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Growing Up in Fez : Between Heritage and Darkness
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My name is Hayat Elmitly. I was born in Morocco, North Africa, in the ancient city of Fes. Fes is not just a city ; it is a symbol of ancient Islamic civilization, where history intertwines with the rich traditions passed down through generations. Here, among narrow alleys and historic monuments, the tales of our ancestors are silently told, immortalizing a storied past while celebrating the authentic Islamic values that continue to pulse through every corner. 
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I grew up in a spacious home that reflected a blend of heritage and the traditions that surrounded me from childhood. This house was a mirror of my family’s history every stone and every colorful tile held memories and the aroma of bygone eras. The gracefully arched doors, fashioned in authentic Arab style, and the intricate engravings on the walls imbued the space with an aura of pride and honor in our heritage. Yet, this splendor was not without its price ; it imposed strict limitations that stifled the spirit of 

freedom, embedding in our souls the weight of long-held customs. 
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Every morning, I awoke to the scent of freshly baked bread drifting from my mother’s kitchen and the fragrance of herbs that permeated the house. Still, there was an ever-present, mysterious sense of suffocation woven into every detail as if the decorative motifs on the walls were not merely adornments, but rather heavy constraints that imprisoned ideas and challenged the heart’s ambitions. By evening, a dim glow from old oil lamps barely illuminated the corridors, while the streets of Fes were swallowed by the darkness of night. These shadows were more than just an absence of light ; they mirrored an inner gloom a constant feeling of isolation and confinement amid a crowd of traditions and rules that left no room for individuality or dissent.
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The ancient alleys whispered tales of yesteryear, where the echoes of the past blended with the quiet of the present, creating a stage where memories met shattered hopes. Every corner of the city held its own story, and every stone recounted a time when life was simpler, yet paradoxically harsher at the crossroads of change. In those moments when I gazed at the silent streets and the enveloping night, my thoughts wavered between a yearning for freedom and the dread of being bound by endless constraints, as I sought a glimmer of light amid the profound darkness.
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Discovery and Early Challenges
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At that time, I was no more than ten years old, driven by an insatiable curiosity to explore the world around me. The grand house I grew up in, with its intricately decorated walls and arched doors, felt like a golden cage beautiful yet confining. It wasn’t just the physical walls that enclosed me, but also the unspoken rules, the rigid traditions that dictated how we should be, how we should feel, and how we should act.

I longed to step outside, to blend in with the neighborhood kids, to run through the narrow alleys filled with the scent of history, and to feel like I belonged to something greater. But the closer I got to others, the further I felt from myself. I would stand among them, mimicking their gestures, pretending to be strong, laughing when they laughed, forcing myself to be brave so that no one would sense my fear. Yet inside, I was fighting a silent battle. 
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There was something different about me something I couldn't name, but it was always there, lingering like a shadow.  

By the time I turned ten, I started noticing how I didn’t share the same interests as my peers. Playing soccer or racing down the streets didn’t spark the same excitement in me as it did in them. I would watch them closely, trying to understand the invisible gap that separated me from them, but I couldn’t grasp what it was. This difference unsettled me, filling me with an unease I couldn’t put into words. I lacked the language to express what I was feeling, and there was no one to help me understand it.  
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It felt like I was living in two parallel worlds one defined by the expectations imposed upon me, and another shaped by my true feelings, though that world remained unclear and terrifying. The questions in my mind kept multiplying, yet they remained unanswered, scattered thoughts floating in a sea of confusion. Was what I felt normal? Were there others like me? And if so, why couldn't I find them?  

I tried my best to silence these questions, to live as others did, but the truth followed me relentlessly, whispering that I was different, even if I didn’t yet understand how or why. It was the beginning of a long journey a journey of searching for myself in a world that offered me no space to understand who I truly was, let alone accept it.
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Psychological Confusion and Family Challenges
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Whenever I felt lost in my thoughts, I would return home, only to find myself in another world a world shrouded in darkness and dim lighting that made everything seem even more terrifying. The flickering bulbs barely illuminated the corners of our house, casting long, unsettling shadows on the walls. Every evening felt the same an eerie silence interrupted by occasional outbursts that sent a chill through my body.  

Adding to this, my father’s drug addiction cast a long shadow over our household. His addiction transformed him into a withdrawn and often violent man, and I witnessed firsthand how it affected our daily lives. His presence was unpredictable some days he would disappear for hours, other days he would return home in a rage, unleashing his anger on everything and everyone in his path. My siblings and I bore the weight of his addiction, enduring the constant presence of violence and beatings as part of our daily routine. I would often hide in the corners of our house, trying to make myself invisible, hoping that the storm would pass without reaching me. The endless arguments between my parents echoed through the walls, and I would lie awake at night, covering my ears, wishing for silence, for peace, for something different.  
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Being an innocent child in a home ruled by fear and violence was one of the most painful experiences I endured. It felt like a never-ending nightmare, where I was trapped between two worlds one that demanded I show strength and pretend to be brave, and another filled with fear and anxiety from which I had no escape. I learned early on that weakness was dangerous, that crying made me a target, and that silence was sometimes my only shield. This contrast between outward appearances and inner turmoil deepened my sense of isolation and confusion. I longed for comfort, for a place where I could be a child without fear, but that place did not exist in the world I knew.
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Amidst this chaos, school became a partial refuge from my struggles. 

While my interactions with peers and teachers were often inconsistent, school offered me brief moments of escape from the fear and violence at home. The classroom was the only space where I felt a sense of normalcy where I could pretend, if only for a few hours, that my life was like everyone else’s. I would cling to those fleeting moments of peace, absorbing the sounds of laughter in the schoolyard, the scribbling of pencils on paper, and the structured routine of the school day.  

But even in school, I carried my burdens with me. I was always hyper-aware, always on edge, as if the chaos of home could follow me at any moment. The contrast between the world inside my home and the one outside became clearer with each passing day, making me feel more like an outsider. I envied the children who spoke freely about their loving families, who ran into their parents’ arms at the end of the day, while I hesitated, dreading the walk back to a house that never felt like home.
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