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			INTRODUCTION

			 

			I SIT SHIVERING IN the tiny, freezing cell of an Israeli interrogation center, my wrists and ankles sore from the tightly clasped shackles digging into them. I inhale deeply, trying to suppress the flow of tears streaming down my cheeks now that I finally have a moment to myself, away from the taunts and jeers of the soldiers who’ve been harassing me for hours. Here, I allow myself to momentarily let down my guard. I’m all alone in this cell, but I feel no privacy. I spot cameras above me, on two opposite corners of the ceiling, pointed right at me. One seems to capture the cell’s bathroom, which has a partially exposed ceiling. I’ve been dying to empty my bladder for hours, but with the risk of being filmed, I have refused to go.

			For a second, I ask myself how I ended up here. How did it come to this? But I know better than to agonize over this question. This moment was inevitable, something I expected my whole life. Getting arrested by the Israeli army was always a matter of when, not if.

			Days earlier, I slapped a fully armed Israeli soldier in the face in front of my house, a slap that reverberated around the world. It wasn’t the first time I hit one of them; nor was it the first time it was captured on film, but it was certainly the most noticed. In a state that controls every aspect of my life, I have become the object of widespread enmity. Some even want me dead for daring to insult the central symbol of their occupation. But what I did was a natural reaction to seeing belligerent foreign occupiers on my family’s land, an immoral army that had just nearly killed my cousin and was now shooting at children from the entrance of my home. And now I must pay for what I did.

			Still, I ask myself, Why now? I’m only sixteen years old and in my senior year of high school. I should be taking my English final exam today, and I worry how much I’ll fall behind by missing it. How long will I be forced to be away from school? I’ve worked so hard to get to this point, and my entire future rides on the test scores I pull off at the end of the year. I’m supposed to be studying right now, not sitting here under arrest. I’m supposed to graduate in a few months, not be locked up in prison. This thought makes me cry even more.

			I close my eyes to try to plug the tears now pouring, but also because I can no longer bear the sight of the feces-stained walls surrounding me in this repulsive cell. Instead, my mind flashes back to the inflection points that brought me to this moment. The memories I’ll never be able to shake, no matter how hard I try, now revisit me in an ambush. There I am, a five-year-old, sobbing in the middle of the night because Israeli soldiers have once again barged into our house to arrest my father. I see my mother falling on the concrete road after being shot by a soldier in a jeep; my younger brother pinned to the ground by another soldier, who is squeezing his little neck in a chokehold; my favorite uncle bleeding to death on the rocks behind our home.

			This was the price my village paid for the unarmed resistance movement we dared to wage against our occupiers, the violent punishment we incurred for holding weekly protests to defend our rights and our land. I see the water cannons, the tear gas, the rubber-coated steel bullets, and the live rounds I grew up constantly having to dodge, sometimes more successfully than others. I replay all the visits to the hospital and all the funeral processions we marched in when the army killed one of our own. I hear the wailing sobs of our mothers and aunts in anguish and the defiant chants of our grieving loved ones demanding justice. I think about all the stories I’ve heard from my relatives, young and old, who were held captive in Israeli prisons. There are far too many of them for me even to attempt to count. Being arrested by Israel’s army has always been a fact of life for us, practically a rite of passage that’s impossible to avoid.

			And now my turn has come.

		

	
		
		
			CHILDHOOD

			 

			I GREW UP IN a tiny village in the West Bank called Nabi Saleh. It’s a twenty-five-minute drive northwest of Ramallah, the vibrant, booming city that’s a cultural and commercial hub for Palestinians. Nabi Saleh, by contrast, is small and simple. We have a school, a mosque, a little market, and a gas station. Most important, we have each other. The six hundred residents of my village are all related by blood or marriage, part of the extended Tamimi family. My classmates and friends were also my cousins. It’s a tight-knit community where everyone looks out for one another. And it’s been that way for hundreds of years.

			At first glance, Nabi Saleh appears to be a peaceful place. It’s a quiet, idyllic village, home to endless hills dotted with olive trees between which wild horses and donkeys often roam. Unobstructed sunsets cast magical hues of red, purple, and gold in the sky. Children play outside freely, running from house to house, usually finding a welcoming adult to fill their bellies with a home-cooked meal.

			But first impressions don’t tell the whole story. To get that, you’d have to look across the main road of our village, to the hill on the other side of the valley. There sits the Jewish Israeli settlement of Halamish, a gated community with neatly arranged red-tile-roofed homes, manicured lawns, playgrounds, and a swimming pool. But Halamish wasn’t always there. It was illegally established on our village’s land in 1977. It’s one of hundreds of Israeli settlements built on Palestinian land in violation of international law. These settlements are essentially Jewish Israeli colonies, and they continue to multiply at the expense of the indigenous Palestinian population. Over the years, we’ve watched the creeping expansion of Halamish, its settlers confiscating more of our land and resources with the full approval of the state of Israel. Not just approval, but facilitation, too. Israel installed a military base right next to the settlement, to protect its residents and to make our lives in the village a living hell.

			But Nabi Saleh is just a microcosm of Palestine. For the past century, the Palestinian people have been fighting Zionist efforts to take more and more of our land. Zionism is a nationalist movement that began among some European Jews in the late nineteenth century. Its founders believed that the answer to mounting anti-Semitism in Europe was for Jews to settle in Palestine, which was still a territory of the Ottoman Empire at the time, populated by Arabs who were majority Muslim, with Christian and Jewish minorities, too. Only a handful of Jews took up the call then, but during World War I, the Zionist movement secured significant help from the British Empire. In 1917, the British issued the Balfour Declaration, which pledged to establish “a national home for the Jewish people” in Palestine. By the time World War I was over, the British had taken control of Palestine from the Ottomans. Under their colonial rule in the years that followed, a period known as the British Mandate, they made good on their 1917 promise by facilitating the immigration of thousands more European Jews to Palestine. In doing so, the British gave away land that wasn’t theirs, with no regard for the indigenous-majority population living there: the Palestinians.

			They’d eventually come to pay a price for the mess they created. From 1936 to 1939, Palestinians waged a massive nationwide uprising against the British and their pro-Zionist policies. It was called the Arab Revolt, and while the British managed to violently suppress it, their troubles didn’t end there. Beginning in 1944, several armed Zionist groups comprised of European Jewish settlers launched violent attacks against the British, who by then were trying to limit Jewish immigration to Palestine. The Zionists wanted the British gone and made it increasingly dangerous and costly for them to stay. By 1947, the British decided they had had enough and handed over the problem of Palestine to the United Nations.

			Meanwhile, the Holocaust, during which up to six million Jews were savagely murdered by Nazi forces in World War II, devastated European Jewry but also changed Palestine forever. The Holocaust resulted in hundreds of thousands of survivors, traumatized and imperiled, fleeing Europe—tens of thousands of them to Palestine. Ashamed by their failure to protect Europe’s Jews from Hitler’s camps and ever reluctant, for domestic political reasons, to allow large-scale immigration of the survivors, much of the international community recognized the Zionist demand for a state of their own in Palestine. In 1947, the United Nations approved a plan to partition Palestine into a Jewish state and a Palestinian Arab state, with Jerusalem remaining under international control.

			The partition plan gave 55 percent of the land of historic Palestine to the Jewish state and only 42 percent to the Palestinian Arab state. But Palestinians at the time made up 67 percent of the population and owned the vast majority of the land, while Jews made up 37 percent of the population and owned only 7 percent of the land. Palestinians rejected the plan outright—how could they accept what they could see only as the Zionists’ colonial theft of their land? The Zionists, for their part, celebrated that they were finally getting the Jewish state they had dreamed of. Violence erupted between the two groups immediately after the plan was approved.

			Israel declared its statehood on May 14, 1948, but not on empty, uninhabited land. The state was established on the land of my grandparents: historic Palestine. European Jews created a state on territory where the majority of residents were the indigenous Palestinian population. And in order to achieve this state in which they would be the majority, the Zionists had to violently evict the Palestinian majority. Even today, many Zionist thinkers freely admit that without the ethnic cleansing of 1948, they would not have had their Jewish state.

			Palestinians painfully commemorate the events of 1948 as Al-Nakba, or “the Catastrophe.” That’s because, upon declaring its statehood, Israel unleashed its militias to force 750,000 Palestinians to flee their homes and destroyed more than 400 Palestinian villages. Some Palestinians managed to stay, retaining their land and houses inside what would become modern-day Israel. Meanwhile, the Arab countries that went to war with Israel in 1948 couldn’t defeat the newly established Zionist state, which had secured millions of dollars in aid from donors in the United States. Jordan managed to capture East Jerusalem and the West Bank (where Nabi Saleh is located), and Egypt took control of Gaza. But in the end, Israel had seized way more of Palestine than the United Nations’ partition plan ever gave it.

			Israel’s campaign to ethnically cleanse the land of its native Palestinian population didn’t stop in 1948. It has never stopped. Today, generations of Palestinian refugees, more than seven million of them and their decendants, live across the globe. It’s the longest unresolved refugee crisis in the world. Some Palestinians still hold on to the old iron keys of the houses from which they were expelled, in the hope of finally being granted the right of return—a right that is supported by international law but vehemently denied by the state of Israel.

			Israel captured even more Palestinian land in the 1967 Arab-Israeli War. After swiftly defeating neighboring Arab armies in a matter of days, Israel seized Gaza, the West Bank, and East Jerusalem and began a military occupation of these Palestinian territories that, to this day, has no end in sight.

			Growing up under a foreign military occupation means living under the constant threat of state-sanctioned violence. It also means living with the total absence of freedom, which is the case for more than five million Palestinians in the occupied territories today. We’re not citizens of Israel; nor do we have a say or any political rights in the state that controls every aspect of our lives. We’re stuck with the inability to plan for our futures, to travel freely, or even to move about our territories from city to city without having to cross military checkpoints. We need permission to build our homes, to travel, to work—all the basic rights and freedoms you might take for granted living in a civil society simply don’t exist when you’re living under military occupation. It’s not an easy life, and yet, it’s the only one I’ve ever known.

			Israel justifies controlling us and denying us our rights by claiming it’s about security. It has succeeded in convincing its own people and its supporters around the world that it needs to do so out of fear of existential elimination. But the facts tell a different story. Israel is a nuclear-armed country. It has had peace treaties in place with its neighboring Arab countries Egypt and Jordan since 1979 and 1994, respectively, and has normalized relations with a host of other Arab countries in recent years. Despite this, Israel continues its land confiscation, erasure of Palestinian life, and domination over us.

			One of the most egregious ways Israel carries this out is by imposing an apartheid regime. The word apartheid originated in South Africa in 1948 to describe a system of white-minority rule. It refers to legalized segregation and discrimination whereby people living in the same territory are subject to different policies and protections by the state. Israeli apartheid is characterized by Jewish Israeli supremacy over the indigenous Palestinian population. Jewish Israelis, including the ones living in illegal settlements on occupied Palestinian territory, all enjoy full democratic rights and the privileges of citizenship. But as Palestinians in the occupied territories, we get none of that. While they’re governed by Israeli civil law, we’re ruled by Israeli military law. There’s even a color-coded identification system to help facilitate this apartheid. We’re forced to carry green identification cards at all times, which dictate the limited possibilities of our lives. The white license plates that Israel assigns to our cars stipulate which roads we’re allowed to drive on. The smoothly paved bypass roads—built exclusively for settlers, of course—are off-limits to us. Only Israeli cars with yellow license plates can drive on those.

			But we Palestinians have never accepted this life on our knees. Patriotism and activism course through the veins of the Palestinian people, particularly the ones from my village. We fought against the British when they occupied Palestine. We fought in the 1948 war. And when Israel’s illegal settlement construction made its way to our village, the people of Nabi Saleh resisted that, too.

			After the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, Israel saw the birth of a Jewish settler movement made up of religious-nationalist zealots who claimed that the West Bank was their God-given land dating back to ancient biblical times. My father, Bassem, was a young boy in 1977, when Jewish settlers came and started building on our village’s land, but he, too, joined the effort to protect Nabi Saleh from theft and colonization. He was tear-gassed for the very first time before he even turned ten. But that didn’t deter him from devoting his life to activism in the hope of freeing Palestine—something he has paid a heavy price for. Between 1988 and 2013, Israel arrested him nine times, and most of the sentences he served were under “administrative detention.” Israel uses this designation to imprison Palestinians for up to six months without having to charge them or give them a trial. After six months, the state can renew the detention through a military administrative order. Some Palestinians end up serving years under administrative detention without ever knowing why they’re being held. I have just as many memories of my dad being absent in my childhood as I do of him being around. You can never really get used to growing up without a father, but we had no option but to get accustomed to the reality that Baba was in prison and would be missing another one of our birthdays, or the Eid holidays.

			One of my earliest childhood memories is visiting my father in an Israeli prison in the Naqab (Negev) Desert. I was three years old at the time. Back then, the Israeli authorities allowed family members to bring home-cooked food for their imprisoned loved ones. My mom would wake up in the middle of the night to cook stuffed grape leaves or bake small savory pies either stuffed with spinach or topped with ground beef and spices. Then she’d wake me and my older brother, Waed, before dawn and get us dressed in time to catch the long bus ride to the prison. We’d be strip-searched upon arrival and made to sit in a waiting area outside. When it was finally visitation time, we’d sit across a table from my dad, separated from him by a metal fence with small holes. I remember poking my little fingers through the holes and feeling delighted at being small enough to be able to touch him.

			

			—

			I WAS THE SECOND born out of four children, and the only girl. My brother Waed is three years older than me. Growing up, I considered him my hero and confidant. I have fond memories of walking to school together, before my two younger brothers were old enough to join us. I daydreamed constantly as a young girl, especially on those early morning walks to school, when I still wasn’t fully awake. My mind meandered, and my legs dawdled, as if I had all the free time in the world and nowhere to be. Waed would drag me along by my backpack, yelling at me to wake up and walk faster. But on our way home from school, he’d toss over his own backpack for me to carry and then ditch me to run off and play with his friends.

			In the times we did play together, he treated me no differently from a boy, which no doubt helped toughen me up. He often exercised his clout as the oldest sibling and ordered me and my younger brothers to carry out his chores around the house. But I didn’t mind too much. Waed is persuasive and oozes charisma. Anyone who meets him instantly falls under his charming spell. He’s lighthearted and jokes constantly—an overall delight to be around. I, however, have always been reserved in a way that’s often misread as shy or standoffish. I don’t have a magnetic personality and am not very social. Though I have a few close friends, I’ve always been most comfortable keeping to myself.

			Almost three years after I was born came my younger brother Abu Yazan, whose name translates to “father of Yazan.” If that sounds like an odd name for a young boy, it’s because it is. His real name is Mohammad, but because there are so many other Mohammads in the village, we almost exclusively call him Abu Yazan. The story of how that nickname came about is a rather funny one. When he was a toddler, my little brother waddled around in a way nearly identical to an old man in a neighboring village named Abu Yazan. So, naturally, we started calling him that, and the name stuck. He never seemed to mind it, even though Abu Yazan is the most short-tempered one of us all. He’s moody and stubborn, and you certainly don’t want to get on his bad side. But I understand him better than most people. Neither of us takes ourselves too seriously, which is one of the reasons we get along so well.

			Salam was born a couple of years after Abu Yazan. He’s the baby of the family and has always been adored by all. His round, cherubic face is matched with a personality just as sweet. He’s the only one of the siblings who never gave my parents any trouble, partly because he’s always been a sensitive child who hates to disappoint anyone. But when he was six years old, Salam famously threw a fit and cried nonstop to my parents, telling them he hated his name and wanted to change it. “Why did you give me this awful name?” he bawled, throwing his hands up in the air in exasperation. Salam, in Arabic, means “peace,” and he was sick of constantly hearing all the adults around him curse peace as they discussed failed negotiation after failed negotiation between Israeli and Palestinian leaders. We cursed these so-called peace talks because they served only to legitimize Israel’s theft of our land and oppression of our people. Every Palestinian knows that there can never be peace in the absence of justice—so this false concept of “peace” wasn’t just elusive; it was farcical. For my poor little brother, his entire existence was regrettably attached to our collective frustration over this abused word. And so, he begged for a new name.

			My mother, Nariman, has always been the glue that holds our family together. It wasn’t easy to bear the brunt of raising four children alone because her husband was usually either in prison or sleeping away from home to evade his next inevitable arrest. But Mama made it look easy. You’d never know about all the hardship she has endured in her life because her sense of joy and hope has always remained fully intact. She has a spirit that’s impossible to crush and a heart that thrives on giving to others. It’s one of the reasons she’s so loved and respected by everyone who knows her. Growing up, I’d beam with pride watching men and women of all ages coming over to our house to seek my mother’s advice and to confide their secrets to her. Mama has always been the strongest person I know, and watching her has taught me a lot about how to be self-reliant and independent.

			As a child, I loved nothing more than to play outside in the street or on the many hills in our village. On the weekends, I’d sometimes go out to play as early as 7 a.m. and stay out until midnight, along with all the boys and girls in Nabi Saleh. As with other Palestinian children, our favorite game was Jaysh o ‘Arab, or “Army and Arabs,” which is basically the Palestinian version of cowboys and Indians. We’d divide ourselves into two groups: one group was the Israeli army, and the other group was the Palestinians. Within the Palestinian group, we assigned ourselves the roles of medics, journalists, and, of course, protesters. Those playing the role of Israeli army soldiers carried long pieces of wood shaped like rifles or, if they were lucky enough to own them, toy guns.

			As soon as the game officially began, the two sides would clash, mimicking the scenes we’d seen on the news and, eventually, on Fridays during our village’s resistance marches. The Palestinians in the game threw small rocks at the army, who responded by “shooting” them with their toy guns. Sometimes the kids playing the soldiers threw rocks back at their rivals, to ensure they fell. Usually, though, they just chased the “Palestinian” until they got them to fall to the ground. The “Palestinian” would of course fight back with all their might, but the “soldier” would beat them either until they were arrested—old shoelaces made excellent makeshift handcuffs—or until they gave up and cried out, “I’ve been shot!”

			I usually played a medic along with the other girls. When I’d hear a kid cry out that they’d been shot, I’d run over to my wounded compatriot to treat their injuries and, eventually, take them away in a make-believe ambulance. But when I wasn’t tending to the wounded, I also partook in the resistance by throwing stones myself. Meanwhile, the “soldiers” proceeded to chase down and arrest whomever they could. The children who were playing journalists pretended to document it all, occasionally grabbing one of the Palestinian protesters for an interview. It was great fun.

			The rules of the game stipulated that anyone who was arrested was disqualified and that anyone who was killed and became a martyr got to come back to life and play another role. Sometimes, though, we’d bend the rules and pretend that one of the kids who was arrested had served a year-long prison sentence and was getting released. We’d take a break from the fighting to give him a hero’s welcome, complete with celebratory singing and chanting.

			We played Jaysh o ‘Arab any chance we could, sometimes starting in the morning and wrapping up past our bedtimes, long after the sun had set and our parents had tired of calling us to come home. More often than not, we were so dedicated to our roles and committed to our battle that we truly roughed each other up. We played with such passion and conviction that we felt we were actually freeing Palestine. In hindsight, I recognize that this wasn’t the healthiest game to play. The trauma we regularly endured under occupation was so inescapable that it even manifested in our time meant for fun. Perhaps it was our way of coping.

			A less violent game we played regularly was bayt byoot, the Palestinian equivalent of playing house. If Jaysh o ‘Arab reflected our trauma and goals to liberate Palestine, playing house expressed our dreams of a normal life. We played on the hilltop behind my house, pairing off as husbands and wives, with each couple claiming an area of the hill as their home. We collected and arranged stones to section off each house, always leaving a gap for an entryway. We’d steal empty yogurt and labneh containers from our mothers’ kitchens and fill them up with soil, pretending to cook. We’d look out at the Halamish settlement across the road, with its neatly arranged homes covered with red-tile roofs, and call it “another country.” Sometimes one of us would pretend to travel there and then return to tell splendid tales from the faraway land.

			When I was around six years old, our game was suddenly interrupted by an Israeli army incursion into our village. This was before the weekly marches that Nabi Saleh became famous for, which means we were all still unaccustomed to regularly seeing soldiers. Until then, we’d see them only from afar, and if they did enter the village, it was for a specific purpose, like to arrest someone, which often occurred late at night.

			There were about ten of us playing, including my cousin and best friend, Marah, her siblings, and me and Waed, when we saw three army jeeps race up the road toward us. In a matter of seconds, soldiers began pouring out of the jeeps and running in our direction. Terrified, we bolted down the street and into Marah’s house to hide. Without thinking, we sprinted straight to her and her older sister Bisan’s bedroom and piled into the closet. Waed and Anan, Bisan and Marah’s brother, managed to climb onto the top shelf of the closet and squeeze themselves in there. The rest of us somehow packed ourselves in like sardines between all the hanging clothes. We stood trembling in fear, none of us daring to make a sound. From our hiding place, we could hear that soldiers had entered the house and were aggressively speaking Hebrew, which none of us understood. As their voices got closer, we knew it was only a matter of seconds before they entered the bedroom and possibly discovered us.

			Before we knew it, one of the soldiers opened the door to the closet, and we all came tumbling out, landing on top of the soldiers’ combat boots. Bisan, who was the oldest among us, mustered the courage to get off the floor and stand up. She looked up at the soldier with pleading puppy eyes.

			“Ammo,” she said, thinking that calling him “uncle” in a show of respect might somehow save us. “You’re not going to kill us, are you?”

			For his part, the soldier looked wildly amused at the sight of us all now lying on the floor. He didn’t kill us. But at that point, it was the scariest day of our lives.

			

			—

			ULTIMATELY, MY FAVORITE GAME was (and still is) soccer. It was more than just a hobby. My big dream in life was to grow up and play professionally for Barcelona. I was determined to get really good. I practiced every single day, including during my recess and lunch breaks at school. I memorized every fact about the sport. There wasn’t a player I didn’t know, and there wasn’t a match I missed, even if it meant staying up all night. For a while, Messi was my idol. But once Neymar joined Barcelona, when I was twelve years old, all bets were off. I admired everything about him—his skill on the field, his striking looks, and his charming smile—and all these traits earned him the status of my first official crush. Crush is probably an understatement; I was completely obsessed. My computer was full of pictures of Neymar. I also hung his picture above my bed, next to Messi’s. In time, I converted my younger cousin Janna into a die-hard Neymar fan as well. On one of Neymar’s birthdays, we baked a cake in his honor and messily spelled out his name with pink frosting. I wanted to meet him and become as good a player as him. But with time, the sobering reality of what it meant to be a Palestinian child growing up under occupation forced me to give up both those dreams.

			

			—

			MUCH OF MY EARLY childhood was shaped by the influence of my paternal grandmother, Farha, with whom I shared my bedroom growing up. Before my days in prison, she was the first and only roommate I ever had. Her bed was much softer and warmer than mine, and I often pretended I had had a nightmare, just to be able to snuggle next to her and doze off into a cozier slumber. I loved Tata Farha dearly. She was kind and caring, and she always put everyone else’s needs before her own. Anytime the other kids and I played outside, she’d chase us around with a big bottle of water and disposable plastic cups, insisting we take breaks to stay hydrated.

			She was also the best storyteller I’d ever met. Living with her meant my brothers and I got treated to nightly bedtime stories. But they weren’t the kind involving fairy tales or magical far-off lands or anything remotely soothing. Tata Farha’s bedtime tales were all real-life stories that taught us the history of our family, of the village, and of Palestine. Many reflected the hell and heartbreak she and our people had lived through. All of her stories were educational. They not only shaped my imagination, but also revealed to me the generational trauma that’s embedded in our DNA.

			Tata Farha’s name translates to “joy,” which I always found ironic because life had robbed her of so much of it. She had only two children: my father, Bassem, and his older sister, Bassema, who was killed tragically in one of Israel’s military courtrooms. This happened in 1993, before I or any of my brothers were born, but my grandma told us the story so many times, I feel like I was there. My Amto Bassema had gone to the court to attend the trial of one of her sons, who was imprisoned by Israel. There, a female military officer pushed her so hard she fell down a flight of stairs and hit her head. She died from a brain hemorrhage days later. Amto Bassema was the mother of five children, three sons and two daughters who would have to grow up without her. At the time, my father was also in prison. Israeli intelligence officials tortured him so badly during his interrogation that he fell into a coma for over a week.

			Imagine Tata Farha’s agony at that point: Her only daughter was suddenly killed, and now her only son was on the brink of death as well—both at the hands of the state of Israel. My father’s survival can only be described as a miracle. Even the doctors didn’t anticipate he’d live. He awoke from his coma only to learn that his sister was dead, and he was taken straight to her funeral. It was a tragedy from which neither he nor my grandmother ever recovered, although it did not defeat them. Despite her trauma, my grandmother tried her best to infuse levity into the story whenever she told it. She said that when my father came home with thirty-six stitches in his head, it was so swollen he appeared to have two heads. “One head here and one head there,” she’d say, gesturing as though holding two balloons up with her hands. My imagination often kicked into overdrive trying to picture my two-headed Baba. Still, any attempt at humor could never mask the pain my grandmother carried with her for the remainder of her life, up until she died in 2011. Sometimes, I’d hear her weeping in her slumber and calling out “Bassema!” to her long-deceased daughter.

			There were happier stories, too. My favorite one centered on our village’s natural freshwater spring, called Ayn Al Qaws, or “the Bow Spring.” It’s located on the main road, at the bottom of the hill, in the small valley that separates our village from Halamish. Tata Farha described how every day when she was growing up, the villagers would wake up at 5 a.m. and carry their jugs down to the spring. Once they filled them up with springwater, they’d trek back up the hill to give their goats and sheep some water and feed them, along with the chickens. Then they’d make the journey back down to collect more water before returning up the hill. They didn’t have sinks or coolers to stock up on water, so the spring and their old clay jugs were essentially lifelines for them.

			Village life back then, as my grandmother described it, was simple yet vibrant, and it continued to be that way even as I grew up—albeit with some obvious advancements in infrastructure and technology. As a young girl, I relished playing by the spring. On hot days, my cousins and I would splash one another with its cool water and giddily chase one another around the olive, fig, and citrus trees in the surrounding farmland. That land, including where the spring is located, is owned by one of the elders of the village, Bashir Tamimi. It was passed down to him by his father, who inherited it from his grandfather. But generations of family ownership didn’t matter to the Israeli settlers, who were determined to seize as much of the land as possible without letting anything or anyone stand in their way.

			By 2008, they had built an additional fence around the settlement that took in even more of our land. Palestinian farmers were cut off from their crops and grazing pastures, jeopardizing their livelihoods. Although the Israeli government protects the settlers and treats the land they steal as if it were part of Israel, this time an Israeli court actually ordered the fence to be taken down. It was, but the courts did nothing more to stop the settlers of Halamish. Undeterred, they took our precious Ayn Al Qaws spring and built a pool to collect the springwater. They added a shading structure, benches, and a swing set. They put up signs around the area that read Meir Spring, renaming our centuries-old water source after one of their settlement’s founders. And they could do this all because they were protected at every step by the Israeli military—after all, the Israeli military, the settlers, the courts, and the government are all part of the same system.

			Attempting to go down to the spring became an increasingly dangerous venture. It meant risking harassment, intimidation, and even physical violence both from the settlers and from the Israeli soldiers stationed there to protect them. Sometimes, the settlers brought their dogs and threatened to use them to attack us. Other times, they attacked us themselves with the weapons they constantly carried. Suddenly, trying to visit our own property meant having a gun drawn on us. The situation became extremely hostile and provocative, as some of the settlers occasionally bathed naked in the pool by the spring—a taboo in our society. Our parents ultimately stopped letting us go down there. Everyone in the village was disappointed at the loss of our spring, but more important, we were fed up.

			This chain of events was the impetus for the start of the unarmed grassroots resistance movement for which our village would eventually become famous. My father, along with my Ammo Naji (Marah’s father) and a few others in the community who had a history of activism, formed a popular resistance committee and strategized about how to most effectively protest not just the settlers’ confiscation of our land and resources, but the entire occupation and the countless injustices it regularly inflicted on us. They decided it should happen through sustained organized marches. The plan was for the people of Nabi Saleh—men, women, and children alike—to attempt to march down to the spring to affirm our right to the land our families had owned for generations and on which we relied for our survival. They picked a Friday in December 2009 to hold the first march. Friday is the start of the weekend in Palestine and the day on which communal afternoon prayers are held across the mosques. Once the Friday afternoon prayer ended in Nabi Saleh, everyone gathered outside the mosque in the village square and began marching down toward the spring.

			I was a couple of months shy of my ninth birthday at the time, and the violence that had been threatened during earlier attempts to visit the spring had been enough to scare me into staying at home. And I was glad I did. That day, armed settlers and soldiers confronted the villagers before they could even make it to the spring. The settlers threw stones, and the army fired tear gas and rubber-coated steel bullets, injuring twenty-five people. Back at home, I panicked when I heard the sound of gun blasts, worried about what might be happening to my parents, Waed, and Abu Yazan. I had stayed home with Salam, who was only three and didn’t quite understand what was going on. I glued myself to Tata Farha, who tried, with little success, to calm me down. When my family members returned home close to sunset, I was horrified to see that my mom had been shot by a rubber-coated steel bullet. I begged them all never to go out again and to give up the idea of the marches, but to no avail. The very next Friday, and each Friday after that, the people of Nabi Saleh, joined by university students, solidarity activists, and journalists, attempted to make it down to the spring. They wanted to send a message to the occupier that we didn’t accept their presence in any way. They wanted to send an even bigger message to the world: that the Palestinian people wouldn’t accept life under Israeli occupation. And finally, they wanted to send a message to the Palestinian people that the natural reaction to life under occupation was resistance and that it was their responsibility and their duty to stand up to our oppressors. The Israeli army’s crackdown grew increasingly more violent in response. But a grassroots movement was born. We called it “the popular struggle,” because it was led by the people, from the ground up.

			My father and the people in the village didn’t come up with the plan for this resistance movement overnight. Instead, it was the outcome of years of activism and strategizing, trial and error. They had read Martin Luther King Jr. and Gandhi. They had critically examined Palestine’s history and determined that there were two distinct moments when the people were able to mobilize everyone to work toward a common goal and unite in a grassroots national movement. The first was in 1936, during the Arab general strike under the British Mandate, which had been ruling Palestine for well over a decade by then. Palestinians launched a nationwide strike to protest many British policies—most notably, the policy of allowing unrestricted Jewish immigration from Europe into Palestine. Britain, after all, had famously promised to establish a Jewish home in Palestine. Palestinians feared they would be displaced by this growing immigrant community, which made no secret of its aim to claim Palestine as a Jewish state. The strike lasted three years, but it failed in the face of the British Empire’s overwhelming military and political power. British forces ultimately killed hundreds of Palestinians during the protests.

			The second incidence of proper mobilization took place during the first uprising against Israel, or the First Intifada, which broke out in 1987 after an Israeli military truck killed four Palestinian laborers in a refugee camp in Gaza. That was the spark that led to Palestinians everywhere exploding in protest against decades of Israel’s brutal occupation and ongoing colonization of Palestinian land. The uprising was spontaneous, featuring boycotts, organized strikes, a refusal to pay taxes to the Israelis, marches, and stone throwing. Israeli forces responded by beating and killing protesters, closing schools and universities for a year, and imposing curfews that lasted weeks. Undeterred, Palestinian communities banded together to protect themselves from the soldiers, feed one another during the curfews, and educate their children in underground schools when the regular schools were shut down. The Israelis had all the military power but were still unable to quell the rebellion.

			The First Intifada officially ended with the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993, a peace agreement between the Israeli and Palestinian leadership (the Palestine Liberation Organization, or PLO) that was brokered by the United States. Oslo, as the agreement is called for short, saw Israel officially recognize the PLO as the representative of the Palestinian people in exchange for the PLO recognizing Israel’s right to exist. It was intended to lay the groundwork for a two-state solution. Instead, what resulted was Palestinians giving up more of their land and their rights and Israel conceding nothing.

			Oslo also created the Palestinian Authority, or PA, which was meant to serve as an interim governing body until a final status agreement could be reached—something that never happened. And so, the PA has instead functioned as a subcontractor for Israel, carrying out security coordination and taking on the responsibilities of administering the occupation, a heavy and expensive burden that international law says Israel should shoulder. My father has always called Oslo “a conscientious Nakba,” even though he, like many Palestinians, is employed by the PA.

			A Second Intifada erupted in September 2000, a few months before I was born. But unlike the first uprising, this one ultimately took an armed approach. The Second Intifada was sparked when Ariel Sharon, who would soon become Israel’s prime minister, stormed the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound in occupied East Jerusalem with a thousand heavily armed police officers. Al-Aqsa is the third-holiest site in Islam, and Sharon’s deliberately provocative move was meant to cement Israeli claims over all of Jerusalem at a moment when negotiations had been proposed to make part of Jerusalem the Palestinian capital.

			Prior to this major provocation, Palestinians, Muslim and Christian alike, had already been inching closer to a breaking point after years of successive Israeli governments refusing to abide by the Oslo Accords and end the occupation. Oslo had gotten them no closer to achieving a Palestinian state. Economic prosperity hadn’t materialized. On top of that, the number of Israeli settlers had doubled between 1993 and 2000. The occupation was more entrenched than ever.

			The demonstrations during the first days of the uprising were largely unarmed. But the Israeli military was determined to quash them with excessive force: rubber bullets, live ammunition, and eventually full military incursions into densely populated Palestinian areas, with tanks and helicopters. What started out as peaceful protests morphed into an armed rebellion, characterized by suicide bombings targeting Israeli civilians and soldiers. Many Palestinians, including my parents, criticized this form of resistance.

			But there was also an unarmed component to the resistance during the Second Intifada, one that ended up influencing how we mobilized in Nabi Saleh years later. In 2002, Israel began constructing a massive separation wall under the pretext of security. Palestinians call it the apartheid wall because it’s meant to separate Palestinians in the occupied West Bank from Israel “proper,” but also from occupied East Jerusalem and from the Israeli settlements built inside the West Bank. The wall is several hundred miles long and, in some areas, made of imposing concrete slabs that stand over fifteen feet tall. If that’s not egregious enough, the majority of the wall was not built along Israel’s internationally recognized pre-1967 boundary, but rather on Palestinian land inside the occupied West Bank. This means its path was deliberately planned to swallow up more of our land and cut right through our villages.

			This was the case for several small villages like Budrus, which risked being cut off from the rest of the West Bank by the wall’s planned route. The residents there decided to organize against the construction of the wall and used their bodies to stop Israel’s bulldozers from uprooting their precious olive trees to clear the way. They were joined by Israeli and other international solidarity activists in weekly nonviolent demonstrations to block the wall from being built. The villagers adopted a strategy of nonviolence, but the Israeli army’s response was anything but. Soldiers regularly shot at the demonstrators with rubber bullets, tear gas, and even live ammunition. Many protesters were injured, beaten, and arrested. Eventually, though, the people of Budrus succeeded in forcing the Israeli government to reroute the wall away from their village. They managed to save their olive trees and almost all the land Israel had intended to annex. It was a significant victory. Other villages followed suit and also won.

			My father and relatives of ours in Nabi Saleh had joined the protests in solidarity and were inspired by what they witnessed. The grassroots efforts had proven yet again the success of civil as opposed to armed resistance. They also presented the right image of the Palestinian people and their struggle. This image contradicted the widespread stereotypical and inaccurate portrayals of our people, particularly in the West, as violent terrorists.

			And so, they sought to build upon that model of civil resistance and apply it to Nabi Saleh. But they wanted to make a few modifications, to improve upon what they saw. The first was to expand the role of women in a way that more accurately reflected women’s traditional prominence in Palestinian society. In the villages’ demonstrations against the wall, women weren’t always as involved or as visible as they should have been—there was certainly nowhere near the robust levels of female participation seen during the First Intifada. Luckily, Nabi Saleh has always been exceptionally egalitarian gender-wise. Starting from when we’re children, boys and girls play together equally, with no discrimination between the sexes. We all learn the importance of cooperation at a young age. This certainly helped our cause, as women (including my mother and Amto Manal, my aunt) took on key organizing roles in the movement.

			The other critique my parents and others had of the villages’ protest movement against the wall was that the tactic of blocking the wall became more important than the greater strategy needed to be pursued by all Palestinians: dismantling the occupation. The problem has never been just the wall, or the uprooted olive trees, or the settlements, or even the confiscation of Ayn Al Qaws spring. These are all manifestations of the root problem, but not the root problem itself. The root problem is Israel’s colonial settler project, which seeks to control us, steal our land, and ethnically cleanse us from it. The problem is the occupation itself. And so, exposing the injustices of the occupation for the world to see was one of the most important goals of our movement.

			We wanted to pursue this approach and ground it in the principles of human equality, justice, and inclusivity. To do that, my dad and the other leaders of our resistance movement knew they
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