Home, If Only for a Moment
By Samaa Khullar

My grandmother, whom I call Sito, asks her daughters every day when she can go back home.

She puts up a fight, screaming at my Khalto (aunt) Fida’a that she wants to be back in her real house. She
wants to cook in her kitchen and water her garden.

When Khalto Fida’a tells her that they are home, in Irbid, Jordan, Sito insists that she’s not. That she’s
going to call a taxi to take her and my grandfather, Sido, to their village.

“You can’t deceive me,” she says, shaking her wobbling finger from her Parkinsons. “My home is in
Palestine. That is where I am supposed to be.”

A few years ago, it became clear that [ had a limited amount of lucid moments left with my
grandparents. Sito has Alzheimers, and Sido has dementia. But by the time I realized their memories were
fading away, my Sito was no longer making me homemade bread dipped in olive oil, and my Sido was
unable to stand and say goodbye at the door as we were leaving.

In my childhood, our conversations never crossed the boundary of talking about their past. Deir
al-Ghusun, their village in Palestine, was nothing but a rehearsed answer they would give when asked
“where are you from?” But, as I entered my twenties, and their cognitive decline got more noticeable, the
details of their Palestinian village became a loop of conversation. “Samaa, the house on the corner
belonged to the man who owned the market,” Sito would tell me, and then she would tell me again and
again a few moments later, and again a bit after. I would sometimes cry watching their confusion. What
truly broke me, however, was realizing that I didn’t even know what their home looked like. I didn’t know
what they ate, where they shopped, what their garden smelled like.

I spent 22 years with them and didn’t know the first thing about what their life was like before exile. I
never wanted to ask because it seemed too painful for anyone in the family to talk about.

That was until October 7, 2023.

When Hamas fighters launched an offensive on that Saturday morning, killing 1,200 Israelis, I knew we
were going to witness another bloodbath. If the history I knew was any indicator, I could already predict
that Israel’s “response” was going to be a complete and total bombardment of the Gaza Strip, with little
regard for civilian life, and that the violent reality of apartheid, persecution, and ethnic cleansing that
Palestinians had been testifying to for more than seven decades was going to be ignored.

The next time I visited my grandparents in Jordan in December, we had officially witnessed the deadliest
assault on Gaza in history, and most media outlets failed to explain the complete asymmetry of power.
Nearly 20,000 Palestinians had been killed by that point, almost half of them children, and their homes
had been reduced to rubble. Mosques, churches, universities, hospitals, libraries — all of it was destroyed.



Then I learned about the killing of professor and poet Refaat Alareer, and it struck something in me.
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“If I must die, you must live to tell my story,” Alareer wrote in a poem shortly before his death.
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“If I must die, let it bring hope, let it be a tale.”

Much like the personal histories in Gaza were being erased, with my grandparents’ decline, I feared our
family history would die with them. That is why I asked my mother and her sisters to tell me a story, and
the one I wanted to hear the most was about the last time they ever saw their homeland.

It was the summer of 1985. My mother, Hakima, was 19-years-old, a few years younger than I
am now. As the eldest daughters, she and my Khalto Samira were responsible for wrangling their younger
sisters, Salma, Butheina, Maria, Fida’a, and Ala’a and forcing them to pack. The trip they were about to
embark on was going to be a long one: a two day drive, in oppressive heat, from Kuwait to Jordan to the
West Bank.

Before the trip, Khalto Samira recalled how she and Sito went to the market to buy new dresses in
anticipation of seeing their relatives. They counted how many children were in the village, and how old
they had gotten, and made a point to buy gifts for everyone. Khalto Maria recalled looking through the
new clothes while packing. She was giddy, and couldn’t wait to put faces to all these names.

But Khalto Fida’a was quieter. She remembers keeping her fears to herself as they stuffed suitcases into
the car. All she knew about Palestine was that it was under occupation, and the only scenes she had ever
witnessed were from news reports of massacres. Her aunt who lived in Nablus would often talk about
how humiliating and frightening checkpoint searches were. She was worried, and couldn’t understand
why they would willingly travel to a place with this many security risks. But Sido and Sito were
overjoyed. She remembers them telling her that they were about to go home.

On the 10th of July, they started the drive to the King Hussein Bridge into the West Bank. This was the
moment all my aunts had been waiting for: homecoming.



They all remembered looking at the long-winding roads and valleys. It was idyllic, until Sito turned
around and reminded all the girls to keep their heads down, stay by her side, and not say a word — they
were about to go through their first search.

My mother vividly remembers the temperature and the sweat. She remembers the way Israeli soldiers
paced up and down, with guns slung around their shoulders. The way they talked, my mother said, was in
a tone different than any she has encountered. “We were herded around like sheep,” she said, “spoken to
with stern words that we barely understood.”

Sido was sent to one room and all the women were left in another. Maria was terrified that she might have
accidentally packed something in her bag that they saw as threatening. “Please,” she remembers thinking,
“don’t let me cause any trouble, don’t let me say anything that they think is disobeying.”

The search was terrifying, and no one has been able to forget it. The female soldiers stripped every girl
down to their underwear, and the older girls, my mom included, were searched further by hand. “It was
very physical for a teenager to witness,” my mother recalled. “I didn’t mind the search for myself, but
seeing my mother go through that in front of everyone was humiliating.”

They recalled their bags being flung wide open, soldiers pulling out items, glancing at them and then
throwing them around, leaving Sito to pick them up and put them back. “I remember the woman who
searched our bags found my mother’s cherished perfume. She opened it to smell it, clearly liked it, then
sprayed it all over herself,” my mother said. “It was as if anything she liked, she had the right to take.”

They didn’t have the time to process anything that they had been subjected to; all they wanted was to get
out of the crossing without incident. They counted themselves lucky for being able to get back in a taxi
and start driving to Tulkarem.

Even the mundane seemed extraordinary: trees were never that lush in Kuwait, the air was never as crisp.
Plants sprouted out everywhere, even in the cracks on the road. None of them had ever seen a land so
beautiful, so full of life amid all the desolation. As Khalto Maria said, “we left the world as we knew it
and went to heaven.”

As they entered Deir al-Ghusun, neighbors and cousins ran to greet them. The car came to a
stop and they realized the massive plot of land in front of them, with its house, barn, and well, was theirs.
My mother compared it to moments just after childbirth: the exciting but strange feeling of finally seeing
something you’ve been waiting so long for, and slowly understanding that it's yours.

Food was already being prepared while they unpacked the taxi, and a flock of cousins came out to greet
them. There were too many faces and names to remember, and no time to do it, because they were being
dragged inside to a home they owned but had never seen. The cousins pulled them from room to room,
smiling and jumping around, pointing to the beds and closets, and already planning out what they were
going to do together for the next month.



While everyone was laughing and running down the halls, my mother took a moment to step onto the
balcony that overlooked the mountaintop. She was fascinated. A fig tree stood so tall that she could pluck
its fruit from two stories high. The only times she had ever seen these fruits was in a box at the
supermarket; to actually see it growing on a tree was an entirely new experience.

My mother had grown up in a small apartment in Kuwait, where no room was big enough to contain all of
her siblings. But in Tulkarem, she remembers feeling like the entire world was at arm's length.

The first thing Sito did when she got home was open her wardrobe to get the items she hadn’t
been able to see for almost 20 years. She opened the drawers, and rummaged through them until she
found what she was looking for: a tea tray, coffee cups, pillow cases, a straw fan, a green silk shawl with
beaded edges, and Sido’s cross-stitched handkerchief that he wore on their wedding day.

Amid all her rummaging, my mother recalled a different joy that Sito exuded when she saw her wedding
jewelry again. Sido had no money when they got married so he was unable to give her gold, but she held
the silver necklace he gave her close to her heart. She immediately stuffed the items into a bag — she
knew better than to leave them behind with the naive belief that she might see them again.

My family’s story of expulsion is partly coincidental. Sido had tried getting a better job outside the
country in the mid 1960s, and Sito would often travel back and forth to see him in Kuwait. That’s where
she gave birth to my mother in 1966, and that's where they got stuck during the war the following year.

After the Naksa or “setback” of 1967, Israeli occupation forces ensured that my grandparents and their
children lost all right to return. They were banned, and if they attempted to enter their land, they would be
detained, or worse. The only reason Sido and Sito were able to see their home again was because his
father filed paperwork with the Israeli government that took months to come through, allowing them to
enter their homeland as “visitors” with the understanding that they must leave. It was unlikely that the
government would ever give them this sort of approval again.

The house had recently been connected to electricity, but not all parts of it were working yet.
“We didn’t mind,” my mother smiled. “It made it more magical for us.” They would sit on the balcony on
late nights as the light from the kerosene lamp burned, and shadows danced on the Roman pillars behind
them.

My mother, her sisters, and their cousins barely slept that month. Nights were filled with chatter and
laughter: What was their life like in Palestine? What about Kuwait? Years of burning questions were
finally being answered. They would wake up before dusk, excited to catch up on lost time. Their
grandmother would have already prepared a massive tray of fried potatoes to be able to feed all those
hungry mouths.

My mother’s daily routine consisted of plucking figs, her newfound love, and heading with her cousins to
the hills where her grandfather’s almond and pomegranate trees grew. Sometimes she would pass by the
barn to grab fresh eggs for breakfast, and she would often meet her cousins at the front porch where wild
grape vines grew.



My mother has never liked the attention being on her, so perhaps she was behind the camera when a small
group of the cousins gathered on that porch to take a picture — the one I found in a photo album 40 years
later.

In it, I recognized only three faces: Khalto Butheina with her pigtails, Khalto Fida’a at nine-years-old, the
shortest of them all, and Khalto Samira, on the far right, corralling all of them together. In the corner on
the right is one of their cousins, clearly rushing to make it into the picture on time. I can only imagine
how many dozens more were ready to jump in for the next photo. The mountaintops in the background
and grape vines above them offer just a fraction of the nature my mother and aunts describe and dream
about to this day.

I don’t recognize anyone else in the picture, but according to my aunts, the youngest boy is Ramy. He is
still remembered as the sweet, thoughtful child who would bring a basket of figs to Sido every morning.
“These figs are for you, my uncle,” he would say. Sido would smile and pull out change for him as a
reward, and Ramy would run and show the others what he had earned for the day.

Fun then would manifest in strange, innovative ways. Sometimes they would make a game out of
knocking each other’s elbows while eating from the same pan of shakshuka on the floor. It was a way for
them to become family, when they had been strangers just weeks before.

Whenever there was a celebration, my mother would watch as everyone danced Dabke, the traditional
Levantine folk dance. The cousins would sometimes participate, but my mother and her sisters could not
— all they could do was watch and clap, because it was never something they were taught. [ was never
taught either.

It was moments like those that stung. Quiet realizations that they shared the same blood, but had
entirely different realities. “It was as if [ was an alien plant that grew in a deserted far away land,” said
Khalto Samira, the only one of her sisters that was born in Palestine. In the happiest moments, she felt the
greatest sense of loss. “How many beautiful times like this did we miss out on throughout our lives?” she
would ask herself. “How much of their love and wisdom were we deprived of?”

The duality of pride and shame, wonder and fear, excitement and grief, are feelings that defined their trip.
They spent a month and a half visiting places they’d always dreamt of: the coastline of Akka and
Nahariya, the birthplace of Jesus in Beit Lehem, the mountaintops of Haifa and Yaffa, the streams of Bani
Yaas. But with the excitement of every new place, came the heaviness of seeing it soured by occupation.

With every place they visited, extended family would point to more places they were not allowed to go,
roads they could not enter. Where Arabic letters once stood tall on street signs, now Hebrew decorated it,
further alienating the local population. They would show them all the new settlements that were being
built on the lands taken from their people, and the olive farms that had been bulldozed. The cousins held
onto their pride, but couldn’t gloss over how much had already changed in the past decade, the occupation
infiltrating every part of their lives. For their cousins the lingering feeling was that someone was watching



their every move, and they were guests in their own land. For my mother and her sisters the experience
was of seeing so much for the first and probably last time.

There was a fear that my mother could not suppress. She couldn’t sleep through the night,
thinking every sound outside meant an attack was imminent. She grew up hearing about massacres in
places like Deir Yassin and Tantoura and wondered if Deir al-Ghusun could be next. “I could not sleep at
night because I wanted to be awake to warn the others if they needed to run or hide,” she recalled. She
would ask her cousins if they often saw soldiers approaching their town, hoping they would calm her
fears and say no, but they couldn’t lie to her. The soldiers had been circling around more frequently. She
asked if they were scared. “Not anymore,” they told her. “Let them do what they want. That is not going
to change how we live our lives.” Their insistence didn’t calm her panic once the sun set. “Perhaps that’s
why I still hate nights,” my mother told me.

Their trip was coming to a close, but there was one city they had yet to see: Jerusalem, or 4/-Quds. As
they approached the Old City in the morning fog, they heard the call for prayer coming from a mosque,
overlaid with the sounds of church bells in the distance. “I stood there and thought, they talk about
heaven,” my mother said with her eyes closed, “I think this must be a part of it.” The various checkpoints
and searches on the way into the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound were frightening, but they tried to forget it,
because they were finally able to witness the beauty of the Dome of the Rock. Khalto Samira remembers
a lot from the trip, but her most vivid memory is kneeling her head down on the prayer mat in Al-Agsa. “I
prayed there,” she said. “At least once in my life. I prayed there.”

When they got home, all of the sisters began taking mental pictures of everything they had seen. The
sadness at leaving was building. Khalto Samira remembers looking at her grandfather, lying down on his
mattress on the porch, and feeling a weight on her chest. He would lie there most of the day, only getting
up to pray or go inside to sleep. People would go out and sit with him, neighbors and visitors would chat
with a cup of tea, and his wife would bring a small gas burner to cook food next to him. Most of the time
he would throw his weight around the house, but when he was lying down in the sun, his softer side came
out.

“If it is ever in my fate that I go there one more time,” Khalto Samira told me, “I want to sit on my
grandfather’s inner courtyard, enjoying the sun during the day and the visits of my relatives and
neighbors, exchanging stories and staying up late under the light of the kerosene lamp until I fall asleep.”

The trip ended too soon. No time could have been enough, unless they were guaranteed forever.
“We said goodbye to everyone, my grandparents who we doubted we would see again in this life, and a
home that we loved every inch of, old ladies chatting and laughing with missing teeth, my cousins that we
found then lost again,” my mother recalled. “But I left Palestine with at least a handful of its soil that I
still have almost 40 years later. I put a small amount in several bags so that if it was discovered, not all of
it would be taken away from me like my land was.”

On the day they left — Thursday, Aug. 29, 1985 — they asked the taxi driver to take the long way to the
crossing, just so they could spend a few extra moments looking around. They knew they would be



punished if they overstayed the limits of their visit permit, but the pain of saying goodbye was pulling
them back.

“We did not comprehend on that day when we got into that taxi that it would be our last time for us to see
our beloved Palestine, and our grandparents,” Khalto Samira told me. But it was. Their grandparents got
older, and sicker, and neither of them could make the trip back and forth. “My grandparents passed away
without us having the ability to be around them in our home as we wished to. With their death, and with
losing them, a big part of our connection to that home was lost forever.”

“We had to go back to our dull life in Kuwait, where we owned nothing, and where we had to
live as grateful guests,” Khalto Fida’a said. “We had to leave the place where my father has status as the
son of an influential elder in the village of Deir al-Ghusun, where he is valued and revered and belongs, to
a place where he is known to no one except as ‘the Palestinian driver.””

When they got back to Kuwait, the look in Sido’s eyes changed. “He’s 95, and up until now, I still try to
catch that look in his eyes that I saw when we were in Palestine, but I can’t find it. And he may not have it
again before his time on this earth ends,” Khalto Fida’a said.

In the mid 1990s, after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, Sido and Sito, along with their children, were
displaced once again to Irbid, Jordan, where they have lived ever since. They don’t have a lot of money,
but they have a house to live in and food to eat, which is more than a lot of Palestinian refugees can say
today.

In exile everything feels temporary. Their roots were from somewhere else, and they feared having no
right to stay wherever they are. The trauma of forced displacement has haunted them most of their lives.
Perhaps that’s why their most repeated prayer, according to my aunts, is “May God take us back to our
homeland and bury us under its soil.”

But Sido doesn’t have any living relatives to let him back in. Legally, he cannot go home. “And even if he
could go: for what? For one day? One week?”” my mother asks. “Why should we have to take permission
to enter our own home? Why should we be subjected to checkpoints? Why do we need to be openly
humiliated entering our own land? Why should we contribute financially to an occupier? Why does every
single thing we own have to be turned upside down, destroyed, and thrown on the floor, with the
expectation that we will pick it up?”

Hearing my aunts and mother tell these stories, ones they had locked away for decades, was
exciting and heartbreaking in different ways. Every time they would talk about their cousins in Tulkarem,
they would light up. “I always admired my cousins and their ability to endure and do things that we could
not,” Khalto Samira said. “As if they were heroes just by living there.”

But when I would ask where these cousins are now, half the time, my mother didn’t know. The years and
distance away from each other severed the once strong bond they shared. I know that somewhere in Deir
al-Ghusun, there’s a girl my age who’s also wondering where her cousins are. Maybe she heard stories
about that one time her Khalto Hakima came to town, and how she had to go back to Kuwait.



“Maybe we did not meet a lot during our life journey, but we still share the same wound,” Khalto Samira
says of her cousins. “The wound of sadness and loss. Of seeing the occupier desecrate what is sacred to
us. Every person and relative that we got to know there stays in our memory. Their faces, voices, and
laughter still ring in our heads. The memory of those who are still alive or those underground. We did not
forget about them. We have strong ties that hold us together for life. The tie to the land we all belong to
and the tie to the blood we share. And we still hope to meet again under our olive trees.”

I am writing this story in the midst of horror — death, torture, and forced starvation. At the six
month mark of this war, more than 32,000 people have been killed in Gaza and a million more are
displaced. Civilian casualties are also severely undercounted, considering people are still missing or
trapped under the rubble, and the healthcare system has completely collapsed.

Telling my family’s history feels incomplete without acknowledging the death and suffering of my
people: it has become the lens through which I see my life. I fall asleep and wake up thinking about Gaza.

A parent holding his child’s body parts in plastic bags outside a hospital. A group of teenagers blown up
while walking, like a scene from some perverse video game. A man putting socks on his little boy, so that
he is not cold when he is buried into the earth, alone. A girl’s body, blown half to bits, hanging off the side
of a wall. An old man, holding the lifeless corpse of his granddaughter to his chest, calling her the soul of
his soul. A father fighting for air under the rubble. A girl recognizing her martyred mother only because
of the hair peeking through her body bag. A young man, completely unidentifiable, crushed by a tank. A
father burying his son with the biscuits he requested before their house was bombed.

Writing this story will not end the war, but I pray, at the very least, it brings hope — the kind Refaat
Alareer wrote about. The hope that one day, when the tanks are gone, and the drones stop buzzing; when
the raids end, and the gunfire stops; when our feet step on our soil and our keys return to their locks, we
can see Palestine the way my mother’s family did, but this time, know we won’t have to leave.
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