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The 2006 war in Lebanon began on July 12th and lasted until September 8th of that year. Israel’s airstrikes devastated much of the country’s infrastructure, targeting especially the South of the country and Beirut’s southern suburbs, including roads and bridges. The July War displaced over a million Lebanese—a quarter of the population—leaving nearly 1,200 people dead and 4,400 wounded, mainly civilians. For many young Lebanese, it was their first experience of a large-scale war, echoing their families’  experiences during the fifteen-year civil war that ended in 1990.








It was in the summer of 2006, on the twelfth of July. We’d just heard on the news that Hezbollah had kidnapped two Israeli soldiers on the border, but this didn’t stop us from going out to get sushi. The very second we finished our food, Israel declared war on Lebanon, and everyone working in the restaurant hurried to close up. They asked us to leave right away. So we left right away. Without even paying the bill.


We were lucky. We’d been at one of the most expensive restaurants in downtown Beirut. We’d gone there even though we knew that things weren’t normal that day. The streets were practically empty. The restaurant, which usually was packed, was also practically empty, except for us—me, my friend Amal and her fiancé Salim, and two guys we didn’t know, sitting at the table next to ours and smoking.


One of the guys at that table looked over at me a few times while we were having lunch. I’d noticed that he’d been paying attention to me from the moment I walked in, and so I made sure to avoid his gaze because his brazenness embarrassed me. But my ignoring him didn’t prevent him from being bold and impulsive. Right when we were leaving, he walked up to me smiling and called me by name.


•  •  •


I thought this was pretty strange. But even stranger, he started talking to me in Russian—it’s my second mother tongue, because my mother is Russian.


The guy said his name was Ali Kamaleddin. And then he asked me if I remembered him. I wasn’t sure what to answer because I didn’t recognize him. He noticed right away that I wasn’t sure, and so he explained that we’d been classmates ten years ago, or more, at school in Nabatiyyeh, in the South, where our families were from. He then said that surely my mother knew his mother, because she’s Ukrainian. When he mentioned her name, I immediately knew who she was, and then I remembered him, too. I was really surprised because he’d changed a lot from the last time I saw him. And I told him so.


My friend Amal suddenly interrupted our conversation because she was in a hurry to get back to our apartment. Since we’d come out together to the restaurant in her fiancé Salim’s car, I had to leave Ali and go back home with them. I said goodbye to him. He answered by turning toward me and kissing my cheek. Then he gave me his phone number and asked me to call him soon.


•  •  •


In the car, Amal asked me about him—Who’s that? What did he want? But her mobile rang, preventing me from answering.


After a few seconds, my phone rang too. It was my dad calling, asking me to come back down to Nabatiyyeh right away because the war had started. I refused, telling him that this “war” was nothing but a bit of disturbance on the border, and it would surely be over quickly, just like always. But he insisted that I had to come back down. When I kept on refusing, he got really angry at me. So I danced around the issue to finish the call without him embarrassing me in front of my friends.


I didn’t want to go to Nabatiyyeh, because towns like that suffocate me.


Amal’s family had also called her, asking her to go back up to Tripoli for the very same reason—the war. My friend protested, saying that she was invited to dinner at her fiancé’s family’s house, a twenty-minute drive south of Beirut. It wouldn’t be logical for her to go to the North right now, because a few hours after arriving she’d just have to turn around and go back in the opposite direction.


After speaking to her family, Amal had completely forgotten about Ali and stopped shooting questions at me. I felt more relaxed then, because I couldn’t always take her constant nosiness.


•  •  •


We’d just finished our phone calls when we got to our place and found our Jordanian friend Sawsan on the verge of tears. She was watching the news on TV sitting next to her boyfriend on the sofa, even though we weren’t allowed to have any men in the apartment, according to our elderly landlady’s rules.


In the beginning, we didn’t pay much attention to Sawsan. We’d gotten used to her getting scared every time the security situation worsened the least bit in any tiny area within the borders of Lebanon. But very quickly we could see that she was much more scared than usual. Amal immediately changed the channel saying, “Enough with your drama!” Sawsan retorted, “What drama? This is war!”


Amal laughed and pointed to the cloudless sky visible through the window, commenting sarcastically, “Then where are the Israeli warplanes?” Sawsan didn’t reply. Worry lines multiplied on her face because she’d started imagining those warplanes. A few minutes later, she got even more anxious because our Syrian friend came out of her bedroom, kissed us goodbye in a hurry, and left to go back home to her parents’  place in Syria. Sawsan herself left not long afterwards, but just to spend the night at her boyfriend’s apartment, because she was afraid of spending the night in our apartment “all by herself.”


Amal left to get ready for her dinner, so I stayed at home all by myself. I decided to take this opportunity to call my boyfriend, who lived in Nabatiyyeh, and ask him to come over so we could be alone together at my place. But he said that he couldn’t come because the main road to and from the South was blocked for fear that the heavy border clashes between Hezbollah and Israel might reach it.


“Really?” I asked. He answered back, “Don’t you have a TV?”


I turned on the television to see what was happening. At that moment I considered calling Ali to ask him if it would be possible to get to Nabatiyyeh before all the roads were blocked, but a breaking news report distracted me.


Israeli warplanes had bombed the main road to the South and destroyed a number of bridges. Secretly, I felt calmer as soon as I saw the blocked road, because it assured me that I would be “stuck” in Beirut. Even if my family wanted to make me come back to Nabatiyyeh by force, they wouldn’t be able to!


Then I realized that this was the very same road that Amal would have to take to get back from her dinner party. At that very moment, Amal walked in and said, “You won’t believe what’s happening!” She told me that she was driving back to Beirut with Salim when she’d heard the roar of a huge explosion just behind them. When I asked her, “Were you afraid?” she replied, “No!” But when I looked in her eyes, I could tell that they were saying the opposite. She went into her bedroom, and I did the same because it had gotten late and I had to get up early to go to the university.


But all classes at the university were cancelld until further notice. That’s what Sawsan told me when she came back home the next morning to get some of her stuff before traveling back to Jordan. She was forced to travel on the back roads because Israeli fighter jets had bombed the airport, preventing passenger planes from taking off or landing. Sawsan was really upset because they’d also bombed the road to Masnaa, the border crossing between Lebanon and Syria, in case traffic might be stopped there. They’d been shelling the southern suburbs since midnight.


It took Sawsan only a few minutes to get ready to leave! I walked with her to the entrance of our building, just a few meters away from the main entrance to the university. The narrow road connecting these two entrances was full of students whose faces betrayed visible traces of anxiety. Some of them were talking on their mobile phones. I heard one of them arguing with a taxi driver about the cost of the trip to Syria. Students who had their own cars were gathering up as many of their friends as they could. Sawsan got into her boyfriend’s car.


As soon as Sawsan left, I went into the coffee shop next to our building; it was still open because its owner lived in a building nearby. I sat down in front of the window overlooking the street and ordered a lemonade, while looking out at the fleeing students. From time to time, I would hear the sounds of bombs falling on the southern suburbs. I left the café and went into the little shop next door, whose shelves had been completely emptied. I picked up a gallon of water, a box of crackers, and a package of cheese, and walked over to the shop’s owner to pay him while looking at the small television in front of him that was broadcasting live images of the destruction from the bombardment. Just then, the picture of a little girl’s mutilated corpse flashed across the screen, and I spun around, opened the refrigerator behind me, and took out another package of cheese.


•  •  •


When I got back home, I threw some clothes and the books I was reading into a little suitcase, and then put on a pair of shoes I’d bought to go running in but hadn’t worn in months.


I felt hungry and considered having breakfast. But Amal shouted at me from her bedroom, “They’re coming!”


By “them” she meant Israeli warships, which were approaching the Beirut coastline that very moment according to all the news broadcasts. I didn’t answer. She repeated the information about the approaching warships more insistently, then announced that she’d decided to go back to Tripoli immediately and was taking me with her.


But I didn’t want to go with her. I told her this and asked, “Are you hungry?”


She wasn’t even able to answer, because at that moment we heard the roar of a nearby explosion that shook the walls of the room. She smiled and said, “We’ll be out of here in just a bit!”


We went out onto the balcony to see where the missile had landed and saw smoke rising up from the old lighthouse that was right near our building.


We stayed out on the balcony until my friend’s fiancé called and said he was already on his way over to pick her up and drive her to Tripoli. Though his house was only a few minutes away from ours, it took Amal more than a half an hour to choose what she was going to wear! When she finally settled down and we were about to leave the house, my father called to check on me. He’d heard on the TV news about the lighthouse being shelled. I told him I was fine and going to Tripoli because staying in Beirut had gotten dangerous. He got angry and yelled at me, threatening, “You’d better not go anywhere!”


His shouting made me hang on up on him. He called back right away but I didn’t answer, and I left home with no hesitation whatsoever.


•  •  •


When we got to Tripoli, we went up to Amal’s parents’  apartment on Moawed Street. Her family welcomed me warmly, and her father asked me where I was from. I answered back, “It depends!”


But then to clarify, I told him that my mother was from Moscow and my father from Nabatiyyeh. He answered that in Lebanon we follow the father’s line, not the mother’s, following up jokingly, “Unless, of course, you’re Jewish!…”


I blushed and stuttered but didn’t answer. My friend’s father noticed that I’d gotten uncomfortable and laughed. The maid walked in and announced that lunch was ready.


I was hoping it would be, because I was hungry, since I’d left Beirut without eating breakfast.


After we had lunch, we went to a nearby pool where we spent the afternoon. We did the same thing on all of the six days I spent in Tripoli. During this time, Amal’s parents treated me as if I were a daughter. And I was lucky that they liked their daughter so much and cared about her happiness. They cared about my happiness, too. They gave me everything I needed, and I felt really comfortable around them—much more so than I usually did at my father’s house.


My parents called every day to check up on me. It was actually my mother who called, because my father hadn’t wanted to talk to me since I’d hung up on him. My mother wanted to come to Tripoli on the back roads through the mountains and bring me back to Nabatiyyeh. But my father refused to go with her. After five days, my mother called me in the morning and told me that she’d threatened my father that she’d go without him if he kept on refusing. So then he had no choice but to do what she asked and get ready to go.
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