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	I awake with a jump.  The cats are fighting again.  The thin wall that separates my bedroom from the hallway does little to block the noise, and the shrieks and hisses fill the darkness like cries from another world.  “Sounds like a real battle out there tonight,” I mutter out loud to myself, trying in vain to fall back asleep.  I glance at the clock on my nightstand: 3 o’clock in the morning.  I do not realize it then, but in DC, it is 8 pm on Wednesday, March 19.  The President is preparing to announce that Saddam Hussein’s time is up.  As I toss and turn, my pillow clamped over my ears to block out the cat fight, the war begins in Iraq.

	The first day of the war seems somewhat surreal.  Questions race through my mind, abstract worries about the war mixing with practical anxieties: How long will it last?  What has happened so far?  Will Cairo be dangerous?  Will we have to evacuate? Will people treat me differently?  What will the war mean for the Middle East?  For the US?  For the UN?  For the world?  
	Not having a TV in my flat, I switch on my computer and dial up to the Internet.  Headlines about the war splash across the screen in big bold letters, but the words reveal little about what is actually going on.  Beyond the fact that “it has started,” there seems to be little yet to report.    The sterile journalistic style of the articles seems a paradoxical contrast to the subject matter, the words revealing little of the fear and uncertainty that is consuming so many people.  Both the American troops and the Iraqi citizens are still referred to as collective masses, nameless and faceless, giving them an almost fictional quality.  The reality of what is happening still seems so difficult to grasp.
	Next I type in the address of the American embassy in Egypt, but there is little information there either.  The embassy is closing for three days, and there is a number for emergencies and a hotline number with security updates.  It is recommended for American citizens to be cautious in the city and to keep a low profile, whatever that means.  None of my questions having been answered, I check my email before signing off, where my boss has sent me a message recommending that I work from home today.  

   	I do venture out of my flat a few times that day and over the weekend, but always staying within my neighborhood.  I talk to other American friends here on the phone.  A few have experienced some minor harassment, but no one has felt especially threatened.  Still, the tension is there, mixing with the sand and dust in the air and settling over the city like a polluted smog.  It is concentrated at Midan Tahrir, the main square downtown where tens of thousands of protesters try to storm the U.S. Embassy; at Al-Azhar, the heart of Islamic Cairo where during Friday’s mid-day prayer, the sheiks call the people to prepare for jihad; at Cairo University, where the war is feeding a flame of already existent anti-American sentiments.  
Even in my neighborhood, which has remained quiet and safe, the feelings are still there, the anger, the fear, the anxiety.  While walking home from work, I see a stream of men walking purposefully down the main embassy street.  Most of them are young, but their faces are grim, their eyes serious.  I read the next day that hundreds of men gathered at the Iraqi embassy to volunteer their lives to fight for Iraq.  Many had already quit their jobs and said goodbye to their mothers, their wives, their children, not expecting to return.
In most cases, the tension is not overt, but I can still sense it, drifting like whiffs of incense from an open shop.  It does not surprise me… news of the war is everywhere.  The men in the ahwas, or coffeehouses, usually absorbed in a game of dominos or watching a soccer match, sit with their eyes glued on Al-Jazeera as they smoke their sheesha.  Every store and office has a television showing footage of bombed out buildings and suffering Iraqis; every home and taxi cab has its radio tuned to reports on the war; every newspaper has huge red headlines, the same color as the bloody faces in the photographs.  The constant images of the war bombarding the people’s eyes and ears are no doubt immediately translated to their hearts and minds.

By the end of the first week, despite the undercurrent of emotion, I do not feel afraid.  Family and friends at home have, understandably, been emailing and calling, worried by what they have seen in their own newspapers and on television.  Of course, no one knows what will happen from one day to the next, but so far we are basically living life as usual in Egypt.  Going to work, going to school, going out in the evenings.  I am thankful for this freedom, and I don’t take it for granted.  Indeed, there are reasons for this relative level of stability and safety in Cairo, several of which became clear to me when taping interviews for my documentary video project. 
 For my project, which I pushed to finish filming before the war began, I spoke with Egyptian high school and college-aged youth around the city about their perceptions of Egypt and America, and their thoughts on relations between the Middle East and the West.  I learned many things during these conversations, several of which were translated from words to reality in this first week of the war.  During the first few days of the conflict, the Egyptian government’s harsh and often violent crackdown on the protests at Tahrir, Al-Azhar, and elsewhere immediately recalled a conversation I had had with a young man several weeks before.  “Egypt is a hopeless place,” he had said, “because the people have no voice.”  He looked over his shoulder.  “Any opposition here is silenced.  The government will do anything to put on a front to make it look like things are okay.  But a lot of bad stuff goes on behind the scenes.”  The boy’s words come back to me as I read an article about protesters from the first two days of demonstrations being beaten or arrested, many remaining missing.  The government has made its point: the next weekend, the protests are much fewer in number, smaller in size, and more subdued in nature.  I am relieved for the safety this allows me, but this relief is mixed with a sense of guilt.  It doesn’t seem right that my freedom here is made possible by the oppression of others.
Because the Egyptian people differentiate so much between themselves and their leaders, it is also natural for them to make a distinction between foreign governments and peoples, another fact, and perhaps a more positive one, that I know contributes to my sense of safety.  In almost every interview I conducted, I heard the same theme expressed: we have problems with the American government, not with the American people themselves.  I can’t help shaking my head at some of the post-September 11 articles and broadcasts: “Why do they hate us?” Americans asked.  Yet over here, it is so evident that it is not us who the Arab people hate, but rather the policies of our government.  Many young people I spoke with talked about having American friends, and having good relations with Americans visiting Egypt.  But will that sentiment as last?  As one of my co-workers said, “I have gotten to know you and you have gotten to know me, and we like each other and we are friends and we know what the other is really like.  But our governments will make it impossible for my people and your people to be friends, because their actions will keep us apart.”  A college girl I spoke with before the war had similar thoughts.  “Relations between American and Arab people have the potential to get better,” she said, “but only if there is peace between our leaders.  If there is a war, there will be no hope for improvement.  I don’t know what will happen.”

Of course, I don’t know what will happen either, nobody does.  I feel that, right now, people I know here still see me as individual, not as an embodiment of American foreign policy.  Yet will that attitude change in the future, especially if the war drags on?  There are some subtle changes already.  When going out to dinner with an Egyptian friend, he warns me, “If anyone asks you where you are from, say you are from Germany or somewhere else like that.  Don’t say America.”  Later that night, a taxi driver asks me and another American friend about our nationality.  “Australia,” my friend replies.  The taxi driver nods approvingly, then immediately starts talking to us in Arabic about our opinions of the war.  “Can you believe what the Americans are doing?  Have you seen the photographs?  All those children in the hospitals… So bad, so bad.  Haram…”
There is at least one place in Cairo where I can always be myself: the kindergarten, with the children who I have worked with so intensively this year.  When I returned to the school after several days of working at home, they all wanted hugs and kisses and said how much they’d missed me, and I told them truthfully how much I had missed them as well. 
One friend of mine had emailed me and asked if I had talked to the kids about the war, and as much as I would like to, at three years old, most of them are still too young to understand.  I can’t help envying their naiveté, their complete lack of knowledge of war, their innocence that lets them see me as a person completely defined by who I am, and not where I come from.  I wonder what the world will be like when they grow up, five, ten, fifty years from now.  I wonder what relations will be like between my country and their’s, between the Arab world and the West.  I wonder if they will remjember me, if they will ever know that the girl they loved so much was an American.

