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            ‘Bushra al-Maqtari’s boundlessly humane project of collecting firsthand accounts to document the nearly decade-long Yemeni Civil War – and the West’s complicity in it – is unblinking in its moral gaze. Every single voice collected in these pages is a blow to the heart. By the time I finished this book, I was consumed by sorrow and rage. This is an act of witnessing, and of making us engage in the witnessing of a disgraceful, criminal war that will shake your soul.’

— Neel Mukherjee, author of A State of Freedom

            ‘An oral history of war’s folly in the tradition of Svetlana Alexievich, as devastating as Goya or Picasso. Al-Maqtari summons us to witness the innocent lives lost, and the love that survives in their wake.’

— Matthieu Aikins, author of The Naked Don’t Fear the Water

            ‘Journalists covering war regularly claim their reporting gives “a voice to the voiceless ”. What Have You Left Behind? demonstrates that survivors of Yemen’s conflict are not voiceless, they are unheard. Bushra al-Maqtari brings a cacophony of voices from one of the world’s most under-reported conflicts; voices that compel us to hear what war does to civilians living through it. What Have You Left Behind? is a disturbing, often evocative and emotional oral record of a war that most of us know little if anything about. This is not the sanitized, politicized version of the conflict debated in the power houses of far-off capitals. If you want to understand the true impact of war, brace yourself to hear these voices from Yemen.’

— Iona Craig, winner of the Orwell Prize for Journalism

            ‘Bushra al-Maqtari’s book is like a cry from those buried beneath rubble, those the world has forgotten, nobody hears, and nobody helps.’

— Ulf Kalkreuth, Das Erste

            ‘When the fire of this war dies down, and the regional conflicting parties agree to a truce, and foreign entities are invited to rebuild the country, in those moments we will still have these heartrending stories, as a reminder of the sheer folly, empty grandeur and cold-blooded cruelty embodied by the war in Yemen.’

— Qantara

            ‘Bushra al-Maqtari writes against forgetting… Her reports get under our skin, horrify, move us to tears. Free of theatricality, the writing simple and compassionate, they make clear what war really means.’

— Susanne El Khafif, Deutschland Radio

            ‘Al-Maqtari’s portraits are unsettling in their urgency, their need to make the world understand that the war in Yemen must not be forgotten… I would even dare to speak of a kind of dark poetry in al-Maqtari. Her language is nuanced and empathetic.’

— Spiesser

            ‘What sets this book apart is its narrative style, without being a novel, and its means of recording and documentation, without actually being a written record or document. … What we read is painful, but our knowledge is enriched by the facts presented, as well as our literary experience with its language, marked by the pulse of life and death.’

— Al Quds

            ‘It is an attempt to put in words the way cluster bombs kill, and how it feels when your own children, siblings, or parents are torn apart by grenades, shredded by machine gun fire, crushed or buried beneath falling rubble.’

— Florian Keisinger, Der Tagesspiegel 

         

      

   


   
      
         
            WHAT HAVE YOU

LEFT BEHIND?

            VOICES FROM A FORGOTTEN WAR

            BUSHRA AL-MAQTARI

            Translated by

SAWAD HUSSAIN

         

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Map

                  	SOMEWHERE IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH 

                  	BUT IT FELL 

                  	REEM’S TINY WINGS 

                  	UNDER THE MANGO TREE THEY SLEEP 

                  	A STORY THAT MUST BE PUT TO BED 

                  	SIX METRES UNDER 

                  	WE’LL BE RIGHT BACK, MAMA 

                  	WHAT HAPPENED WASN’T FATE AT ALL 

                  	DEATH ON THE PIER 

                  	THE FISHMONGER’S DITCH 

                  	A HOLE FULL OF NIGHTMARES 

                  	A BURNT SILVER RING 

                  	THEY HAVEN’T LOST A SINGLE THING IN THIS WAR 

                  	HALF OF THE SUNKEN BOAT 

                  	THIEVES AND RESCUERS 

                  	HIS EYE SAW WHAT HAPPENED 

                  	A LOCKED ROOM FOR LOSS 

                  	DO I COVER MY EARS OR THEIRS? 

                  	DEATH GAME 

                  	I SAW HER… SHE WAS DROWNING 

                  	THE ACHE THAT DOESN’T GO AWAY 

                  	MY BROTHER’S SOUL DIDN’T SURVIVE 

                  	IT IS US WHO LOST OUR MEN 

                  	THE APACHE ISN’T LOOKING FOR FISH 

                  	SALLY, WHERE’S YOUR SISTER? 

                  	NO ONE WANTS TO KNOW WHAT HAPPENED TO US 

                  	YOU WOULD HAVE LOVED MY MOTHER 

                  	THEY STOLE MY JOY 

                  	DEATH BY DECEPTION 

                  	NO LONGER OUR CITY 

                  	THIS IS THE APOCALYPSE, NOT WAR 

                  	ON THE EDGE OF A CRATER 

                  	MY GIRLS, IF ONLY 

                  	I WAITED BUT SHE DIDN’T COME 

                  	THEY DIDN’T DO A THING FOR MY SON 

                  	WHAT ARE SNIPERS MADE OF? 

                  	WHAT GOOD IS PATIENCE? 

                  	THE PIGEONS NO LONGER COME BY 

                  	RUNNING ON THE DAY OF NUQUM 

                  	THEY WILL NEVER GET ENOUGH OF OUR BLOOD 

                  	I HAVE NO ONE LEFT 

                  	THE DOG DOESN’T BARK 

                  	ONE OF THEM LET OUT AN ‘AH’ 

                  	NOT A SINGLE PHOTO SURVIVED 

                  	FOR REHAM BADR 

                  	A LIST OF VICTIMS, IN BRIEF 

                  	Illustrations 

                  	About the Authors  

                  	About the Book 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         
            SOMEWHERE IN THE GLOBAL SOUTH

         

         In my dreams, the war is silent. No missiles, no air raids, no murder, no famine, no fear, no hatred. But when I wake, the war is still raging, just as it has been the past four years. Air raids light up the Sanaa night sky; ambulance sirens pierce the quiet of night. And while I write, I think about the time it took for war to reach us.

         After all, a war like this doesn’t break out without warning; it takes a long time. A full turn of history. It took years, decades in fact, to push its way into our lives. I remember how its head drifted unmistakably towards us. It had been during the first weeks of March 2015, but our eyes weren’t open wide enough to see it coming. Or maybe they were, but we didn’t realize that what we were seeing were the harbingers of war. Houthi militia were on the streets, but it hadn’t been anything like the day Sanaa had fallen a few months earlier.1

         As night began, armoured vehicles and individuals in military fatigues holding weapons could be seen coming forth. These troops proceeded on the same desert roads used by ordinary travellers. I remember seeing military trucks rolling along the route from Sanaa to Aden. Slowly, they advanced through the mountain pass, blocking civilian traffic. The vehicles carried tanks that seemed fresh out of storage. Then a long line: rocket launchers, machine guns, more equipment, guarded by exhausted soldiers on foot. And even more trucks, this time with soldiers jam-packed on the back, some of them grinning stupidly at the Peugeot drivers beside them. And finally, the military police cars. They escorted the army on its way to the south of the country.

         I reached Aden in the second week of March. The missiles shook the city from all sides. Houthi militia bombed the Presidential Palace2 in Maashiq. Army tanks trundled down the main streets. For the residents of Aden, the gunfire brought back bitter memories from the war of the summer of 1994;3 they had no idea that a new, much bloodier one awaited them. On 23 March 2015, the decision to go to war was made; diplomats and international employees left Sanaa, while foreign embassies closed their doors and evacuated their personnel. Likewise, political party leaders departed the country with their families. I bade farewell to some of them in good faith. It didn’t occur to me that they – having sensed the war was coming – decided to flee and leave us to our fate.

         At that time, I was convinced the so-called civilized world wouldn’t leave us to the foolishness of politicians and generals, that this world wouldn’t just stand by idly watching us in the impending wreckage. That somebody would inevitably intervene – tomorrow, or maybe the day after, and stop us from wandering like an unknowing flock of sheep off a cliff. At 2 a.m. Thursday, 26 March, when the Arab Coalition’s4 fighter planes suddenly cut through the Sanaa sky, war became a reality. From that morning, what’s engraved on my mind isn’t the roar of the explosions, or the horrifying thunder of planes piercing the sound barrier, nor my anxiety over the trajectory of missiles hitting targets further than I could see, nor the sounds of war that I had grown accustomed to. Rather, it is the shock of how war was conjured, how life collapsed in one fell swoop: civil infighting, the humiliation of hunger, the indignity of it all, our generation’s lost dreams. They split the citizens into two warring camps, leaving the majority of us transformed into victims or voiceless beings.
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         I’m not concerned with listing the political details of the war here; instead, I have recorded in the introduction to this book the memories remaining in my mind of the bitter war we are still living through. An attempt to capture the essence of it all: the images of war I’ve seen and experienced, the disappearance of any kind of normal life, the damage and defeat that took root in my soul when the godfathers of war trampled patriotism, sovereignty and national unity beneath their heavy boots. But how can life in the shadow of a war that has destroyed everything be fully encapsulated? What’s undeniable is that we have returned to pre-civilization: all cities are without electricity, and we are living by the candlelight and gas lanterns used by our ancestors. And when the gas runs out at home, families resort to cutting down trees to use in wood stoves. There’s no clean water to drink, so it has become a daily occurrence to witness children and the elderly queuing up with empty pots to fill from tankers donated by some good doer. Poverty can be seen wherever you turn: citizens have lost their jobs and livelihoods,5 impoverished to the point they don’t even question the meaning of war, it has devastated them so. Women and children fighting over scraps from rubbish piles, families sleeping outside, people displaced in miserable camps on the outskirts of cities, abandoned by the world and left forgotten there. Citizens have been stripped of their civil rights, blockaded by warring parties and countries that have taken military action in Yemen. When the Arab Coalition closed off the sea ports, land routes and national air space, thousands of citizens were stranded abroad. When the Arab Coalition finally reopened Aden International Airport, the blockade was still intact. No plane could take off from Yemeni airspace without permission from the leadership of the Arab Coalition. Friends shared the utter humiliation they endured at Bisha6 airport. Police dogs sniffed their luggage as if they were criminals – yet another country violating their rights. The Arab Coalition even shut Sanaa airport in August 2016, further exacerbating the situation.

         In the midst of this complete misery in which we are living, a different world has emerged: one of new villas whose cement boundary walls span several streets, lavish high-rises glittering in dusty backstreets, sprawling malls, new petrol stations, currency exchanges, private schools7 and hospitals – all financed by stolen national revenue. This is the world of the new war rich, the war profiteers, the black-market tycoons, the relatives of the Houthi militia and of ex-president Ali Abdullah Saleh. The glamorous world of war has expanded, spreading to other capitals without us even knowing. The ministers, ambassadors and agents of the official Yemeni government waved the business flag of war from abroad. Elites who enrich themselves at the expense of the millions starving in Yemen. This is precisely why they, along with those they are fighting, are so keen for this war to last as long as possible.

         They all live in a different time. A time outside the one where every day people are killed by air raids, missiles and mines. Where people are dying in prison cells, where people are made to disappear, their executioners leaving no trace. Where people are dying from hunger, cholera,8 or some other plague. Where the war robs people of their dreams. And our lives carry on in this time, ruled by invisible forces, whose laws only apply to the likes of us. It is only we who have to face the absurdity of this war, only ordinary people who are paying the price.

         I remember April during the first year of the war. The war was fresh in the city streets, shops were closed, and petrol stations out of service with lines of parked cars in front. It was four in the afternoon when my husband and I made our way to Dh’Amran Centre. Fighter planes dropped bombs over different areas in Sanaa. Though it was close by, I paid no attention to the roar of the explosions. But when the clouds of smoke veiled Attan mountain and Dh’Amran Centre, I suddenly felt in my bones the meaning of war. Moments like these happened again and again: planes bombing, militia firing missiles… But I remember that day at Mount Attan because my friend Mohammed al-Yemeni, who had been taking photos of the explosions that day, wrote to me saying, ‘Why on earth did you come to Attan? You could have been killed!’ Mohammed was himself killed a few months later by militia gunfire. In the wake of his death daily questions abound about this absurd war that spills the blood of innocents. Around me the list of the dead grows longer and longer: family, relatives, friends, neighbours – all civilians killed for no reason.
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         I write now by candlelight, no different from the beginning of the war. The roar of explosions swells, our windows shudder, the qamariyya cracks. We have only just repaired that crescent-shaped window after it shattered in the previous Coalition air raid. And so these explosions that rob people of their sleep, and sometimes of their lives, have become the backdrop to my writing about victims of war. It is as if time has stood still since I began writing and recording the testimonies of victims’ families. I cannot forget the smell of charred human flesh, of singed hair stuck to the dusty factory floor after the Arab Coalition air raid on the al-Aqel factory in Sanaa.

         In Taiz, my hometown, the situation is even more dire: the Houthi militia have imposed a blockade on the southern Yemeni city. I was forced to take a convoluted route. First, I had to drive round the entire city, then pass over mountains and through villages in the surrounding countryside, before finally arriving in Taiz. Even as we entered the city, the noise of the fighting between the Houthi-Saleh militia and pro-government resistance was unmistakable. You can’t escape the scenes of destruction: homes destroyed, families forced to live in tents after the militia drove them out of their villages, despair in the eyes of citizens that sought refuge in the steep mountain passes such as Taluq9 to find relief from the blockade. In the streets downtown, I encountered armed men belonging to the resistance, fighting one another. Stray bullets kill innocents every day. In the midst of this misery are the victims who have been ignored by those in power.

         
             

         

         Visiting al-Hudaydah is extremely dangerous, as the militia are on the hunt for any journalists coming from outside the city. I went with my friend and made sure to wear the face covering traditional for Yemeni women. I arrived just as the people were anxiously waiting for the Arab Coalition forces to enter the city. The hospitals were overwhelmed with civilian air raid victims. I saw with my own eyes what a spider bomb did to the body of a poor fishmonger. Bones protruded from bodies defeated by hunger. I saw fear in the eyes of those who didn’t know what had happened to their loved ones, dozens of whom died under torture. Al-Hudaydah is no exception in this giant prison called Yemen, but it is the place where suffering caused by arbitrary arrests and disappearances has been greatest. In Taiz, to the southwest, schools have become prisons where innocent people10 vanish, never to return. In the southern cities, with multiple powers fighting for leadership, funded by Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the Emirates, prisoners also die in captivity.11

         There is so much to say about this nation that no longer belongs to us but rather to those engaged in war, so many details reinforced by the bitterness of conflict. When a group of armed men from the Southern Resistance stopped us near the city of al-Dhalea’, I experienced firsthand what it means to be a stranger in your own country. For the simple reason that we had come from the north, they didn’t allow us to continue on our journey until they received the official say-so from the Emirati troops. In Aden, a secondary war has broken out over who will control the city. It is being waged by local militia with the help of the ‘liberators’ (Saudi Arabia and the Emirates). Armed men of the South Yemeni separatist movement are fighting against the troops of the presidential guard, while the United Arab Emirates Air Force bombs Aden International Airport. I realized in this particular moment of history how absolutely symmetrical and similar opponents can be.
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         Only victims are real in this war, victims crushed by violence. The war has entered its fourth year, and the death toll is in the tens of thousands. It has destroyed the nation and divided the people. And yet, this war seems to raise few moral questions among most intellectuals in the country. Hardly any seem to wonder what this war actually means for all of us. What it means for planes from other countries to bomb our cities. What it means for innocent people to be killed. Sometimes I explain away the lack of conscience among our cultural elite as a result of being terrorized by those in charge of the war. But the more I think about it, the more I realize that these intellectuals, media professionals, journalists and human rights activists have contributed to the terror by taking one side or the other, and are in fact supporting the war. Some of them were even my friends. In times of peace, we shared our dreams with each other, which were one and the same. But now they have denounced us, turned their generals against us, sometimes becoming bloodthirsty hunting dogs themselves. They track down our writings, betray us and make killing us permissible.

         The hunting dogs began to bark when any of the Yemeni intelligentsia spoke out against the war, against the murder of innocent people, against how they impoverished and left us broken, against the cost they imposed on our future generations.

         Those who had signed an appeal to all the warring parties to make peace were persecuted and denounced as traitors. The Houthi-leaning al-Hawya newspaper, headed by Mohammed Ali al-Emad, published the names of the signatories under the headline: ‘The Ninth Column: Agents and Mercenaries of the Saudi Aggression.’ In addition, the newspapers12 affiliated to and financed by the militia defamed all journalists who took a stand against the war. Journalist Nabeel Sabee13 was shot and journalist Mohammed al-Abasi was murdered.14 Yahya al-Jabihi was also sentenced to death by a Houthi court on charges of ‘communicating with the enemy’.15 But hunting dogs and witch hunts aren’t only for the militia-owned media. Pro-government journalists, human rights activists and media professionals target anyone who condemns the murder of civilians by the Saudi-led Coalition, criticizes the corruption of the government, or even calls for peace. Accusations were made that writers were guilty of being neutral or belonging to the ‘soft network of the coup’. The anchors of the Belqees channel16 were at the head of this smear campaign.

         In one of the interviews with an activist on this channel, the anchor accused him of supporting the militia in Taiz. Armed men from the pro-government resistance were soon surrounding his home.17 The dark irony of it all is that the agitators are always either beneficiaries of the respective military powers on the inside, or reside in Arab or European capitals, far from the war raging in their own country. And still, from that distance they decide who deserves to call themselves a patriot among those remaining in Yemen, those left to weather the storms that almost uproot them.
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         Another explosion. The candle is melting and will soon die out. But it will leave a trace on the table, to remind me that something once burnt here. The scars of war don’t go away. They stay in our souls, and in our memory. They remain alive in the minds of all those who have experienced war and suffered its destruction, all of those who have lost their loved ones. The horrors of this war and our tragedy cannot be forgotten, simply because the world wants to pull the curtain down over it, to hide the victims and to reward the executioners. So, then, these witness testimonies, their voices are a finger in the eyes of the murderers and the hunting dogs whom they hide behind. They are a testament to ward against forgetting, against feigning ignorance, against indifference. They are a balm for the souls of all those who have been killed, those whose loved ones have been left behind, left with nothing but memories.

         
             

         

         Bushra al-Maqtari

March 2018, Sanaa

         
            1 On 21 September 2014, Houthi fighters, along with former president Ali Abdullah Saleh and his loyal troops, rebelled against the official Yemeni authorities represented by President Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi. The rebels first occupied the state buildings in the capital Sanaa, before advancing into other cities – some of which they were able to capture – leading to a semi-civil conflict breaking out in multiple cities across Yemen.

            2 The Presidential Palace that the Yemeni president Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi resided in, in the southern Yemeni port Aden, after having fled the capital of Sanaa. He declared Aden the temporary capital.

            3 On 27 April 1994, Ali Abdullah Saleh (president of unified Yemen from 1990 to 2012, assassinated by Houthi rebels 4 December 2017) declared war on his partner in the unified government, Ali Salem al-Beidh (the last president of the People's Democratic Republic of Yemen, or South Yemen). Saleh’s armies stormed South Yemen. In 1990, the two presidents had agreed to unify the two countries.

            4 A military coalition created by Saudi Arabia to defend Yemen’s official government represented by President Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi against the Houthi and Saleh uprising. The Arab Coalition consists of ten countries: Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain, Kuwait, Morocco, Pakistan, Sudan, Egypt, Jordan and Qatar. Qatar excluded itself from the Arab Coalition in June 2017.

            Translator’s note: in 2019, Morocco and Sudan suspended their participation in the military coalition.

            5 On 18 September 2016, the Yemeni president Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi issued the decision to move the central bank from the capital Sanaa, which had been captured by rebel forces, to Aden. The decision exacerbated the humanitarian crisis in Yemen as from its new location in Aden, the central bank failed to pay civil servants their salaries in Houthi-controlled areas. The rebel forces in Sanaa also refused to pay civil servants in the areas under their own control.

            6 A Saudi Arabian airport located in Bisha, southwest of Saudi Arabia. Throughout the war, the airport was used to inspect those travelling on Yemeni civil aviation.

            7 The warring parties privatized the government sector. Government schools have had funding cut, with teacher salaries not being paid. Government school fees were increased, and at the same time private schools were opened. The health and energy sectors were also privatized.

            8 According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) report from 24 September 2017, 2,117 Yemenis died of cholera in the span of just five months.

            9 A mountain pass located on Mount Sabr. The inhabitants of Taiz used it to transport oxygen to their hospitals and transfer foodstuffs.

            10 This is what happened in the case of the political activist Ayyub al-Salihi, who disappeared on 29 June 2016, and whose whereabouts are still unknown. Armed factions affiliated with the Islah party, also known as the Yemeni Congregation for Reform, are suspected.

            11 According to a 22 June 2017 Human Rights Watch report, the United Arab Emirates is said to be responsible for managing some of the prisons in southern Yemen and to be involved in the torture of detainees.

            12 Such as al-Thawra newspaper that was seized by the militia, and the newspaper La that is headed by the journalist Sallah al-Dakkak, a Houthi supporter.

            13 Nabeel Sabee, a Yemeni poet and journalist who was nearly assassinated on 2 January 2016 in Sanaa.

            14 Mohammed al-Abasi (1980–2016), a Yemeni investigative journalist who wrote a number of reports on the oil deals and corruption within the Houthi movement. He was threatened, then poisoned on 20 December 2016.

            15 On 13 April 2017, the Criminal Court issued Yahya al-Jabihi with a death sentence. However, a year after his abduction and imprisonment, he was released. His son Hamza remains in captivity.

            16 The Belqees news channel is owned by Nobel Peace Prize laureate, Tawakkol Karman, and supported by Qatar.

            17 On 28 May 2017, troops of the resistance surrounded Abdel Salam al-Shumari’s home in Taiz, forcing him to flee the city. This was after the interview with anchor Aswan Shahir on Belqees channel, where she accused him of supporting the coup.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            BUT IT FELL

         

         It had to be a horror film; it was unreal. A film with no sound or actors. One that directed itself, only about a second long, and that only I saw that day: missiles flying, arriving from the west, falling, then hitting my brother’s house. I always pause at that moment, playing it over in my head, at times speeding it up to see for myself what happened afterwards and at others pausing it, then letting it play in slow motion until the details are etched in my memory. I interfere in the film, freezing the missiles and pausing time itself, again and again. The nights when I see my brother sad and silent, and my attempts to console him are of no avail, I imagine what if I’d had the power to stop those missiles, or if the universe had stepped in at that very moment with an earthquake or a hurricane, something bigger than us all, making those missiles explode mid-air before they had the chance to destroy our lives. But now I think of how missiles don’t just fall from the sky, there’s a mind behind them, a villain who presses the button to lock in a target: my brother’s home, killing women and children.

         Look around you. There’s nothing here in al-Qutay,18 nothing, [he falls silent] just scattered homes of poor families, a repair garage, a marketplace. No military barracks, patrols, militia, or even armed men. For years it’s only been us living here, we’ve had nothing to do with the war going on, trying to live in peace, but then they came here with their missiles and killed my brother’s family. [He takes out a cigarette and smokes.] Some days later I heard what some people were saying and lost it. They were saying that the Coalition’s missiles had targeted the aerial of SabaFon Mobile Company next to my brother’s house. Liars. Bastards. If what they were saying was true then the Coalition should have warned the residents: ‘Listen up you fools, we’re going to blow up this damn useless aerial.’ We would have then immediately picked up our children and run away with our families to the desert. But the aerial wasn’t touched, instead the missile fell on my brother’s house, which had been the target all along.

         I don’t know what made me stop at that moment. In the film in my head, I don’t stop, but what actually happened was different. Fear seized my body when I saw death before my eyes, I froze, and thought of what was going to happen. My brother was next to me but looking in another direction, I don’t know where I got the strength from. I held Fahmi tight in my arms, so that he wouldn’t see, but when he turned round, he saw the explosion and the smoke rising from his house. He struggled against me, I hugged him tighter and let him cry, his body shaking in my arms. Some friends came and helped me stabilize him. ‘Keep an eye on him, I’ll go and have a look.’ I was afraid that he’d hurt himself. [He cries and puts out his cigarette.]

         I was the first to go into the house, alone; I didn’t think about the roof, which could have fallen in at any moment. What I saw was horrific, I couldn’t get any closer – I stood where I was, in the middle of it all, not aware of what was around me. After some time, a few families arrived together, carrying away pieces of furniture and other things. They were ransacking the house. I couldn’t stop them, I was numb. [He cries.]

         I didn’t pay attention to Fahmi, I was staring at the burnt bodies, the crushed bodies, the dismembered bodies, the distorted bodies, some of which had been flung outside the house because the blast had been so powerful. First, I saw some women neighbours and a child from our area, and then on the opposite side, my sister-in-law, her young son Mohammed, and her two daughters Malak and Malakat. When I saw Malakat dead, her hands and feet missing, my tears started to fall. Oh Malakat! Oh darling, I wish I had taken you with me. That day she wouldn’t leave my side, she had asked, ‘Ammu, take me with you.’ I carried her with me and took her out to the shop, then dropped her back home. Minutes later, the missile hit. [He cries bitterly.]

         My brother’s screams that day, the missile whistling in the air, then falling on his house, the smoke, the burnt bodies. These are the images and the sounds that have kept me awake for months. Sometimes I dream of the moment just before the missile fell, and in those dreams, I always manage to stop it.

         My brother is still tormented, he can’t sleep, he can’t forget. He’s preoccupied with finding treatment for his injured son. I carry my brother’s sorrows on my back, I enter the house and the memories come rushing back. I remember my brother’s children and his wife, their laughter, the noise they would make, our beautiful life together. Damn the Coalition and whoever came with them to our country, damn every side that has murdered Yemeni people. They’re all just that – murderers. Who will bring back Malak, Malakat, Mohammed and Asma to my brother? Who? Tell me who? Who?

         No one. No one cares about what happened to us.

         
             

         

         Ahmad Abdel Hameed Sayf

         
             

         

         At 5.40 p.m. on Thursday, 26 January 2017, the Arab Coalition aeroplanes targeted Ahmad’s brother’s house, Fahmi Abdel Hameed Sayf in al-Qutay in the governorate of al-Hudaydah. His brother’s wife Asma Abdel Qader Yassin Sharaf (30 years old) was killed, and her children: Mohammed Fahmi Abdel Hameed Sayf (12 years old), Malak Fahmi Abdel Hameed Sayf, (3 years old), Malakat Fahmi Abdel Hameed Sayf (18 months), as well as another girl Nisreen Hassan Zayd Mohammed (10 years old), and three women and two children from their neighbour Abdel Kareem Abdel Hameed’s family. Ammar Fahmi Abdel Hameed Sayf (8 years old) was injured and his left leg amputated. He is now disabled and no one is helping with his treatment. SabaFon Mobile Company refused to compensate the families or pay towards any treatment. 

         
            18 A town that falls under the administration of the Marawiah district in the al-Hudaydah governorate.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            REEM’S TINY WINGS

         

         Cold, dust and wind slip into our house through the skeletons of the qamariyya stained-glass crescents and the empty window frames. Rain finds its way in too; we can’t protect ourselves from the cold. My husband repairs the glass once more, but with every militia bomb it shatters over our heads. I finally convinced my husband to just let them be, and I’m happy with that. Reem is there, I feel her in the air I breathe. Whenever the cold afternoon breeze blows, I feel her spirit in the air; it stays in my bones, reminding me that I lost my daughter in the war.

         Our grandmothers say that when children die, they go to heaven, and become angels. I always think of Reem as a tiny angel with rose wings flying around up above us: dancing, laughing, singing along with other children who were killed by life or by war. But children who die in war leave sorrow behind in their mothers’ hearts, and my sorrow eats me alive. I remember that day. It’s a pain that won’t go away; sometimes I’m attacked by the exhausting feeling that I’m the reason she died. Other times I move on from the torment and convince myself that it was an absurd coincidence, or fate. It just so happened that Reem, her sister Malak, and other children from the neighbourhood were in front of the shop when the shell hit. The killers, they’re the ones responsible for this tragedy, for our pain; but guilt will always gnaw away at a mother – a mother who spent her life protecting her children, a mother who let her two children go out and die.

         I remember Reem all the time: playing with her sisters Malak and Bushra, their brother Malek annoying them. Her imitating her grandmother Hajja. If her gedda started praying then Reem would also take out her mat and pray next to her, or if her gedda lay down, Reem did the very same thing. In such moments I’m far away from the noise of the world and the roar of the bombing, I’m protected from the horror that fills the streets of Bir Basha, the district where the war doesn’t take a breath, not even for a moment.

         At the beginning of the war, we were forced to move to the Maqbana district and stay in the village for two months. But as Hajja says, it felt more like two years of misery. No water, no electricity. In the mornings we would go to the distant mountain to gather firewood, our hands and feet raw. We couldn’t stay there any longer and came back home. We patched up the broken windows, but after three days the shells hit our house. One fell on the roof and destroyed our water tanks. I counted my children. I didn’t let them take a step outside.

         I don’t know why I told Reem and Malak to buy a packet of potato chips for their younger sister that day. I can still remember them both, going down the building stairs, Reem in her pink trousers and a smart jacket. I had cut her hair two days before; she had been sitting in front of the mirror looking at herself and smiling. [She falls silent, shrinking into herself.] The balcony door slamming is what pulled me out of my daydream, then smoke began to fill the room. My youngest daughter was crying; I picked her up and went down the stairs, my husband was standing there. ‘Reem … she’s with Allah.’ I went into the alley. Blood was on the shop steps, potato chips mixed with blood, Reem, my baby, and other children, dead, headless. [She cries.] What did Reem do to deserve this? She was just a young girl, they kept her from me, they broke my heart.

         Malak doesn’t walk any more; the shrapnel pierced her body. Every day she recalls how she was holding her sister’s hand while they were waiting for their friends Ruba and Rafaa, to play together. ‘Mama, Reem didn’t have a face,’ she tells me. ‘The bomb wiped away my sister’s face.’

         In Malak’s nightmares I hear the shell as it falls a thousand times. Then, my daughter and the other children, without heads. Malak recounts the terrible details over and over, sweating in her sleep, talking about her sister’s head in pieces on the fourth step of the shop. I hug her and cry, and that’s when the cold gusts of wind slip in, and I think of Reem, hovering above us with her tiny angel wings.

         
             

         

         Nussaibah Abdel Malek

         
             

         

         At 4.15 p.m. on Monday, 3 October 2016, the Houthi and Ali Abdullah Saleh militia targeted a shop in the Bir Basha district in the city of Taiz. The following were killed: Reem Bashir (4 years old, Nussaibah’s daughter), Saeed Mohammed Saeed (10 years old), Mohammed Fawwaz Mohammed (10 years old), Bashar Mohammed Qaid (11 years old), Ali Abdu Saeed (9 years old), Majed Nasser Saeed (28 years old), Mohammed Abdullah Abdu (20 years old), Haytham Qaid Mansour (20 years old), Ismail Mohammed Ahmad (35 years old), and Aseel Mahyub Ghalib (17 years old). Malak Bashir (Nussaibah’s other daughter, 8 years old) was injured.
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