
A Drop of Bitter Sweetness

We are a People

Yassmin Moor

Words fail us at times; especially when we try to express an emotion such as attachment to something or someone, or a desire of some sort and why is it that we are so in love with that particular thing.     

  Words lack forms of expression to allow me to describe what it is about Falesteen that forces me to place it above anything else, including my life.  It evokes emotions in me that are beyond my own comprehension and I still have a long way to yet understand.  

I know this much; that wars are fought over history, over anger and hatred passed down from generation to generation.  We carry with us the histories and torment of our forefathers and seek to avenge the injustice done unto them.  

I carry with me the pain of my grandmother’s labor in a Jewish settlement to provide for her sons.  I carry the pain of my grandfather’s aching feet by which he walked for days when he was exiled from his land.  I carry the many tears of my grandparents who left their homes and the bitterness of seeing their land converted to Israeli settlements.  I carry with me the sadness and fear of my father’s and mother’s childhood.  

I have inherited the memories of the Palestinian exile in 1948 and carry with me the aching hearts of refugees who are left homeless and stateless.  I’ve inherited the rage, anger and injustice of every Palestinian who has been detained, interrogated, beaten, degraded, occupied, imprisoned, raped, shot or killed.  

So perhaps those are my reasons for being infatuated with this piece of land.

it was passed down to me as a drop of bitter sweetness. 

If anything, I ask of you,  its your understanding, it’s placing yourself into my childhood and listening to my story as I tell it.  Some pieces are long, while others are short.  I hope though

that I have painted my world clearly enough for you to see or at least to understand.

My memoir begins with my grandparent’s history and ends with memories that I still cannot relieve myself of.  I’ve come a long way to produce this, but always keep in mind, “do not weep; do not wax indignant. Understand,” as Baruch Spinoza said.  

A Broken People, Scattered, Dispossessed and Powerless

“A man without a country is a man without a dignity” An Old Proverb

Through time, one can learn to suppress his or her memories from arising in an effort to completely cleanse their past of incidents of horror, pain or fear;  erasing faces, or figures, or smells or even brief moments of panic or threat.  At the same time, however, if we are reminded of those faces, those smells or objects of fear, the memory returns to us, and so vividly that if we are asked to describe that memory, every description down to the most minute detail would be given as if we had never forgotten.  

I know that the land of my grandfathers was the city of Beir Sheba, in what is now called Israel. They were Bedouins that lived within Palestine before the gross Jewish immigration in 1948.  My father’s mother once told me that Beir Sheba means “The Well of the Oath,” that Abraham made to Abimelech.  It was a stone enclosed well said to be the one that was used by Abraham at the corner of Derekh Hebron and Rehov Keren.  It was the land of the Bedouins, the tribal group who once lived as nomads, crossing freely the borders within the Sinai border.  But in 1948, of the 700,000 Palestinians that were displaced by the forced resettlement by the Israeli authorities, 70,000 of them were Bedouins.  That’s about 90% of the general Bedouin population, so only 16, 000 remained in Israel.  Of those seventy thousand, two of them were my grandparents, Haysn and Musa.    

My father’s mother, Haysn, never showed me her birth certificate or even knew her age.  Sometimes she would count back before 1948 and trace her life footsteps back to her marriage, her husband’s death and my father’s birth to determine her age.  The Bedouin population now is about 140,000, including Israel and the occupied territories.  45% of those live in unrecognized villages within refugee camps.  My father’s village is one of those 45%.  As a result of being officially designated as “unrecognized”, these villages have no infrastructure and, thus in order to get services, they have to appeal to Israel’s highest court, even to receive basic services such as water or electricity permits.  

There were always tears in Haysn’s eyes when she spoke of 1948, “Al-Nakba,” “The Catastrophe,” during while the Palestinians were exiled from today’s Israel.  She couldn’t have been more than 20, for she married very young and had a son a year or so after and then gave birth to my father in 1951, shortly before she became a widowed refugee.  Musa, my grandfather died about a month before my father was born.  All I was told was that he became ill and died.  And she said she was she was the youngest widow with two sons in the camp. I imagined her to be no older than twenty-four.  They walked on foot in 1948 from Beir Sheba to Gaza.  I remember her saying, “who can remember how many days it took? At times we would stop at another village and they would be raided (by Jewish soldiers) as well, so we would flee.” She left her wedding bangles, her best headdress and carried only things that fit into her arms.  But she was just like the rest of the Palestinians.  Most people preferred to carry food rather than personal belongings though.  The Israeli soldiers would arrive at a village and give people either the option of leaving or get slaughtered as was in Dier Yassin Massacree on April 9, 1948.   Over  100 Palestinian men, women and children in the village of Dier Yassin, near Jerusalem were massacred.  The Deir Yassin massacre marked the beginning of the depopulation of over 400 towns and villages, and the exodus of 750,000 Arabs; it also marked the beginning of the Palestinian Nakba, or catastrophe, and the creation of a Palestinian diaspora in refugee camps and in neighboring Arab countries.


She remembers some people locking their house and taking their keys thinking they’ll come back in a few days, or those who buried their money and marriage dowries or personal documents because they thought they would be able to return and retain them.  

I imagined Egypt and Jordan were too far away from Israel so my grandparents settled in Gaza and accepted a tent from the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) as if accepting a key to their new home.  With time the tents would get old and dirty from the rain and so people would resort to huts, building blocks of mud to sustain themselves for now they realized they were staying at those camps for a little bit longer than they expected.  

I don’t know exactly where my father was born, but I know that hospitals weren’t built in Gaza until the late fifties, before my father’s birth.  He never knew his father.  It was just him and his brother with their twenty-something mother.  She once told me that she worked as a housekeeper for the Jewish settlement close by, but she never mentioned it again and I never asked about it.  Her work made enough for bread and some vegetables to feed herself and her two sons.  She would only eat her son’s leftovers, but my father once told me that he knew this and he would leave his hunger lingering so she can eat the rest of his leftovers.  My father’s childhood though was no different though than the rest of the Palestinian refugee children, having only olives and bread to eat, and meat was eaten only during weddings or funerals.  Him and his brother and mother lived in a one-bedroom hut made out of mud and some cement blocks.  Like everyone else, they had some cooking utensils given to them by the United Nations, and like everyone else slept on cottoned mattresses.  They had a little piece of land where they grew olives and watermelons, which were plucked and sold by my father.  

I know that there are no records of their history, my father or mother’s; no birth certificates, no pictures, or anything to trace back my own history.  I know that the place were my father grew up is somewhere in our camp, maybe a couple of blocks from our house, but my father never told us and my grandmother never mentioned it.  I imagine it is where we still grow olives and watermelons, but I don't really know.  Our camp is small, though so maybe one day, I’ll trace it back and find where my father grew up and find where my grandmother’s wedding bangles and headdress are. 

To Paint A Picture

How can we return the occupied territories? There is nobody to return them to.”-----Golda Meir, March 8, 1969

 
Every morning, the smell of the water sewage travels from its pool thirty feet from our camp and across the homes of Rafah Camp, crawling into their noses, creating a distasteful taste and waking us to rise up for yet another day.  

It’s the pungent smell of home.  And I sit here and think as I trace back my memories and visualize what I can remember of this blessed home of ours.

I never quite figured out if it was “us” or “them,” the Israeli settlers causing the smell, or just our camp.  Rafah is a beach refugee with a population of 90,638 registered Palestinian refugees right on the Egyptian border, in the midst of hilly sands that fill our eyes during the windy nights.  My  mother would blow into them to get rid of those yellow pebbles as our eyes got teary.  Just seventeen blocks within three house projects, our camp houses 2,742 families, all confined on 55,000 acres of land.  Gaza is one of the most densely populated places in the world. Our house project, Tal-El-Sultan, one of three, sits over 40% of the Rafah sewage system, which explains the constant smell of waste.  There are about four blocks of houses, joined together by walls, which are made of concrete cement and asbestos roofs, but are all left unfinished.  Each year people would improve their houses.  They would save up each year and add something at the end of the year.  One year it may be a water system, another year, hooking up the electricity, and the next year perhaps paint the house and if the refugee family saved up enough money, maybe even add another floor to the house.  It took us twenty years to build our house, just as it took our neighbors fifteen.  About 75%  of the refugees at the camp work as construction workers in Israel, building Jewish settlements and Israeli cities on their father’s lands, and earn about $200 a month.  Their day begins at 4 am at dawn, at the call for morning prayer, but rather than attending prayers these men get on a bus and drive past checkpoints to get to Aries, the city linking Gaza to Israel so they can pass through to Israel.  By that time its 6 am and they are standing in line for the Israeli soldiers to open the road so they can enter Israel and work till 6 pm.   But they are far from coming home. They must go through the same procedure coming back to Rafah in the evening, and they are home sometimes before midnight because of the passing of Israeli checkpoints.  The next day they get up and repeat the whole procedure again.  So its understandable why a house to a Palestinian has their heart and soul built in it, especially to a refugee for it’s all that they possess and claim their own.  Sometimes I think the Israeli Defense Force know this and that is why they target a Palestinian’s home by demolishing it to its core.  I feel like they; know the family has invested everything, their heart, their sweat and their blood in it over generations of a lifetime. 

The first thing I see when I step out are the hills of sand facing me, that run further than the eye could see, past the barbed wire, the Egyptian border which separates us from  Egypt.  I can remember when I was younger, the Israelis would allow us some time to stand at this barb wire and see my uncles that chose to go to Egypt than stay in Palestinian refugees in 1948.  Once Palestinians leave Palestine and become refugees, it is hard for them to return, so those who left for the neighboring Arab countries hardly ever return.  My mother would wake us up as early as dawn to get us dressed in our best clothing and we would walk to my grandfather’s house and get him so he can see his sons.  We would stand for hours at this barb wire for my uncles to show up and when they finally did, we were allowed thirty minutes.  Then the Israelis would say in their thick Arabic accents. “yalla, khalas,” “lets go, that’s enough.”  The image that sticks in my mind the most is my grandfather’s tears as he briefly touched his son’s finger through the barbwire to say goodbye.  And that was that.  

The sand is beautiful.  I share many good memories with it, where during our hour release from our curfew we took big yellow water gallons and slit them in half and slide down the sandy hills. 

To my right of our house stand five Israeli soldiers at a checkpoint; this is there to protect our next-door neighbors, the Jewish settlers.  That road also leads to the beach, but there is a fork in the road, one leading to the settlement and the other to the beach.  I’ve never seen any of the settlers, but I know they give us some light when our electricity dies out.  During our blackouts we relied on their strong lights to slightly light our rooms so we can sleep.  The checkpoint was basically a post with five soldiers standing by two big boulders of brick blocking the road to check every car and passenger that passed them to go to the beach to make sure none were suspicious.  It was another way of monitoring Palestinian movement for the safety of the Israelis.  When we go to the beach, I would present my American passport, but the solider at the post would say, “this is shit, it don’t mean shit to me, where is your ID,” and I would have to present my refugee ID to pass to go to the beach which was a mile’s walk down the paved road.  Their roads were paved; ours were not.  You can tell when you stepped on Israeli territory by the roads and whether or no they were paved.  We have to go through the checkpoint procedure every time we get our drinking water.  All the refugees have to go to Israeli showers to get sweet water so they don’t drink salty water, but there was a limit as to how many people can get water in a day.  The people would all rush to beat the quota before the Israelis shut the showers down knowing not all of us got some water.   

Our market is usually muddy, filthy, and still had that smell of sewage.  The market is two blocks of dirt road mixed with sewage liquids along with some smashed fruits and flies on top of that.  There is usually several carts of limited fruits and vegetables that the Israelis allowed to pass through the border and we would have to get up early to claim the best of them, but even then they were not the cleanest or ripest.  The women would stand there with their carts and next to them their children with morning stars still in their eyes dressed in Reebok, Nike and clothes with American slogans.  Every Saturday was the Saturday market, where those who worked in Israel would bring back things they found in Israeli trashes or given by the Israelis settlers such as clothes, used electronics or any other supplies they had no need for.  They brought them back and sold them to the Palestinians in need of them.  So these children wore these clothes and sat there waiting patiently as their mothers sold vegetables in order to provide for them.  They were mostly martyr’s widows, whose husbands fell for Palestine and that was their known occupation, for everyone understood they became the breadwinners and that was their only means of income.  I never understood why we bought those fruits though for there were always flies surrounding the carts, especially the fruits, and the children would have flies around them for they have not changed their Nike or Rebook clothing in days.   But their fruits were still the sweetest I have ever tasted no matter what flies have touched them, and they still tasted fresh and sweet in my mouth.   

Down the streets of the market was my elementary school built by UNRWA, which they built for Palestinian refugees in the 60’s, but under the Egyptian educational system because Palestine did not have its own.  The only thing I remember of my elementary education is when someone had burned rubber car wheels in front of our school to try to start a riot and from that I remember in my head the image of Israelis coming into our class, pushing our teacher against the blackboard and yelling in their Arabic accents, “go home, school is over,” and we left for home.  I think in that year we went to school three months of the year.  I was in third grade, and I can remember running home till I reached my mother’s arms.  And that was the end of my school day.  And that is all I can recall.  

Flooded Gates

“Memories are all we really own” Elias Lieberman
It’s hard to tell where one’s childhood begins. Does it begin from where you start remembering?  Or rather, does it begin from the beginning, long before you can think or comprehend memories.  My memories are scattered, bits and pieces here and there.  It’s hard to believe sometimes the things I remember or the images that stick in my mind like it was a recent memory.  But I carry my memories with me, and never forgot the pictures I have taken in my mind of my childhood.  I carry them with me as a reminder of not just who I am, but of a child that saw and heard, but never understood.  And now, I think back to that young child and illustrate what she has experienced living in a camp under Israeli occupation.

Sometimes one memory leads to another like when you have a thought that opens the floodgates of thoughts.  One of the pictures that sticks in my mind are the dead streets of Rafah, their emptiness, their lifeless quietness, but with sounds of gunshots and tanks or Israeli soldiers yelling to each other in Hebrew as they roam around our streets during curfew hours.  It’s always been known that after 6 or 7 pm, no Palestinian should be outside in the streets.  Curfews began as a punishment to Palestinians if there was a shooting or an acceleration of violence, but soon it became a habit as part of Israeli occupation to continue this imposition.  Imagine telling this to a seven year old who can’t sit still.  “The boogie man will take you and give you to his cat to eat if you go outside,” my mother would say.  Every night we would once again sit around a lit candle and my siblings and I would entertain ourselves by running around the house or playing hide and seek in the darkness.  Every night we would be interrupted by the harsh knock on the door by Israeli soldiers making sure we are not hiding any Palestinian fugitives of any sort in our house.  And every night, we would hear the tanks rolling by our house, and holding our breaths that it won’t be our house their raid and finally rest after they have passed.  

Space is limited in Rafah, and for this reason you will find that the houses are connected by walls, so you would share a wall with your neighbor.  We shared a wall with our three of our neighbors, 2 on each side and one in the back. And all their children were our friends, so it was our job to find a way to play together during curfews, but we couldn't leave the house or play outside.  Instead we decided to put holes in our walls as a gate so we can greet each other and play in each other’s houses without the Israelis knowing or having to meet each other outside.  There were eight of us ranging from ages seven to thirteen and for a week or so we used rocks to break down the bricks to create large holes in three cemented brick walls.  We exchanged sweets, water when there was a shortage, candles, lamps, or just greeted each other to play during the nights of curfews.   

I also remember smoke surrounding a burning tire outside our house.  The flames were high, and the smoke higher, all caused by a small black tire we found by the barb wire that separated us from the Jewish settlers.  During the day all eight of us would collect the tires and hide them throughout each of our houses.  At night, when the Israeli tanks are making their rounds, we would listen to determine how far or close they were to our houses.  And when we knew they were a couple of blocks away we would pour gasoline on the tires, take them outside and burn them to block the tanks.  We would make sure there was enough gasoline on the tanks so the flame was high enough for the tanks to see.  The tanks would have to stop and clean the street of the flames and that would really upset them.  Several times though they would make our parents clean it up, and months later they came in our homes and closed our passageways, the holes we created.  So we stopped burning tires and instead sat once more around a lit candle and listened to the Israeli tanks roam our streets.  

9 0531767 3

          “The Auschwitz Concentration Camp Complex (including Auschwitz 1, AuschwitzBirkenau, and Monowitz) was the only location in which prisoners were systematically tattooed during the Holocaust. Prior to tattooing, several means of identifying prisoners, both by number and by category, had been implemented; serial numbers were the main method. When they arrived at the camp, prisoners were issued serial numbers which were then sewn to their prison uniforms……The numbering scheme was divided into "regular," AU, Z, EH, A, and B series'. The "regular" series consisted of a consecutive numerical series that was used, in the early phase of the Auschwitz concentration camp”

I was born in a United Nations health care facility in Khan Younes Camp which is approximately three kilometers from our camp, Rafah.  Rafah didn’t have any heath care facilities in the early 80’s so my mother was taken to the nearest facility which was in this case, Khan Younes.  During all our births, my siblings and I were born with the company of Israeli soldiers outside the health facility to make sure we return to our assigned camps.  This was a way of monitoring Palestinian population and tracking any non-registered refugees that are going in and out of the camps.  This was Israel’s law, which roughly states; anyone leaving the camp must be monitored, regardless of their purposes and if found in another camp without reason could face up to five years in Israeli prison.  Each ID states a refugee’s registered camp, which is their place of residence. If you wanted to enter another camp, a pass must be issued to you by the Israeli Defense Force and attached to your ID.   

My mother left the hospital the day after I was born; I was born on the night of Sep. 30.  She left on the afternoon of Oct. 1.  This was the case for all refugees.  Her pass was already expired.  She issued it a week before my birth, but I was born late four days after I was expected, so that only gave her a day in the Khan Younes.    

The day I was born I was registered as a refugee of Rafah Camp by the United Nations and received my number ID number, which went on my birth certificate, school certificate, future marriage certificate and death certificate.  Since my mother was a registered refugee in Rafah, I too had to be registered in Rafah even though I was born in Khan Younes.  A week after my birth, my mother went to the United Nations office and added my name to her refugee ID which was to remain there until the age of sixteen and can then get my own Israeli refugee ID.  This was done again as a way to monitor refugees during travel and not allow for any movement within the refugee camps.  When refugees move around Gaza or within their camps, we must pass several checkpoints within meters of each other where each refugee’s ID is checked.  All those under sixteen were not permitted to travel alone for they do not have any form of ID, but have to move with their mothers for their refugee numbers, name and birth, their only form of identification is placed on her refugee ID, alongside her name.  If for instance, my mother was traveling and my name wasn’t written on her ID as her daughter, I cannot pass the checkpoint with her.  My father does not have us registered on his ID (for everything is passed down the mother, as in Jewish law), unless he was widowed, which was the case for orphans.  Every refugee that lives in a camp must be registered with the UN and Israel, and if you are not, then you are identified through your mother’s.  Even for those who were born outside the camps, or even outside Palestine, if one of their parents were refugees, they would get registered, which is the case for many Palestinian Americans in America today who do not have ID’s but are still registered under Israeli law. 

Age sixteen marked my adult age, the age I received my ID, the card which I must hold at all times, every time I step out of my house in Palestine. If you were caught without an ID, the Israeli Defense Forces would not be able to know your original camp and whether or not you are where you’re supposed to be.  Written in Hebrew and Arabic, the ID looks like this:

Israeli Refugee ID #:  9 0531767 3

Name:  Yassmin


Middle Name: Atia Musa Mohammed

Family Name: Abu Moor

Mother’s Name: Atdal Edwan


Father’s Name: Atia Musa Mohammed Abu Moor

Birth date: 09/30/1980

Birthplace: Khan Younes Camp
Camp of Residence: Rafah Camp
Sex: Female
Place of Registration: Gaza Strip

In the case of offspring, their names would be under my name like this:

Registered Offspring:  (name)(birth)(number). Each time my mother had a child, she had to get a new ID, an updated one, otherwise we would not be able to move around our camp. 

            I carry my number with me where ever I go.  When I came to the United States four years ago, I still carried it with me wherever I went, even to class. I never walked out without it, for it was still ingrained in my mind to always keep it with me. I am still haunted by the checking of my ID at checkpoints.  Only last year, my junior year in college, I put my ID away and stopped carrying it in my wallet, but its still accessible just incase I want to return to Palestine.  I cannot enter Palestine without it, regardless of my current U.S citizenship.  I am an American, but still a registered refugee known by a number.  My grandfather had one, my father had one and I have one, and my children will have one.  Regardless of whom I marry, my refugee status will pass onto my children, and their names must be placed on my ID at their birth if they want to return to Palestine, even if they were born in the United States.  Regardless of whom I marry, even an American,  my children will still be refugees and they too will receive their Israeli refugee Identification cards. 

When my grandfather died in December of last year, I cried at his tragedy, I cried for his life, not his death. I cried because the last time I saw him he spoke of life before the ID cards, before becoming a refugee.  He spoke of liberation, of freedom to go back to his torn village in Israel.  He never made it. He died a refugee and his ID is left with his belongings.  His number was placed on his death certificate and recorded.  When my grandmother died, I took her ID, just to sustain her history in memory.  I know my parents will die refugees, without the liberation of Palestine, but I hope I will die Yassmin Moor, and not 9 0531767 3.

Delicious Kind of Torture

“There is no greater sorrow than to recall in misery the time when we were happy”  -Dante

Almost every night when I lay to sleep I lie on my back and release myself from this reality that exists, that surrounds our existence.  Mystics will often tell you that extreme concentration can send a person into a trance, into another dimension from which you can create your own existing reality, as you can transcend this one.  I am unable to sleep unless I displace myself, somehow alter my surroundings and create a familiar comfort that I long for when I don’t exist in Palestine.  Little things can trigger memories, which give signals to the brain, which then releases high levels of dopamine that soothe and comfort our states of being.  The room around me begins to diminish, my walls which have confined me to this place disappear, and I am no longer in my college room, instead I am in my room in Palestine, and now I am surrounded by hills of sand with a slight breeze from the ocean and the smell of an old mattress underneath me drifting into my nostrils.  I can taste the smell of the mattress that my grandmother made when I was ten.  We made it during the summer, so that the sun can dry out the cotton.  

I remember she bought pounds of thick white cotton from the market early in the morning and placed it on our unfinished roof.  The sun gets rid of its smell and wetness so it can rise up and become thick and fluffy.  We would sit on the roof from noon till evening, during which time she brought two long sheets of cloth to sew them together so she can stuff the cotton in them. I remember always poking myself with the needle trying to get the string in there so we can sew the sheets.  The sun was too bright for her eyes, she would say, or “my eyes are too old to see this little hole, why don’t they make the needles bigger,” and I would do it for her.  I can feel the sun now, bright in my eyes, the kind of sun that’s so strong that it dries out your skin and when you go back inside your skin is still hot and I can also see the mirages on the long streets that led to the ocean.  I can see the hilly sands and how earlier that morning she carried two gallons of sand on her back to the roof so I can play with it in exchange for my company while she sews the mattress.  

And now I lay on this mattress, its sheets we picked together from the market.  Cheap silky, linen type material with red flowers lined up against bluish green branches.  The branches extended about 6 feet, till the end of the mattress.  And I fall asleep.

Sometimes I place myself in the streets of the camp we live in, or the mosque I pray in whose carpet has never been washed, or I talk walks in my mind around my camp.  I imagine from my child the dirt road that led to a little store we called “Mahmoud’s Shop,” which we bought our Popsicles from after a long day of sliding on the sand.  Our day would begin by going around each house and asking for plastic gallons, sometimes we get lucky and our neighbors give them to us, other times we don't have enough for all ten of us and we would have to share.  So we take these big yellow gallons and get a knife and slit them in half.  Since they were used for oil, we used to rub sand on them to clear out the oil.  We then went to the highest mountain that our little legs could carry us and sit ourselves in the slit gallon and slide until dusk.  We then place our gallons next to our houses and go to Mahmoud’s shop and buy a Popsicle.  Muhmoud’s mother used to make them for us and sell them.  You can get any color you want; red, green, or yellow, for it was just water and sugar with food coloring and we sat around her and she told us stories until our curfew time when the Israeli soldiers came around our camp yelling, “get into your homes,” “get into your homes.”  And once again I fall asleep with that memory.

That Which Does Not Belong

“We the people of the United States, in order to form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity, do ordain and establish this”

 Constitution for the United States of America”

When we arrived we sat in the first row for we were excited to have the privilege of being at the naturalization ceremony.  My mother put our best clothes on us for she saw our bright future and understood the importance of being a naturalized American citizen.  The feeling was incredible I must admit, for I was going to become an American citizen, something we’ve built our patience and hope on since as far as I could remember.  No more sleeping on chairs in the airport because we were Palestinians refugees; no more fear of being deported;  no more kids making fun of us at school for being immigrants; no more United Nations refugee ID, we were finally going to belong to a country.  I was going to be part of recognized nation and not just any nation, the United States of America. I could go to school here, I could go to college, I could stay here as long as I can, get married, raise my kids with all American rights and privileges.  We were off to a good start.  And my parents have sacrificed everything and anything to bring us to the United States and allow us to become citizens, so this was everything to us, and to me.   So we had to sit in the first row of the six rows of immigrants who were all there to stand in allegiance to America; to swear to protect this nation with liberty and justice for all; to swear to give our duties for its rights and privileges.  So we had to be in the first row, so we can become Americans and stand with pride at our achievement of how far we have come.  I remember every time we were in the airport and it was our turn to get checked our refugee ID’s would be checked and seeing our refugee ID’s meant getting detained, interrogated and made to swear we would not try to deceive the government in trying to get that particular’s nation’s passport.  But one thing kept my hope, I think kept all of us hopeful, and that was my father saying, “Soon you’ll have the American passport and you will be respected and you will move across land and sea and no one will ask you why.”  So this was our time, the time where we will be respected across the world because we will carry the U.S passport and will be part of the most respected nation of the world.  

So I stood there; raised my right hand, and pledged allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and it felt good because I never belonged anywhere, but now I did and it was the best feeling in the world.  I can do anything now and my future was set.    

Now each person was to go up to the table of the immigration officer and receive their passport.  And my turn finally came; I was the first of my family because I was the youngest female.  This was exciting because I had anticipated this moment.  This passport was the key to everything.  No one will ever dare make fun of my being Palestinian, and never will I be called an immigrant again or an illegal alien.  So I went up and signed my certificate and my passport was handed to me.  I smelt it to make sure it was real and it smelled like my father’s passport so I confirmed its authenticity.  And then I opened it and saw my name.  Seeing my name engraved on a passport and in English, not Arabic or Hebrew, but in English.  The came my confusion as I looked at the place of origin and was confused with what was written: stateless, in black letters.  What? How am I stateless? I come from Palestine, I’m Palestinian, maybe a refugee, but still Palestinian, I told myself, they must have made a mistake and forgot to put Palestine because that was my place of origin, where I was born and still my original home.  I pointed this out to my father and we decided to wait until the rest of the immigrants received their passports and were all done to go up to the immigration officer and ask her about our “statelessness.”  “Oh No, no mistake, Palestine is not considered a country so we had to put stateless because you are refugees of a technically non-existing country.” So that’s it, you can’t change it? My father protested.   “No!” she said.   My English was poor at the time so I nudged my father once again and asked him to ask her if she could please just put it for us, just so I can have Palestine on paper.  “No! I’m sorry, its policy.  We don’t recognize Palestine so I can’t do that sir,” she responded.  And there was nothing we could do to change it.  Everything was crushed.  Take it back, I thought, I don’t want it, what’s the point now if she can’t write Palestine; it’s still our country too.  But it was too late, I carry the passport now, and no matter what, we were still stateless beings without a country and even though we had become “American,” we weren’t even close.  And there was nothing I could have said or done, but I choked for the little person inside of me was hit in the stomach and was unable to speak at the injustice of this world. 

.




