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Dedication
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For every child

Who learned pain before play,

Loss before love,

And survival before dreams.

May your voices be heard.

May your childhoods be protected. 

May the World Wake Up to save You.
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Chapter One
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My Name Is Ali

My name is Ali.

I am nine years old.

When I was eight, I lived in a house with my family.

It was not a big house, but it was ours.

My mother woke me up every morning.

She touched my shoulder and said my name.

Sometimes I pretended to sleep so she would say it again.

She smelled like soap and bread.

I liked standing near her in the kitchen.

Before, I wanted to be a teacher.

Sometimes I wanted to be a football player.

I thought a lot about school and tomorrow.

Tomorrow felt normal then.

My mother died before the bombs.

After she died, the house felt quiet.

Too quiet.

I tried to be good.

I tried not to cry too much.

I thought maybe that would help.

Then the bombs came.

They came at night.

The sound was very loud.

The walls shook.

Dust went into my mouth and eyes.

I was scared.

After that night, my house was gone.

My family was gone.

People say I survived.

I do not know why.

I called their names, but no one answered.

Hands I did not know pulled me away.

Now I live in a camp.

It is made of tents and broken things.

Everyone here lost someone.

Some children lost their mothers.

Some lost their fathers.

Some lost everyone.

I am one of them.

Sometimes I wake up and forget where I am.

For a moment, I think I am home.

Then I see the tent.

That moment hurts.

At night, I talk to my mother in my head.

I tell her I am still alive.

I tell her I am nine now.

People say children forget.

I do not forget.

I remember my house.

I remember school.

I remember feeling safe.

Now I feel small.

Small next to the noise.

Small next to the hunger.

Small next to the world.

But I am still here.

My name is Ali.

I am nine years old.

I am still a child.
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Life in the Camp

I live in a camp now.

People call it a camp, but it is not like a place for holidays.

It is made of tents, plastic sheets, and broken wood.

The ground is hard and dusty.

There are many people here.

Too many.

They all look tired.

Most of them are strangers.

But they feel a little like family because we lost the same things.

We bathe once a week.

Sometimes even less.

Clean water is hard to find.

When it is bath day, everyone lines up.

The water is cold.

We wash fast so it does not run out.

I miss feeling clean.

I miss clean clothes.

Now my clothes smell like smoke and dust.

Food comes once a day.

It comes from charity kitchens.

The line is long.

I stand and wait with my bowl.

Sometimes my legs hurt from standing too long.

When I get food, I feel happy.

When I do not, I feel quiet.

I eat slowly.

I want the food to last.

I do not know when I will eat again.

I miss school very much.

I miss sitting at a desk.

I miss holding a pencil.

I miss my teacher.

My teacher used to smile at me.

She said I was doing well.

When she said my name, it felt good.

But the first place bombed was my school.

Now there is no classroom.

No blackboard.

No books.

Sometimes I close my eyes and pretend I am there.

I pretend the teacher is writing on the board.

I pretend the bell will ring.

When I open my eyes, I see tents again.

Some of my friends from school are gone.

I do not see them in the camp.

I do not know where they are.

Here, children do not ask many questions.

Questions hurt.

I have new friends now.

We met in the camp.

We did not ask each other what happened.

We already know.

Some lost their mothers.

Some lost their fathers.

Some lost everyone.

When one of us is sad, we sit close.

We do not talk much.

Being close is enough.

Sometimes we try to play.

We kick a stone.

We draw lines in the dirt.

Our games do not last long.

We get tired.

Or hungry.

Or quiet.

At night, the camp is noisy.

People cough.

Babies cry.

The wind moves the tents.

I lie down and look at the dark.

I think about my old room.

I think about my schoolbag.

I wonder if my teacher thinks about me.

I wonder if she knows I am still alive.

Life in the camp is not easy.

But I am still here.

I wake up every day.

I stand in line.

I eat when I can.

I am learning how to wait.
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Cold Nights

Winter is very hard.

At night, the cold comes into the tent.

It feels like it crawls inside.

I do not have warm clothes.

I wear the same clothes day and night.

They are thin and old.

There is no firewood.

There is no heater.

There is nothing to keep us warm.

I sleep curled up, like a small ball.

I pull my knees to my chest.

Sometimes I put my hands under my shirt to warm them.

My teeth shake.

I try to stop them, but I can’t.

When my mother was alive, she kept me warm.

She rubbed my hands.

She covered me at night.

She used to say,

“Sleep, Ali. I am here.”

Now no one says that.

At night, I miss her the most.

The dark makes me think too much.

I think about her face.

I think about her voice.

I think about how she called my name.

Sometimes I cry quietly.

I do not want anyone to hear.

Other times, I do not cry at all.

I feel empty.

In the camp, children learn something fast.

If you stay sad too long, it hurts more.

I learned that I cannot cry all the time.

Not because I do not miss my family.

But because I want to live.

The older people say we must move on.

They say this softly.

Moving on does not mean forgetting.

It means waking up again the next day.

I still talk to my mother in my head.

I tell her when I am cold.

I tell her when I am scared.

I tell her I am trying to be strong.

At night, I see other children shaking too.

Some are younger than me.

Some are sick.

We sit close to each other.

Not to talk.

Just to feel less alone.

Sometimes I wonder if children in other places feel warm.

If they sleep in beds.

If their mothers kiss them goodnight.

I wonder if that life is still real.

When the night feels too long,

I tell myself the morning will come.

I do not know if it will be better.

But it will be different.

That is how I get through the night.
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