the Lebanese-based charity Basmeh & Zeitooneh (which translates as ‘The Smile & the Olive’). This NGO runs community centres in a number of refugee camps, including Shatila in Beirut. I wanted to find a group of Syrian writers, teach them the principles of storytelling and then publish a book of their work. I had set my mind on Shatila – the place made infamous by the 1982 massacre. This camp was founded in 1949 for 3,000 Palestinians but now houses up to 40,000 refugees following the Syrian crisis. I was clear in my mind that I didn’t want flight stories from the writers. These have been covered enough by our media. I wanted to address something else, something that comes from my experience as a writer of stories: the power of collaborative imagination to open up new ways of remembering and from that, perhaps, a vision for the future.

         When I start a new novel I have a vague idea of what I want to explore. In the course of writing, this idea becomes clearer. Images emerge, characters materialize, a plot evolves. Yet something is not right. So I rewrite, revise, add and cut, until the story is finished and has turned into a compelling read. Only when the book is complete do I truly understand what the story is about. The real creative motivation is always different from the (conscious) idea I had at the beginning. Writing the book has made me see something different, made me understand something I didn’t know before.

         I don’t work alone. My partner is always my first reader. He reads each draft with an eye on the mechanics of the story. He doesn’t care about the idea I’m trying to express. He cares if the story makes sense within its own logic. If it jars, I need to find a solution. It is this collaboration between my partner and myself, between the editor and the writer, that allows the story to find its own momentum, to express what it wants to express, and not whatever idea I had in my mind at the start. In this way, I as the writer can go beyond myself to become the vessel for something far larger, something unforeseen.

         Armed with that knowledge, I arrived in Shatila last July. I had brought with me the London-based Syrian editor Suhir Helal. Over the previous six months, Suhir had helped me to brush up my Arabic and together we had worked out a programme for a three-day creative-writing workshop. In the meantime, Basmeh & Zeitooneh had run a pre-selection workshop and sent us twenty short writing samples. Each participant had been asked to say something about their name. Most of them struggled to write proper Arabic and organize their thoughts. Suhir and I didn’t choose the best extracts. That was not an option. We chose the nine least bad. There was only one piece of writing that was interesting to read. In all honesty, both Suhir and I were worried before we even boarded the plane to Beirut.

         When we arrived in Shatila our anxiety levels rose further. On the first day every single participant turned up late. Some had good reasons, because the life of a refugee can be chaotic, but for others timekeeping simply did not rank high among their priorities.

         Shatila is governed by various opposing Palestinian groups. The Lebanese police do not enter the camp. If there is trouble, ambulances wait outside to receive the injured and the dead. Taxi drivers drop you a few streets away. And once inside I spotted many young men with handguns tucked into the back of their trousers. Yet normal life goes on here like anywhere else.

         Over the course of the workshop the writers dealt with many challenges: mainly illnesses due to the atrocious hygiene in the overcrowded camp, but also the sudden deaths of family members. One participant’s niece was killed by the low-hanging electrical cables, a grandmother slipped badly in one of the camp’s muddy alleys and someone else’s father died in Syria. These are just some of the reasons why participants skipped hours here and there during our precious three days. In addition, the room that we used at the Basmeh & Zeitooneh centre was as hot as a sauna, had no fans and shared a dividing wall with the primary school’s dance class. And of course we had no computers, only pen and paper. The participants’ ages ranged from eighteen to forty-two. Most had arrived in the camp from Syria during the last five years. Some had never completed their formal schooling and quite a few had never read a novel in their lives.

         Halfway through the first day I hit rock bottom. This was never going to work, I thought. And I scolded myself for being so naive as to come here in the first place. I worried that we would produce a ‘poor-refugee-can-also-write’ kind of book. And a book like that would not make me proud. However, since I couldn’t just walk out there and then, I decided to finish the three-day workshop first before pulling the plug on the project. But towards the end of the first day, something changed – inside myself and inside the writers. Their concentration and determination became palpable.

         At the beginning, the writers were told that if they wrote a story which we were able to use in the book, they would receive an advance and royalties from the book sales. We also explained that the book would not be a collection of short stories but that we would take their stories and interweave them into a single narrative. That process would take place once their stories had been translated into English.

         But first the writers had to produce good stories. The stories had to be set in Shatila and they had to be fiction. We concentrated on the most important aspects of story-writing. A story needs to have a beginning, a middle and an end. There must be an external conflict that changes the course of the story and an internal conflict within the main character. All characters have to want something, but only one thing. And, most importantly, a story is made up of concrete scenes, not abstract thoughts. Each day we read one short story by a well-known writer and completed a number of ten-minute writing exercises which we then read aloud and discussed.

         There were many fiction-writing techniques that we did not teach, such as voice or points of view or even choice of tense. All of this I could manage in the editing process. In fact, I stressed that if the writers wanted they could change between past and present and switch between I and he and she. And if it was easier to write in colloquial Arabic they could do so. Or change between standardized written Arabic and vernacular, even within a paragraph. The most important task was to progress the story and bring Shatila alive on the page.

         After the workshop each writer had six weeks to deliver a 4,000-word typed draft. During that time we kept in touch as a group via WhatsApp. There was only one person who delivered late, but even he delivered eventually. That’s pretty impressive for any group, but especially for the Shatila writers. Most of them don’t own a computer and so had to line up to use the one at the Basmeh & Zeitooneh centre. In addition, constant power cuts made any typing painfully slow.

         We received four good stories and five interesting drafts. How was it possible for the course participants to apply what we were teaching them with so little practice and in such a short space of time? Why did they succeed where so many other creative-writing students fail?

         ‘From my experience [with the workshop] I learned to live with my characters, to see them through my own eyes. I feel that through my characters I’m present in the story. The entire story is worked through my perspective,’ said Safiya Badran.

         ‘I’ve needed this opportunity for such a long time. I had a lot of thoughts to write down but I didn’t know how to direct and express them. I have now learned how to organize my thoughts and I’m so happy to write the story,’ said Omar Khaled Ahmad.

         Omar and Safiya are two of the writers who delivered excellent stories. They brought to the project qualities that cannot be taught: enough humility to learn the craft and a terrific story to tell.

         In October 2017, Suhir and I went back to Shatila and sat down with each of the nine writers individually to bring out the strengths in their stories. By that time we had an idea about the main conflict, which characters we could amalgamate and how to develop the subplots. With some writers we concentrated on sections or even just paragraphs from their stories; with others we helped them to bring out the voices of their characters or tighten the plot.

         Afterwards, Nashwa Gowanlock translated everything into English. Working alongside her, Suhir and I combined the material into a coherent narrative.

         When I embarked on this project, I had the idea that by pooling our imaginations we might be able to access something that would transcend the boundaries that surround individuals, nations and entire cultures. In the face of human catastrophes such as the Syrian refugee crisis, I wanted to see if it was possible to alter our thinking and so effect change.

         Literature will never provide easy answers. And neither will Shatila Stories. But what it might do is give us an example of how we can connect with each other through one part of our shared human experience: our creativity.

         
             

         

         MEIKE ZIERVOGEL

         Publisher of Peirene Press

and editor of the Peirene Now! series 

      

   


   
      
         

            Shatila Alleys

         

         
            
               
                  We force ourselves to live here – forced not free.

                  The concrete buildings huddle in mismatched rows

                  And between them an alley snakes its way through.

                  We’re stuck inside this maze. Above our heads

                  The electric cables tangle with themselves.

                  Beneath our feet the rain turns streets to mud.

                  The boy sits by the door too bored to play

                  His mother cries for a life she can’t describe.

                  We have no home – no home but Shatila.

                  Spare us your good intentions, your quiet pity.

                  Instead, look up and raise your fist at the sky.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            The Arrival

         

         Chaos everywhere. Thundering sounds rip through my ears. I blink and blink again. I take snapshots with my eyes. Racing feet, dragging feet; old people, young people; cars of different colours, of different shapes; grey sky, swaying trees. Hundreds, thousands are waiting at the closed gate, paperwork in hand, hoping to pass through. They want to cross the border. A scene worthy of the Day of Reckoning. Worry and fear are paramount. A pallor has settled across everyone’s face, no matter how dark or fair their complexion. Desperate eyes.

         I bid farewell to the country that I have lived in since my very first day. We are leaving for a safer place. We are on our way from Damascus to Beirut.

         The confusion around me helps to dispel anxious thoughts about the future. I distract myself by contemplating my reflection in the car window. The mirror image shows a young woman with large, tired eyes. She wears a brown scarf and a brown coat. My gaze travels down to her feet. The red winter boots look out of place considering the circumstances.

         And so our journey begins. First to the Hermel border region, an agricultural area surrounded by mountains, with the River Asi running through it.

         Afterwards all I will remember is the small white car we leave in and how we have to squeeze into the back seat, sitting on our hands because there is no room for our arms. I’m next to my younger brother, Adam. Next to Adam sit our parents. Marwan, my husband, is in the passenger seat beside the driver, who tries to deal with his fear by cracking jokes that no one pays any attention to. He has a black beard, wears glasses and uses a white rag to wipe the windscreen, which is fogging up from our breath. Eventually I can free my hands and I drape Marwan’s black jacket around me, hoping it will form a barrier between my ears and the pounding of my heart.

         Scenes of shooting and shouting and panic and fear and blood flicker through my mind, like watching an old television set connected to a faulty aerial. Yet I manage to fall asleep, and as I drift off I suddenly feel pleased that I’m able to do just that – close my eyes and succumb to oblivion. But soon I’m stirred again by the sound of a frightened dog. Every now and then, I hear the melodic call of a cricket trying to attract a mate. Then once more the night wraps me up in a black blanket.

         
             

         

         ‘Thanks be to Allah for your safety.’

         The driver’s voice reaches me from far away, followed by my mother’s gentle nudge: ‘Reham, we’re here.’

         I get out of the car and walk towards the black door. Carefully, I slide my feet across the muddy ground. An old peasant woman greets us, laughter lines etched on her wrinkled face as she welcomes us into her home. We climb marble steps lit by the yellow glow of a lantern that brightens and dims as we move.

         After only a few hours’ sleep we are on the road again, long before sunrise. Our destination is the Shatila camp in Beirut, our new home.

         We hope that Shatila will be our refuge. Because we believe blood is thicker than water. We know we will be living among fellow Palestinian refugees. And we are convinced that we won’t feel like strangers.

         I know very little about Shatila, only that it’s a camp that was established in 1949 in the south of Beirut on agricultural land to house Palestinian refugees. In 1982 the area entered history as the site of the horrific massacre at Sabra and Shatila camps.

         My husband, Marwan, has worked on a number of restoration projects in the Lebanese capital so he knows people who live in Shatila. We will stay with one of them for the first few days. But Marwan has promised that he will soon get us our own apartments, one for him and me and one for my parents and Adam.

         
             

         

         Our attempts to convince a taxi driver to take us inside Shatila fail again and again. Eventually we are dropped in Jalool Land, the camp entrance. It’s now seven in the morning and the streets of the camp are still asleep. We approach a café where Marwan tells us we will meet his contact.

         A young man, almost a boy still, about Adam’s age, is scrubbing red paint off his fingers under a tap. As he’s drying his hands he introduces himself as Muneef. He offers us coffee, which we gratefully accept. As we sip it, I notice from the corner of my eye how he takes a gun from a small shelf underneath the sink and slides it into the back of his trousers. For a second my heart stops. In a panic I glance at the others. Didn’t we come here in order to escape from guns and violence and war? But no one except me seems to have noticed and Muneef appears friendly.

         As we leave the café he tells us we’d be better off carrying our bags on our backs. At first I don’t understand what he means, but with his next instruction it begins to make sense.

         ‘Stomp your feet as you walk. It’ll frighten the rats.’

         Marwan has never mentioned rats!

         Muneef has plenty of advice, behaving just like a good guide for tourists. He also informs us that today the electricity will be off from six to nine.

         ‘That’s good,’ he says, nodding enthusiastically. ‘Often it’s out for much longer.’

         We march through dim, muddy alleyways where hardly any light penetrates even though the sky above us is now brightening. Tangled electrical cables run everywhere above our heads and wrap themselves around water pipes, climbing up the precariously assembled buildings that look like giant matchboxes stacked on top of each other. I gasp at the sight of an exposed copper wire at the end of a sagging cable. Is it live? What if one of our heads skims it as we walk past? Suddenly I struggle to breathe. As if there’s no oxygen left in these alleyways.

         Three big fat rats cut across the path right in front of my feet, scurrying from one side alley to another, where they leap onto a towering rubbish heap. A thick, dark cloud of flies hovers above it. I shriek. Marwan throws me an angry glance, before looking at my parents with concern. Thankfully they are staring down, trying hard not to slip in this mud. We walk on. I see posters of former camp residents who were killed in the 1982 massacre. And there are many walls covered in graffiti. My eyes fall on a map of Palestine and slogans speaking of a heartfelt desire to return to the homeland. And then there are the flags, all relating to various political factions, including the green Hamas flags, the yellow Fatah ones and the black flags of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad. It dawns on me that the camp must be divided by allegiance to different factions.
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