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The Tent
Ahmad Al-Agha

Raseef22 - 23 February 2026

On the morning of December 4, 2023, Israeli warnings were issued ordering the
evacuation of the city of Khan Younis. Residents had no choice but to flee in haste,
searching for a salvation that seemed forever out of reach.

Along the stretch of Al-Mawasi, west of the city, we found ourselves facing forced
displacement. Near the seashore, on a barren patch of land, four frail poles stood draped
with pieces of cloth and reinforced nylon. Inside lay a few personal belongings, some
canned food, and a hanging key whose details bore no resemblance to the key of return.

The Cycle of Gazan Suffering

Soon after, on that same land, tents multiplied beside the one | had erected. They were
arranged and aligned until those white domes came to be metaphorically called a
“Camp,”

Afew days later, an aid worker arrived, writing an identification number on the tent’s wall
before hurrying off to complete the sequence elsewhere.

At first, | paid little attention; | assumed my return home would not take long—or so |
believed. Yet my friend Abu Amjad’s words echoed constantly in my ears when he said,
“We Palestinians are permanently temporary.” From that moment on, | memorized the
number well, knowing | would need it throughout the long journey of displacement.

From behind the fabric door, the camp representative called out to me: “Your tent
number is (A14), in the second corridor beside the main water tank. Memorize it
carefully—you will need it for aid distribution.”

| paused for a moment, trying to grasp the meaning of what he had said. | was not
searching for the meaning of a new home, for | had just discovered that my home had
become a number, and that the tent now had an address—a mailing address in a time of
war.

| had no luxury of choosing a different address. It might change if the tents were
rearranged, if we were forced into yet another displacement, or if a fierce winter storm
uprooted the pegs driven into the ground.

How similar today is to yesterday; how similar these moments are to the series Al-
Taghriba al-Falastinia—but in darker hues, with mirrored realities, a Nakba in the age of
modernity, and a tent in the era of artificial intelligence.
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This mailing address of the tent was no living luxury; it was a necessity for survival and for
receiving parcels. Yet it would certainly not restore our homes, nor mend within us what
had been broken of the meaning of stability.

For us Palestinians, the tent evokes the catastrophe of 1948. It was often mentioned in
our grandparents’ accounts of the tragedy, in stories of refuge and dispersion—a symbol
of loss.

Today, seventy-eight years later, the pain endures and the suffering continues. The tent
remains an emblem of prolonged anguish, colored with the logos of donor countries and
lined with the torment of the displaced. Within those tents pulse pains that words have
failed to express across the ages.

Reconsidering the Meaning of Home

The home, in its traditional sense, was never merely walls, a roof, a door, and windows.
It was a homeland that protected us and a refuge that sheltered us. Amid all its
complexities lay its simplicity: a wall that preserved our voices, a door we could close at
will, and a window that opened onto the world—not the world onto us.

In our old house, | remember that we knew one another by our names. We recognized
each other by our keychains and the pendants hanging from them. We knew one another
by the sound of our footsteps on the stairs.

Now, we know one another only by tent numbers and types. This is Mohammed living in
a Qatari tent; that is Ali residing in an Emirati tent; between them is Khaled displaced in
an Egyptian tent. On the far side stands a tent that came from Pakistan, where Abu Rateb
resides. Onthe other side is atent that crossed borders from China, sheltering Malek and
his family.

The fortunate among Gazans is the one who possesses a “dome” tent—considered in
Gaza as the equivalent of a “villa,” for it is more spacious and better insulated against
rainwater.

As displacement drags on, the tents have acquired familiar addresses and distinguishing
features recognizable from afar: a clothesline hanging in front, laundry draped along the
sides, a repaired water tank once pierced by stray bullets, a shattered solar panel struck
by rocket shrapnel, and a few sprigs of mint and green thyme planted at the entrance.

In our old home, the address was part of the story: the street name, the neighborhood,
the house number, and those small details not recorded in official registers—the fig tree
by the door, the scent of lemon blossoms in the courtyard, the birdsong on the veranda,
and the morning call of the vendor selling ‘awqa’.

Much has changed; many memories have vanished without return. People no longer ask
me, “Where do you live?” but rather, “Where are you displaced?” In which camp do you
spend your days and nights?
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Inside the tent, not only the structure of the house changed, but its meaning within our
souls. How can pieces of cloth be called a wall, when they resemble a spirit exhausted
by killing, starvation, and uprooting?

Where is the sound of the doorbell? How long has it been since | heard it? Some nearby
tents have devised a new bell whose discordant sound | do not favor: a metal can filled
with pebbles and tied with a string to vibrate.

If only, Abu Amjad, you had not told me that we would grow accustomed to the tent, that
we would memorize its number and treat it as an official address.

A Life Without Keys

For more than two years now, | have no longer carried a key in my pocket. It is no longer
necessary for atent whose door cannot be locked, that offers neither security nor even a
sense of belonging.

The tent has a door | fashioned from worn pieces of cloth. It separates neitherinside from
outside, nor public from private, nor what may be spoken from what must be kept silent.
When the house door disappeared, privacy vanished with it.

Inside the tent, you hear everything around you without eavesdropping: neighbors’
coughs, children’s cries, marital disputes, lovers’ whispers, mothers’ prayers, endless
quarrels. Even the scent of Arabic tobacco smoke seeps in uninvited, making you certain
that privacy has melted in the heat of the tent’s summer blaze. Homes are no longer
repositories of secrets.

Each night, | grow more aware that the most dangerous loss was not the roof and its
walls, butthose boundaries—the boundaries of sound, of tears, of the self burdened with
sorrow.

As night draws its curtains of darkness, the Gazan carries within his soul mountains of
stories weighing heavily upon him. He scrolls through his phone’s memory, searching for
old photographs once radiant with the colors of life, not the gray of war’s ashes and
rubble.

With each dawn, that Gazan asks himself: Will this camp one day be dismantled? When
will the numbers be erased and the tents folded away? And will the home truly return as
itonce was?
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