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This book is dedicated to the people of Palestine ~ on both sides of the conflicts ~ in the hope that they will come to see each other for what they really are... their neighbors... people with the same hopes and dreams that they have.
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Chapter 1: The Taste of Earth
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Before Dawn:

The hand on his shoulder was gentle but insistent, a pressure that pulled him up from the depths of a dream he would never remember. Tariq's eyes opened to darkness so complete that for a moment he thought he was still asleep. Then the hand squeezed once, and his father's voice came out of the black.

"Yalla, ibnī. The olives are waiting."

The air that slipped through the gap in the window curtain was cold enough to bite. Tariq burrowed deeper into his blanket for one rebellious second, but his father's low chuckle told him he had been caught. Yusuf al-Jafari's silhouette moved toward the door, a darker shape against the dark.

"Your mother has been up for an hour. You think she did that for you to lie there like a stone?"

Tariq threw off the blanket. The cold hit his skin and he moved faster, reaching for the clothes that had been laid out on the small wooden stool beside his bed... his bed, though it felt too large for him still, a hand-me-down from Mahmoud that he had grown into. Thick cotton trousers, a woolen sweater his grandmother had knit two winters ago, the sleeves now ending well above his wrists. His feet found the floor, stone worn smooth by generations of feet that had come before his.

In the main room, his mother stood by the fire. Amal al-Jafari was thirty-three years old and beautiful in the way that olive trees are beautiful... rooted, resilient, capable of producing sweetness from stubborn earth. She turned when she heard him, and the firelight caught the side of her face, illuminating the high cheekbones he had inherited, the dark eyes that could flash with laughter or, when required, with a warning that stopped her children cold.

She held out a bundle wrapped in cloth. The warmth of it seeped through the fabric and into his palms before he even unfolded it. Fresh bread, still steaming, stuffed with za'atar and olive oil.

"Eat while you walk," she said, and kissed the top of his head. Her hand lingered for a moment, smoothing the hair he had forgotten to comb. "You'll need strength. The trees are heavy this year."

From the corner near the fire, a small voice, thick with sleep:

"Tariq?"

Five years old Leila lay curled in her blanket like a hibernating animal, her dark hair a wild tangle. One eye peered out at him.

"Go back to sleep, habibti," Tariq whispered.

"Bring me an olive," she murmured, already sinking back. "The green ones. The ones that taste like..."

But sleep took her before she could finish. Tariq smiled, the bread warm against his chest, and followed his father into the dark.

––––––––
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THE VILLAGE OF BEIT Jala was waking around them. It was that hour when the world belongs to those who work the land, when the sky has not yet decided whether to be night or day and hangs in a gray suspension between them. The houses of the village climbed the hillside in a tumble of stone and whitewash, their windows dark, their roofs silent. But here and there a door opened as they passed, and a man emerged, or a woman with a scarf tied hastily over her hair, and the greetings floated through the cold air like birds.

"Salam aleikum, Yusuf."

"Wa aleikum salam. Harvest blessing."

"May the trees be generous."

"Inshallah. Inshallah."

Tariq ate his bread as he walked, tearing pieces off and letting the oil coat his fingers. The za'atar was sharp on his tongue, wild thyme from the hills mixed with sumac and sesame. His mother's hands had made it, grinding the dried herbs in the stone mortar that had belonged to her mother, and to her mother's mother before that. He did not think of this in words. He simply tasted it, and it tasted like home.

They left the last houses behind and took the path that wound up the hillside, between stone terraces built by hands that had turned to dust centuries before. The olive trees grew here in ancient rows, their trunks twisted into shapes that seemed almost human... old women bent in prayer, old men frozen mid-stride. Some of them, his father had told him, had been here since the Romans. Since before the Romans. They had seen everything, and they said nothing.

Above them, the stars were still visible. Yusuf stopped walking, and Tariq stopped beside him. His father's face tilted upward, and Tariq followed his gaze.

"Do you see that one?" Yusuf pointed. "The brightest one, there?"

Tariq squinted.

"The one that's blinking?"

"That's not blinking. That's the air between us and it, moving. The star itself is steady." Yusuf's hand moved, tracing connections Tariq could not yet see. "That is al-Jawzā'. Orion, the Europeans call him. A hunter. But look..."

His finger drew a line.

"There, the three stars in a row. That is his belt. And below it, see that faint one? Just there?"

Tariq looked. He looked until his eyes watered, and then he saw it... a smudge of light, barely there, as if someone had rubbed a cloud with a dusty finger.

"The nebula," his father said. "Where stars are born. The Arabs called it the Golden Bough. Some said it was the hand of Fatima, reaching out to protect the faithful."

"Can we go there?" Tariq asked.

Yusuf laughed, a quiet sound that hung in the cold air. "We are there, ibnī. Every atom in your body was once inside a star. You are made of exploded stars. And so are the olives. And so is the earth they grow in."

Tariq considered this. The idea was too large to fit inside his six-year-old mind, but he let it sit there anyway, a mystery to be turned over later.

His father began walking again, and Tariq fell into step beside him. After a moment, Yusuf spoke again.

"The olives are like people," he said. "They need patience. You cannot rush them. You cannot shout at them and expect them to grow faster. You cannot demand fruit from a tree you planted last year. They take their time, and their time is longer than ours. A man who plants an olive tree is planting for his grandchildren. For children he will never meet."

He glanced down at Tariq, and in the growing light, his eyes were warm.

"Do you understand?"

Tariq thought.

"We're planting for Leila?"

"For Leila. For her children. For their children. And they will sit in the shade of these trees and they will not know our names, but they will taste the oil and it will be good, and that will be enough."

They walked in silence after that, the path rising beneath them, the village falling away below. The sky was changing now, the black softening to purple, the purple to the faintest gray-blue. And then, as they reached the first terraces of the family grove, the sun crested the hills to the east and the world caught fire.

Tariq stopped breathing.

The light poured over the land like honey, like mercy, like something he had no words for. It turned the stones to gold and the olive leaves to silver and the distant sea to a sheet of hammered metal. His father stood beside him, also silent, and for a long moment they simply watched the day begin.

Then Yusuf clapped him on the shoulder.

"Come. The trees are waiting."

––––––––
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THE HARVEST:

The grove was terraced into the hillside in long, narrow shelves, each one held in place by walls of dry stone that had stood for centuries. The trees grew in rows, their gnarled trunks emerging from the rocky soil like ancient guardians. Beneath them, the family had spread enormous nets of green mesh, their edges weighted with stones. The morning light filtered through the leaves, dappling everything in shifting patterns of gold and shadow.

Mahmoud was already there.

At eight, Tariq's older brother was already tall and whip-thin, with the kind of restless energy that could not keep still. He had climbed one of the smaller trees and was hanging from a branch, pretending to be a monkey, his feet kicking in the air.

"About time!" he called down when he saw them. "The birds have eaten half the crop while you two were sleeping!"

"We weren't sleeping," Tariq protested. "We were..."

"You were walking slowly. I've been here for an hour. I've already done your share and mine."

Yusuf gave Mahmoud a look that contained no anger, only the mild amusement of a father who knew his oldest son's exaggerations intimately.

"If you've done Tariq's share, you can do it again. He'll help your mother when she arrives."

Mahmoud dropped from the branch, landing lightly on the net.

"Where is Mama?"

"Coming with Leila. Your grandmother, too."

Mahmoud made a face.

"Sitti will make us stop to eat every ten minutes."

"Sitti will make sure you don't work yourself into the ground, which is more than you'll do for yourself. Be grateful."

Tariq moved to the nearest tree, a massive old giant whose trunk was wider than his arms could reach around. The branches spread above him like the ribs of an enormous umbrella, heavy with fruit. The olives were small and green, some of them just beginning to blush toward purple at the tips. He reached up and plucked one, rolling it between his fingers. It was firm, cool from the night.

"Don't even think about it."

His father's voice, but when Tariq turned, Yusuf was smiling.

"I was just..."

"You were just about to eat next year's oil. Put it down."

Tariq let the olive fall into his palm. "One olive? One olive won't make a difference."

"One olive, times every person who thinks that way, times every day of the harvest."

Yusuf came closer and crouched beside him, so that their eyes were level.

"This tree," he said, touching the trunk with reverence, "gives us maybe fifty kilos of olives in a good year. Fifty kilos becomes maybe ten liters of oil, if we're lucky. Ten liters to last the whole year... for cooking, for dipping, for the lamps when the electricity goes, for the soap your grandmother makes. Ten liters. And you want to eat one olive?"

Tariq looked at the olive in his hand. It seemed suddenly heavier.

"Here." Yusuf took it from him and held it up to the light. "This olive, right now, is maybe twenty percent oil. If we press it at the right time, when it's fully ripe. If we press it now, we get maybe ten percent, and it's bitter. So we wait. We let it hang on the branch until it's ready. We don't rush. We don't eat tomorrow's bread today."

He handed the olive back to Tariq. "Put it in your pocket. When the pressing is done, you'll have the first taste of the new oil. You'll taste this olive, and you'll understand."

Tariq tucked it carefully into his pocket. It made a small lump against his thigh.

From farther down the terrace, Mahmoud shouted:

"Are you coming, or are you going to have conversations with every single olive?"

Yusuf stood, stretching his back.

"Your brother has the patience of a mosquito."

They worked.

The rhythm of it was ancient, unchanged for thousands of years. Yusuf took a long pole and began beating the branches, a controlled, rhythmic striking that sent olives raining down onto the nets. Tariq and Mahmoud moved beneath the trees, pulling branches lower to shake loose the stubborn fruit, gathering the olives that had fallen into the folds of the net. The sound of it was everywhere... the thwack of wood on wood, the patter of olives like heavy rain, the rustle of feet on mesh.

Tariq's hands were soon stained with the juice of crushed fruit, his fingers purple at the tips. The smell was everywhere, sharp and green and slightly bitter, the smell of harvest, the smell of this one day out of the whole year when the family came together to do what their ancestors had done before them, back and back into time that had no records.

"Tariq! Heads up!"

He looked up just in time to catch an olive that Mahmoud had thrown at him. It hit his palm with a small smack.

"Put it in your pocket," Mahmoud called, grinning. "That's your future."

Tariq threw it back. It missed, and they both laughed.

Then a small voice from the path:

"Tariq! Mahmoud!"

Leila came running up the terraces, her small legs pumping, her hair flying behind her. She reached them breathless and immediately began gathering olives from the net, dropping them into the skirt of her dress, which she held up like a basket.

"Slow down, habibti," Tariq said. "You're going to fall."

"I never fall."

"You fell last week."

"That was different. There was a rock."

"There are rocks everywhere."

Leila stuck out her tongue at him and continued her gathering. Behind her, moving more slowly up the path, came their mother and their grandmother. Amal carried a large basket on her hip. Sitti ~ Fatima al-Jafari, though no one called her that ~ leaned on a gnarled walking stick that might have been cut from one of the olive trees themselves. She was small and bent and her face was a map of wrinkles, but her eyes were as sharp as they had been at twenty.

"Yusuf!" she called, and her voice carried across the terraces like a bell. "Are you beating my trees like they owe you money?"

Her son lowered his pole and grinned.

"They do owe me money, Mama. They owe me oil."

"Then be gentle. You catch more flies with honey."

"We're not catching flies. We're harvesting olives."

"The same principle. Kindness. The trees remember."

Sitti settled herself on a flat rock at the edge of the terrace, arranging her skirts around her. She would not work ~ her hands were too arthritic now for the fine work of gathering ~ but she would supervise, and her presence would bless the day. That was her role now, and she filled it with the same authority she had once filled every other role.

Amal set down her basket and joined her children. She worked quickly and efficiently, her hands moving among the olives with a practiced grace. Tariq watched her for a moment, noticing how she would pause to pick out a leaf or a small twig, how she would smooth the net when it bunched, how she would look up at her husband with a smile that was meant only for him.

The sun climbed higher. The shadows shortened. The olives accumulated in mounds on the nets, green and purple and black, a treasure scattered across the mesh.

At some point, Tariq found himself alone for a moment at the edge of the terrace. The others were farther down, working a different tree, their voices carrying but their words indistinct. He stood still and looked.

Below him, the village of Beit Jala spread across the hillside, its white houses glowing in the morning light. The church bell tower rose above the roofs, and he could just make out the minaret of the mosque on the far side of town. Beyond the village, the land fell away toward the coast, and there... there it was. The sea. A strip of blue so deep it looked like a piece of sky had fallen to earth. He had never been to the sea. He had only seen it from this hillside, this same view his father had seen, and his grandfather, and all the grandfathers before him.

He looked at his family... his father with his pole, his mother with her basket, his brother showing off, his sister running in circles, his grandmother watching from her rock. He heard their voices, their laughter. He felt the sun on his face and the hard ground beneath his feet and the small weight of the olive in his pocket.

He felt safe.

He did not think this in words. He simply stood there, an six-year-old boy on a hillside in Palestine, and the moment held him like a hand. He thought, without knowing he was thinking it: This is forever.

––––––––
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EVENING MEAL:

The sun was sinking toward the sea by the time they finished. The nets were full, the baskets were full, and every available container in the grove held olives. They had worked through the heat of the afternoon with only a brief break for bread and cheese and the olives that Sitti had insisted they were allowed to eat...

"Just a few, from the small tree at the edge, the tree that gives more than we can ever use, Allah is generous."

Now they walked back down the path, tired and sore and satisfied. Tariq's shoulders ached from reaching. His fingers were stained so dark they looked like they belonged to someone else. But inside his chest, something glowed.

Leila had fallen asleep on their father's shoulders, her head bobbing against his neck. Mahmoud walked ahead, occasionally throwing a stone at a rock or a rock at a stone, unable to be still even now. Amal walked beside her mother-in-law, matching her slow pace, the two of them speaking quietly in voices Tariq could not hear.

He walked alone, in the middle of them all, and felt the shape of his family around him like a house.

––––––––
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THEIR HOME WAS A SMALL stone house at the edge of the village, built by his great-grandfather a hundred years before. It had thick walls that kept it cool in summer and warm in winter, and a courtyard where Sitti's tabun oven stood like a second hearth. By the time they reached it, the light was golden and long, and the smell of baking bread drifted out to meet them.

Tariq's stomach growled.

Inside, the women took over. Amal began preparing the evening meal while Sitti stoked the tabun, feeding it olive wood that crackled and popped. The men ~ Yusuf and the boys ~ washed at the pump in the courtyard, splashing cold water on their faces and arms, scrubbing at the stains that would not fully come off until the harvest was done.

Then they sat.

The courtyard was small but perfect. A lemon tree grew in one corner, its fruit bright against the dark leaves. Pots of herbs lined the walls: mint, rosemary, sage. The tabun glowed in its niche, and the smell of bread mixed with the smell of the lemon tree and the smoke and something else, something Tariq could never name but always recognized: the smell of home.

They ate outside, as they always did when the weather was fine. A low table, cushions on the ground, the family gathered around. Amal brought out dish after dish... musakhan, the sumac chicken that was Sitti's favorite, wrapped in fresh taboon bread; riz bil djaj, rice with chicken and almonds; a plate of the first olives of the season, cured in salt and lemon and herbs, their flesh soft and rich.

They ate with their hands, tearing bread, dipping, passing dishes back and forth. They talked about the harvest, about how much oil they might get this year, about whether the price would be good. They talked about Mahmoud's grades in school (good, but he could do better) and Tariq's talent for drawing (he had filled a whole notebook with pictures of the olive trees). They talked about Leila, who had decided she wanted to be a doctor when she grew up, and who had already begun practicing on the family by diagnosing everyone with various ailments.

"You have a fever," she informed Tariq, touching his forehead with a solemn expression.

"I do not."

"You do. It's a very small fever. But you should rest. I'll bring you soup."

"There's soup?"

"No. But I'll bring you olives."

He laughed and pulled her onto his lap, where she settled against his chest with a contented sigh. Her eyelids were already heavy. The day had been too long for a five-year-old, even one who had spent most of it running and playing and being carried.

Sitti began to sing.

It was an old song, in a dialect so thick Tariq could not understand all the words. Something about a bride and a groom and an olive tree that grew in their courtyard. Something about love and patience and the long slow work of living. Her voice was cracked and thin now, but the melody held, passed down through generations of women who had sung it while they worked, while they cooked, while they rocked their children to sleep.

Leila's eyes closed. Her breathing deepened.

Tariq looked around the circle. His father, leaning back against a cushion, a rare smile on his face. His mother, watching them all with an expression that held everything... love and pride and something else, something that might have been fear, though Tariq did not recognize it as such. His grandmother, singing. His brother, unusually still, listening.

And in his arms, his sister, warm and soft and trusting.

He thought, again, without words: This is forever.
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LATER, AFTER THE MEAL was cleared and the dishes washed, after his father had said the evening prayers and his grandmother had kissed them all goodnight, Tariq lay in his bed and listened.

The house settled around him. The stones creaked as they cooled. Somewhere, a dog barked. From the next room, where his parents slept, he heard the murmur of their voices, too low to make out words, but recognizable as the sound of two people who belonged to each other. Beside him, on the mattress they shared, Mahmoud's breathing had already evened into sleep.

Leila slept in the corner, in the small bed that had once been his, her blanket pulled up to her chin.

Tariq put his hand in his pocket. The olive was still there, small and hard. He took it out and held it up in the darkness, though he could not see it. Tomorrow's oil. His future.

He put it back in his pocket and closed his eyes.

In the next room, his mother's voice rose briefly... a laugh, quiet and warm. His father murmured something in response. Then silence, then the soft sounds of sleep beginning.

Tariq smiled in the dark.

This, he thought. This is forever.

––––––––
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THE OLIVE IN HIS POCKET would stay there for three more days, until he forgot about it and his mother found it when she washed his clothes. She would put it on the windowsill, where it would dry and shrivel in the sun. Years later, long after she was gone, it would still be there... a small, hard thing, overlooked by everyone, waiting for a hand that would never come to claim it.

But Tariq did not know that. In this moment, he knew only warmth and safety and the sound of his family breathing in the dark.

He slept.
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Chapter 2: The Distant Thunder
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The Soldiers Arrive

It was a Tuesday in late spring, two years after the harvest that Tariq had believed would last forever, and he was learning to be a bird.

Mahmoud had invented the game. The rules were simple: you climbed as high as you could into the old olive tree at the edge of the village, the one with branches like outstretched arms, and you stayed there as long as you could, watching the world below. The one who came down first was not a bird. The one who came down last was the eagle, the falcon, the thing that ruled the sky.

Tariq had been the eagle for three days running. Mahmoud was heavier, and the branches that held Tariq creaked under his brother's weight. This gave Tariq an advantage he exploited ruthlessly.

Today they had chosen the tree that overlooked the road. It was not a real road, not like the paved ones in the cities Tariq had only seen in pictures. It was dirt and stone, winding up from the valley, used by farmers and their donkeys and the occasional truck that brought supplies to the village. From his perch, Tariq could see it unrolling below him like a brown ribbon, could see the terraced hillsides falling away, could see, in the impossibly far distance, the glitter of the sea.

"The sea," he said, pointing.

Mahmoud, three branches below, did not look up.

"I've seen it."

"You have not."

"I have. In books. In school."

"That's not seeing."

"It's seeing enough." Mahmoud shifted, and the branch groaned. "Anyway, it's just water. What's so special about water?"

Tariq did not have an answer. He only knew that the sea called to him, that he wanted to stand at its edge and let it wet his feet, that he wanted to know if it tasted the way it looked... blue and salt and endless. But he could not explain this to his brother, who at ten (nearly eleven) had decided that feelings were for girls and babies.

So he said nothing, and watched the sea, and pretended to be an eagle.

That was when he saw the dust.

It rose from the road at the bottom of the valley, a brown plume that grew as he watched. Something was coming. Something moving fast.

"Mahmoud." His voice was sharp.

"What?"

"There." He pointed.

Mahmoud climbed higher, fast enough that the branches shook. He reached Tariq's perch and wedged himself onto a neighboring limb, his eyes following Tariq's finger.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Mahmoud said, quietly:

"We should go."

"What is it?"

"I don't know. But we should go."

They climbed down fast, too fast, Tariq scraping his palm on a rough patch of bark and barely noticing. By the time their feet hit the ground, the dust plume had resolved into shapes. Jeeps. Three of them. Military jeeps, the color of sand, with soldiers inside.

Tariq had seen soldiers before. They existed in the world the way the clouds existed... a fact, a background, something adults spoke about in lowered voices. He had seen them at checkpoints when his father took him to the city, had watched his father's face go still and careful, had felt the tension in his father's hand where it gripped his own. But he had never seen them this close. He had never seen them in Beit Jala.

"Come on." Mahmoud grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the village, not running but walking fast, the way you walked when you didn't want to attract attention but needed to move.

They slipped between houses, through gaps in walls, along paths only children knew. The jeeps were already entering the village by the time they reached the main street, and Tariq pressed himself against a wall and peered around the corner.

The jeeps stopped in the open space near the well. Soldiers jumped out, their rifles swinging as they moved. They wore helmets and vests and expressions that Tariq could not read. They looked hot ~ the sun was high and brutal ~ and tired, and angry in a way that seemed to have nothing to do with this place, this moment, these people.

People were emerging from their houses. Not running, not gathering, just appearing in doorways, in windows, standing still and watching. An old man continued to sit on his stoop, smoking, as if nothing was happening. A woman called her children inside without raising her voice.

The soldiers spread out. One of them ~ the leader, Tariq thought, because he was shouting ~ pointed at the men who had been unlucky enough to be in the street. At Uncle Rashid, who had been walking back from his vegetable patch with a basket of tomatoes. At Abu Jamil, the baker, flour still dusting his arms. At three other men Tariq knew by sight but not by name.

"Against the wall!" the soldier shouted in Arabic, heavily accented but understandable. "Now! Against the wall!"

Uncle Rashid did not move fast enough. The soldier shoved him, and the basket went flying, tomatoes rolling in the dust, bursting red against the stones. Rashid stumbled, caught himself, and walked to the wall with the others. They lined up, hands on the stones, legs spread.

Tariq could not breathe.

The soldiers searched them, patting their bodies with hands that moved too fast, too hard. They checked their pockets, pulled out wallets, threw them on the ground. They asked questions Tariq could not hear, and the men answered in voices that tried to be calm.

Mahmoud's hand found his and squeezed. Tariq squeezed back.

They watched for an hour. For two hours. The sun moved across the sky and the men stood against the wall and the soldiers stood in the shade of their jeeps, drinking water from bottles, smoking cigarettes, occasionally shouting at the men to stay where they were. Some of the village women brought water to the soldiers ~ not to the men against the wall, because that would have been seen as defiance ~ and the soldiers took it without thanks.

Uncle Rashid's legs began to shake. He had been standing for too long, and he was not young... fifty at least, though Tariq had never thought of him as old until this moment. The soldier who had shoved him noticed the shaking and walked over, slow and casual.

"You tired, old man?"

Rashid said nothing.

The soldier stood behind him. Close. Tariq could see the rifle slung across his chest, could see the way his finger rested near the trigger. The soldier waited. Rashid shook.

Then, for no reason Tariq could see, the soldier laughed and walked away.

The sun continued to move. Tariq's legs were cramping from crouching, but he did not dare move. Mahmoud's grip on his hand had become painful, but he did not pull away.

Finally, when the shadows had grown long and the heat had begun to ease, the soldiers got back in their jeeps and drove away. They did not look back. They did not say anything. They simply left, the way they had come, and the dust settled slowly behind them.

The men against the wall did not move for a long moment. Then, one by one, they pushed off and walked away, stiff-legged, silent. Abu Jamil went straight into his bakery. The other men disappeared into their houses.

Uncle Rashid stood where he was for a moment, looking at the scattered tomatoes, the burst fruit bleeding into the dust. Then he bent ~ slowly, painfully ~ and began to gather what was left.

Tariq's father appeared from somewhere, walking fast. He reached Rashid and put a hand on his shoulder. They spoke quietly. Rashid shook his head. His father picked up some of the tomatoes, the ones that were still whole, and helped Rashid walk toward his house.

Rashid was limping. His left leg dragged slightly, as if it had forgotten how to work.

Tariq watched until they disappeared. Then he looked at Mahmoud. His brother's face was pale, set in an expression Tariq had never seen before.

"Come on," Mahmoud said. His voice was rough. "We should go home."

They went home.
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FOR WEEKS AFTER THAT, Uncle Rashid walked with a limp. He said it was nothing, just a muscle pulled from standing too long. But Tariq noticed that he sat differently now, favoring one side. He noticed that Rashid's jokes, which had always been frequent and loud, became fewer. He noticed that sometimes, when a car backfired in the village, Rashid would flinch.

He noticed, but he did not say anything. He was eight years old, almost nine, and he was learning that some things were not to be spoken.
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THE STORIES AT NIGHT:

The world, Tariq discovered, was made of whispers.

They came at night, after the children were supposed to be asleep. They came from the courtyard, where the adults sat with tea and the darkness and voices so low they were almost breathing. They came from the kitchen, where his mother and Sitti worked side by side, their heads bent together. They came from the street, from neighbors stopping by "just to visit," from the men who gathered at Abu Jamil's bakery in the early morning before the bread was done.

Tariq listened.

He did not mean to. He was not trying to spy. But his bed was near the window, and the window opened onto the courtyard, and the adults forgot, sometimes, that children had ears. So he heard things. He pieced them together, the way he pieced together the puzzle his father had bought him from the city, one piece at a time, until a picture emerged.

Nadim was taken.

Nadim was nineteen years old, the son of the widow who lived at the edge of the village. He had gone to the city to find work, and at the checkpoint, something had happened. No one knew exactly what. There were different versions. He had argued with a soldier. He had been carrying something he should not have been carrying. He had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time. But the result was the same: he was taken. To a prison. To a place his mother could not visit, could not write to, could not even know for certain existed.

Tariq heard his mother telling his father about it, her voice shaking. Heard his father's silence, which was worse than words. Heard his mother say:

"She sits by the window all day. She doesn't eat. She just sits there, waiting."

And his father, finally:

"What else can she do?"
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MAHMOUD WAS SHOT.

Not Tariq's Mahmoud... not his big brother. This was a different Mahmoud, a cousin on his mother's side, a boy of sixteen who had gone with his father to tend their fields. The fields were near the fence. The fence was near the settlement. The settlement had guards. There was a checkpoint, or something like a checkpoint, or maybe just a soldier who saw something he did not like. A boy running. A boy who was where he should not have been. A boy who, perhaps, had thrown a stone... though this part was never clear, never confirmed, always whispered.

The bullet had hit his leg. The leg had become infected. By the time they got him to a hospital, it was too late. They had to cut it off.

Tariq heard this from hi brother Mahmoud, who had heard it from a friend whose older brother had been there. He did not understand, at first, what "cut it off" meant. When he understood, he could not sleep for three nights. He kept seeing a leg, just a leg, lying on the ground.
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THE LAND BEYOND THE fence was gone.

Tariq had never seen it, not really. He had seen it from the hills, a stretch of green that seemed to go on forever, rolling toward a horizon he could not reach. His grandfather had farmed there, once. His great-grandfather. His great-great-grandfather, back and back into time. There were stories about that land... about the well that never ran dry, about the olive trees that were older than the oldest memory, about the way the light fell across it in the evenings, gold and purple and something like holiness.

Now it was gone. Not taken, exactly... the word was complicated, involved agreements and lines on maps and things Tariq did not understand. But gone. Behind the fence. Behind the wire. In the hands of people who would never know its stories, never taste its oil, never sit beneath its trees and feel the weight of generations settling over them like a blanket.

His father sat in the courtyard at night and stared at the lights on the horizon.

The lights were bright, brighter than anything in Beit Jala. They burned all night, never flickering, never failing. They were the lights of the settlement, the place where the people who had taken the land lived. Tariq had heard that they had electricity all the time, that they never ran out of water, that their children played in parks while the children of Beit Jala played in dust.

His father stared at those lights for hours sometimes. He did not speak. He did not move. He just sat, and stared, and Tariq would watch him from the window and feel something tighten in his chest, something he had no name for.
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HIS FATHER BECAME QUIETER.

It happened slowly, the way a sky darkens before a storm, so gradually that you hardly notice until the light is gone. He still worked the trees, still tended the grove, still took Tariq with him in the mornings before dawn. But he did not point out the stars anymore. He did not tell stories about the Romans, about the grandfathers, about the land. He worked in silence, and Tariq worked beside him, and the silence grew between them like a thing with weight.

Sometimes, at night, Tariq would wake to find his father still in the courtyard, still staring at the lights. He would watch until his eyes grew heavy, until sleep pulled him under, and in the morning his father would be there, making tea, ready for the day, as if nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Something was happening. Tariq could feel it, the way you feel a storm coming in your bones.
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THE LESSON:

He asked the question on a morning in late autumn, two years after the soldiers had come. He was ten years old now, and the world had become a place of edges.

They were in the grove, just the two of them. Mahmoud had stayed home with a fever, and Leila was with their mother, and Sitti was too old now to make the climb. So it was just Tariq and his father, working the trees in the kind of silence that had become their custom.

But Tariq could not keep the question inside any longer. It had been building for two years, growing with every whisper he overheard, every story he pieced together, every night he watched his father stare at the lights. It sat in his chest like a stone, and he needed to set it down.

"Baba."

His father looked up from the branch he was stripping. His face was thinner than it had been two years ago, the lines deeper.

"Why do they come here?"

The question hung in the air between them. For a long moment, his father did not move. His hands rested on the branch, still as stone. Tariq thought he had not heard, or would not answer.

Then his father lowered his hands and straightened, slowly, the way old men straighten, though he was not old... only forty-two, only a man in the middle of his life.

He looked at Tariq for a long time. His eyes held something Tariq could not name... sorrow, maybe, or anger, or something beyond both. Then he looked away, toward the sea, toward the lights that were invisible in the daylight but still there, still waiting.

"Because they can," he said.

His voice was quiet, flat, as if he was stating a fact about the weather.

"Because we are weak. Because our olives are not as important as their safety. Because we are here and they are there and they have the guns and the jeeps and the planes, and we have... this."

He gestured at the grove, at the trees, at the terraced hillside that his family had tended for longer than anyone could remember.

Tariq did not understand. He understood the words, but not the shape they made together.

"But this is ours."

"Yes."

"Then why..."

"Because 'ours' doesn't matter." His father's voice cracked, just slightly, and he stopped. He took a breath. He looked at Tariq again, and this time his eyes were wet.

"Listen to me, ibnī." He knelt, the way he had knelt when Tariq was small, so that their eyes were level. The ground was hard beneath his knees, but he did not seem to notice. "This land is ours. This earth, these trees, these stones. Your grandfather is in this earth. His father is in this earth. When I die, I will be in this earth. And one day, you will be in this earth. Do you understand?"

Tariq nodded, though he did not, not really.

"No matter what happens," his father said, "no matter who comes, no matter what they take, remember that. Remember whose son you are. Remember whose grandson. Remember the taste of this oil and the smell of this earth and the way the light falls across this hillside in the morning. They can take many things. They cannot take that."

He reached out and put his hand on Tariq's chest, over his heart.

"It lives here. As long as you remember, it lives. And as long as it lives, they have not won."

Tariq looked at his father's hand, brown and weathered, the knuckles swollen from years of work. He looked at his father's face, so close to his own. He saw the love there, and the grief, and something else... something fierce and unyielding that he would only understand years later, when he had a child of his own.

"I'll remember," he said.

His father nodded. He stood, slowly, his knees cracking. He picked up his pole and went back to work, beating the branches, sending olives raining down onto the nets.

Tariq stood still for a moment. He looked at the sea, glittering in the distance. He looked at the lights he could not see, the lights that burned all night beyond the horizon. He put his hand on his chest, where his father's hand had been, and felt his heart beating beneath his ribs.

Whose son you are.

He did not fully understand. He was ten years old, and the world was still too large for him, too complicated, too full of things he could not grasp. But he remembered. He remembered his father's face, his father's voice, his father's hand on his chest. He remembered the olives falling, the sea glittering, the lights burning in the dark.

He remembered.

And he followed his father into the trees, and they worked together in silence until the sun set and the stars came out and the lights on the horizon began to burn.
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THAT NIGHT, LYING IN his bed, listening to the murmur of his parents' voices from
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