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short story

By: Ahmad AlKhameesi
A short story writer and journalist - Egypt

Translated by: Muna Al Alwan

White
Ducklings

Times past, [used to follow everything.
Then I stopped following anything.
For long months, I have stopped
buying newspapers, all newspapers,
stopped watching TV, stopped signing
political protests, stopped talking
about what’s happening around us.
I started hearing the news from the
mouths of my acquaintances via
phone calls, or chance meetings in the
streets of the city. Daily bombardment
of Palestinian cities has turned them
into a Christmas tree decorated with
small houses whose windows glow
with death. I said to myself, “nothing
is ever getting better.” On rare
occasions, hope would wake up and
knock at my window, and 1 would
whisper to myself that I was wrong,
and that something must move on
to better things. But the moment the
bombardment was resumed, hope
with its fragile wings flew out of
the window, terrified by the roaring
explosions and black smoke. Day after
day, I stopped following any news,
but because of habit [ used to turn on
the TV every now and then to hear a
brief news report, no longer than halfa
minute, watching it with a hostile spirit
like one defending himself against
bad news. But within this half minute
an overflow of coffins of Palestinian
children pervades the screen, like a
torrent of water breaking suddenly
from a dam, from the TV screen to the
table to the floor of my living room,
small coffins scurrying towards me
raised on the shoulders and bowed
heads of parents, and hiding under the
sofas and chairs before being hit by
another raid. I turn off the TV quickly,
regretting opening it. But the piles of
children that escaped from the TV

screen have already occupied every
single space in my apartment. They
gaze at me innocently and bashfully,
as if pleading to be forgiven for
seeking refuge in my house without
permission. They have occupied
every single area between the
furniture pieces in the living room, in
the corridor leading to the bathroom
and the kitchen, and in the bedrooms
and my office. I stand at a loss, not
knowing what to do! The children
in their red shirts feel somewhat at
ease, resting from their hell, and,
getting familiar with the place, they
don’t leave my apartment because the
world outside is terrifying. I stand up
from my seat to go to my bedroom
and they move behind me like a flock
of ducklings, stumbling between my
feet, with wounded heads, over each
head a ribbon of white cloth tying
the lower jaw upward and keeping
it from dangling in the air. Rows of
white ducklings have been living with
me for long months, following me
everywhere as if fearing to lose me,
moving with me from room to room,
rushing to crowd over my feet in the
kitchen, and when I decide to leave
my apartment, the white ducklings
stand in rows at the apartment door,
outstretching their thin necks, silently
looking at me, slightly moving their
heads, their lower beaks tied with
pieces of white cloth to their heads.
They keep looking at me, scrutinizing
me, not knowing whether I will come
back to them or abandon them. I
come back in the evening, and before
opening the door, I hear the flapping
of wings behind the door. I open the
door and enter amidst the fluttering
of white wings. In the chaotic
atmosphere of the living room,
disturbing screams rise, closed eyes
swim, and notebooks, pencils, and
little sandals. I walk cautiously among
the white rows towards my office, and
they keep pushing each other behind
me. I stand at the door of the office,
and with my hand I signal them to go
back; I feel like shouting at them, but
they keep standing silently, their eyes
fixed on my face, my shoulder, and
my chest. At night the white ducklings
fill my bedroom, drowsing over the
wardrobes, curtain poles, window sill,
and the edges of my bed. If  move my
arm, or turn on my side, I bump into

them; I look at them, and they stare
at me with awe and hope. For some
time, I have been suffering from a
tormenting feeling, a desire to bring
back these silent white beings to their
former shapes, to their tender delicate
skins, to their mothers, to their place
in front of the show windows of toy
shops. I say to myself that I should
earnestly and with all determination
break the spell which tied them to
this state of being. But I don’t know
what to do! I go to my work at the
post office every day, filling money
transfer forms, from one city to
another, and [ hear people addressing
me, but their voices sound like they
are coming from underwater. The
roaring sound of bombs overwhelms
everything around me, but I keep
trying hard to close my ears and my
heart so I don’t make mistakes in my
work. I keep on signing papers, and
in the early afternoon I leave the post
office, wandering in the neighboring
streets before going home. I come
back, open the door, knowing what
awaits me; the white wings flapping
in the air, light feathers flying here
and there, and those looks, and the
beaks tied with pieces of white cloth.
A strange feeling overcomes me that
when I was at work, I managed to
escape all this, like a soldier fleeing
from his burning position to woods
far away. My friends try to console
me that no matter what happens life
has to go on. But why do I feel this
bitterness even at my workplace?
Or when I meet my few friends? Or
when I drink a glass of water and I
find rows of ducklings staring at me
with incomprehensible looks? I stare
at them shouting, “Am 1 the guilty
one? Am | the one who throws bombs
on children?!” For a long time now, [
have stopped following anything. All
that occupies my mind are those rows
of ducklings which keep growing in
my apartment, waddling around me,
preventing me from breathing easily
or having my meals at ease. Now, as
midnight has come, [ have risen up,
tied my lower jaw to my head with a
piece of white cloth, stood motionless
among the white rows, outstretched
my thin neck in the dim light, and
walked with them in the empty rooms,
limping silently, hoping a human
.hand would knock at the door
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