
        
            
                
            
        


	Richard Schulte

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	They Took Everything

	Also, our Dignity

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	© 2023 Europe Books| London www.europebooks.co.uk | info@europebooks.co.uk

	 

	ISBN 9791220145329

	First edition: November 2023

	Edited by Edward Andrea Sheldon

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	They Took Everything

	Also, our Dignity

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	For Peace in the Land of Palestine




 

	Dedication

	 

	To the Palestinian People

	 

	This book is dedicated to the Palestinian people, a nation of people forced from their homeland, in despair, living in refugee camps with nowhere to turn, for the anguish and injustices they have endured over the last sixty plus years; for their children who are being robbed of their future; for their courage and defiant smiles, albeit the predicaments of their lives; for the loss of their dignity that has brutally been taken away from them; and for the neglect of these injustices

	and their tormented living conditions by the developed world and the international community at large.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	An Ode to the Palestinian People

	 

	Oh, you mother of sons, hearts filled with pain,

	for a future unveiled, of despair, their lives lost in vain.

	 

	Your sacrifice to the origin, an illusion’s deadly thrust,

	of a promised redemption, although, an unreliable trust.

	 

	Open wounds of yearning, tears for freedom,

	in a storm of emotions, unhealed, moments of martyrdom.

	 

	Your eyes lifted in defiance, turnings in the strife,

	the prophesy fulfilling, albeit, a shattered edge of knife.

	 

	 

	 

	


Part I  

	 

	 

	 

	They Call Us  Terrorists 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1 

	 

	In Days of Childhood 

	 

	1.1 The seeds are planted (During shelling) 

	 

	  Mohammed looked at his grandma. She was sit-

	ting some four meters away from him, bent forward with her head in her hands, veiling her face. He could not see if she was crying. She was slowly moving her body back and forth as she always did when she was grieving. Mohammed had often seen her like this, ever since he was a little boy. She was silent, but he assumed she was crying. Poor grandma, he thought, why of all people did she have to suffer like this? He knew her as a mostly happy and positive person, at least when she was interacting with her grandchildren, despite all the sorrows she had experienced in her life which otherwise characterised her appearance. He always felt uncomfortable when he saw her unhappy like this. 

	 

	 He remembered how he used to love to sit next to her in the big sofa in the living room, together with his brothers and sisters, all of them close together, listening to her stories about life when she and grandpa were still young at the family’s old olive farm. The farm had been in the family’s ownership for as long as there were generations to remember, but that was now all long gone. Mohammed could in his mind see, when he closed his eyes, the smile on grandma’s face which he loved so much and that distinct sparkling in her eyes that always appeared when she spoke about those ‘good old days’ at the old olive farm. 

	 

	 


 He had seen pictures of her and grandpa at the farm together with other family members, taken of them on their wedding day, old black and white pictures tarnished by the fingers of the many people that had held them in their hands over the years. Their respective parents and quite a few uncles and aunties were standing around them, many of whom were already dead. Mohammed was always fascinated by these pictures. They gave him a feeling of heritage, a connection to his ancestors, something emotional for him to relate to. Everybody in that picture looked so happy, especially grandpa and grandma, not like he was used to see them and most other relatives today. 

	 

	 It was also clear from the pictures that grandma had been a beautiful young woman and Mohammed could easily imagine, when looking at her now wrinkled face, that she had been beautiful. He glanced across the gloomy room to look at her face, but she was still covering it with her slightly tattooed hands. She was perhaps not beautiful anymore, being the old woman she now was. But she still had a warm, loving look in her eyes, which somehow reflected her passed beauty. While he kept looking at her, wishing she would look back at him with a smile, he was beginning to feel increasingly tense and agitated. It was a growing feeling of anger that had suddenly emerged inside him when he thought about her life story. He felt so sorry for his grandma. There was no justice for her. This new feeling of resentment got stronger the more he thought about it, and it affected his breathing. It felt like as if hot water was boiling inside his chest, with the steam pressing against his lungs. For a moment he felt almost dizzy, as if the steam was choking him and he was losing his breath. It was a strange kind of feeling and he did not understand what was happening to him. He had never heard of what hyperventilation was, but that was what he was experiencing now. He had been hyperventilating the humid and frowsy air in the shelter which had caused the dizziness. And as he did not know what it was, he did not know what to do about it. At first, he thought he was getting sick, and he was almost about to run over to his father, but he was not sure his legs would carry him and decided to sit still and wait for the feeling to subside. He bent his head forward between his legs, breathed slowly and pinched himself in the arm as if he was trying to calm himself down.  

	 

	 He had been down in the basement shelter with his family many times before in his young life, but he had never really reflected on why they were down there. He understood, of course, that they had to hide for the shelling, but not why they were being shelled in the first place. It is not easy for a young child to comprehend the full context of adult hatred and war, or the rational behind those evils of mankind. He had up to that time never felt real hatred, but that is what his anger was all about. Hatred! He had certainly had feelings of distress before, but he had been too young to understand or to interpret the underlying reasons behind those feelings. They had mostly appeared in the form of fear or confusion. What he was now beginning to experience was nothing but a sense of hatred that had unconsciously been growing inside him ever since he was born. Something a Palestinian child cannot avoid. It has become part of their social inheritance for all the injustices and neglect they have been exposed to as a nation of people. Mohammed had been taught to run down to the basement shelter as soon as there were signs of danger and so he had also done this time when the explosions from the grenades had begun to fill the air.  

	 

	 There was always such turbulence every time they ran down the staircase, the women and children mostly crying, but after a while they were all sitting there quietly in the gloomy darkness, holding on to each other. Mohammed and his siblings, when they were still kids, but now only his little sister Leila, used to play quietly with their toys on the floor. There was only one electric lamp to light up the room and the shadows of the bodies created by the lamp made the room look darker than it really was; almost ghostly. He had never thought much about how long they stayed in the basement each time they had to run down there, but now it seemed like an eternity to him.  

	 

	 Mohammed turned his eyes to his grandpa. He was now the oldest person in the family household, with a long but well-trimmed beard covering most of his face. He had been a tall and strong man in his younger days and the obvious head of the family. There was a certain charisma around him, despite his age. Though he was still relatively tall and had a steady step when he walked, he walked slightly bent forward, usually with a stick in his right hand which made him look older and more fragile than he was. But Mohammed thought he looked younger where he was now sitting, down there in the dark shelter, than he did when he was walking outside in the open. Perhaps it was because Mohammed could not see his face properly as they were only half-way facing each other and the shadows from the flickering lamp partly shaded his face and body. Grandpa was sitting against the wall with his back straight, starring into the dark wall in front of him, into the emptiness. Mohammed could not understand how the old man could keep his back so straight, but he was always sitting like that in the shelter when they were being bombarded by the Israelis. Absent in a way despite physically sitting there, but not present with his mind. It was difficult, if not impossible to talk to him under these circumstances. Mohammed had always found this very disturbing, and he had never understood why grandpa was like this, as he otherwise always was such a social person and easy to talk to. He did not know if grandpa was afraid, or if he simply tried to lock his mind out of the situation and the hopelessness they all felt when the grenades came crushing down on them. 

	 

	 His father had told him that grandpa had always carried certain guilt for the family’s loss of the old olive farm, even if there was no reason for him to have such guilt. The loss was part of a far bigger problem than grandpa could have done anything about. That was part of a national disaster – ‘Al Nakba’. But grandpa had always been the one who family members and relatives had gone to for help when there was a problem. Even the neighbours used to go to grandpa, and he felt he had a responsibility for everyone. The fact that he could have done nothing to prevent the ‘Al Nakba’ and despite it was far out of his reach, it had made its mark on him. It was the same scar that he shared with many other Palestinians of his age. The scar, a combination of hopelessness and lost pride, was something he would carry with him to his death. 

	 

	 Mohammed felt more and more convinced that grandpa was not afraid, the more he thought about what his father had told him about grandpa. Mohammed later understood that grandpa’s reaction to the shelling was a way for him to shy away that guilt, the lost pride, the hopelessness and shame he felt inside for his family and the Palestinian people, for the loss of their land and heritage in ‘Al Nakba’. It was more than just the loss of their heritage; it was a total loss of everything they have had that meant something to them. It was a loss of their belonging in the world and not the least, their dignity. They were all left in a limbo, a limbo which had to this day lasted for more than half a century and covered at least four generations. 

	 

	  Mohammed looked at the others in the room. 

	There were at least sixteen people in there; three of his aunties, two uncles, five cousins and three of his five siblings; his older brother and sister, Ali and Nadia, and his younger sister Leila. They had all come together to celebrate one of the uncles, Mahmud’s 43rd birthday when the shelling started. 

	 

	……BOOM, BOOM…BOOM……BOOM,

	  BOOM…BOOM…… BOOM, BOOM… 

	BOOM ……BOOM, BOOM…BOOM…… BOOM, 

	BOOM…BOOM……  

	 

	  Mohammed  counted  the  explosions:  123, 

	124…125…. They had been coming continuously for the last four hours, in the same sequence. It was almost rhythmic. He had lost count a number of times, so he was not sure what the total number really was.  

	 

	……BOOM, BOOM…BOOM…… 

	 

	 Mohammed lost count again. But it was actually the explosions in itself that kept interrupting him. With each explosion his mind went somewhere else. He was thinking that it sounded as if someone was hitting a drum, a very big drum. It must be a giant he thought, because of the enormous force of each hit. It made the earth around them tremble with each blow on the drum, and the house on top of them shook with mother earth herself. 

	 

	 His thoughts went to his dead uncle Rashid and his hand drum, the curvy green and white coloured clay drum with its beige goat skin. The drum looked like an ‘upside down’ vase, with the goat skin covering the wider end of the vase. He remembered how his uncle used to play the drum by tapping his fingers on the goat skin with such speed and ease, creating that contagious rhythmic sound. His long and slim fingers danced on the drum as if they were made to do nothing else, creating an almost electrifying atmosphere. Mohammed was fascinated by the rhythm his uncle created by his tapping and already when he was a little boy, he could sit for hours to just listen and watch his uncle play the drum. It was almost like the drum was alive. As if it played by itself. Uncle Rashid made magic with that drum. 

	 

	 Uncle Rashid always played his drum when the family had something to celebrate, like weddings or birthdays. Mohammed remembered those occasions as true moments of joy and happiness, and he had been thinking about it this morning, wishing it could have been like that today. Everybody was happy when Uncle Rashid played the drum. They all smiled and laughed, and the women danced in the centre of the room. The men cheered and clapped their hands, encouraging the women who were competing on the floor with their dancing skills. He specifically remembered his much older sister, Scheherazade, who everybody said was such a great dancer. He remembered how beautiful she was. As he closed his eyes, he could see Scheherazade and his uncle in front of him, as if they were still present. One could almost detect a smile on Mohammed’s face, but just for a second. It quickly disappeared in the next.  

	 

	  But uncle Rashid was not attending Uncle 

	Mahmud’s birthday today, and neither was Scheherazade. The picture of Scheherazade lying in her dark beige dress with her own blood all over her body came to his mind. She was killed by a stray rocket or grenade of some sort when she was walking back home to visit the family one early Wednesday afternoon. She was lying there unconscious on the muddy road, only some fifty meters away from their home. She died soon after in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. This is now six months ago, and it has never been confirmed where the grenade came from, or who was responsible for its explosion. But what did it matter now? She was gone. She was gone forever, though the memories of her would never go away. Mohammed could not stop the tears in his eyes, and he quickly wiped them from his cheeks.  

	 

	 Uncle Rashid had died two years earlier, somewhere in a small village near Jericho on the West Bank, shot by the Israeli army in one of their night raids to punish alleged terrorists after a suicide bombing in Tel Aviv. Mohammed could not understand why Uncle Rashid had to be punished. He was not a terrorist and never a supporter of suicide bombings. He hated the Israelis, for sure, who did not, but he would never support suicide bombings. Mohammed’s father had always been saying that Uncle Rashid was a firm supporter of diplomacy, not violence. He argued that a Palestinian state can only be obtained if we agree on peace with Israel and control our own borders. He had argued that they have to work together with the Israelis and the Americans, to eventually have their own country. This is necessary he used to say, to regain their Palestinian identity. So why did the Israelis kill him if that was the case? He was not a terrorist.  

	 

	 He was then thinking if the next victims would be his two older brothers, Assad or Sharif, who he had not seen for more than four months. Mohammed had always looked up to them, especially the younger of the two, Sharif, who was a natural born leader and who was always in the centre of things regardless of the situation. Mohammed thought there was something charismatic about him. He thought that life had been so much more fun when both Assad and Sharif still lived at home, even if they were much older than him. They always attracted a lot of friends with who they used to play in the street outside the main entrance of their house. It made the whole area around their part of the neighbourhood so much livelier. Sharif was also the more mischievous of the two, sometimes causing trouble with the other kids and Assad the one who mediated and calmed everybody down. They had always been very protective of their younger siblings and Mohammed missed their caring guidance of him very much. 

	 

	His concerns for his brothers were largely triggered by his mother, who was always very worried about them. They were said to be Freedom Fighters somewhere in South Lebanon, risking their lives for the Palestinian cause south of the Litani River with one of the break-out groups of the Fatah movement. Mohammed could not imagine that Assad or Sharif could be killed. To him they were invincible, like real heroes, even if there was nothing else to it, other than that they were his older brothers. 

	 

	……BOOM, BOOM…BOOM……BOOM, 

	BOOM…BOOM…… 

	 

	  Mohammed looked around the room as the gre-

	nades kept on coming. Everybody was still sitting there quietly holding on to each other, except Leila who was now sleeping in her mother’s arms. Mohammed restarted his counting of the explosions: 132, 133…134, no, where was he? He had forgotten where he left off last time, so he started from scratch again: 1, 2...3…. But he was not able to concentrate on the counting. 

	 

	 In spite of the frequent fear and war traumas that he had experienced since he was a new-born, he had strangely enough never really felt insecure, not as long as his father or other members of his family were around, not even when they were being shelled. He had certainly been afraid many times, but he had always been feeling safe in a certain way, at least as long as he was not alone. For the first time that was not anymore, the case. He suddenly felt both insecure and alone; despite he was sitting there in the shelter together with his family and relatives. He looked across the room again and all the stories of the happy life at the old olive farm he had heard of during his whole young life, how the Israelis had taken it away from them and how family members and other relatives had been killed, some of whom he had seen die for himself, like Scheherazade, all of that flashed through his mind. 

	1.2 Time to reflect (Alone in the bunker) 

	 

	 Somebody softly touched his cheek. It was his mother who woke him up. While he was still half asleep, he heard her voice saying:  

	
	
- “Mohammed darling, it is safe for us to go up now,” his mother was standing in front of him with her right hand gently placed on his shoulder. There was a slight smile on her face. “I am cooking dinner now,” she said, “and we will eat soon,” Mohammed who was half sitting and half lying down on the bench stood up and hugged his mother.  


	
- “I’ll be up soon,” he said, “I just want to wake up first,” his mother kissed his forehead and walked up the stairs. 




	 

	 He was now alone in the shelter. Everybody had left while he was still sleeping. The lamp was turned off, but the room was brighter thanks to the light from the ground floor coming in through the open door at the top of the staircase. He heard the noise from household utensils in the kitchen and the voices of people talking upstairs. He sat down again and tried to remember when he had fallen asleep and when the shelling had stopped, wondering how long he had been sleeping. He looked up the staircase and understood it was now evening as the lamps on the ground floor were switched on, which means he must have slept for quite a while. Probably even long after the shelling had ended, judging from the activities upstairs.  

	 

	 He felt much better now. That feeling of insecurity he had experienced before he fell asleep was gone, but he could not stop thinking about it. He thought for a moment that the feeling had been triggered by fear, but under no circumstances would he have wanted to admit that he was afraid. He was sure his older brothers would never have been afraid. When they had been around during previous shelling they had cursed the enemy, calling them cowards for killing women, children and old men, and Mohammed wanted to be unafraid and bold just like them. He too hated the Israelis, although he did not understand the essence of that hatred. He had only copied their attitudes, like any little boy does who looks up at his older brothers, without fully understanding the real meaning behind it. But it did not matter to him why he hated the Israelis, not at this stage of his life. His brothers were his heroes and he wanted to be like them, that is just how it was. 

	 

	 He was often thinking about his older brothers, wondering what they were up to and why they had to be away from home for so long. They were always so concerned about security when they visited the refugee camp, which in Mohammed’s view made their visits more exiting, but in some way also a bit scary. They only came and left when it was dark, and they seldom announced in advance when they were coming. Mohammed knew they were Freedom Fighters and understood they had to be careful, always at risk to be the targets of the Israeli military and their intelligence operations, but he had neither understood the full scope of their armed struggle, nor had he drawn any particular conclusions of how this struggle influenced him and his family as Palestinians. These were things he would ponder about later in life.  

	 Whenever there was a message from them, his mother would sit down in anticipation it would be a message of death. Knowing the danger, they were in, she was constantly carrying the fear they too would be killed by the Israelis, and she sat down in case she would faint when she gets the message. Though she had already lost one child, Scheherazade, she was still considered lucky by many. She had lost only one child, while many other families had lost more of their children. Being aware of how the discussions of his brothers’ whereabouts and what they were doing affected his mother emotionally, he had stopped asking her about them. Instead, he would talk about these things with his father and with his grandpa. 

	 

	 Mohammed had turned twelve some eight months ago and while you are still a child at that age, he would soon start his teenage journey to manhood. He may not have reflected much on the life they lived, as such, but to the extent he had, it had only been from a child’s perspective. He was well aware of that he lived in a refugee camp, but never really thought about what that meant and also, why they actually lived in a refugee camp. He knew his family’s history and that they had lost their olive farm and been driven away from their homeland in the past, but why were they in a refugee camp? There must be thousands of other places to live in? Why not in a big city like Beirut, Amman or Damascus, where they would not risk being shelled? But again, he had not really thought much about all this for himself, he had so far only been listening to what other people had been saying without being able to analyse the contents of everything he had heard. After all, he was still just a little boy and for him, as for kids in general at his age, going to school and playing with friends was what matters the most.  

	 All the stories from the past that he had heard the adults talk about were not directly part of his daily life, even if it was part of a heritage he would always carry with him as a Palestinian. He had many times also asked questions around these stories, but the answers had generally been too complex for him to comprehend and he had nothing else to compare the stories with. They had no references to his personal experience, at least not those stories that related to time before he was born, and it was for these obvious reasons sometimes difficult for him to relate to them. He had always lived in the same place and in the same house with his family, and while the family’s history was very much present in their daily life, some of the stories appeared as abstract fiction in his mind and therefore, partly remained as stories only and nothing else. This often made him feel as if he lived two different lives: one in mourning with his family and other relatives, though mainly in an unconscious sympathy with his grandparents and their lost paradise, and another outside the walls of their house going to school and playing with his friends. 

	 

	 But regardless of the disillusion and the gloomy stories of how they had been driven from their homeland and the subsequently crushed dreams for their future, he had always thought of his family as a mostly happy family. Although the sadness and nostalgic sentiments were shared by everybody within their social network, it was especially something that was hanging over his grandparent’s generation. At the same time, there was usually a lot of fun around them when they were all together. Even grandpa seemed to be happy when they were all gathered at home, like during Mahmud’s birthday celebrations before the shelling had started. Mohammed had seen grandpa laughing in discussions with some neighbours who had joined in on the party, but the shelling had killed it all off. It was as if his grandparents were not allowed to be happy. 

	  

	 Mohammed had so far not thought about his life in such terms before and he was at the time unaware of it, but he was beginning to unconsciously piece things together. Was he perhaps starting to gradually understand what it meant to be a Palestinian; wherefrom he originated and the environment he lived in? When he thought about these things he began to realise that there were many questions he had not asked. In fact, there were many comments from the elderly that he had overheard over the years which he had not really reflected on, some of which he now seemed to want the answers to. Answers he could understand! He was so used to the shelling, the running down to the shelter, seeing people die from air strikes and other grenade attacks, even relatives, like his beloved sister Scheherazade. All of this fighting was part of their life, nothing he had really questioned. He had always assumed that this is how it should be; this is how their life was. He gradually now begun to understand that this may not necessarily be the case. Perhaps all of this was only happening to them because they lived in a refugee camp, because they were Palestinians, who had been chased off their land and had their homes taken away from them. Were the Israelis trying to chase them off from the refugee camp as well? Did they not own the land they now lived on?  

	While he was sitting there preoccupied with his thoughts, he remembered a disturbing story he had once overheard his father tell his older brothers a few years back, when Mohammed was sitting next to his dad on the floor playing with some of his toys. It was as story his father in his turn had been told by a friend of a relative who lived in Syria and who had served as a conscript in the Golan Heights before the 1967 war, when the Israelis captured the area and later annexed it. This friend of his had been assigned to an observation post overlooking the Sea of Galilee, with the Israeli farming land on its eastern shore and the steep slopes stretching up towards the Golan Heights. The story was that the Israeli farmers, when ploughing the land with their tractors, repeatedly tried to extend their farmland a meter or a half into the Syrian side of the land each time they ploughed. The Syrian soldiers would react by firing at the farmers and the United Nations Observers who were manning Observation Posts in the same area along the ‘Cease Fire Line’ would mediate. It was the same procedure every time, over and over again. The Israeli farmland would gradually increase at the expense of Syrian land, meter by meter. The Syrians would file protests with the UN, but in vain. Their protests were ignored by the outside world, manipulated by pro-Israeli media and eventually got stuck somewhere in the UN bureaucracy. His farther had said that this was the true face of the Israelis. “One cannot trust them. They only want from us what is ours and they will use all their means to take it from us,” he had said.  

	 

	 Mohammed had often thought about this particular story and what his farther had meant with it. He did not fully understand the part relating to the UN role and the filing of the protests and all that, but he had thought a lot about the farmers who stole the land. How could they do that and why? It was not their land; it belonged to the Syrians and why did the UN not help them? Mohammed had always thought it was a very disturbing story, that someone could take something from another without either paying for it or being punished for it. It was wrong. If you steal you are a thief. How could that be accepted? He could picture the scenes of these ‘farming’ incidents in his mind and for some reason he always related it to how the family’s olive farm had been taken away from them. 

	 

	 He could feel how the anger started to grow inside him again the more he thought about all these injustices, and he wondered off in his mind with a machine gun in his hand fighting the Israeli soldiers who had attacked and stolen his grandparent’s olive farm. But his thoughts travelled equally fast as the bullets from his imaginary machine gun, and in the next instance he was wondering how life would have been if he had lived in the olive farm instead of in the refugee camp. He could not understand how and why everything had become what it now was and started asking himself: “Who are these people? They try to kill us, they take from us what is ours and they destroy our homes, and nobody does anything about it. Why is nobody helping us? Is there something wrong with us?” He was thinking about his family, grandpa and grandma, his parents, brothers and sisters, how friendly and wonderful they were.  

	
	
- “Who wants to kill them? And Scheherazade, how could anyone kill a woman like her?” His anger was in that moment overtaken by sadness and a depressed feeling of hopelessness overwhelmed him.  




	 

	 He was woken up from his thoughts by the sirens of the ambulances outside the house, but he did not pay much attention to it. They were another normal part of their life. Following from the shelling, the ambulances and fire brigade vehicles would come out to extinguish fires, pull people from the rubble and bring wounded to the hospital. He wondered how many had been killed this time and how many houses had been destroyed. He thought about his school and all the friends he had there. Was the school still standing and had anybody of his friends died? These were perhaps the more important questions occupying his mind at this moment. He loved going to school. There was so much to learn, and he loved his head teacher, Ms Saied, who was educated in the United States. She was such a gentle person, and all the pupils loved her. Was she OK? The school had been hit by a grenade at a previous shelling a month ago but was not worse damaged than to have been repaired within days. Not like the hit some two years ago when the school had to close for three months. He knew Ms Saied was very upset every time the school came to harm. To her, the school was the kids’ safe haven. He felt like he wanted to run off to the school right away. He could almost not wait until tomorrow to meet his friends, to find out if they were all safe, and Ms Saied in particular. There was, naturally, always a lot of talking among the children about the damages and losses after shelling. And one crucial question for the boys was if they had been afraid.  

	 

	 He knew that this time his family was safe, and he assumed the house was also intact; otherwise his mother would not have come down to wake him up. She had seemed calm and relaxed. His mother was normally very tense and tearful immediately after any war incidents. She was always worried that someone in the family or close to it had been killed, or had their homes damaged. It would normally take a few hours for her to calm down. Their house was located near to the centre of the refugee camp, slightly to the east side and it seemed as if the Israelis were mainly targeting the west side of the camp this time, which could explain why the ground had not been trembling as much from the explosions after all, as it had done at previous shelling. The sirens from the fire brigade and ambulances also sounded more distant, not as if they were in the immediate neighbourhood. Perhaps this was the reason his mother had appeared so calm. Mohammed felt relieved when he thought about it, and it also pushed away some of the sadness that had just come over him. He would soon need to go upstairs to eat, but it would hopefully not be as chaotic up there as it normally would be after these kinds of attacks or bombings. 

	 

	 He took a deep breath and wished for a moment that he was still a small boy, young as Leila. She was six years old, only half his age and too young to ponder about life. But when he thought about it, it was probably better to be an adult in this environment after all, because they seemed to have the answers to all questions. That is at least how he felt now, with his father in mind as the role model for adulthood, although he certainly would change that assumption in relation to other adults once he became an adult himself. But he was at this point mature enough to realise that he had been too young to really understand the horrors surrounding them and to deal with his emotions caused by the fear and suffering they had been exposed to. For sure, Leila would understand very little of this. For children to experience the unbearable sound of exploding shells over their homes, which normally is the place where they should feel safe, and the subsequent destruction that may follow from a direct impact, is nothing else but shocking to them Any person who has been exposed to this hell, combined with watching family members and other relatives and friends die, bleeding all over and crying, sometimes hysterically for help, is mentally harmed. For a child in particular, the trauma may be life damaging. Perhaps Mohammed was not able to grasp how all these consequences had affected him, but he carried enough scares in his young soul to suffer from severe trauma. It was not too long ago he stopped wetting the bed at night, a problem the UNRWA doctors had diagnosed as a consequence of repeated traumatic shelling experiences. 

	 

	
	
- “Mohammed darling, what are you doing? Have you fallen asleep again?” he heard his mother call from upstairs. “The food is ready, so come up and eat.” As Mohammed stood up, he could sense the smell from the cooking and realised he was very hungry. 




	 

	1.3 A maturing mind (In revival with family) 

	 

	 Only his closest family were still in the house. The uncles and aunties and all the other guests had already left. They had rushed back to their own homes and houses as soon as the shelling stopped, worried to find them in ruins and family members dead. Mohammed silently said a quick prayer wishing them the same luck as he and his family had had this time. No hits on the house and no immediate family member dead.  

	 

	 His mother had served the food on a copper tray, big as a coffee table and she had placed it in the centre of the carpet in the living room. The smell from new cooked food reached Mohammed as he entered the room, and he felt a craving for food in his stomach. They were all sitting around the tray and his dad had already served himself from the food and started eating. Even Leila was there, leaning on Nadia with a piece of bread in her little hand. Mohammed looked at the clock on the wall, it was already 9.30 in the evening and Leila would normally be sleeping by now. But there was nothing normal about the day today. It never was on days like this. His father looked up as he entered the room and said:  

	
	
- “Mohammed, come sit next to me!”  




	He moved to the side to make room for Mohammed. He put his arm around Mohammed’s shoulders as he sat down and kissed his head. 

	 

	 Grandpa had not touched the food yet. He was sitting a bit on the side with his eyes closed, still with that straight back he always had in the shelter, muttering to himself. Nobody could hear what he was saying, but they assumed he was praying. He would always pray after shelling and particularly thank God each time there were no casualties in the family. He was probably also praying that all their relatives were unharmed and that those who were still on the way back home, would find their homes and families safe. Grandpa always thought of other first, before he took care of himself. 

	 There was a mix of food on the tray, meat, bread and vegetables and of course olives and garlic. Mohammed specifically loved the aubergines stuffed with meat. He grabbed the biggest one and started munching on it. He would drink water or tea, like most of the women and children. His father and grandpa would drink coffee. While he was eating he looked at the others, one by one. They were all silent, it was only his mother who talked when serving food, encouraging everyone to eat and of course grandpa who was still sitting there muttering. He did not look like he wanted to eat anything. But where was Ali? Mohammed looked around the room and saw Ali sitting for himself in a red armchair in the corner of the living room facing the entrance to the kitchen. He had filled up a plate and was eating from it. He seemed as if he did not see the rest of them, as if he was alone in the room. 

	 

	 Ali was like that. He often wanted to be on his own and nobody would question him why. It was said that he had been an always happy and lively toddler, but after he was wounded in his left leg by a rocket splinter from an airstrike when he was only six years old, he had become different. He was in a car with his mother and father on the way back home from a market in a village, some seven kilometres away from the camp, when the airplanes stroke. He had been crying for five days after the incident. The doctor who attended to him said he was in shock, which they now assumed was the reason for his sometimes-lonely behaviour. His left knee had been damaged such, that he could not walk properly and therefore, was constantly reminded of the attack whenever he stood up to walk. Everybody was very cautious not to talk to him about it when he was like he was now, in another world of his own, as it seemed. His father said that Ali needed to get out of the trauma caused by the shock, but that it was difficult to help him as he had never wanted to talk about it ever since it happened. When he was younger he used to cry when he was reminded of it, but nowadays he would only go silent. Was he blaming someone for what had happened to him? Or was he feeling stigmatised? Nobody understood why he did not want to talk about it, but it seemed there was nothing they could do to help him. Mohammed looked at his brother and felt sorry for him. They were as close to each other as brothers can be, but they never spoke about his handicap. They used to play with their imagination. Mohammed loved playing with Ali because he had such great fantasy. He could really excite Mohammed with his stories, often related to aliens from outer space and sometimes they could get almost lost together in their fantasy world. 

	 

	 Ali was considered very intelligent, always hitting the highest marks at school and rewarded with the best assessments from his teachers, and when he was in a real good mood, he could entertain anybody with his talking. Mohammed thought for himself how both strange and funny it was that Ali, who at times could be so locked out in his mind from everyone else, as if he was almost autistic, at other times could be so open and humorous. It made Mohammed feel the same thing with Ali as he did with his grandparents, that he was living two parallel lives, because it was like having two brothers in one, one of whom he did not know. 

	 

	 Mohammed heard some noise behind him and turned around to face the others again. Grandpa had stopped his prayers and was now digging in on the food.  - “So, you were hungry after all” Mohammed said to him. Everybody looked up at Mohammed as he had broken the silence.  

	
	
- “Yes, I certainly am” grandpa responded. “Did you want all the food for yourself?” he said and smiled at Mohammed.  


	
- “No, not at all, it just looked as if you were not going to eat when you were praying” Mohammed uttered.  


	
- “Well, when I pray I do not want to be disturbed by anything secular” grandpa continued. “I want to make sure God All Mighty can hear me.” Mohammed was silent for a few seconds, and then he asked:  


	
- “What did you tell God?  


	
- “I don’t tell God,” grandpa responded, “I only ask for his mercy. You cannot tell God, you can only ask him” grandpa said and glanced at Mohammed. “Of course,” he continued, “you can always tell God a story, but you cannot tell God what to do. I am sure you understand what I mean” grandpa said and looked at Mohammed again.  - “Yes, I do” Mohammed answered, putting up a serious face. Then he continued: “So what did you ask God?”  Grandpa kept looking at him, silently. After almost an eternity as it felt for Mohammed, grandpa said he was praying for all of them to one day, be able to return home, back to the olive farm where he was born. He said he wanted to show Mohammed and the rest of the family what a beautiful place they have there.  




	 

	 Mohammed listened carefully what grandpa said. Did he say we still have a place there, he wondered and then he asked:  

	
	
- “Grandpa, what do you mean with – ‘we have there’? Do we still have the farm? I thought the Israelis had taken it from us?” Grandpa took a deep breath.  


	
- “Yes, they took it from us. They came in the evening and chased us away with machine guns and hand grenades. We had to run and could take nothing with us. We lost everything. They have never paid us anything for the farm, or for our personal belongings which they also took. We have had no compensation and we have never agreed to give it to them. I still have the documents showing it belongs to me, so yes, it rightfully still belongs to us.” Mohammed could both see and hear how upset grandpa was becoming. “And one day we will take it back. There must, eventually, be some kind of justice. The Palestinian people have suffered beyond what can be justified by anybody and the world is doing nothing to stop the Jewish imperialism on Palestinian territory.” Grandpa suddenly stood up, then bent forward and touched Mohammed gently on his chin and said: “One day you will understand what I mean, and your time to fight for that justice will come.”  




	He then walked across the room towards Ali and sat down in an armchair next to him. 

	 Mohammed followed grandpa with his eyes as he walked across the room. Poor, poor grandpa! Mohammed had never seen him look as old before as he did this night. After more than fifty years of despair and suffering, after having lost everything he previously had loved and lived for and frequently having been under shelling and air strikes from the Israelis during the last fifty plus years, no wonder he looked old. The frustration and hopelessness he had lived with during all these years, since they were driven out of their farm, would be nothing but emotionally demoralising to any person. In his younger days it used to make him angry, and that anger filled him with a feeling of strength and a wish to fight, but now he was only feeling weak and tired. Grandma also stood up, walked up to grandpa and took his hand. Mohammed turned his head and met the eyes of his father. He smiled gently at Mohammed and laid his hand on his back. 

	 

	  Silence again. Leila had fallen asleep with her head in Nadia’s knees. Nadia slowly moved her arms around her and stood up with the help of their mother and carried Leila into the bedroom. Mohammed’s mother went along with them to help make the bed for Leila. Mohammed and his father were the only ones still eating and after a while, once they had finished eating, his father asked him to help him fill up the generator with diesel. They went out the main door and stopped as they came outside. It was dark and the street was lit up by streetlamps, though two were blown just outside their home, which gave the entrance to their house a bit darker look than usual. Mohammed quickly surveyed the neighbourhood with his eyes.  

	
	
- “It seems as there is no damage to our houses” he said, meaning the street they lived in.  


	
- “We were lucky this time” his father noted. They walked down the stairs and turned left twice, taking them to the back of the building where they had a small shack in which his father kept a spare diesel generator for their electricity. They had a little garden next to it, in-between the house and the shack, where they had a table, a sofa and eight chairs, all in rattan.  


	
- “Let us sit here for a while” he said to Mohammed after they had filled up the diesel. 




	 

	 They sat down on the rattan sofa. Mohammed looked up at the dark sky. He counted seven stars, two strong and bright, but the rest quite weak. He was not even sure if one of them actually was a star as it was so weak that he could not see it consistently and it seemed to be slowly moving towards the north. It was unusually quiet around the immediate neighbourhood, except for voices from people on the other side of the street, but they could not tell from how far away the voices came. They heard the sounds from fire brigade engines, other machines, tractors and trucks in the distance, which were being used in the rescue operation of people and for the initial clean-up of rubble and other debris from the shelling in the area of the camp that had been the target this time. Mohammed was thinking about those who had been less fortunate and perhaps lost house and family. That sadness and hate he had felt earlier suddenly run over him again.  - “One day, one day we will get our revenge and move back to the olive farm” he said silently to himself. “It is a promise!”  

	
	
- “Mohammed!” 




	He was interrupted in his thoughts by his father who called his name. He was sitting just next to Mohammed, and they could clearly see each other thanks to the lamp on the wall just above them. 

	
	
- “What are you thinking of?” he asked. “You look angry.” His father leaned over towards him and said: “Is it the discussion you had with grandpa that bothers you?” Mohammed nodded and said he felt sorry for grandpa and for grandma, and for mum and dad as well, for everybody. He also told his father about that feeling of combined sadness, anger and hate he had felt during today’s shelling. He also told him how he had been thinking about Scheherazade.  


	
- “Why did they kill her? And uncle Rashid?” he asked. “Why does all this happen to us?” He felt the tears on his cheeks and moved closer to his father who put his arm around him. “If the Israelis have taken everything away from grandpa, from us, why are they shelling us? Should not we be shelling them instead?” he continued. His father smiled at Mohammed’s last comment.  


	
- “Yes,” he answered. “You are absolutely right. If things were as they should be, yes, we should indeed be shelling them. The Israelis have really no right to attack us, but we have all the moral rights to hit back at them. The problem is that is not how the rest of the world sees it, my son” he sighed. 




	 

	 Mohammed looked at his father. He all of a sudden felt like a little vulnerable boy, not any more the tough boy he wanted to be when he was in the shelter alone. It was like all the tension he had carried inside during and after the shelling now burst. He started crying, turned sideways and put his arms around his father who already had one arm around Mohammed and now stroke his hair with the other, trying to soothe him. Mohammed continued crying, he just could not stop it, but he somehow felt relieved and safe in his father’s arms. They sat there quietly; for how long, Mohammed did not know. He was just happy being there with his father who held him in a tight hug.   

	
	
- “It is OK Mohammed,” he said, “it is good to cry.”  They must have been sitting there for quite a while, because Mohammed’s mother looked out the kitchen window facing the garden asking if they were alright.  - “We are fine,” his father said, “but we will sit here for a while still.”  




	Mohammed was getting control of his tears and slowly sat up again.  

	
	
- “You feel better now?” his father asked.  


	
- “Yes,” Mohammed responded. Then he said: “I love you dad.” His father kissed his head again and said:  - “I love you too Mohammed, very much.”  




	Mohammed looked up at the stars again and there was a special kind of feeling coming over him, a feeling of calm joy and pleasure. It was a wonderful feeling to sit there with his father and having him all for himself. He somewhat unconsciously knew he would remember this moment for as long as he lived.  

	
	
- “You want to go in?” his father asked whispering.  


	
- “No, please dad, can we sit here for a bit longer?”  Mohammed wanted to hang on to this, for him, special moment.  


	
- “Sure,” his father answered. “Of course, we can.”  




	 

	
	
- “Daddy,” Mohammed asked. “Why did the Is-




	raelis take the olive farm from grandpa? Everybody talks about it and both grandpa and grandma have told me the story many, many times, but I have never really understood the reasons behind it. Why they actually took it?”  Mohammed had always felt sorry for his grandparents, especially when they had expressed their sadness over their current life at the refugee camp in contrast to the life they had lived at the farm and in particular, when grandma cried over her memories. He had listened to their stories without being able to separate fiction from reality and at the same time, he was too young to be in a position to evaluate whether any part of their memories had been inflated by an overstated happiness as a psychological defence against their emotional frustration over the life they now lived, that overshadowed the reality. He was growing up with things as they were now in the refugee camp and the rest was just like a sad fairy tale that seemed to have gone wrong. He had neither seen the farm, nor had he experienced the emotional horrors of forced resignation at defeat, when being chased away from a home at gun point.  He had listened to it as out of context. The story belonged to grandpa and grandma, it was their story. It was only now that Mohammed gradually started to understand how things were related to each other. The shelling, the killings, the air strikes and the refugee camp, it seemed as it all had to do with the old farm. He was beginning to realise that it was not only a story anymore; it was also becoming his reality and forming a part of his life which he also would have to live with. He was now slowly and yet still somewhat unconsciously putting the pieces of his fate as a Palestinian together. 

	
	
- “The world was at war,” his father started “and in Europe, mainly in Germany; the Jews were being persecuted and killed. Absolutely terrible! They were taken to big factories and put to death in gas chambers, some six million of them. It must have been horrifying. And the world claims not to have known about it until the war was almost over. You must have read about this at school,” his father asked.  


	
- “Yes, a little,” Mohammed answered, “but what has this really to do with us? That was in Europe, but this is Palestine,” he asked.  


	
- “Yes, but the world, especially the British and the Americans, had some bad conscience of what had happened to the Jews, and together with the United Nations, the UN you know, they wanted to give the Jews a homeland, so they gave our land to them.”  


	
- “But how could they do that?” Mohammed asked with some tremble in his voice.  


	
- “Well, that is a very good question. They have never had a good answer to that question,” his father added. “But one argument has been that this is their land, because they lived here two thousand years ago, which, of course, is a stupid argument. You cannot claim something you had two thousand years ago. Besides, many of our ancestors also lived here two thousand years ago and have always done that ever since, so of course the land belongs to us,” his father sounded angry when he said those last words.  




	 

	He was silent for a few seconds, took a deep breath and then continued, “it was the British who helped them come here and all of a sudden the Jews took to arms, attacked our people and villages, and chased us away from our land, our homes and houses. They took all and everything we owned. I was just a new-born baby when it all this happened. Some of us tried to fight back, but we were badly armed and unorganised. We were not prepared for all of this. And as you have already heard grandpa say, we have never been paid or in any way been compensated for what they took from us, which have left many Palestinians in poverty. They just took everything, like thieves.” 

	
	
- “Perhaps that is also why the Europeans did not like them, if they are bad people, I mean,” Mohammed asked. His father looked at Mohammed a bit surprised by his question and was at first not sure how to answer it. He was cautious that a too simple answer would not properly explain the fundamentals of the conflict. He was also afraid it could leave Mohammed with a too simplistic understanding of the underlying problems to the conflict, or even with a complete misunderstanding of it all, like what his father believed was the case with many young Palestinian men, who had let their hatred of misguided assumptions be an excuse for violence. He did not want Mohammed to join the Freedom Fighters as his older brothers had done, in what he believed to be a meaningless and to the Palestinian cause counterproductive struggle.  




	 

	
	
- “No, I don’t think so,” his father responded, “but before I answer your question, let me first clarify what I meant when I said that we have not been paid for what they took from us. I don’t mean to say that we particularly want money as such, for we have never been prepared or willing to sell our land in the first place, we want our land back more than anything else. What I mean is that if someone takes something from you that rightfully belongs to you, whether they do it legally or illegally, you should be compensated for it; it’s a pretty simple logic everybody can agree to, isn’t it? That is also how the law works, or, how it should work, I should say; either you pay for what you buy, and if you steal, you pay fines and damages or go to jail. But nobody demands that of the Jews,” he concluded looking at Mohammed to confirm he had understood what he had just said. “However, coming back to your question, Mohammed, we have to be honest about it. You know, even if we accuse the Jews for all our sufferings and even if we hate them for stealing our land, we cannot say that they are all bad people. I personally don’t believe there is such thing as a bad nation of people, if you understand what I mean. Some think that we Palestinians are bad people, that we are all terrorists. There are of course both good Jews and bad Jews, as there are good and bad Palestinians. We should not forget when we talk about this, that the Jews, Muslims and Christians lived in peace for many centuries in Palestine. And grandpa for that matter, and also his father before him, that is my grandfather, used to do business with Jewish neighbours when they still lived at the farm. They were actually even good friends.” He looked again at Mohammed, who listened very carefully, almost tense, to every single word his father had said.” 




	He took yet another deep breath before he continued again:  

	
	
- “But I think many Jews were misled by their ancestors’ dreams of the Holy Land, which is what they call our Palestine, especially those who came here after the war. They had suffered badly in Europe and lost their homes and everything they owned to the Nazis, and they were obviously prepared to do anything to compensate themselves of what they had lost back there, even if it meant to steal from us Palestinians and even kill us, despite we had nothing to do with what happened in Europe. I agree that it does not sound like they were of a good character, it sounds more like if they believed in the theory – ‘to kill or be killed’ - and I think many of them actually also believed they had the right to take the land from us, regardless how wrongful and illegal it was. But the perhaps most amazing thing is that they had the backing from the so-called civilised world to commit these crimes. It’s horrendous, but true! Anyway, it has all happened and we cannot change the history or make it undone, which many of us Palestinians refuse to realise. The biggest problem for us now is not really the Jewish people. I think a majority of them want peace. No, the biggest problem is the Israeli government and their military leaders. They live the dream of a Greater Israel, and they don’t want the Palestinians or any other Arabs to be around.”  He abruptly stopped his talking and they both looked up at the dark sky as a couple of small bats suddenly flow by over their heads.  


	
- “Did you see the bats,” his father asked Mohammed, who nodded smiling in response. They focused their eyes into the darkness for a short while to see if they could catch sight of them again, but they were gone.  




	  

	
	
- “I will never understand,” his father soon continued, “why the world never listens to us. How could the world support this to happen? How can they support such an injustice? This is something that has bothered me most of all. I just cannot understand it and it seems there is nothing we can do about it, we simply have to live with it, it seems.”  


	
- “We can fight them and take back what is ours?” Mohammed said, partly as a statement and partly as a question.  


	
- “No, Mohammed,” his father said in a voice of resignation. “I am afraid we will never get it back. It is now lost forever for us. Our only hope is a Palestinian state side by side with Israel. And we will only achieve that by negotiations. Violence and wars are not a solution, and it is a pity so many of us still believe in violence. Look how many have died. The best is if we can accept our fate and establish a Palestinian state on the West Bank. This would give us the opportunity to build something that is ours, something that can give all Palestinians new hope and a future. If it goes on like this, we will all one day disappear and that is, unfortunately, probably exactly what Israel wants. Then they can have their dream of a Greater Israel fulfilled. They just have to annex also the West Bank.”  




	His father sounded very demoralised and frustrated when he said that, but continued in a completely different tone, almost aggressive:  

	
	
- “But that is not going to happen. We will eventually get the world on our side, and with more patience from our people we will eventually get a Palestine, a country of our own for all Palestinians.” 




	 

	 Mohammed listened, quietly. He had never heard his father speak like this before and he had never seen him become so emotional in a discussion. His father was a very patient man, usually calm, controlled, but now he seemed different. He spoke with some passion, in a voice of combined resignation and anger. Mohammed felt privileged that his father spoke to him in this way. It made him feel as almost grown up, at least as if he was treated like a grown up and it made him feel good. He loved his father very much and he felt a new kind of bonding now when he somewhat was allowed into his father’s mind. It was good to be close to him. While his father at one moment had seemed to have given up all hope for the future, he came across as much more defiant when he had said:  - “That is not going to happen. Eventually we will have a 

	Palestine.” 

	 

	 Mohammed had many times heard others say of his father that he should join the politicians; he was a good speaker, well-educated and had the right skills and attitude to negotiate with people. He was often roped in by the Mukhtars to help solve incidents between different groups of freedom fighters who had clashed within the camp and in the vicinity around the neighbouring villages. He was also known for his non-violence solution approach to peace talks with Israel, which at the same time had drawn some flak from certain other groups, especially from the more religious and militant ones. 

	 

	 It is most probable that Mohammed understood that his father, deep inside in his soul, wanted to throw the Israelis out from Palestine all together, and to return to the land that rightfully belonged to them. But he was a realistic enough person to realise the impossible with this. Whatever mistake the world had made by initially supporting the establishment of the state of Israel, and all the injustices and wrongdoings that had been made thereafter against the Palestinians, despite they were the lawful owners of the land, could not be made undone. His father was convinced, however, that although the future for the Palestinians looked more than miserable at present, their predicaments will eventually be recognised by the world community. He was sure the world would not accept to close its history on the Palestinians in this condition, after all of what they have lost and all of the sufferings they have endured ever since Al Nakba, until this day, without finally recognising these injustices. That recognition must, in his opinion, come in form of a Palestinian state.  

	 

	 Mohammed was thinking a long while of what his father had said. It was completely inconceivable to him how a thief could get away with stealing from someone without getting punished. In particular in their case when everybody knew who the thieves are. They, the thieves, were even openly using the possessions they stole from them. They live in their homes! It was like the police were supporting the thieves, helping them rather than catching them. For a young boy this was not easily understood. Something was clearly wrong here. It is obvious that there is a difference between people and people, at least in the eyes of some people. He looked at his father again and was really surprised when he thought about it, that his father was so calm and composed, after all, when he talked about this. Mohammed felt the adrenaline start pumping in his body, as if what his father had told him tonight justified the anger he had previously felt during the day. It was particularly difficult for him to digest that the Israeli shelling and air strikes should be met with talks. This is not what he had heard his brothers Assad and Sharif say, and he knew there were different opinions about this within the family. His two brothers wanted to fight, but his father had the same opinion as Uncle Rashid had had, that a solution and the end of the hostilities will come with negotiations. Mohammed did not know what to think. He had more respect for his father’s knowledge and prudence, but he was at the same time somewhat attracted to his brothers’ aggressive attitude. 

	 

	
	
- “Mohammed!” his father said, “it is really time to go to bed, it’s late. We can talk more tomorrow, or another day.”  




	His father yawned, but Mohammed was not tired. He was so excited sitting talking and listening to his father. He could have sat there the whole night, but he understood his father was tired. He had not slept during the shelling as had Mohammed.  

	
	
- “OK,” he agreed, “I am also tired,” he pretended.  They rose from the sofa, walked around the house and entered the doorway. It was silent in the house. The others were all sleeping and the only noise they could hear was grandpa’s mild snoring from the room behind the kitchen. They looked at each other with a big smile on their faces when they heard his snoring. They then brushed their teeth, said goodnight and went to bed. Mohammed slept on a mattress on the floor in the same room as all his siblings who were still living at home, Ali, Nadia and Leila, who were all fast asleep. His mattress was next to Leila and against the wall. He took off his clothes, slipped into his pyjamas and then into his bed. 




	 

	But he could not sleep. He kept thinking of what his father had said and of that feeling of happiness he had felt by being alone with his dad, but also of the shelling and everything else they had gone through that day. He concluded that it had been a lucky day despite the shelling, in the sense that they were all safe. Their house had not been hit and no one in the family had been killed and that was after all a good thing. He was again wondering if his friends were OK and if the school had been hit? He remembered how it had been two years ago, when the school had been hit by two rockets from an air raid and two classrooms and the assembly hall had been partly destroyed. The school had to be closed while they were waiting for the repair works to be completed before it was declared safe again for them to return back into the buildings. In the meantime, they had been allocated to different premises and other open areas in the neighbourhood of the school.  

	 

	 For a second, he thought of rushing off to see if the school had been damaged in any way. The school was Mohammed’s sanctuary, a place where he felt he was somebody, where he learnt about life and the world. He very much enjoyed reading and was proud of what he could learn from reading and writing, and a lot of that inspiration had come from his teacher, Ms Saied. The worst to him, after seeing his home or any family member hurt, was if the school would be damaged or even worse, destroyed. He prayed it would still stand unharmed and he knew too well that his parents would not approve if he ran off and would be very worried and upset if he had left for school in the middle of the night. After all, he was only a boy, only twelve years old. He decided to stay in bed.  

	 

	 It was dark in the room, but the lights from outside sneaked in between the curtains. Mohammed could see the bodies of the others, Ali and his sisters in a row on the floor, on their mattresses. Nadia, who was sharing her mattress with Leila, was holding one arm around her little sister. He could see how their chests went up and down, up and down while they were breathing. They were all lying slightly sideways on their left side, facing towards Mohammed. He kept looking at them. A feeling of happiness with a sense of security came across him. It was so comforting seeing them there, full asleep and safe, as it seemed. It was the same feeling he had experienced with his father earlier in the evening when they were sitting alone in the backyard talking. Strange, he thought, this was one of these worst days we sometimes have, but now it seems all gone, and we are safe at home. He turned on his back and shortly, he too was fast asleep. 

	 

	 Mohammed may not have understood this, but the happiness and sense of family security he had felt before he fell asleep was not real. It was his unconscious mental defence. He, like almost all kids in the camp, even if they were not aware of it themselves at the time, suffered from war trauma. What these children have endured since the day they were born had made its permanent mark on them, which they would only realise later in life when they as adults will face the demons on their own. How could they ever feel safe? The shelling or air strikes could come anytime, as well as those nightly raids by the Israeli army who was chasing terrorists and destroyed houses in their way. How could anyone who is living under such circumstances, ever feel or be safe?  

	 

	But what did these things matter just now. He was asleep and would wake up to a new day tomorrow, hopefully, a better day than today. He had gradually started to understand what kind of life they were living, and even if he had not been able to fully grasp or understand all of it yet, he had slowly begun his journey from boy to man. 

	 

	1.4 Growing awareness (At school and with friends) 

	 

	 It had passed only a couple of days since the shelling, but things seemed to be slowly moving back to normal, as normal as it can be in a Palestinian refugee camp. The only difference Mohammed noticed on his way to school was that the Freedom Fighters had set up a few more roadblocks in addition to the many they already had inside the camp. They seemed perhaps also a bit more tense than usual, as if they were on the watch for something or somebody, but that was also not unusual. People in general did not bother too much about it. They simply had to go on with their lives and were strangely enough, as it may seem, more concerned about their daily needs than they were worrying about potential Israeli attacks or some internal Palestinian in-fighting. People lived for one day at the time. There was no room for planning because they did not know what to expect from tomorrow. They were used to living with that constant fear that something could happen at any time. The thing that disturbed them the most though, was when the Freedom Fighters started to give people instructions, like when they closed off certain streets and forced people to take detours around the camp, something they could seldom do anything about as the Freedom Fighters and their leaders had a lot to say about the order inside the camp. But apart from all that, people seemed relatively calm and relaxed this morning. Perhaps it had something to do with the season? There was a feeling of fresh air as the spring was fast approaching. The sun was becoming stronger and warmer, and rose higher on the sky for each day. Flowers in their different lovely colours were spreading their sweet scent, as well as the orange and lemon trees. It was beautiful. Nothing is like spring when life is returning to the hills and the plains, and people’s hope and optimism is increasing in par with the changes in the nature. 

	   

	 But Mohammed could neither see the wildflowers or the trees, nor smell their scent within the boundaries of the camp. There were only streets, houses and vehicles inside the camp, almost no other common spaces other than squares which were often used for markets and social gatherings of different kinds. In order to see the flowers and smell their scents, he had to follow his parents, mostly his father when he had some businesses to attend to outside the camp area. He had recently followed his father twice on such outings. Life was different outside the camp. Mohammed was impressed with the land stretching into the horizon, on one side the big sea and the other farmland and the ridge of mountains in the south. He used to stick out his head of the side window of the car to feel the air whipping his face. It filled his lungs with fresh air and almost intoxicated his mind with a feeling of true freedom.  

	 

	 It was 9 a.m. and Mohammed was in class. Ms Saied was writing English words on the black board. They had an English lesson. He was looking at her with eyes full of admiration. She was so confident, and she was young, in her early thirties. She was such a gentle person and Mohammed thought she was the most beautiful teacher he had ever seen. She was always well dressed, always in strict and correct fashion. She would put on a scarf over her head when she left school for the day, and she was always being picked up by a car waiting for her. Thank God, Mohammed thought, that she was safe. But not everybody had been that lucky. There were two boys in Mohammed’s class that had died during the shelling, one together with his whole family. Their two desks were now standing there empty, both to the left behind Mohammed. The first day at school after the shelling he had kept turning his head to their desks, having difficulties understanding they were really gone. Dead! It was like it was not real. A few days ago, they had been playing in the school yard, now no more. Mohammed had been quarrelling with one of the boys, Zelfou, the day before the shelling and he was now feeling guilty for it. They were friends who had just been quarrelling, like kids often do, but now, when they could not make up anymore, Mohammed somehow felt guilty for Zelfou’s death, as if it was his fault he had died. He had a hard time getting over it. But there were at least another three pupils from the school and one teacher that had also fallen victim to the shelling, which made the mourning of Zelfou a little bit easier for Mohammed. After all, he was not guilty of the others’ death, that was clear, so perhaps Zelfou would have died even if they had not quarrelled? The school had organised a session in the courtyard in honour of their memory. Mohammed had cried throughout the whole ceremony. 

	 

	  Mohammed looked up from his desk and Ms 

	Saied had written the word ‘Freedom Fighter’ on the black board. While Mohammed had been dreaming away for himself, one of the pupils had asked Ms Saied what ‘Freedom Fighter’ really means. She had looked at the boy and asked him why he had asked that question, and the boy had answered that he had heard the expression on TV when Mr Arafat was being interviewed. Arafat had corrected a journalist who had referred to the members of PLO as terrorists by angrily responding that all his PLO men were ‘Freedom Fighters,’ not terrorists. 

	
	
- “Well,” Ms Saied said, “it is not so easy to answer. What do you think it means?” she continued, looking across the classroom. “Let us first start with the word freedom.” There was a short silence. “Anyone?” 


	
- “It means to be free,” said one of the girls.  


	
- “Yes, that is correct,” Ms Saied responded, “and what does it mean to be free?”  


	
- “That you are free to do what you want and to go where you want,” the girl added.  


	
- “And to think what you want,” another girl said.  - “That means we are not free” a boy sitting next to Mohammed said loudly.  


	
- “What do you mean?” Ms Saied asked.  


	
- “We cannot go where we want,” the boy continued. “If you want to travel to other countries you must have a passport, and we do not have passports.”  




	There were a few seconds of silence in the room and then Mohammed said:  

	
	
- “And we cannot go to our old homes, the homes of our grandpas, which the Israelis have taken from us.”  




	 

	 The discussion was taking a turn which Ms Saied really did not want to continue on, regardless how right the boys were. A discussion about Al Nakba was too complex and sensitive. The boys and girls in the class were only twelve or thirteen years old and they had enough of those discussions at home. But at the same time, she thought, that what they hear at home may be very subjective and involve far too much of emotions to reflect the reality they now live in and therefore, cannot be fully understood by these young kids. Regardless how painful their history was and regardless their families have been driven away from everything they owned, these kids’ life was now, in the refugee camp, whether they like it or not, whether it is fair or not. This is how things are now.  
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