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  To all oppressed peoples in search of freedom.


  “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”


  “Everyone has the right to life, liberty, and security of person.”


  —Articles 1 and 3 of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, 1948


  The December sun has disappeared.


  The stars now light up the sky, darkened by the night. Tonight, the full moon reigns over the heavens. It is so close and so large that one can almost make out every detail of its shade and texture. It sways with the rhythm of the waves, perfectly reflected in the dark waters of the Mediterranean. Leaning on a cane, entranced by the gentle melody of the waves, the old man stands, admiring this spectacle. His sea is unchanged. Unlike everything else, it has waited patiently for him all these years. It is one of the few things he recognizes here. Memories flood his mind. This place feels so familiar yet entirely foreign. He spent the day wandering the streets of the town and strolling along the beach, just as he had so often done in the past. A lifetime has passed. Nostalgia for happier times makes him falter.


  Standing a few steps behind him, the young woman watches the man, who is on the verge of losing his footing. She approaches slowly, and to give them both the courage to face this moment, she slips her slender fingers into his wrinkled hand. Together, they will be stronger. They have just said their goodbyes. Moments earlier, their loved ones were scattered by the breath of the wind. In death, they merged one last time with the elements of life. Eternity now belongs to them. The young woman is in terrible pain. At first, she was devastated, and then, nothing. It’s as if all her energy had vanished into the void. She is now but a pale shadow of herself. Unmoored, the rest of her life will now be without her guide, without the one who showed her the path to what is right.


  For a moment, their tears stop flowing. They gaze out at the vastness of the Tantura Sea. It is calm and peaceful. Life seems to resume its normal course. Not far from them, a group of young people are celebrating, as if nothing had ever happened. Existence seems so light beyond the Israeli checkpoints. A land, a religion, an ideology, memories, the Good… And when it’s all over, what will we leave behind?


  Part One 

The Sea of Tantura


  October 8, 2023. 
Caumont-sur-Aure, France


  Hassan was pulled from his sleep by the first pale light of dawn. Ever since he had sold his grocery store, he no longer set an alarm to get out of bed. At least I’ve earned a few extra hours of sleep, he told himself every morning, though he never managed to enjoy them. His back ached from a lifetime of hard work. On the brink of his 96th birthday, Hassan often found himself lost in thought. He was fortunate—his memory had withstood the ravages of old age. Perhaps it was the hardships he had endured throughout his life that had etched his memories so deeply into his mind.


  His story was inseparable from that of his people. Few people liked to discuss the conflict. It was far too complex, but above all, uninteresting to the people of his village. Though the residents of Caumont all felt a deep sympathy for Hassan, they didn’t feel truly concerned by such distant problems. Everyone remained indifferent, except for a handful of villagers, including Gérard, his lifelong friend.


  Gérard had fallen in love with Palestine in the 1940s and had traveled there many times throughout his life. The two men had met in Tantura, where they forged an unbreakable friendship. After losing everything, it was thanks to Gérard’s help that Hassan, along with his wife Fatima, had been able to come to France to try to rebuild their lives. They had settled in Caumont, a small rural village in Normandy with a population of two thousand.


  Their house in Caumont was small but functional. It had a large living area downstairs, consisting of a living room, dining room, and kitchen. A small load-bearing wall separated the spacious kitchen on the left from the living and dining area on the right. The upper floor was accessible via marble stairs. At the top, a narrow hallway led to three large bedrooms. These days, Hassan no longer dared to climb up there. A fall could be fatal. As a result, a makeshift bed had been set up downstairs, in a corner of the dining room. It had become his bedroom. Next to the mattress, a chair served as a bedside table. In the summer, when the Norman weather granted him a moment of respite, he enjoyed having breakfast under the apple tree in the garden. “The local olive tree,” Hassan often joked. Beneath that tree, he had countless memories. He had found solace there, sipping hot tea, reading a good book, hosting guests for endless dinners, or simply watching the sun set behind the small hill facing him. He had spent the majority of his life in that house, experiencing everything there, from the deepest sorrows to the most intense joys.


  That morning, over his mug of coffee and slice of bread topped with blueberry jam, Hassan took a leap into his past. At another time in his life, the breakfast table would have been laden with hummus, falafel, fresh vegetables, goat cheese, and pita bread soaked in olive oil. Breakfast was always a moment of family togetherness, animated by the frantic chirping of cicadas. It ended with a good coffee before everyone went about their day.


  Since then, his habits had changed. The olive trees had been replaced by the apple tree at the back of the garden, the falafel by buttered toast, the dry air by humidity, and the song of the cicadas by the sound of raindrops splattering against the windows. He had become a different man, shaped by the passage of time. A 96-year-old man with a lifetime of ­memories. Barely even adults, he and Fatima had been forced to flee in the face of tragedy. In their haste, they had left everything behind—the war, the nascent settlements, the orchards, the arid and rocky lands, the sea, his business, his parents, his brother… The Nakba1… A knock on the door abruptly pulled Hassan away from his thoughts. It must be Sara and Ali.


  When they weren’t working, Sara and Ali liked to spend some time with Hassan. They looked after the old man. And, in a way, he looked after them too. Sara was Ali’s partner, Ali being Hassan’s grandson. Sometimes they dropped by briefly to share a cup of tea, or, when their schedules allowed, they stayed for lunch and spent part of the day in Caumont.


  The young woman had come alone. She entered, approached Hassan, who was busy spreading butter on a piece of bread, and kissed him on his left cheek.


  “How are you this morning? Did you sleep well?” Sara asked.


  “Why are you asking me that? Is Ali not with you?” Hassan replied curtly, still struggling with his piece of bread.


  “He’ll join us later this morning. He’s not working today, but he’s getting a haircut. So, are you going to answer me, Hassan? Did you sleep well?”


  “You know I have trouble sleeping. I always feel like I’ll forget to wake up to open the shop. So, I can’t close my eyes anymore. Damn retirement.”


  “Well, consider yourself lucky to be retired. At your age, I’ll probably still be working! People will always need me,” the young woman joked.


  She went to boil some water. The click of the kettle interrupted the silence for a few seconds, during which the young woman observed the man sitting across from her, fidgeting with her fingers. Preoccupied with dipping his bread into his coffee, Hassan didn’t notice her concern. Sara opened the kitchen cupboard and grabbed a mug. She poured out the hot water and steeped her tea. The steam released an appetizing aroma of thyme, anise, fennel, and rosemary. After burning her lips on the boiling liquid, Sara returned to the table. She set down her mug, pulled out a chair, and sat across from Hassan. Her face was somber, her expression grave.


  “Have you been following the news?” she asked in a trembling voice.


  “No,” Hassan replied. “How would I do that? You didn’t even bring me the paper this morning,” he chuckled with a hint of reproach.


  “Hassan, I’m serious. There’s been an attack…”


  The old man froze. Sara took his hand before continuing:


  “They came out of Gaza. They escaped. They crossed the wall. They killed hundreds of people. Lots of people died—men, women, children. So many children,” Sara whispered, unable to hold back her tears any longer.


  Breathless, Hassan clung to the table to keep from falling backward. He raised his eyes to Sara. The light in his gaze faded once more.


  “The Nakba, Tantura,” he murmured.


  


  
    
      1. Literally, “the catastrophe” or “the disaster” in Arabic. A term used by Palestinians to describe their forced exodus in 1948.

    



  May 15, 1927. 
Tantura, Palestine


  Several generations had passed since the first Palestinian families had built Tantura with their own hands, a small fishing village of sixteen hundred souls, located a few dozen kilometers from the major city of Haifa, on the ruins of an ancient Phoenician city. Nestled between Mount Carmel and the Mediterranean Sea, its geographic position was ideal. Taking advantage of the sea’s bounty, the villagers lived primarily from fishing. At the village entrance, there were also a few orchards, mainly olive trees, vineyards, and orange groves. These crops sustained many families.


  Tantura defied description. One only had to wander its streets with an open heart to feel the unique Eastern energy of this town steeped in tradition and custom. At dawn, the fishermen left their homes to meet the sea. It wasn’t until later in the morning that the streets filled with women dressed in their finest traditional robes, adorned with intricate embroidery, and men proudly wearing their keffiyehs2 on their heads. The shops opened, and the stalls were stocked with colorful goods as deliveries arrived. The fresh, salty morning breeze mingled with a multitude of Eastern scents. The aromas of coffee, incense, thyme, sesame, cumin, and countless others teased the delicate noses of any adventurers daring to embrace the intoxicating atmosphere of these streets.


  In the town’s small souk there was chaos—sometimes outright disorder. People spoke loudly, shouted. They negotiated the day’s fish deliveries. They sampled olive harvests. They squeezed oranges for refreshing juice. This was where people gathered, met, and took the time to chat over coffee on café terraces. One might even spot old men playing an intense game of cards right on the ground.


  A few hundred meters from the souk, villagers loved to unwind on the small white-sand beach and swim in the crystal-­clear waters of the cove, where a few boats anchored daily. They strolled along the promenade by the beach. The residents found peace facing the azure sea, lulled by the sound of the waves and the tranquility of the place. Tantura was their haven of peace. In this untroubled Palestinian village, the inhabitants lived peaceful and happy days.


  It was in the heart of this little paradise, on this gentle spring day, that Hassan opened his eyes for the first time.


  


  
    
      2. A traditional scarf that has become a symbol of Palestinian identity and resistance.

    



  May 15, 1937. 
Tantura, Palestine


  This May 15th was a special day for Hassan: it was his 10th birthday. His mother had planned everything accordingly. She had prepared a real banquet of sweets for his classmates. His bag was filled with Knafeh, a soft cake stuffed with cheese, with a pronounced flavor of orange blossom and pistachio. A bold but successful combination. This pastry was one of the young boy’s many guilty pleasures.


  As he did every morning, Hassan had breakfast with his family: his parents, Amira and Omar, and his older brother Farouk, two years his senior. This time of day was always rather solemn. Everyone quietly enjoyed their meal, slowly emerging from the land of dreams, still dazed by the chirping of cicadas.


  Once their stomachs were full, Hassan and Farouk grabbed their schoolbags, stuffed with notebooks and textbooks, before crossing the village to reach school. On the way, they stopped by Fatima’s house. She was the neighbor’s daughter. The three of them had made it a habit to walk together. Hassan and Fatima were the same age and attended the same class. The young boy loved going to school. He was eager to learn and considered himself lucky to spend his days gaining knowledge. The plan had been agreed upon with his father. Until the boys turned 14, they could learn to read, write, and count. After that, they would work with Omar, who ran a grocery store in the village.


  On their way to school, they often encountered British soldiers. After the Great War, the victorious nations had decided to divide up what remained of the Ottoman Empire. This region had been split into several territories, each assigned as a League of Nations mandate. It was in this reshaped geopolitical context, in the early 1920s, that the British had established themselves in Palestine. Decades had since passed, and one could say the English had become part of the scenery. A jeep would occasionally arrive in the village. The soldiers conducted routine patrols through Tantura’s streets before heading to the Mediterranean for a swim. By the end of the day, they would gather at the beach café, leaving at sunset. It seemed as though they were on leave. The soldiers endeared themselves to the children by handing out sweets. “They’re quite nice, these British,” thought Hassan, who had heard his father describe the English that way. However, not everyone shared this view. Many villagers resented the presence of the English on their land. They blamed them for the numerous waves of Jewish immigration to ­Palestine. Amira and Omar, tolerant and open-minded parents, were keen to instill fair and peaceful values in their sons. “Jews have always lived on this land. We must accept that. Why can’t we all live in peace, respecting each other’s beliefs, traditions, and freedoms?” they explained to the boys when, in the evening, the brothers shared some village gossip they had overheard.


  After school, the routine was always the same. Farouk liked to walk home alone. Once there, he would devour a snack lovingly prepared by Amira before burying his nose in his lessons until dinner.


  Fatima and Hassan had a different agenda. True little adventurers, they loved exploring every corner of their village. The school was located about a hundred meters from the beach. When the sun shone brightly in the sky and the temperatures were particularly pleasant, the two friends liked to cool off in the clear waters of the sea. After their swim, they played on the beach, letting their childlike imaginations run wild. On the breakwater of the small fishing port, they chased each other wildly, weaving between irritated pedestrians annoyed by their bursts of energy. Then, tired, they would sit and gaze at the vast blue expanse. They were quiet. This moment was their escape. They relaxed, listening to the gentle melody of the waves’ ebb and flow. They used this peaceful interval to share secrets and tell each other stories. A strong bond had formed between the two children. They weren’t in love, but they were simply the best of friends. At least, that’s what they thought.


  May 25, 1943. 
Haifa, Palestine


  Once a month, Hassan and his mother would travel to the city of Haifa to stock up on provisions. They always made the journey by cart, which they shared with other families from the village. The young teenager had always loved Haifa. It was a bustling, vibrant city. It exuded the lively energy so typical of Middle Eastern cities, far surpassing the humdrum of their small village of Tantura. They loved losing themselves in the vastness of the souk, meeting unfamiliar faces. Around midday, once their errands were finished, Hassan and Amira had a habit of relaxing in a café in the old city. They would share a special mother-son moment until the cart came to interrupt their outing in the mid-afternoon, ready to take them back to Tantura.


  As he grew older, Hassan began to notice that the world around him was changing. He was worried and full of questions. In the village, everyone had their own opinion about the situation. The teenager adored his mother. She was educated; a true font of knowledge for him.


  Hassan wanted to take advantage of their time alone, sitting at the café, to gather information and dispel his doubts.


  “Is a war coming, Mama?”


  Amira was so surprised by her son’s sudden question that she nearly choked while sipping her tea.


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “People talk a lot at the grocery store.”


  “And what are they saying, Hassan?”


  “About the current situation.”


  “And what about the current situation?”


  Hassan withdrew a little. Stirring his spoon frantically in his steaming cup of tea, he couldn’t hide his worry and ­nervousness.


  “There’s a war in Europe. I’m afraid it might come here.”


  “Oh no, son, there’s no reason for that. Why would the war reach us? It’s far from here. Don’t worry about it.”


  “Yes, but Germany wanted to expand its territory, and I wonder if they might want to come here too. We’ve had wars too, haven’t we?”


  “I don’t believe it, Hassan,” Amira said sharply, pounding her fist on the table, making the teenager jump.


  Mother and son fell silent. Amira held her tea cup delicately between her thumb and index finger, bringing it to her lips, which she pursed to avoid burning herself on the hot brew. Their gazes wandered for a moment, absorbed by the bustling atmosphere of the room, before returning to meet each other.


  “There’s something else I wanted to ask you.”


  “I’m listening, my son,” Amira replied in a softer tone.


  “We’ve always had British soldiers here. I mean, I’ve grown up with them around. People say the English are here to bring as many Jews as possible to Palestine so they can create their own country. Everyone sees it, Mama. For years, tons of them have been coming from Russia, France, Poland, everywhere!”


  “That’s true, Hassan,” Amira said calmly, without revealing much more.


  “Why don’t they stay in their own countries?”


  Amira was somewhat taken aback by the direction of the conversation and by the maturity of her son’s questions. Hassan was an intelligent teenager. At sixteen, he seemed to have a clear grasp of what he was talking about.


  “First of all, you need to know that there have always been Jews in Palestine, with whom we’ve shared our land. Many people disagree with this, but I believe that, even though they were a minority, they were here too.”


  Amira paused for a moment. She picked up the teapot in the middle of the table to pour herself another cup.


  “Well, it’s a fact that the British support the migration of many Jewish families to Palestine. Over the years, they’ve been issuing more and more visas. However, we can’t ignore the historical context behind these waves of migration,” Amira added.


  “The context?” Hassan asked, hanging on his mother’s every word.


  “The Jews have been persecuted, oppressed, and expelled all over the world for centuries. Look at what’s been happening in Europe since Nazi Germany came to power. They’re being sent to labor camps. Then, they’re exterminated. Can you comprehend such atrocities? With raids and betrayals happening daily, the specter of death looms over them constantly. Often unwanted, they are victims of anti-Semitism. Perpetually exiled, sometimes stripped of their belongings, they have nowhere left to go. Do you think that’s fair?”


  “No, you’re right that it’s unfair. But why are they coming to Palestine?” Hassan countered.


  “And why not?” Amira replied, her voice tinged with irritation and a lump forming in her throat.


  Overcome with anger at seeing the world she cherished so much being destroyed by such abominations, she had let her emotions get the better of her. Her nerves gave way. A tear slid down the corner of her left eye. Moved by compassion, Hassan took his mother’s hand.


  “Are you okay, Mama?”


  Amira closed her eyes and took a deep breath to regain her composure.


  “Yes, I’m fine, son. Don’t worry about me. We’ll need to show openness and kindness because what’s happening to these poor people is dreadful.”


  Hassan took a few sips of tea to ease the tension and give his mother a moment to breathe. After a while, Amira’s face relaxed, reassuring Hassan.


  “And Zionism, Mama? What exactly is it?”


  Visibly weary of her son’s curiosity, Amira scratched her head and let out another sigh.


  “Zionism is an ideology and a nationalist movement that encompasses many ideas. It would take me hours to explain it all. The main thesis suggests that the Jewish people should gather within a national territory, in Palestine. Establishing their own homeland would, among other things, protect them from anti-Semitism. From a more religious perspective, ­Zionists believe that the land of Palestine is promised to them.”


  “But we live here,” Hassan pointed out, frowning.


  “Yes, and that’s the problem. A people claim a land promised to them, a land where another people have always lived…”


  “So they might drive us out.”


  “Of course not. That’s impossible,” Amira assured him.


  “How can you be so sure?”


  “After all the persecutions the Jews have endured throughout history, I think they simply want to live a peaceful and quiet life, far from the horrors of war. And besides, the British will protect us. After the Arab revolt in recent years, the English published the White Paper.3 Have you heard of it?”


  “Yes, but vaguely. Could you explain it to me again?”


  “It’s a political statement written by the British government. Among other things, it says that Palestine cannot be turned into a Jewish state against the will of the Arabs. Palestine would become an independent state, governed by both Jews and Arabs, to meet the interests of both communities. A lasting solution that would suit everyone, where all peoples could coexist safely, peacefully, and equally on this land.”


  “Many people think coexistence is impossible.”


  “Do you realize the horrors Jews are enduring right now? Why couldn’t we extend a hand to them? Why couldn’t we live together? Look here, in Haifa. There are almost as many Jews as Arabs. Why not elsewhere?”


  “But what if we get attacked?” Hassan asked again, still not reassured by his mother’s answers.


  “If we help them and coexist, why would we be attacked?”


  “Maybe because the Zionist project will resurface, and they’ll want to establish their homeland on our land. Then it will be our turn to become unwanted.”


  “I don’t believe that, Hassan. Now, finish your tea. The cart is waiting for us. We’ll be late.”


  Amira always had an answer for everything and firmly believed in the goodness of humanity.


  During the ride back, Hassan remained silent. He reflected on the conversation he had just had with his mother. Amira had always loved people; she had a big heart. She believed in sharing, in love, and couldn’t imagine for a moment that her own people might one day be in danger. After all, it was his mother who was probably right. Was it really so utopian to imagine Jews and Arabs populating the lands of Palestine together, living in harmony, respecting each other’s customs, and working every day toward common interests that would lead to equality among peoples?


  


  
    
      3. This refers to the third White Paper published by Malcolm MacDonald on May 17, 1939.

    



  July 10, 1944. 
Tantura, Palestine


  Sitting on the seawall of Tantura, Fatima and Hassan were silent, their gazes fixed on the horizon. They had grown up so much since the days when they walked hand in hand to school every morning. Throughout their childhood, they had been partners in crime. For all those years, their love had been purely platonic. They had spent entire afternoons laughing, crying, and sharing stories. They had loved doing nothing together. Simply sitting somewhere, watching life pass by, observing villagers as they walked past, commenting on every detail of their clothes or their gaits. They felt the need to confide in each other. These two had been the best of friends, plain and simple.


  On the brink of adulthood, the days of a bygone friendship had shifted into a new, exciting, and unknown realm that neither of them could fully understand or describe. Without truly pinpointing the budding feelings that were consuming them from within, they realized their relationship was transforming into something more powerful. When they were together, time seemed to stop, accompanied by a gentle melody playing in their minds. A light now illuminated their gazes, and a glowing ember had begun to crackle in their hearts. Out of modesty, they had never spoken about it to each other. Each kept this secret buried deep within their soul.


  Hassan had grown into a tall, handsome seventeen-year-old man. His brown eyes turned green in the sunlight. His ­beautiful black curls were always unruly, and he sported a three-day beard that seemed to have reached the perfect length. A mysterious figure, no one could truly discern what he was thinking, but he had a divine little smile that revealed a dimple so expressive when he was happy. That little dimple at the corner of his lips made him utterly enchanting in Fatima’s eyes.


  For three years, Hassan had been working at the village grocery store with his brother and father. His life was all mapped out. Partnering with his brother, he would take over the family business when the time came. He would find a loving wife with whom he would have children. The family would live peaceful and happy days in their small village. He needed nothing more to feel content with his life. Even though he refused to consider it seriously, he often wondered what his future might look like if he decided to marry Fatima. Would he be happier than with another woman? Would he be more fulfilled than he was at that moment?


  Clearly, Hassan’s discreet glances over his shoulder no longer fooled anyone. Fatima’s presence made his heart race. He loved the dizzying sensation he felt when she was near. He lost his footing at the touch of her soft skin or when his nostrils delicately caught her pleasant fragrance. Intoxicated, he felt as though everything around him faded away, leaving only the frenzy of the present moment. He became shy in the face of Fatima’s purity and grace, which he found irresistibly beautiful. Her laughter captivated him. Her curiosity made him think and pushed him to his intellectual limits. During their many passionate discussions, he unconsciously sought to impress her. He often imagined that Fatima was too good for him and that his love could never be reciprocated.


  Fatima was rather petite. She had thick black hair. Every morning, her comb was her best ally in the long battle she waged against the knots and countless cowlicks in her mane. Her emerald green eyes were piercing. Her gaze was of unparalleled purity—a reflection of her soul. One could read her like an open book. She had a discreet beauty mark on her right cheek, which Hassan adored. In fact, she had charmed the young man in every way.


  Fatima was in her first year at the University of Haifa. She had worked hard to be admitted to this school, which only accepted students through competitive exams. She was studying history and was doing everything necessary to achieve her goal: to teach the subject herself in a few years. Throughout the week, the young woman stayed with her aunt, who lived just steps away from the university. When the weekend arrived, she hurried back home to Tantura. She couldn’t wait to see Hassan and tell him about her week. She loved Fridays because they were the days of their reunions and hated Sunday evenings when she had to say goodbye to him.


  Fatima could no longer suppress her attraction to Hassan. She was hypnotized by his beauty, enchanted by his elegance, and intimidated by his charisma. The young woman felt herself blush whenever he gently looked at her. She loved listening to him speak, captivated both by the tone of his voice and by what he had to say. She loved questioning him, debating for hours on thorny topics, and delighting in the freshness of his ideas because she found him irresistibly intelligent. By his side, she felt elevated, becoming a better version of herself. But it seemed impossible to her that Hassan could share her feelings.


  Fatima’s university year had ended in late June. She would spend the next two months enjoying the summer with her childhood best friend, just like before—or perhaps their plans would take a different turn…


  That evening, as usual, Hassan and Fatima had found refuge on their seawall in Tantura. A gentle breeze cooled the warm air of the summer evening. Fatima had to constantly push back her thick hair, which couldn’t withstand the wind. Hassan chuckled as he watched her struggle.


  “You should’ve tied your hair,” the young man teased.


  “Very funny, Hassan.”


  Even though good humor was always present when they were together, a certain shyness hung in the air that evening. Hassan was restless. He couldn’t sit still, constantly shifting positions. Fatima noticed and didn’t hesitate to point it out with an amused tone.


  “Is everything okay, Hassan? You’re fidgeting all over the place!”


  “Yes, yes, I’m fine,” the young man replied, his tone slightly irritated.


  His gaze absorbed by the sea, he searched for a sign or something that would give him the courage to speak. After a brief silence, he took a deep breath and plunged in.


  “Fatima, I need to talk to you.”


  “Yes, Hassan?”


  “I’ve been thinking a lot lately, I… I…”


  Hassan stammered, the words tangling in his mind.


  “What have you been thinking about?” Fatima asked, pretending not to notice her friend’s discomfort and trying to help him along.


  “You see, it’s been three years now that I’ve been working at the grocery store with my father and Farouk. We’re happy here. And our parents often tell us that we need to find a wife. And it’s true that… I think that… well, maybe it would be a good thing for me to find a woman.”


  Hassan spoke quickly, his tone hurried, and his throat dry. He paused for a moment to catch his breath. He had broached the subject, which made him feel a bit more at ease as he resumed his monologue.


  “I think I’m ready to start my own family, Fatima. I’m ready to get married,” the young man concluded.


  Boom, boom. Fatima’s heart leaped in her chest. She blushed. Her breathing became uneven. What did he mean? Where was he going with this? Hundreds of questions raced through her mind. She was unsettled but managed to contain her emotions because she didn’t want to reveal anything. She adopted a very neutral tone when responding to her friend.


  “Good for you, Hassan. You’re right. If you feel ready, you should go for it so you won’t have any regrets. Your parents are right. Now that you have the business, you need to find a wife.”


  The two friends were locked in a fierce battle. Neither wanted to reveal their feelings. It was too risky. They were both afraid of hurting the other and, more importantly, of breaking their cherished friendship. Embarrassed and unsure how to interpret Fatima’s response, Hassan withdrew into himself. His arms wrapped around his knees, which were pressed against his chest.


  “And you, Fatima? Are you going to get married?” Hassan asked, deciding to corner his opponent. The ball was now in her court.


  “Maybe, yes. Well, I think so. Yes, I’d like to,” Fatima finally said after some stammering.


  “Has anyone asked for your hand yet?” the young man inquired, his face tense. He was worried. His gaze fixed on Fatima’s lips, he held his breath.


  “No, but I suppose it will happen someday.”


  Hassan exhaled, relieved by the young woman’s answer. He relaxed a little. Around them, the sun had slipped away. It was dark now. Only the moon kept them company. This light piercing the darkness emboldened the young man.


  “Fatima, do you think we’re really just friends?”


  “What do you mean?” the young woman replied, seeming to want Hassan to make one final effort.


  She wanted to be sure she understood him perfectly.


  “Don’t you think we’re something more? I mean, that we could become something more, like a couple, for example,” Hassan stammered, turning a deep shade of red as he laid himself bare.


  Fortunately, the darkness was his ally, and Fatima couldn’t see the embarrassment spreading across his face.


  In the shadows, everything suddenly became very clear. Sitting on that seawall next to the one she loved, Fatima wanted to shout her joy. Her heart pounded in her chest like never before. But she didn’t want to reveal the intensity of this moment of happiness to Hassan just yet; they needed to finish this conversation.


  “I admit that these past few months have been quite confusing for me,” Fatima explained.


  “Confusing, how?”


  “I mean, I’ve been asking myself a lot of questions about our relationship. When I’m in Haifa during the week, I feel like something’s missing. You’re constantly on my mind. No matter how hard I try, I can’t get you out of my head. When I see you here in the village, time seems to stop, and when I’m with you I know that it’s right where I’m meant to be. By your side, I feel complete, and the emptiness I feel inside disappears.”


  For a moment, Hassan felt like he might faint. It was impossible. She loved him. Him. She shared the love he felt for her. He was relieved, happy, and utterly fulfilled. With a clear mind and a light heart, he could now take flight. “It’s you I want to marry, Fatima. I want to embark on this beautiful and unpredictable adventure called life with you. I’ve realized for months now that I don’t love you as a friend. I love you with all my heart.”


  Hassan and Fatima had finally managed to put the feelings they had for each other into words. Their sparkling gazes revealed a deep intensity, tinged with a hint of shyness. In the darkness of the night, the stars shone brightly. Another gust of wind scattered a few stray hairs in front of Fatima’s eyes. Gently, Hassan brushed the black strand aside, tucking it behind her ear. He left his hand resting on her cool cheek for a moment. Their gazes, so characteristic of young lovers, overflowed with passion. After a moment of peace, his heart nearly bursting out of his chest, Hassan leaned in gently toward Fatima’s lips and pressed his own against them. He had simply followed the spontaneous dictates of his heart. Like an immense inner explosion, this kiss was the meeting of two souls, united by the rhythm of a single heartbeat.


  They remained silent for a moment, in harmony with the elements, facing the sea of Tantura. Dazed by the intensity of what they were experiencing, they felt certain that their happiness had reached its zenith.


  “We have to respect the rules and traditions,” Fatima murmured, resting her head gently on Hassan’s shoulder. “Now, we need to talk to our families! This kiss will be our secret.”
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