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PROLOGUE
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THE LOCKED GATE
On the afternoon Noor found her father behind the locked gate, the temperature in the summer garden had reached thirty seven degrees.

The place was not yet open. Yellow tape crossed the entrance. The paving stones were stacked in uneven towers, and the channels that would carry rainwater through the planting beds ended in dry trenches. Beyond the mesh fence, Elias stood beneath the unfinished pergola with one hand on a post.

He had no hat. His walking stick lay on the ground.

Noor rattled the gate. "How did you get in?"

Elias looked at her as though the question required architectural thought. Sweat had darkened the collar of his shirt. His right foot trembled against the gravel but did not move.

"Spare key," he said.

"Where is it?"

"In the lock."

The key was on his side.

Noor took out her telephone. "I am calling Mum."

"No."

"You have been missing for forty minutes."

"I have not been missing. I knew where I was."

"No one else did."

The old distinction. Elias had always believed that knowing his own intention should count for more than the fear caused by his absence. Noor had always believed that fear created a debt simply by existing. Both beliefs had become more expensive as his body changed.

A gust moved through the open frame. The shade cloth lifted and fell with the sound of a sail. Beyond the orchard, clouds had gathered over the sea, dark at their lower edges. The forecast promised a storm after weeks without rain.

"Can you walk to the gate?" Noor asked.

"I am trying."

She saw it then. His feet were fixed in the gravel, his upper body leaning towards a movement that had not begun. The neurologist had called it freezing. Elias called it the body's refusal to accept instructions from a mind that had not yet learned to ask politely.

Noor slipped her telephone into her pocket.

"Look at the drainage line," she said.

A narrow blue cord had been stretched across the path to mark where the first channel would be cut.

"I see it."

"Step over it."

"I know the trick."

"Knowing is not the same as doing."

He gave her a look that belonged to another year, another argument. Then he breathed out, shifted his weight, and lifted one foot. It landed beyond the cord. The second followed.

Noor did not praise him. He hated praise for movements that had once required no witness.

At the gate he tried to turn the key, but his fingers shook against the metal. Noor put her hand through the mesh.

"May I?"

He kept hold of the key.

Thunder sounded far inland.

"Elias."

He looked towards the planting beds. At the far end, a young fig tree stood in a black plastic pot. Its leaves had folded in the heat.

"I wanted to see whether the new line reached the figs," he said.

"The line is not connected."

"I know that now."

"Why did you come alone?"

He turned the key at last. The gate opened several inches. Noor caught it before it swung against him.

"Because everyone is building this place for me," he said. "I wanted to enter once before it became a kindness I had to be grateful for."

The sentence angered her because she understood it.

Rain struck the dust in three widely spaced drops. Each left a dark mark.

Noor picked up his walking stick. "Mum is at the flat waiting for you."

"Do not tell her I used the spare key."

"I am not lying for you."

"I did not ask you to lie."

"You asked me to remove the truth."

He looked at her hand around the stick. "You have become very precise."

"I had good teachers."

The first heavy drops began to fall. They struck the shade cloth, the stacked stone, the dry metal channels. Within seconds, the dust became a smell so strong it seemed to rise from years rather than earth.

Elias stepped through the gate. Noor closed it behind him.

"Did the water reach the figs?" he asked.

She looked back. Rain was gathering in the unfinished channel, moving towards the lowest bed. Halfway there, it escaped through a gap and disappeared into the gravel.

"Not yet," she said.

Neither of them spoke on the walk to the car.

By the time Miriam called, Noor had already decided what part of the truth she would carry alone.
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What we keep alive
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