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Chapter 1: The Artist and the Talkative Friend
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In the Name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.

The majlis (sitting room) was filled with the beautiful smell of Oud and rose water. The scent was so strong that it reminded everyone of the Eid holidays. Outside in the garden, the bees were buzzing around the date palms, making a sound like a tiny, busy marketplace.

Brother Basim sat in the center of the room. He was a very serious man who always wore a white thobe and a kufi cap. He was an artist, but he was very careful not to do anything haram (forbidden). He did not paint people or animals, because he knew the hadith: "The angels do not enter a house in which there is a picture". So, Brother Basim only painted trees, mountains, and very fancy calligraphy.

Today, he was looking at his latest painting. It was a picture of a magnificent olive tree. It was so realistic that if a bird saw it, it might try to build a nest in it.

Sitting on the comfortable cushions in the corner was Brother Haroon. Brother Haroon loved to talk. He talked more than he ate, and he ate a lot of Kabsa. He was lying back, fanning himself with a palm leaf.

"Basim," said Brother Haroon, "this painting is your best work. It is amazing. You must send it to the big exhibition at the city center. Everyone will say, 'Mashallah! Look at this tree!'"

Basim shook his head. "No, Haroon. I will not send it anywhere."

Haroon sat up, surprised. "Why not? Is it because the tree looks too real? Are you afraid the woodcutter will come and chop it down?" He laughed at his own joke. "Don't be silly. You must show it. Allah is the One who created the heavens and the earth, and you are just drawing His creation. It is a way to say Alhamdulillah."

"I cannot," Basim said quietly. "I have put too much of my own feelings into this tree."

Haroon laughed so hard his kufi almost fell off. "Feelings? Into a tree? Basim, you are very funny. Did the tree tell you a secret? Did it complain about the weather? Know that the life of this world is but amusement and diversion. Do not take a painting of a vegetable so seriously!"

"You do not understand," Basim said, looking at the painting with a smile. "When I paint, I think of my dear friend, Brother Daud. He sat with me when I painted this tree. He read the Quran with such a beautiful voice. His heart is pure. Daud is a good young man. He reminds me to be a better Muslim. This painting reminds me of the peace I feel when we sit together remembering Allah."

Haroon ate a date and chewed it slowly. "Brother Daud? Who is this Daud? You never told me about him. Is he a scholar? Does he have a lot of money? Wealth and children are the adornment of the life of this world, but a good friend is better."

"He is just a young student," Basim said. "But he has a very good character. He is modest. He always lowers his gaze when he walks in the street, just as Allah commanded: 'Tell the believing men to reduce [some] of their vision and guard their private parts'. He does not look at what is haram. He is very handsome, but he does not boast. He is not like those who walk on the earth with arrogance, for Allah said: 'And do not walk upon the earth exultantly'."

"I must meet him!" Haroon exclaimed. "He sounds like a rare bird. Most young men today only care about their camels and their turbans. A young man who lowers his gaze and reads Quran? This I must see."

Basim looked worried. "No, Haroon. Please. You talk too much. You have strange ideas. You might confuse him. He is simple and pure. And do not obey every Hallaf (habitual swearer) Mahin (despicable). I mean, you are not despicable, Haroon, but you do talk a lot of nonsense sometimes."

Haroon smiled a mischievous smile. "I only speak the truth, Basim. Why do you say what you do not do?. I am a good Muslim, Alhamdulillah. I pray, I fast. I just like to enjoy the lawful things. Eat and drink, but be not excessive. That is my motto. Although, sometimes I am a little excessive with the rice."

Just then, there was a knock at the door.

"That must be Daud," Basim said, standing up quickly. "Haroon, promise me you will be good. Do not tell him your funny theories about life. Do not make him love the dunya (world) more than the Akhirah (Hereafter). The enjoyment of this world is little, and the Hereafter is better for him who fears Allah."

"I promise nothing," Haroon said, fixing his thobe. "But I am very curious. Let us see this young man who makes you paint olive trees with such emotion."

The servant opened the door, and Brother Daud walked in. He was indeed very handsome, with a face that shone like the moon. He had a short, neat beard and was holding a miswak (tooth stick).

"Assalamu Alaikum wa Rahmatullah," Daud said with a bright smile.

"Wa Alaikum Assalam wa Rahmatullah," said Basim and Haroon.

"I hope I am not disturbing you," Daud said. "I heard the Adhan for Asr will be soon, so I came to walk with you to the Masjid."

Haroon looked at Daud and whispered to Basim, "Mashallah. He looks like he has never committed a sin in his life. I feel like hiding my third plate of dates."

Basim glared at Haroon. "Daud, this is Brother Haroon. He is... a friend."

"It is an honor," Daud said respectfully.

Haroon stood up. "The honor is mine. Basim has been telling me that you are the reason this olive tree looks so happy. He says you have a good influence. And keep yourself patient [by being] with those who call upon their Lord in the morning and the evening. Basim thinks you are one of those people."

Daud blushed and looked down. "I am just a servant of Allah. I try my best."

"That is all we can do," Haroon said. "But tell me, Daud, do you like this painting? Basim wants to hide it in a box. He is afraid the tree might become famous and get arrogant."

Basim sighed. "Haroon, please."

Daud looked at the painting. "It is beautiful. It reminds me of the verse: 'And We send down from the sky rain... and We cause to grow therein [something] of every beautiful kind'. Why hide it, Brother Basim? It makes people remember the Creator."

"See!" Haroon clapped his hands. "Even the boy is wiser than you. You must display it. If you don't, I will tell everyone you are painting camels with three humps."

Basim smiled reluctantly. "Fine. Maybe I will show it. But only because Daud says it reminds him of Allah."

"Good," Haroon said. "Now, let us go to the Masjid. Establish prayer at the two ends of the day and at the approach of the night. And after prayer, maybe we can find some tea. Thinking about art has made me hungry again."

"You are always hungry, Haroon," Basim said, laughing.

Daud smiled. "I know a place that sells excellent honey. Therein is healing for people," he quoted.

"Honey!" Haroon's eyes lit up. "Let us go! This young man is not only pious, he has good taste in food. Basim, you should learn from him."

And so, the three men walked out of the garden, towards the mosque, leaving the painting of the olive tree sitting peacefully in the scent of roses. Basim worried about the future, but for now, they were just brothers in Islam, walking together on the straight path.
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Chapter 2: The Olive Tree and the Knees of Doom
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In the Name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful.

Basim and Haroon walked into the majlis. There, they saw Brother Daud. He was not playing a piano, because musical instruments are haram and the tools of the Shaytan. Instead, he was sitting with his back to them, reading a very beneficial book called "The Manners of Eating with Three Fingers."

"Assalamu Alaikum," said Daud, closing the book. He turned around, and his face was bright like someone who makes wudu properly. "I was just reading. It is very interesting."

"Wa Alaikum Assalam," said Basim. "Daud, this is Brother Haroon. I told you about him. He talks a lot, but his heart is good, InshaAllah."

Haroon stepped forward, lowering his gaze slightly because modesty is good for men too. "It is a pleasure, Brother Daud," Haroon said. "My auntie talks about you all the time. She says you are her favorite because you always help her carry the heavy bags of rice."

"She is very kind," Daud said, smiling. He was indeed very handsome, with a beard that was starting to grow nicely, and he wore a clean white thobe. He looked like a young man who never missed Fajr prayer in the mosque.

Basim started mixing his halal paints. He was painting the picture of the Olive Tree again. He looked at Haroon and said, "Haroon, please do not distract him. I need to finish this painting before the sun sets. And please, do not talk about your strange ideas."

Haroon sat on a comfortable cushion. "Strange ideas? I only speak the truth. I was just going to tell Brother Daud that he should enjoy his youth while he has it."

Just then, there was a knock at the door. It was not a butler, but Haroon’s wife, Sister Hafsa. She did not enter the room because there were non-mahram men inside, and mixing is not allowed. She stood behind a screen near the door.

"Haroon," she said. Her voice was firm.

"Yes, my dear?" Haroon asked, looking nervous.

"You promised to take me to the lecture at the Islamic Center," Sister Hafsa said. "You forgot, didn't you? You are always forgetting things. Last week you forgot to buy the zamzam water."

"I did not forget!" Haroon lied, which is a sin, so he quickly said, "Astaghfirullah, I mean, it slipped my mind. I will take you later."

"You better," she said. "And who is with you?"

"This is Brother Daud," Haroon said.

"Assalamu Alaikum, Brother Daud," she said from behind the screen. "I have heard you help the old ladies with their groceries. Mashallah. You are a good boy, unlike my husband who complains if he has to lift a teapot."

"Thank you, Sister," Daud said, looking at the floor out of respect.

Sister Hafsa left to go read Quran. Haroon wiped his forehead. "She is a very strong woman, Mashallah. Very pious. But she remembers everything. It is scary."

Basim continued to paint the tree
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